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OMENS 
by Louise Glück  
 
 
I rode to meet you: dreams 
like living beings swarmed around me 
and the moon on my right side 
followed me, burning. 
 
I rode back: everything changed. 
My soul in love was sad 
and the moon on my left side 
trailed me without hope. 
 
To such endless impressions 
we poets give ourselves absolutely, 
making, in silence, omen of mere event, 
until the world reflects the deepest needs of the soul. 
 
 

after Alexander Pushkin 
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Introduction 
 
 

Introduction 

 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
 

 
He who wonders discovers that this is in itself a wonder.  

~  
M. C. Escher  

The Graphic Work of M.C. Escher 
p. 9 

 
 
 

I and the circle I climbed with were extremely critical of what we saw as the hostile, jock 
Occidental mind-set that thought to climb a mountain was to conquer it. I’m not quite sure where 

we got that from, other than from our own sort of respect and pantheist affection for the 
mountains, but it became a very strong thing for me….I always thought of mountaineering not as 

a matter of conquering the mountain, but as a matter of self-knowledge. 
~ 

Gary Snyder 
Quoted by Suiter in Poets on the Peaks 

p. 35 
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From hypnotizing chickens to the fictional yet theoretical physics of Star Trek, it is 

hard to put this thesis into one category. Just as I (the narrator within this manuscript) 
move through diverse theories and experiences, my writing moves through many 
different styles and disciplines. One of the bigger shifts in style and tone is between the 
creative writing sections and the academic sections. In Writing with Power: Techniques for 
Mastering the Writing Process, Peter Elbow writes, “You don’t have to give in to this 
dilemma of creativity versus critical thinking and submit to the dominance of one muscle 
and lose the benefits of the other….What you’ll discover is that these two skills used 
alternately don’t undermine each other at all, they enhance each other” (9). Elbow’s 
quote reminds me of the combination of experience and theory I need when moving 
through the mountains and making decisions. Like writing, every bit of information I 
take with me and learn as I go, from sports science and athletic performance to reading 
the weather and animal behavior, helps inform me about my environment. Being a jack-
of-all-trades in the mountains lets one survive and thrive.  

One of the coolest parts (yep, I said “coolest.” I feel the same way about my 
graduate education as I do about volcanoes) about my graduate education has been the 
mentored access to all the wonderful theories. My horizons as a writer and a human have 
expanded considerably. These theories converse, compete, and push the body of 
knowledge into the future. However, several questions kept surfacing for me: aren’t most 
of these theories supposed to be informing us about the nature of reality? What happens 
if we apply rhetorical theory directly to life and experience through writing? My answer 
(see “Length,” page 13) is this thesis: a series of non-fiction vignettes exploring objects, 
agencies, and networks from an experiential perspective and outdoor tradition.  

This thesis strives to accomplish four main goals. First, it attempts to show theory 
in action by breaking the barrier between the theoretical and the experiential. To do this, I 
needed to break many other theoretical and compositional barriers, which I do by 
exploring the landscape of my life and its many different border regions through objects 
and agencies. Second, as mentioned in the opening paragraph, this thesis blends 
academic writing (critical thinking) and creative writing. At the least, blending these 
styles together adds depth and ethos to the narrative; at the most, it becomes more than 
the sum of parts (I can only hope). Third, this thesis strives to be aware of itself as a piece 
of writing and to situate itself in the field of rhetoric and composition studies. As I 
reference somewhere in the labyrinth of this thesis, the common adage is that one cannot 
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be a writer until one has had a diversity of life experience. I hope to show how my 
experience has informed my writing and vise versa—the critical is used to examine the 
creative and vise versa.  

Five days after I defend this work I will turn forty: I do not think I could have 
written this work before now. It has taken many trips through the figurative and physical 
wildernesses of my life and landscape before I learned the same lessons enough times to 
not only accept (not understand necessarily, just accept) these lessons but also 
understand the value of wilderness, which is the fourth thing this thesis strives to 
accomplish. 

 
Wilderness as a designated “location” (Rattlesnake Wilderness outside Missoula, 

Montana is one of my favorites) severely reduces wilderness as an idea or a theory. Part 
of this reduction comes from our linguistic associations with the base word in 
wilderness—wild—which signifies ancient cultural definitions of and feelings around the 
sign “wilderness” like dangerous, threatening, remote, death through mauling or 
extreme weather, and most other concepts that are distinctly non-civilized terrors to our 
ego. For outdoorsy types such as myself, “wild” also means freedom, quiet, solitude, 
spiritual connection, and a place free from contemporary western timelines, culture, and 
expectations. By diving into the border regions between wilderness and civilization, I 
argue that wilderness is a complex state of existence much like mourning, love, aging, 
awe, depression, marriage, poverty, or freedom. By visiting the wilderness within 
ourselves and within our own civilization, we connect with various nonhuman 
structured forms like creativity. Wilderness as a quality or state is temporally and 
spatially complex and non-linear, and it does all types of wilderness (e.g., figurative, 
physical, spiritual, emotional, etc.) a disservice to set aside the land without 
acknowledging the depth and impact of wilderness as concept, quality, or state of 
existence. This quality of wilderness is one of the reasons for the non-linear structure, 
vignettes, and mash-up of styles (see “Vignettes,” page 13). Wilderness as quality also 
challenges the concept of Environmentalism. 

In Ecology Without Nature, Timothy Morton writes, “Environmentalism is a set of 
cultural and political responses to a crisis in humans’ relationship with their 
surroundings. Those responses could be scientific, activist, artistic, or mixture of all three. 
Environmentalists try to preserve areas of wilderness or ‘outstanding natural beauty’” 
(9). The aim of this thesis is not a response to an apocalyptic crisis about a physical 
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wilderness that if “saved” will then save and redeem humanity. While “wilderness” and 
“tradition of an outdoor writer” are definitely themes and inspirations, I try to write 
mindful of my position within contemporary society looking out; by acknowledging and 
accepting the unavoidable filters created by language and culture, I hope to step through 
contemporary issues to see the moving parts. Therefore, this thesis desires to “save” 
nothing, only to explore and reveal agency and context—this thesis looks to add to and 
expand the definition of wilderness (see “Length,” page 15). 
 While I ascribe to environmentalism and ecological thinking, I believe that these 
highly politicized labels no longer have much agency beyond that of reduction, division, 
and stereotyping. However, something deeper moves behind these labels—objects: dogs, 
bears, trash, wilderness, weather, disability, theory, class, and pickup trucks. What I 
believe is that all the action of “ecology” takes place in the material reality of day-to-day 
actions and thoughts, and writing is a powerful way to expose and explore these 
mysterious coterminous Euclidean vectors called agency. 
 Therefore, writing is the place I inhabit and advocate for in this thesis.  

 
The following sections detail some specific structural elements used by this thesis 

to rhetorically explore and accomplish the four goals mentioned above. 
 

TITLE 
Omen of Mere Event: Vignettes in a Post Wilderness Landscape references several 

things. First, “Omen of Mere Event” is a reference to the Louis Glück poem on page 6. In 
her poem we see the narrator struggling to make meaning out of events and objects in 
her landscape. Omens, then, are the signs created by humans to signify and interpret the 
material world. Omens, or assigned meanings, do not necessarily designate causation, or 
even correlation, but are a tool we create and then use to build associations and 
connections with the other omens of our cultural and personal mythos. Omens are a 
gateway into the structures (agencies and agents) behind the meanings we have created 
for life (the mythos of the world, civilization, and personal). Each vignette, then, is an 
omen, a sliver of the larger world of this thesis and life beyond. 

Also, post-wilderness can reference several things. First, it means literally a post-
apocalyptic or post-anthropocene (garden planet) world where the lush wilderness (wild 
places) as we know it can no longer exist because of human interventions (hello climate 
change and extractive industries). A second point of view is a revisionist wilderness 
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theory where wilderness as we know it never existed, the boundary between wilderness 
and civilization exposed as illusion. The third option, and the one chosen for this thesis, 
is that wilderness is a state or quality of existence. The point isn’t to refute those other 
points of view, but to also accept them as valid and integrated, paradoxes, conflicts and 
all. The point is to use the idea behind wilderness as a tool to explore meaning making 
from a new perspective. 

Finally, the title uses the preposition “in” and not “of” because I do not want this 
narrative to be separated from its landscape, defeating the premise that there is no 
separation. This speaks to the larger themes within the thesis that use agency to explore 
the illusion of boundaries. In On Writing Well, William Zinsser writes, “Readers read 
with their eyes. But in fact they hear what they are reading far more than you realize. 
Therefore, such matters as rhythm and alliteration are vital to every sentence” (36). Here 
we see the first boundary fall, that between what you read and what you experience 
while reading; the material text and the words you read become complicated through 
your experience during the reading of it (well, that’s the hope anyway).  
 
VIGNETTES 

Removing transitions between scenes has two direct effects. First, it deemphasizes 
linear time. Second, it hampers the ability of my ego to rhetorically manage the 
presentation of its personal myth. Freedom from time and ego then frees the reader to see 
alternate connections between the pieces. Because each piece can stand alone or in 
context of all other vignettes, this big ball (network or nexus) of vignettes gains the ability 
(agency) to connect to one another free from linear time and rhetoric.  

Another reason for the vignettes’ non-linear structure and mash-up of styles is 
that because I don’t inhabit one singular “world” (student, husband, dog owner, 
commuter, beer drinker, pensive coffee shop writer), it is impossible to communicate the 
diversity of my worlds and my experiences in a singular form, tone, and timeline of 
writing. In “The Ecology of a Writerly Place,” Christopher J. Keller writes, “As 
ecocompositionists, we can never assume that a writer’s habits will be consistent across 
all places nor can we assume that one place will affect writers in the same way, but 
instead, we can only investigate the effects of a specific place in a specific rhetorical situation” 
(203, italics mine). Investigate, explore, experience, pick your synonym; however, I’d be 
peddling half-truths if I didn’t include blunder, ricochet, tumble, break, retry, and run. 
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These vignettes are a way to isolate specifics while also teasing out new connections in 
ways a linear format cannot. 

Same as the volcanoes, beer, birds, and doppelgangers, each vignette should be 
treated as an object within this thesis. 
 
TIMELINE 

Because hierarchy as superstructure is impossible in the world of agencies, an 
imposed (i.e. false) linear hierarch interferes with meaning. The key, then, is to think 
about this thesis as a nexus where each part is connected, has connected, or will connect 
with every other part. I visualize this nexus as dynamic, four-dimensional space where 
time is unlocked from its forward linear progression. This four-dimensional space is 
different from the Object Oriented Ontology perspective in which, as I understand it, 
everything operates on a flat plain or fabric. Annie Dillard, especially in “Teaching a 
Stone to Talk” and “Solar Eclipse,” uses this nexus form for her essays and writing. 
Poetry also uses nexus as a technique occasionally. 

One rhetorical effect of the vignette form is they break experience and agencies out 
of directional and linear constraints, a point of view overemphasized by humans. By 
shifting time from the human-centered point of view (linear) to that of networks, 
systems, and objects (called actor-networks by Bruno Latour), time and connection can 
reorient to that of a nexus. This should emulate how experience actually occurs: each 
moment happens on its own in a linear fashion, but is a result of and tangled in all other 
moments past and future. 

This being said, each vignette should add to the larger work while also standing 
on its own as a piece of writing. The same goes for each chapter, sentence, fragment, 
technique, word, punctuation and white space. As Eric Hayot writes in The Elements of 
Academic Style: Writing for the Humanities, “Put plainly: every sentence in your work 
should be aware of every other sentence in it. No sentence stands alone” (53). Even 
written language, it seems, cannot escape agencies and networks. 

Since each vignette and chapter are designed to stand alone (I also left out specific 
dates) while working together to create a larger whole, each one depends on the others to 
create and sustain the world/nexus of this manuscript. This thesis is designed to be a 
world of its own with hundreds or thousands of moving parts. 
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CHAPTERS 
There are four distinct sections to this work, each building on the last to expand on 

meanings and experiences. For the first reading through, each chapter is designed to 
build on the ones before it. Then, for subsequent readings, each chapter (and vignette) 
can operate on their own in any order in a distinctly non-linear fashion.  
 

Chapter one constructs the world of this thesis. It is helpful to build the world 
from scratch while simultaneously breaking it apart. Think cartography. 

Chapter two situates reader and writer in the world of the thesis. The world 
cannot be interpreted if it’s not inhabited by anything that can assign meaning. Think 
spark of life. 

Chapter three explores wilderness and post-wilderness as states of existence, 
illuminating human as object equal to all other object instead of king of the objects. Think 
Large Hadron Collider probing the material and forces of existence. 

Chapter four explores networks, actors, and agency within the world of the thesis. 
Now that we know the physics and map of this land, we move and explore using the 
partnerships and agencies surrounding us. 
 
LENGTH 
 As Chris pointed out to me recently, I write through accretion. In the chapter 
“Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, Or, You’re so Paranoid, You Probably Think 
This Essay Is About You,” Eve Sedgwick and Adam Frank call this accretive style of 
literary critique “reparative.” If it’s a style of critique then it can be used for composition. 
They write:  

The desire of a reparative impulse, on the other hand, is additive and accretive. 
Its fear, a realistic one, is that the culture surrounding it is inadequate or inimical 
to its nurture; it wants to assemble and confer plentitude on an object that will 
then have the resources to offer an inchoate self…. 

The reparative reading position undertakes a different range of affects, 
ambitions, and risks. What we can best learn from such practices are, perhaps the 
many ways selves and communities succeed in extracting sustenance from the 
objects of a culture. (149-151, note—“nurture” is correct) 

 The best way to tackle this thesis (see “my answer,” paragraph 2, page 10) was to 
explore nuances and borders. Academically, creative writing is sometimes looked down 
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upon by the academy as only visceral. Creatively, the theory-heavy academy is 
sometimes chided by “writers” as ungrounded in reality. One way to blend these two 
worlds (disciplines) effectively, use their advantages concurrently, and expose the 
influences each has on the other is to tease out all the connections, ideas, and experiences 
dismissed “assumptions” or faulty logic. During my master’s degree it seemed that many 
of the “experiential” life lessons I tried to adapt into the academy were immediately 
challenged as too broad, too reductive, too (academically) political, too didactic. I was 
grateful for the guidance in the structures of academic thought, but something was 
missing: some form of praxis I could understand. 
 I realized through construction of this thesis that the ideas I was trying to 
communicate were too complicated to be simplified because of the complexity of the 
nexus of agencies, life, socioeconomic class, and experience. I feel what I have to say 
cannot fit in a mold of lit reviews, essay forms, thesis statements, creative metaphors, and 
tidy theoretical explanations. I suspect that’s the point of the Master’s thesis: to push 
beyond contemporary theory and discover something new, some new insight or set of 
paradoxes. I could not effectively “show” the affect behind my original questions 
without the length, without painting in a proper sample size of connections between 
theory, experience, and the spaces in between. 
 
RELEVANCE TO RHETORIC AND COMPOSITION 

From Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, to Writing with Power, to On Writing Well, 
many books written by people far smarter than myself detail techniques and styles for 
writing. The wide variety of books, techniques, and explanations for said techniques 
speaks to the concrete/subjective duality that makes writing a form of art and 
communication. In the chapter “Shape” in Style, Joseph M. Williams and Joseph Bizup 
detail some of the grammatical movements behind the shape of sentences. They write, 
“Here’s a general principle about how we read: one can best manage complexity when 
we begin with something short and direct that frames the more complex information that 
follows” (149). They, of course, are talking about the basic grammatical movement of 
subject (short) and predicate (complex information). However, one can apply this 
technique to large structures like vignettes. 

For specific, concrete techniques I’ll turn to Winston Weathers. In “Grammars of 
Style: New Options for Composition” he details specific stylistic techniques that I used 
when crafting this manuscript: 
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• The crot: “The basic element in the alternate grammar of style, and comparable 
somewhat to the stanza in poetry, a crot may range in length from one sentence to 
twenty or thirty” (226). 

• The labyrinthine sentence and the sentence fragment (227). 

• The list (229). 

• The double voice: “Even in nonfiction, as in fiction, a writer speaks with a 
‘voice.’…In alternate grammar, however, a voice is not considered a singular 
characteristic, but often a plural characteristic” (230). 

• Repetitions/repetents/refrains: “Repetitions are used to create a kind of 
momentum in composition when traditional continuity has been suppressed 
eliminated, or handled with such subtlety that it scarcely seems present at all” 
(232).  

• Synchronicity: “All things present in the present moment” (234). 

• Collage/Montage: “In current montage effects, writers create multigenre 
compositions…this kind of multigenre effect in alternate grammar replaces the, 
somewhat, the more traditional method of citation and quotation—though 
quotations themselves—in isolated forms—are often used in montage” (236). 

o Peter Elbow also comments on the collage, writing, “A collage consists not 
of a single perfectly connected train of explicit thinking or narrative but 
rather fragments: arranged how shall we say?—poetically? intuitively? 
randomly? without transitions or connectives” (148). 

 
“Indeed,” Weathers writes, “one of the main points to be made is that the 

devices/maneuvers we have just cited have left the realm of experimentation and now 
exist as viable conventions” (238). These are the most common elements (as well as the 
“aside”) I use to convey my experiences, trying not only to tell a story, but also to engage 
other literacies, experiences, and agencies. 
 
READER RESPONSE 

Staying true to the object-agency theme (and the rhetorical triangle), one potential 
but currently unrealized agency is reader reaction. Sure, Chris has been mentoring me 
along the way and reading drafts of this work, but the Aaron-Chris object has been a 
closed network. As Hayot writes, if the “reader [is] the site of the performative action of 
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[this] work—the place that inhabits it with meaning—then thinking well about what 
readers like, how they read, or the ways that writing can make them feel will improve 
your ability to write work that matters. Your goal is to build, synchronically, a winning 
diachronic experience” (56). I am curious about the next site of performative action 
(committee members’ readings and my defense) and the meanings that will develop and 
grow as a result. 

I have worked hard to create a thesis relevant to my education at OSU and I’ll 
soon discover if it is effective. However, I am also curious about how this work might 
matter beyond my defense. Is it original? Does it entertain? Does it educate and for who? 
Is it relatable to many different types of readers? What meanings and actions do I not 
see? I wrote this thesis to fulfill a requirement, but I also wrote this thesis because I am a 
writer: a compulsion that transcends all boundaries. 

In the writing of this thesis I had three goals for writing to the reader. First, 
thematically and stylistically I wanted to push boundaries in the right places for proper 
effect; each style, rhythm, and word choice has a purpose and each effect will now be 
beta tested. Second, since my first audience is to be a small academic group in my field of 
study—rhetoric and composition—I needed to prove the compositional merit of this 
piece. So while only a portion of this thesis tries to consciously justify itself rhetorically, 
the whole thesis should work from the compositional elements and theories detailed 
above. 

Third, and most importantly, I hope this is an engaging and enjoyable read. 
 
I appreciate you reading my thesis. Thank you for your time; thank you for 

serving on my committee. 
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_________________________ 
 
 
 
Chapter 1 
 
 

Personal Geographies: World Building 

 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
 
 
 

And certainly the scholarship of rhetoric and composition has reflected the importance of 
place and more recently of space, in particular. Writing does not begin in the self; rather, 

writers begin writing by situating themselves, by putting themselves in a place, by 
locating within a space. Writing begins with topoi, quite literally with place. 

~  
Sidney Dobrin 

"Writing Takes Place“ 
p. 18 

 
 
 

 
Professor Sarris’s experiments also showed him that “a widening of the dog’s ‘Umwelt’ was 

possible.” The German word Umwelt means “environment,” but Sarris used it in the sense of “the 
surrounding world of the dog which it is capable of understanding.” Key to such an expanded 

understanding of the world was giving dogs the time and space to work through problems on their 
own. 

~ 
Ted Karesote 
Merle’s Door 

p. 223  
  



Schultz 13 

Sign Post. Genesis. 
Genesis: literally, the creation of a world, the start of a timeline. Unlike the God of 

the Old Testament, I cannot create a world out of nothing. Instead, out of existing 
elements, I humbly craft a new world in my imagination and on the page. In my mind 
and on the page, the process of drafting this thesis is similar to how the humans, earth, 
sun, galaxy, and local galaxy cluster are made from elements created by the explosions of 
stars billions of years ago.  

These first stars are the genesis stars. Billions of years ago, the first stars sparked to 
life under massive and unimaginable counter-forces of gravity and pressure. Once alive, 
they gathered cosmic dust to build planets, comets, and galaxies, each of which have 
grown, flourished, and died billions of years before our sun first fired to life. Without the 
reactions and explosions of the first stars of our universe, the elements of life would not 
exist, and without supernovae these elements would not be distributed across the 
universe to build the landscape needed for the spark of life here on our planet, the planet 
we lovingly named Earth. Earth is our name—the name humans have given our 
landscape and our home. We have taken something that previously existed, this planet 
we live on, and given it new meanings and purposes. One important meaning and 
purpose is as our starting point for exploring the universe. 

Like the elements we draw from the earth to grow and sustain life, elements 
which were born from ancient exploding stars, Chapter One crafts a new landscape from 
the existing lineage of human definition and meaning. However, among other differences 
from classic definition of human experience, the landscape of this thesis is unmoored 
from time. Instead of focusing on the causal relationship imposed by time, I choose 
instead to focus on the interactions between objects—agency. Since the human brain is 
where the world is translated, it is only natural that my new landscape (thesis) will start 
with me as referent and build out from there.  

Each Vignette in this chapter introduces a form, story segment, plotline, location, 
theme, concept, boundary, or set of characters that each subsequent chapter will then 
revisit and expand. The pattern of the first two Vignettes in each following chapter is the 
same. The first essay introduces the physical landscape of the chapter and the second 
vignette introduces the theoretical tone of the chapter.   

In the opening Vignette (20), we get the first set of objects, interactions, and 
movements. In the second person, this vignette flirts with the fourth wall, drawing the 
audience into the landscape of the thesis and foreshadowing the many blendings of 
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boundary and genre yet to come n the thesis. Then, Vignette II (22) establishes the 
foundational theoretical framework for this thesis: the “personal geography.” This term 
acknowledges and celebrates the human perspective without elevating that perspective 
above other perspectives, be they dog, bear, or book. Since the things we write (e.g. 
compose) are a result of our experiences and landscapes, Vignette IV confronts some of 
the personal experiences that not only inform my writing but also why I write. As a 
poem, it is the first major shift in genre in this thesis, and hints at the unknown and 
unacknowledged forces that affect us without our knowledge. Vignette V (27) is the first 
in a series of academic-style vignettes that work to show how rhetorical and composition 
theory are applied to the specific genre of personal narrative and composition in general. 
Vignette XV (49), a definition of hiking, is important to the future definitions, 
explorations, and movements of this thesis. 

By the end of this chapter, it is my hope the reader has a good sense of the lay of 
the land (e.g. topography). Like a hike, one cannot “know” the landscape from the 
guidebook, one has to experience the hike. However, once the initial experience is over, 
(like a second hike on the same trail, or a second reading of a book), one can begin to pick 
out details, draw deeper meaning, and experience that same landscape in a variety of 
conditions—like rain, low light, winter, etc.—all the subtle variations that make one’s 
time in the mountains interesting. 
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I. 

 
Trail Report. Dawn Patrol. Teton Pass. Wyoming. 
The ritual starts the night before by packing your pack, which if you’ve had a 

good winter is packed already and just needs replenishment. Water. Powerbar. Apple. 
Chocolate. Layers. Headlamp. First aid kit. Lighter. Multi-tool. Eyewear. Avalanche kit: 
probe, shovel, beacon, inclinometer. Optional small thermos for coffee on the summit. 
Keep pack light, but bring some comfort. Next check the weather and the avalanche 
conditions. Plan your route for time allotted (punch in at work at 8:30 a.m.) and safety. 
Maybe wax snowboard or wrap duct tape around pointer finger of glove to fix the hole 
worn from cranking on bindings all season. Drink a cup of tea and stretch. Bed by 9 p.m.  

Alarm, 4:45 a.m. Reach over, grab your snowpants and slide them on because 
every skibum house is drafty and cold in the morning. Next, pull on long sleeve base 
layer and socks, then bang on roommate’s and backcountry partner’s door. He grumbles 
and rises. In the living room, slide feet into snowboard boots hoping they dried before 
the wood stove died. Shiver. They are always a little damp and cold. Now into kitchen, 
brew coffee, set oatmeal boiling, then dash outside to warm up the truck, which moans 
twice then sputters and kicks over. Back inside. Roommate’s up. Eat, checking weather 
and avy conditions for last minute changes. Pour coffee into travel mug and add two ice 
cubes so it’s a drinkable temperature. Grab pack and snowboard. 

Outside. Your breath freezes; what doesn’t stick to your hat and beard drops to 
the ground. A perfect winter morning. Still. Hard. Dark. Look up. So many stars. Look 
down. Hoar frost on snow reflects the starlight, sounds like crystal in the wind.  

Slot snowboards into bed of truck between sandbags, over the tires and into 
snowdrift behind the cab. Slam door. Shift. Pick proper music for drive, something with a 
beat. It’s fucking early and you are goin’ fuckin’ snowboarding. You’re pumped.  

Track two. Town is dark. Chimneys pump smoke and steam, which billow white, 
then dissolve into dark. Take right at the flashing stoplight. Clutch. Shift. Fifth gear, track 
three. Caffeine. Sleepy but alert, always waiting for black ice to kick the truck sideways.  

The two lane country roads are dark, black skids through dark grey valley; flat, 
seductive, a good thing to drive while waking up. Ahead, a black hole in the stars. 
Mountains. Track four. You will be standing at the event horizon of mountain and stars 
in an hour. Maybe you pass a car, an early commuter. You are grateful you no longer 
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work the breakfast shift, grateful you only make coffee and breakfast for you and your 
lovers.  

Ahead, the road disappears up, into black, towards the mountain pass. Down 
shift, fourth gear, start climb. Track five. RPMs and BPM’s increase. You know this road, 
know the straightaways and the speed of each corner in every condition. Track six; turn it 
up, nod your head to the beat. Turn one, downshift through switchback. Partner sparks 
one up, hiking preflight commences. Turn two, plows came early, sand pings off 
undercarriage. Turn Three, preflight complete. 9500 feet, the pass, your parking lot is on 
the left. A white F150, a blue Tacoma, a brown Legacy, and a patchwork Dart are parked 
in the lot. Buckles and boots clicking, shaggy silhouettes move, steam under dome lights 
and headlamps, last minute gear checks. You know those dudes, but will see them on the 
summit. 

Inversion today, so keep shell and fleece layer in pack. Unzip the vents on your 
snow pants. Nothing between you and the sky except base layer. You are grateful to be 
above the valley, above the stale cold and smoke. Still winter up here: must move. Finish 
coffee, shoulder pack, go.  

The boot pack starts at the edge of the parking lot, a ladder of kick-steps up the 
six-foot snowbank created by snowplows after the last storm. You are not the first hikers 
this morning. Another group has broken trail through the fresh snow, probably going for 
a longer tour across ridges and around cirques, probably looking for an untouched line in 
the middle of nowhere. Lucky bastards. Your consolation prize: freshies and a sunrise 
before work. Leave headlamp in pocket—plenty of starlight. 

 Left foot. Right foot. Breathe. Check technique. Check posture. Repeat. Follow the 
staggered, black-manicured craters, your staircase in the snow. At 9700 feet, 5:30 am on a 
clear day, you walk towards the stars. Breathe.  

Left foot, right foot, breathe…. 
You follow the footsteps before you, each step taking you five inches higher, 

towards a peak where you will watch the sunrise. Then, when cold and satisfied, you 
pick any number of lines, dropping off the top, falling from the stars, surfing white noise. 
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II. 

 
Thesis process log. Personal Geographies. 
In My Story as Told By Water, David James Duncan writes, “I’m talking about an 

alternative geography we all possess: the personal geographies” (65). Duncan defines 
personal geographies as the places we have inhabited for so long that they are a large 
part of the definition of our identity and personal myth. The places we inhabit, in turn, 
inhabit us.  

Duncan arrives at his conclusion from the perspective of someone who has lived 
in one place for 40 years (Oregon) before moving (to Montana). “At its worst,” he writes, 
“a big move like mine is a kind of death. At its best, though, such a move is a rebirth” 
(50). As universal metaphor for rebirth, Gary Snyder’s poem “Controlled Burn” explores 
fire’s role as a tool for the Native Americans of the West Coast. In the third stanza, 
Snyder writes: 

Fire is an old story. 
I would like,  
with a sense of helpful order, 
with respect for laws 
of nature 
to help my land 
with a burn, a hot clean 
burn. (35) 

To move to a new region and a new topography is, in a sense, to be reborn. While I don’t 
have Duncan’s experience with being planted, I understand geography and rebirth. 

At a whooping five and a half years, Portland holds the record for home, so my 
point of view on personal geographies is more migratory, less rooted than Duncan’s. I’ve 
burned the underbrush a dozen times; a gypsy, a free spirit, a lost boy trying to build his 
own map of the world. However, I am never lost or a tourist. When I’m interested in an 
area I move there, pitch a tent, get a job, roll in the local dirt, and drink the local Kool-
Aid. When I moved to Jackson, Wyoming, I slept in my truck in -18 degrees for a week, 
turning the truck on a few times during the night so I could warm up and scraping my 
breath off the inside of the windshield the next morning. My first month and a half in 
Missoula I camped ten miles up Blue Mountain, melted snow for coffee, and washed and 
shaved in the Bitterroot River before job interviews. 
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From the farmlands and lakes of central Minnesota to the deserts of New Mexico 
to the mountains of Wyoming and Montana, many places now inhabit me and manifest 
themselves in my writing. However, deep in my psyche, or muse, or subconscious, or 
collective unconscious, whatever we may call it, these landscapes have connected and 
combined into something larger: a landscape shared by other outdoorsmen and artists, a 
landscape of drainages and life, of tectonic movements and geological ages, of mystery 
and awe. On this Duncan writes, “These are not geographical overlaps, shared 
landscapes, or firsthand linkages: deeper within us than we can see, these are roots 
touching roots. The personal geographies conveyed via the arts converge in our interiors, 
create resonance, expand knowing through mysterious soul-to-soul empathy” (73). 

Every time I write, go on a hike, move to a new city, or cultivate a new friendship, 
I am consulting the map I have of the personal geography of my experiences, trying to 
draw conclusions and anticipated conditions. The mountains I’ve climbed, the creatures 
I’ve encountered, the partnerships I’ve created, the places where I choose to live, the 
fathers I’ve run from, the chips on my shoulder have all created my mythos, the personal 
geography of my life.  

Mapping this insane world is a full time job—I need an intern. 
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III.  

 
Train Report. Mount Hood. Oregon 
Jen, Dog, and myself start our hike at 11 am, after a leisurely morning looking at 

Laurence Lake, drinking coffee, and cooking a bacon, potato, and mushroom scramble. 
After rumbling six miles up the washboard, we park at the trailhead and begin our hike. 
The Elk Cove trail climbs up a ridge to Elk Cove, a high mountain meadow. Over the 
five-mile trail we will cross through three miles of the Dollar Lake Burn area, a giant 
burn from last summer. 

About twenty minutes into our hike, a reclaimed forest service road, and KRACK! 
Jen and I duck. After looking up and realizing we weren’t dead, we were free to hear the 
thunder echo around the huge canyons on Hood’s north side for a minute, maybe even 
two minutes. We couldn’t see the canyons, just hear the soundscape reflected back to us, 
just a Doppler effect of depths, distances, and directions. I wonder if that’s how bats hear, 
only 1000 times faster. We briefly discuss turning back, and decide to continue. 
 Ten minutes later, we hit the trail junction, leave the decomposing forest service 
road, switchbacking up through fingers of the burn towards the spine of the ridge. As we 
climb, the burn area takes more control: grey, brown, and black corpses, trees missing 
branches and needles loom tall, underbrush having been cremated. The dirt looks extra 
dirty, or dead maybe, a dark grey patina with splotches of light grey. After a half hour of 
switchbacks, we gain the ridge. Between the fire and the spine made of granite 
outcroppings, we had a great view, exposed and sweeping. On our left the Coe Branch 
Canyon—forested, two miles wide, rimmed with chaucy ledges and cliffs—rambled 
forward, up towards the meadows and glaciers of Mount Hood’s north side. We stand 
for a minute. Eat some almonds. Drink some water. 

KRACK! I follow the thunder as it ricochets slowly, down Coe Branch Canyon, 
enormous and hazy, whitecaps of sound, cock my head, and catching it echo through the 
other north side canyons. So. Fucking. Awesome. The vastness of this place. I could listen 
to thunder in the canyons all day, but a dark cloud begins floating overhead. We turn 
and hike, looking at the sky. Huge drops pit and crater the patina of ash and dirt. Good. 
It’s hot today. Bad. Lightning. Good. Cover and weather patterns. 

Left foot. Right foot. Uphill.  
We enter the first fire-blasted area—open, nothing living, desolate, a visual 

definition of apocalyptic wrath, all blacks and browns and greys, nothing plumb or level, 
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giant corpses tipped and scattered in odd ways, death having sucked all the water out of 
life, shriveling roots into weak anchors, no longer making them cling to the mountain. 
Eerie. The ridge narrows and there’s no canopy to hide us from rain or sun. I look ahead 
and behind on the trail searching for cover: a mile in each direction nothing except 
exposed ridge and giant, dead, lightning rods. KRACK! This echoes with a new smell, a 
salted awe—we are stuck on this section of ridge, halfway between cover. Keep moving. 
Listen for hair to rise. 

I regret leaving our rain shells at camp. I know better, going into the mountains 
without a shell, a stupid decision I’ll never repeat. Portland has been 78 degrees and 
sunny for two months, the rains of winter a story we tell out of state visitors. I’ve lost 
touch with mountain patterns. However, the dark masses of thunder and clouds kept 
rolling over our right shoulders, southwest to northeast, so we are good, we were in a 
weather shadow behind Mount Hood. As long as we see no storms directly in front of us 
we’d stay dry and alive. 

Ten minutes later, a very long ten minutes, the storm passes and the sun 
unleashes, adding unflinching power to the dusty, ashy, plant-free desolation. Left foot. 
Right foot. Heat pits our shoulders and reflects off the patina, making us pant, making us 
wish for one small spot of shade. We grind up the steep section of trail. 
 Behind me, there’s a different crack, an earth-bound rending and splitting of 
wood. I feel it in the back of my neck, intermittent, following us for a mile or so, while I 
look over my shoulder at every imagined footfall. Earlier, I saw fresh tracks on the trail; 
something had been spooked. Looked like bear tracks, which is probably hunting grubs 
and insects in the dead trees. Bears. Grubs. Yeah. Rationalize this creepy sound. 
 Finally, we transition from burned out ridge to low-angle trail wending a treed 
labyrinth of steep-walled gullies, long snow patches, and lush underbrush waking up for 
summer. It is a soft and beautiful place. Then, the trail disappears under a snowfield. 
Following day-old footprints in the snow, we find our way for about a half hour, spotting 
landmarks so we could find our way back to the trail. The snow ends on the trail, which 
we are grateful to see again, taking us through the borderlands of forest and meadow. 
We pass a tent, then out into Elk Cove, a series of meadows and glens at the base of Coe 
Glacier and Barrett Spur.  

Yellow lilies, Indian paintbrush, the sun is out, light breeze. We eat lunch and take 
a nap in a field of yellow lilies a few feet from two-day-old bear scat. The glaciers and 
ridges of Mount Hood and the silence of the air drift around and through us. 
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IV. 

 
First Generation 
 
Dawn. grip the shifter 
plunge the clutch 
downshift off the freeway. head west 
right angle passed farmhouses and dirt roads 
dissolving in the fog. déjà vu 
etching the back of the sternum. 
 
Park car. grab books and pens  
stride across campus. pull up hood 
walk by the construction crew 
in the cold. in the fog  
in the rain. in the snow 
it only takes a single   “mornin’” 

“mornin’” 
for me to know their day. 
 
I know this answer  
hop the fence. grip the saw  
pull the trigger 
teeth spin. a whisper 
straight line across the grain 
we all have a job to do 
 
instead, walk on  
past the mornin’. 
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V.  

 
Thesis Process Log. Writing Process and Revision.  
During my graduate studies, I took a poetry “studies in craft” course. A decade 

earlier, as an undergraduate, I studied and fell in love with poetry craft, so studying 
poetic craft at a graduate level made me giddy. Taught by Jennifer Richter and called 
“Mothers, Myths, and Monsters,” this class examined one’s personal myth through 
critical conversation and response. Every two weeks we crafted a poem based on a 
prompt relevant to our current reading. One of Jennifer’s prompts asked us to write 
about two worlds (out of many) we inhabit, and so “First Generation” was born, 
squealing, bloody, and clumsy. After a sponge bath and a meal, the poem had its first 
experience in the world, and began to develop a voice and shape to its landscape. 

Often, beginnings are clumsy and difficult to navigate. We know our direction and 
see a path, but the details are unclear. Sometimes, as the task and path become easier and 
clearer, we realize we were headed the wrong direction. Many essays in this collection 
(and my graduate degree) started with a small thought or question, but after revision 
they morphed into something intricate, distinct from its parent thought, and, at least for 
me, a meaningful exploration of worldview and experience. For example, last summer, a 
friend posted a quote on Facebook by Joi Ito: “Education is what people do to you and 
learning is what you do to yourself.” The quote has a satisfying, parallel rhythm, but on 
closer inspection holds a meaningless, non-sequitur type of logic. This quote did, 
however, give birth to “Thesis Process Log. Learning and Revision” (110), one of the 
longer pieces and an important link in the logic of this thesis.  

The process for the poem “First Generation” is a good example of the twists and 
turns of composition process. I could detail the creative process for “Thesis Process Log. 
Learning and Revision” (or term paper, short fiction piece, article, song, painting, etc.), 
but that wouldn’t be nearly as fun as detailing the process for a poem. Process is process: 
the seeds of an idea get explored (or researched), refined, and questioned over and over 
until a so-called finished product is ready for readers.  

Like most high-level compositions, this poem began as a question, inquiry, 
concept, and/or idea I thought worth a nuanced exploration: the contrast of my life in 
Portland, where I live, and my life in Corvallis, where I am a graduate student. To avoid 
traffic, I leave Portland at six a.m. and Corvallis around seven p.m., so my transition 
between two worlds, mirrored in the sunrises and sunsets I cross on the way between 
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realms, seemed a like a good poetic tool with which to explore this prompt. The first 
poem I turned in for credit to Professor Richter was draft number five (DR#5)*, and it 
was clumsy, blind, and two separate poems different in tone, cadence, and location. The 
opening lines of DR#5 were: 

Coffee, eggs, lunch box, start, clutch, 
Shift. 
Seat and defrost heat-up as I arc over the river, 
Interchange migration through the blinking skyline, 
Big, right-hander banks me from shore to shore,  
Its end far away, unseen in the dark and the mist. 

Like I said, these lines are bloody and clumsy, but they sketched out the landscape and 
rhythm of the poem, allowing me to enter it and live there, getting to know the physics of 
this world. In “The Ecology of a Writerly Place,” Christopher J. Keller suggests that:  

We not only consider the relationships between writing and place but that we 
examine writing itself as a place, that is, writing is a place where certain things 
happen—a terrain whose topography is constructed by actual authors, ethos, 
personas, and audiences, as well as the physical or geographic sites in which 
writers write. (206) 
Writing, as referenced in the vignette “Thesis Process Log. Gary Snyder. Savage 

Though. Creativity and Wilderness“ (92) is the “place” where, for almost two decades, 
I’ve been trying to understand my socioeconomic and genetic (e.g. spatial learning) 
points of reference in relation to how I make meaning. This allows me to see that today I 
inhabit many worlds—from the PCC writing center, to commuting I-5, to hiking 
volcanoes. Some worlds seem fully formed; however, these worlds change each time I 
reflect through the understandings of my current past. 
 

When I was ten years old, I had my first paying job: a neighbor paid me two 
dollars an hour “pickin’ rock”—essentially, clearing the fields of rocks, fist-sized and 
larger, so he could plant and harvest hay without damaging his equipment. Since then, 
from bailing hay to washing windows to carpentry, I’ve always worked blue-collar jobs. 
This conflict between nostalgia and reality, this pull between past and future, is the 
kernel of “First Generation.” Tucked far back (and forgotten until now) in the process of 
this poem, the first draft (DR#1) in my journal holds a line and the soul behind the 
finished poem: “The past pushes, the future pulls.” This is another clumsy line, reductive 
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and watery, but an important kernel for the understanding the themes of this poem. By 
DR#5 the former line had morphed into “using the past to feed the future:” A pleasant 
line filled with rhythm and conflict, it doesn’t go deep enough to expose the question and 
concept I was struggling to articulate. In DR#5 I was refining the conflict between 
nostalgia and reality by writing: 

In the cold, in the fog, in the rain, in the snow, 
as I walk by the construction workers, 
it only takes a single   “mornin’” 

“mornin’” 
for me to know their day. 
I want to know the answer again. 

This section is close to the thesis version, but one thing remained to be refined—the last 
line of this selection: “I want to know the answer.” 

One on my favorite memories of blue-collar work is showing up to the jobsite at 
seven a.m. We would greet each other, coffee and cigarette in hand, with a simple 
“mornin’,” stating factually that, yep, it’s morning and good or bad is irrelevant. This 
simple, truncated phrase accepts all versions of one’s morning as valid, while stating 
that, yep, it’s time to work. So, after pausing briefly, we would strap on tool bags and 
begin where we had left off fourteen hours ago.  

The snow, rain, and sun could be brutal, often making work complicated. I once 
built a house in the mouth of Paradise Valley near Livingston, Montana from March-
June, known as “mud season” in the Northern Rockies. Livingston is known for constant 
year-round wind and the mouth of the canyon makes the wind worse, so we worked in 
consistent fifteen mile-per-hour winds, often combined with gusts, slush, mud, and 
freezing rain. Mucking about in the mud and the wind made building a house 
uncomfortable and slick-as-snot dangerous. However, work is work and one forgets 
about wet feet and cold wind—most of the time, anyways. 

Regardless of the hard work and harsh conditions, it seemed the answers to the 
questions within my blue collar lifestyle were much simpler compared to my marketing 
jobs and student life: standardized lumber, pulling a measurement, square corners, 
plumb walls, beer-thirty, shitty weather, sore muscles, weekends, consistent paychecks, 
and knowing your work might stand fifty or a hundred years were all immediate, 
straightforward, and satisfying answers. Simplicity (straightforward) isn’t inferior to 
complexity or abstraction; it’s just different. Besides, the simplicity of this lifestyle hides 
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deep complexities: struggles with money and class for starters, Morlock-and-Eloi type of 
themes. A second type of simple “answer” lies in seeing the results of one’s work or 
mistake immediately—the board doesn’t fit—unlike academia, which operates in schema 
and continuums, thought exercises and epistemic processes, theories based on theories. 
Each position has its advantages and I have no disagreement with either. 
 

In the classic article “Writing as Inquiry: Some Questions for Teachers,” Janice M. 
Lauer explores important questions teachers need to ask about the process and goals of 
an epistemic learning process. She writes: 

An early study by Wallas characterizes the process of inquiry as undulating 
between conscious and unconscious activity. Good inquirers deliberately explore 
questions, guided by heuristic procedures that help them vary their perspectives, 
scan their memories, and create new associations. This conscious activity prepares 
the inquirer for incubation, the unconscious mulling from which illumination 
springs. (91) 

When we inhabit the world of the poem (or term paper, short fiction piece, article, song, 
painting, etc.) we spend days, months, or years watching this world develop, trying to 
understand its mechanisms. However, we don’t inhabit this world continuously because 
others demand our attention—we sleep, feed the dogs and do the dishes, dodge traffic, 
teach students how to write—so we enter into an unconscious relationship with this 
world, incubating our data and discoveries until illumination is ready for articulation. 

By DR#5, through the process of revision, I had found the topic of the poem: the 
nostalgia of blue-collar life and struggles to get away. Going to college made me too big 
for my blue-collar britches, but when I arrived I was too country for the middle and 
upper class undergraduates. I was stranded between worlds. 

 
 Lauer writes, “Exploration may lead the inquirer to reformulate the initial 
question or form a new one. Verification may require more exploration” (91).  

I have been struggling consciously with this topic (blue-collar world versus white-
collar world) since attending university as a “non-trad” (I can’t tell if this term “non-
trad” is a sneeze or an insult; maybe it’s both) for my Bachelor’s degree ten years ago. 
This topic is well-explored and safe. Two terms from a graduate degree and good job 
prospects, the best since 2008, has taken the teeth out of the need for my ego to chew on 
my male, blue-collar, work ethic. Work ethic is still a big part of the definition of who I 



Schultz 26 

am; however, I no longer associate “work ethic” with manual labor. The recession was 
more than this for me; it was a broken promise of class mobility and security—I also saw 
the middle class get screwed as well, and with this betrayal all roads out of my heritage 
seemed closed. Income inequality is at an all time high and it cost me three degrees (A.A., 
B.A., M.A.) close to 100,000 dollars to get the education needed to sidestep my blue-collar 
destiny. However, instead of being locked in poverty, my 100K has put me in a debtor’s 
prison: only death can release me from student loans. My socioeconomic struggles 
reminds me of a quote: “The feminization of poverty—generated by dismantling the 
welfare state, by the homework economy where stable jobs become the exception, and 
sustained by the expectation that woman’s wages will not be matched by a male income 
for the support of children—has become an urgent focus” (Haraway 133). 

The broken promise of class mobility combined with what awaits me as a blue-
collar worker—“this answer” (30) of stagnant pay, Darwinian sub-contractor laws, 
arthritically-fused joints and back, fifty-hour work weeks not including my freelance 
writing and photography, and shitty retirement income based on social security and the 
periodic “free market” pillaging of any retirement account I might create—has allowed 
me to explore education and academia to verify my situation and reformulate my 
question: from an economic perspective, where the only thing I have to sell to the market 
is my labor (i.e. time and body), then if I am not adequately compensated for my current 
time and future destruction/degradation of the source of my income (my body and 
subsequent degraded quality of life and income during retirement), then if I’m going to 
be broke in retirement, I might as well have my mental and physical faculties and 
subsequent higher quality of life. I might as well be a writer and teacher. It might not pay 
well; however, it’s an altruistic career and I get to keep my education and physical health.  

 
Through (or in spite of) lifelong mental illness and socioeconomic bias I have 

reframed my question and answer to the socioeconomic and genetic prompts given to me 
at birth and reinforced during childhood. However, I stripped the class portfolio revision 
(DR#6**) to the bones. No hints about the inner conflicts I detail in the thesis version, so I 
added a line. When I “stride across campus. pull up hood / walk by the construction 
crew” I am not trying to hide from my kin; I am choosing a Master’s Degree hood over a 
hard hat and everything that entails, including scorn and distrust from my class for being 
too big and smart for my britches: I am stranded between two worlds. After inhabiting 
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the world of the poem for several months, I added this line, and with it I found the heart 
of the poem and its central conflict.  

However, I am a child of poverty. Working class is just a politically correct term I 
use to describe my childhood in Central Minnesota to ease the guilt of those around me 
while not opening myself up to discrimination. While growing up, in one house I lived in 
an uninsulated attic in the summers, and when it got too cold in the fall, I moved to the 
unfinished basement where it would flood occasionally and I would have to walk to my 
cot in rubber boots. In another house, I slept in an unheated room and took cold showers 
before school because the wood stove was on the opposite side of the house and we 
couldn’t afford a hot water heater. Occasionally, independent of where we lived, one of 
my chores was to empty the five-gallon bucket (with toilet seat lid placed on top) that 
was the indoor plumbing for my step-mom and four half-sisters.  

I am a child of poverty and disease. My father struggled with alcoholism and 
PTSD (when I was 12 he told me he could no longer hunt with me because he feared he’d 
shoot me). A Viet Nam veteran, he died from cancer twenty years ago at the age of 48. 
My mother has major personality disorder, narcissism, and anxiety, and is the black 
sheep of the family. I no longer talk to her but she’s still alive at age 52. There’s 
alcoholism on my mother’s side of the family as well. 

I am a child of poverty caught in disease, and this is apparent to me now. I realize 
I will never rise above my class: I am tattooed by my class dialect and attitude, my “free 
spirit” path through life, no examples of how to live (some friends’ parents are doctors, 
lawyers, nurses, writers, academics, etc., and most middle class friends are having 
families, buying houses, and stable from my perspective), and the lack of helpful 
“Christmas presents” (cars, computers, books, jackets, plane tickets home, 
encouragement, celebration of accomplishments: all the stuff middle class families buy or 
hand-down); however, I choose how I live and die, the so-called classifications and 
stereotypes of class be damned for their arbitrary power structures. 

I am a child of poverty caught in disease and struggling to not only find a different 
answer than the one I was handed as a child, but also formulate a new question better 
suited to my situation, a question that allows me to see the illusion of the previous 
statement “all roads out of my heritage seemed closed.” When I left home at seventeen, I 
promised myself that the cycle of abuse, poverty, and disease would be broken; I’ll leave 
it up to my kids to rise above my class. This is not supposed to be easy: I am first 
generation. 
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*Two Worlds (DR#5) 
 
Part I - Portland to Corvallis  
 
Coffee, eggs, lunch box, start, clutch, 
Shift. 
Seat and defrost heat-up as I arc over the river, 
Interchange migration through the blinking 
skyline, 
Big, right-hander banks me from shore to shore,  
Its end far away, unseen in the dark and the mist. 
 
Then, 
Heading south for an hour. 
Each set of tail lights my only obstacle 
As a new realm shows its vanishing points 
First a thicket, then a field,  
Power lines sway and bow, running out of sight, 
While blues and oranges smudge the stars. 
 
As I downshift  
East,  
The farmhouses and dirt roads all point in one 
direction- 
University. 
 
Part II – Foot to Head 
 
Each morning last winter I walked by the 
construction workers, 
One-piece Carharts, yellow-green reflective vests,  
Building institutions and legacy, 
Building something to stand 100’s of years,  
Building something to hold 1000’s of years. 
 
In the cold, in the fog, in the rain, in the snow, 
It only takes a single  “mornin’” 

“mornin’” 
for me to know their day, to remember 
Simpler times filled with simple things, 
Like subtracting fractions,  
The smell of vaporized cedar, or 
Climbing a ladder in the mud  
To hang a second story window, and 
Long, hot showers after beer and dinner. 
 
Sometimes, I wanted to hop the fence, 

man the chop saw,  
know the answer, 
hear the teeth of the blade  
shred  
a beautiful, straight line and 
watch the board drop in place, 
Know it will stay there for 100 years, and 
Know those feet won’t give it a second thought  
 
day after day 
 
I walk on past the mornin’ 
into the halls to 
masticate  
on lines of meaning making, 
and use the past to feed the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
**First Generation (DR#6) 
 
Each breaking dawn 
I downshift, leave the freeway 
then, west, past farmhouses and dirt roads 
half dissolved in the fog like déjà vu, 
a taste etching the back of the sternum. 
 
In the cold, in the fog, in the rain, in the snow, 
as I walk by the construction workers, 
it only takes a single  “mornin’” 

“mornin’” 
for me to know their day. 
 
I want to know the answer again, 
 

I hop the fence, grip the chop saw,  
hear the teeth of the blade spin then 

shred  
a perfect, straight line 

across the grain. 
 
Instead, I walk on, past the mornin’, 
to use the past to feed the future. 
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VI. 

 
Portland, Oregon. Week Three. 
Portland seems… not quit real yet. 
Our map of Portland is beginning to show signs of age: coffee stains, random 

creases, a tear from refolding. Our road atlas of North America was not detailed enough, 
so we bought this map three weeks ago on our way into the city for the first time. Sensing 
some kind of threshold, we stopped in at a gas station in Troutdale to plan the next leg of 
our journey, a journey into the big city. We didn’t have a place to live; only two small 
Subarus, overloaded, Montana plates, and a motion sick dog who knows something big is 
changing.   

Every day we navigate our way through unfamiliar terrain. It takes sustained 
concentration to travel through Portland. Where are we on the map? How far is home? 
Where is the parking? Are dogs allowed? Is there a place with coffee and internet? Is this a 
yield or a stop or a one-way? Aren’t the bicyclists afraid to dash through traffic like that? 
Do we have enough gas? 

 The city is crowded, claustrophobic, noisy, primitive, dangerous. We often pick 
spots on the map we have not visited yet. We need to get a feel for the place, get a feel for 
the urban grid and smells. Getting lost is a bonus, often leading to unexpected coffee shops 
or beautiful neighborhood. We only had a paper map to helps us build our internal maps. 
Also, in Portland, there are no landmarks: no mountainsides blazed with giant white 
letters, no familiar faces at the corner store, no thunder and lightening telling us when the 
weather will hit. It feels like we are always lost. 

At the end of each day we are tired, going to bed at 8 or 8:30. Plus, it’s November 
and dark at 4:30 p.m. And, we are broke. In our new living room, we set up our camp 
chairs, bins for end tables, and computer for TV. Stored in the kitchen are a worn out 
frying pan, three-quart pot, four plates, two bowls, two cups, and a clutch of silverware. 
Upstairs, we sleep under sleeping bags and on a queen-sized air mattress (also for 
camping). 

For a place to feel like home it takes the routine and comfort generated by 
familiarity. It takes an ability to move through ones surroundings half-aware of them. 
There also needs to be intimacy and connection with an area’s personality and rhythms: 
weather, street names, neighbors, familiar smile at the supermarket, or avoidance of the 
same pothole everyday while making a right hand turn onto a main artery of the city. 
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For me, weather is the best way to develop intimacy with an area. Weather connects 
us through conversation with a stranger in a coffee line or the light and temperature 
quality of a place’s season. However, as an immigrant to a new city, I am building a time-
lapse of local weather patterns and climate through my daily experience, be it direct 
experience, conversations with locals, or checking NOAA.gov every morning. It will take 
at least four seasons to understand the cycles, and twelve seasons to understand seasonal 
outliers. However, synching with the local weather patterns is made harder because, 
through climate change, weather patterns are shifting towards a new normal. 

November in Montana is cold and sunny, each morning the frost sparkles on the 
grass and windshields in anticipation of winter hibernation. Currently, my internal clock 
and thermometer are preparing for bone dry zero degrees. Portland feels like its always 
grey, damp, and fifty degrees so, despite what the calendar tells me, I can’t quite feel out 
what season it should be. 

Also, the texture of the air is different here. It seems thick, bulky and persistent, 
dense with moisture. But, I also suspect the air is saturated with the energy of millions of 
people thinking, breathing and moving. In any direction we drive, city manifests mile after 
mile, and people pass by moving in their own direction and thoughts. Our personal space 
is based on one person per forty square miles, not 5000 people per square mile. We are 
resistant to all the personal bubbles clouding the horizon. 

For most of my life I could drive five minutes and be in the country or the 
mountains, five minutes and I’d be driving a two-lane road contouring through valleys 
and foothills, dipping in and out of draws, cricks, and drainages. Here we drive a grid, an 
industrial crosshatch, each driveway and cross street a tic-mark on a ruler, each city block 
rising above us, each TriMet bus herding us forward. The city arranges us into right 
angles, from every direction hemming us into the larger pattern. We do not have square 
edges. We are not liquid. 

Last week, we discovered and hiked Powel Butte, a nature preserve located within 
Portland. It is an extinct volcano, one of many in this area. At the top we could see for 
miles: Mount Hood to the east, north across the Columbia Gorge to Washington and 
Mount St. Helens and Mount Adams, and west to the Coast Range. It felt freeing and 
connecting to see beyond the next stoplight for the first time, to look above the map. 
However, even here, every direction there were houses and power lines and horns 
crawling through the trees, up the hillsides, tinting the view with human activity. 
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I have been visiting this viewpoint, running the trails to the top a couple times a 
week, where I stretch and gaze and meditate on the sounds, smells, and view. Each time I 
feel something being absorbed through my skin. I think my body is beginning its osmosis 
of Portland, developing intimacy with a new area, a combination of experiences building 
my personal topography of Portland.  

The process will be slow and steady, but one day, without me even knowing it, I’ll 
comprehend viscerally that this place, that Portland, is my home.  
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VII.  

 
Thesis Process Log. Book Reaches Out. My History with the Book. 
Sara Wall-Randall, in the introduction to The Immaterial Book: Reading and Romance in 

Early Modern England, writes, “Because it both is a thing of paper and ink and, at the same 
time, ‘is’ the history, poetry, drama, fiction, theology, or encyclopedic information it 
contains, the book can be at once physical and metaphysical, inhering in compact form 
and potentially infinite contents” (12). 

The immaterial book is the spirit, the soul, or some other essence of the book 
reaching out through the ether to inform, educate, plant seeds, or even to haunt; often, 
without us knowing, this essence invokes a change in us. This essence, this force, is the 
agency of a book. Quoting Christian Lundberg and Joshua Gunn, Ehren Pflugfelder 
comments on agency, writing that “agency should be considered akin to a possessing 
spirit—something that, depending on a range of conditions, can be hosted in various 
possible agents” (8). Book reaches out, exerting influence. Book’s immaterial form—
agency—is a part of and separate from its material form. 

Written in 1967, Marshall McLuhan’s book The Medium is the Message: An Inventory 
of Effects, like the Latin Bible from 1498 I address in the fourth chapter, sits on the cusp of a 
technological revolution. However, McLuhan’s book is conscious of itself, analyzing and 
exploring the impact of media on human perception and actions, and hinting at the agency 
of objects. MacLuhan writes, “Societies have always been shaped more by the nature of the 
media by which men communicate than by the content of the communication” (8). 
Writing, books, telegraph, satellites, World Wide Web, “You must talk to the media, not to 
the programmer,” (142) McLuhan writes. He doesn’t mean to literally talk to a book (or 
satellite) or act on its written message. McLuhan wants us to see the book and ask: how 
does it move through and influence our world, the human world? 

MacLuhan and Wall-Randall mean for us to look beyond the material book to see a 
different conversation. In Alien Phenomenology, or, What it’s like to be a Thing, Ian Bogost 
writes, “Our job is to write the speculative fictions of their processes, of their unit 
operations. Our job is to get our hands dirty with grease, juice, gunpowder, and gypsum. 
Our job is to go where everyone has gone before, but where few have bothered to linger” 
(34). 
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VIII.  

 
Being Prey. Mile Twenty-Four. 
Lightening jukes and strikes far down the canyon, moving away, out over the 

valley. I hike through a light rain, blowback from the hot day. My legs and feet are numb 
and heavy. I am one mile from the Spanish Peaks trailhead—one mile from the truck, flip-
flops, and beer—and fifteen minutes from absolute darkness.  

I am in some kind of zone, some definition of perfect, some form of idiot sensuality. 
Another hot, jagged streak sideways, outline of thunderhead and foothills. Echoes rumble 
up the canyon. One fat raindrop hits my forearm, then another, making a cool mud out of 
the day’s dirt and salt. 

Beautiful and unnerving, dusk slowly closes down my sense of sight, transforming 
the broad and flat canyon and its erratics, trees, and bushes into black lumps, lines, and 
scuffmarks. Fifty feet to my left, burl on lodge pole pine, a beach ball sized silhouette, 
catches my attention. I like how the black shape inlays the dark grey of mountainside. 

Suddenly, the burl moves further up the tree.  
“That’s weird…” I mumbled to the dog, then alert, “oh shit, where’s mom?” 
I look around, squinting, sucking in the last bit of light, and resting my hand on my 

bear spray. Thousands of black shapes sit in the deep, dark grey of the forest.   
I pray momma is bear behind me and push forward, adrenaline wringing the day’s 

mileage out of my body. 
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IX.  

 
As a child in the country, I could escape my home life. In the summers, I would ride 

my bike for hours, exploring the dirt roads and forests that surrounded me in every 
direction. In the winters, I would snowmobile the frozen lakes and forest service trails. 
Sometimes, not season-dependent, I would leave the house and go bush-whacking 
through corn fields and tamarack swamps, learning about thin ice, black bears, poison ivy, 
cow pies and hunting. 
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X. 

 
Trail Report. Spanish Peaks, Greater Yellowstone Region. Montana. 
The sun sets as Bill, Dog and I drive through one of Ted Turner’s ranches, his 

buffalo glowing orange shag. We wind our way through rangeland, creek beds, and small 
foothills to the campground and trailhead. Then, we lay sleeping pads and bags on the 
ground, cook rice and beans, drink a beer, and fall asleep under satellites orbiting through 
the Milky Way. Tomorrow, we will hike a big loop up Spanish Creek Canyon, take the east 
fork of Spanish Creek up to Mirror Lake, climb Blaze Peak, then drop into Spanish Lakes 
Basin and back out to the trailhead: twenty-five miles or so, not including elevation gain, 
which is about 4500 feet.  

7:30 am, sunrise, lock truck, backpack, poles, stash beers in creek, and check the 
trailhead sign for backcountry news—bear sightings, trail closures, and whatnot—then, 
left foot right foot, over a footbridge and a wide, shallow creek, then south, up the trail. 

Wide and flat and smooth, the first four miles flow through forests and wetlands 
and prairies. Popular for horse packing, the trail has been pulverized to fine, springy dirt, 
and the only obstacles are an occasional jutting root or horse landmine. We crisscross 
Spanish Creek, rushing and falling, its white echoes around us. The trail and canyon shifts, 
turning a few degrees to aim at Blaze, its white streak marking a major fork in the canyon 
where the east fork splits off from the main fork of Spanish Creek—our first waypoint. The 
trail becomes single-track, then after a time, we meet our junction. We head left, east up 
steep switchbacks; sun and Blaze Mountain on our right shoulders now. 

Five minutes after passing campers on the bright beach, we find a lunch spot in the 
shade with a good view of the Mirror Lake and our route over the east ridge of Blaze. We 
eat summer sausage and cheese, giving the Dog a few pieces, and look over the map and 
compass. We discuss our route: contour lines, peaks, saddles, ridgelines, cliff bands, and 
beta (information from friends and guide books). Because of the wall of cliffs lining this 
basin, we decide to scramble up a scree col, gain the ridge via saddle, and look for a 
summit route on the other side. The route will be fun and technical.   

Another half mile up the trail, then we leave the trail and cut three huge moraines, 
car-sized chunks of granite, hopping, scrambling, four-wheeled drive for humans, our four 
m.p.h. trail speed now, literally at some points, a crawl. Ahead and above, crashing, 
boulder tumbling down ledges and cliffs, kicking off more tumblers, then silence and dust. 
High and hidden, we spot a group of mountain goats traversing across the cliffside. We 
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look back to our route, navigating over the chasms between boulders, leaping up, down, 
or across. After a half hour, we begin up the scree and dirt couloir, gaining quarter-inches, 
stepping, sliding, finally gaining the top, a knife-blade saddle on a knife-blade ridge. We 
drop our packs and turn to the view, our first exposure of the trip. 

We rest, eating apples and chocolate. Dog laps water out of my cupped palm from 
my water-bladder hose, then eats a few dog biscuits. Mirror Lake far below marks the 
blue-calm center of a basin ringed by gnarly peaks, cliffs, boulder fields, and scree 
slopes—a snapshot of time and erosion on a massive scale. These giant chunks of 
mountain will eventually be river rocks and alluvial sediment.  

Now we begin scramble-traversing around the south side of the peak, crossing 
ledges perched amid tumbling cliffs and steep scree gullies, trying to find a way to the 
summit on the ridge to our right. All three of us quickly dust off our mountaineering 
skills. Winter, unsure of herself and needing coaxing at first, soon found confidence, 
power, and route finding skills again, shadowing mine and Bill’s route, but picking a path 
suitable for her. It has been a few years since the dog and I had done any fourth and fifth-
class scrambling, but I only need to spot her twice. By climbing below the exposed, narrow 
ledge-traverse between shelves, I can guide or push her as needed. I tell her to “wait,” 
climb into position, then call her across. She paces, whining, quiet, winding up, excited, 
eye-balling her line, then go go go, paws splayed wide for traction, claws stab and scrape 
rock, muscles dig for traction, side of belly scrapes at narrowest part, I push, then free, 
runing out the wide, low angle slab, tail wagging, eyes bright, waiting for me to climb 
back to the route.  

We scramble up towards a couloir and possible route to the ridge. The couloir 
becomes an elevator shaft open to our backs; we look at the alpine cirque and half frozen 
lake between our feet far, far below. Then, easy moves up blocky rock face, which ends in 
steep slab not climbable without rope and rack. Backtrack, down climbing always more 
difficult than climbing up, perceived threat from exposure more pressing. Dog approaches 
six foot drop, whines and assesses, and before I can grab her or move to spot, she jumps, 
landing, bouncing twice on front paws, hand-standing, sliding, back feet high, almost 
tipping her over, then she cranks back legs under her body, momentum running her to a 
another wide low angle slab where she can kill some speed, then turn and wait, waging 
her tail. Crazy fucking dog. What a fucking athlete. 

After a half-hour traversing again, we see another possible route. Bill and I leave 
Dog on a bench, 1200 feet above a glacier-carved, u-shaped drainage that doglegs from 
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east-west to south, dropping into Spanish Lakes Basin, a series of cliff-lined lakes and 
twisted white pine. Scramble towards the summit of Blaze, fifth-class moves through a 
low angle chimney, at the top of which Bill and I finally gain the ridge and admire Mirror 
Lake in the basin 2300 feet below, its bright beach in the shadows of early afternoon. I see 
the summit and scramble across a knife-blade ridge to the base of pinnacle perched over a 
1500-foot cliff, smooth granite carved by a glacier and pouring into the Mirror Lake basin. 
Then, up three moves of class five, gaining the summit, a pedestal five feet by three feet. I 
whoop and call to Bill, but he’s fried, unwilling to deal with the exposure. I eat some more 
sausage and cheese, saving the rest for the dog. The early afternoon wind is lazy, the 
landscape vibrating with silence, the sun orange, everything painted in pastels and italics. 
I sit on a giant ridge separating two giant hanging basins, first steps in a watershed, 
descending through a giant canyon, into foothills, then finally into the Gallatin Valley and 
home, forty miles away. 

Eventually, I get out the map and compass and take a bearing, and realize we had 
climbed the wrong peak. We were shooting for the Blaze, the next giant peak over. I’m 
glad I made the last little scramble. For all that work it would be a shame not to summit 
something. This is my redemption peak. I chat with Bill over the edge, we discuss our 
route home, food and water left, and what a kick-ass day; then we descend the chimney to 
a happy dog, all tail and happy whimpers. 

Drinking our carefully rationed water, we scree-glissade down the slopes and 
benches, quickly killing 1500 feet into the dog-leg drainage, a perfect half-pipe sweeping 
down and around a left-handed bend, fifty-foot cliffs for walls, spongy tundra of grasses, 
mosses, and flowers as the floor, making gentle, springy footfalls all the way down to 
Spanish Lakes Basin. 

We eat another meal by the lake, grateful we had packed extra food. The lake is 
lined by small cliffs and surrounded by sharp peaks, snow in the north facing shade. 
Sitting at tree line, short, thin trees surround the lake, bonsai trees, twisted, shaggy, old. 
Chill of evening breeze; buzz and sting of mosquitos, millions and billions of mosquitos. 
Time to go. Pull feet out of lake. Cram backpack. Grab poles. Come dog. 

The hike out is eight and a half miles. Between fatigue, fall line, and hunger, we jog 
most of it, a controlled fall, our joints grateful for the soft, horse-beaten highway. Last two 
miles, monotony and fatigue eased by a close encounter with bear cub, walk through light 
rain, and sick-ass lightning show dead ahead. Now, it’s 9:30 and dark, and this beer I just 
pulled from the creek is the best thing I’ve ever had in my life. Ever.  
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XI.  

 
Week Ten. Portland. Oregon. 
Last week, we drove west to hike Saddle Mountain and to see the ocean for the first 

time since moving to Portland. Jen drives because she gets car sick as a passenger. I 
navigate and play DJ. Winter, now age 7, sticks her head out the window, reading and 
recording her version of a map. Portland is still new; we have to negotiate a series of 
highway interchanges, so zig, zag, u-turn, and backtrack our way through town. 

Forty-five minutes later, the four-lane road narrows to two as we curve and climb 
the Coast Range. Tightly packed underbrush and trees line the road, obscuring the 
surrounding terrain. Our little Subaru feels like an X-Wing flying the trench, the yellow 
dashes like blaster fire. Occasionally, a clear-cut slashes open the view, exposing stumps, 
sickly bushes, and naked ridges. Often a lone tree stands on a ridge; backlight obscures 
details, leaving a human-like silhouette twisted with radiation sickness. Maybe it was left 
standing so it can warn future generations of vile brethren about the evil of congregating 
in public places. For some reason I don’t think they’ll listen—repeat offenders never do. 

None of this matters to Winter as she hangs her head out the window. She’s reading 
her version of a map. Because her sense of smell is approximately 1000 times better than 
ours, the primary cues about her world come through her nose. I can only imagine the 
individual smells as we drive along: oil dripping from a parked car, eggs and fried 
potatoes wafting from a passing house, squirrels making babies.  

During her olfactory adventuring, Winter occasionally blasts snot out of her nose 
farmer-hanky-style, sometimes getting the back of our necks and shoulders. 
“Eeeewwwwww. Winter!” is the usual response, but we are use to it by now. Call it a 
statement of love. However, I wonder if the wagging tail means she thinks blasting us 
with snot is funny, she heard her name, or she can now inhale and smell freely—it’s 
probably some combination of the three. 

I do know that Winter clears her sinuses so incoming smells have an unobstructed 
path to her olfactory receptors. Because she has never been west of the Rockies she is in 
new terrain. It’s a neuron party in her brain as they absorb new information and spark 
with new connections. Her eyes look like fireflies when she brings her head in the window 
and puts it on my shoulder. I am happy she wants to share her world with me. 
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XII. 

 
Laurence Lake. Mount Hood National Forest. Oregon. 
We are at Laurence Lake camping for Friday and Saturday. Two days and two 

nights in the mountains: a spring school-term dream come true. Right now, the wind gusts 
occasionally making the lake simmer and sparkle. The Aspen leaves clap quietly. 
 Our campsite sits on a little point at the mouth of Pinnacle Creek. The creek-side 
shore made of tire-sized rocks, plunges quickly into deep water, making this a good spot 
to dive in or jump off the bridge that runs over the creek. 
 On the lake side of the point I write, tossing the ball into the lake casually and 
occasionally. Dog’s delicate approach to swimming will always be funny, especially since 
she is diesel in every other aspect of life—alpha’s alpha, climbing mountains, chasing 
sticks through thick brush. Some dogs, labs mostly, barrel full force into the water, 
jumping, diving, running from land to water without breaking stride. Winter wades until 
her front feet can’t touch, then she stands there, poking a front paw out like she’s feeling 
for a chair in the dark. After a moment of this action moving faster and faster, her front 
paws catch enough resistance and she lunges forward, all feet spinning now, swimming 
into a steel blue, with hints of green and yellow shading the light chop on the water.  

To my right, a half mile or so away, a long dam shoots across the lake. Essentially a 
giant earthen dyke, boulders line the bank and the spillway entrance, then bank again, 
dissolving into the far shore lined by pine trees drinking from the lake. Over them a steep 
ridge rises about 700 or 800 feet from the lake; what used to be canyon, man made into a 
basin. The mountainside has huge brush-marks of volcanic scree and the top of the ridge 
runs level, then slopes down on my right in cliffs and ledges, disappearing below the far 
side of the dam. Looking left, the ridge west then turns north, over the peninsula with the 
walk-in campsites, then disappearing behind another steep ridge.  

 
I’ve been reading Anne Dillard lately. “We are here to witness. There is nothing else 

to do with those mute materials we do not need,” (90) she writes in the essay “Teaching a 
Stone To Talk.” 
 Jennifer wears a sundress and I am shirtless, with shorts and flip-flops. A couple of 
kids, ages 12 or 14 or so, swim under the bridge, in the mouth of the creek. Our campsite 
has a large fire pit, stacked three layers high and thick at the base, with cantaloupe and 
pumpkin-sized rocks. Grey 12x3 planks make the top and benches of a picnic table. 
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Graffiti chiseled into the tabletop says things like, “Mona” and “R.F. + K.F.” I hope they 
enjoyed camping here as much as we do. There are also eight or ten hearts scattered about, 
one of which is light brown, a fresh scar. It sits below a light brown “Stan.” Last weekend 
sitting where I am writing, I imagine Stan’s lover, motivated by intense love, gouging and 
carving this declaration.  
 
 I walk to the tip of our little peninsula, kick off my flops, and take two steps into the 
water to stand on a big, submerged rock. To my left, the bridge spans the wide mouth of 
Pinnacle Creek. The kids sunbathe on top of the bridge. To my right, the surface of the lake 
sparkles and puckers in the sun and breeze. In front of me, the lake bottom drops quickly 
into a dark, but clear, green-blue. 
 I eye my line, making sure I will miss any submerged boulders, and dive in. It is a 
shallow dive to avoid unseen, underwater rocks and stay in the warmer top of the lake. 

The cold lake hits my fingertips, running up my arms and over my head, neck and 
torso. Muffled by turbulence and water, I hear my feet break the surface tension. My skin 
and crown of my head tingles with electricity. I surface, do two overhand strokes, then roll 
to my back and frog kick out into the lake. 
 The Aspens clap and pine trees roll as another breeze kicks up. I float on my back 
for a bit, letting the sun warm my exposed belly. The sky is a dusty blue, slightly hazy 
with summer condensation of the kind that precedes late afternoon thunderstorms. 
 
 Teenagers have replaced the kids and, after jumping off the bridge a few times, they 
paddle around SUPs. The far half of the lake is not in a wind shadow like we are. Its chop 
looks like a school of porpoises or maybe bull trout. Since their world is opposite ours, we 
break the surface to go under and they break the surface when going up. I imagine them 
diving up through the surface in their beautiful rolling gate as they chase a boat or play. 
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XIII. 

 
Trail Report. Coast Range. Oregon. 
We pull into the trailhead parking lot of Saddle Mountain and three of the parked 

cars are Subarus. The cars, the trailhead, the mountain morning: feels like home. This will 
be my first hike up a Pacific Northwest volcano, which does not feel like home.  

Winter shivers and whines quietly in anticipation of our hike and when I open the 
back door she explodes out of the car. While Jen and I ready our daypacks with water, 
food, and layers, I see a brindle blur zigzag around the edges of the trees and brush of the 
parking lot, her nose always to the ground. It’s the same routine every time we go for a 
hike, but considering we are now surrounded by Rhododendron, Red Cedar, and Doug 
Fir instead of sage brush and Ponderosa, I know her brain is working overtime. 

For about an hour the three of us switchback up and I daydream about “pillow 
lava.” As a pillow lava formation, Saddle Mountain was created millions of years ago by 
an underwater volcano. Lava oozed out of fissures deep in the ocean, and because of the 
amazing heat dissipating properties of water the lava quickly developed a crust, which 
would break as new lava gushed forth. This process continued, pillowing layer after layer 
until it created a steep mountain deep in the ocean. Then, a couple million years of 
continental drift, a change in ocean levels, and a few glaciers later and voilà! I’m hiking a 
pillow lava formation named Saddle Mountain with my fiancé and Dog.  

At the top, we eat an apple and slowly turn 360 taking in a hazy, late spring day. To 
the west a fuzzy, white line of surf separates the Pacific from the coast. Jen and I are 
excited to see the ocean for the first time and stare for a long time. Then, we shift our gaze 
over Oregon’s costal range, volcanic formations and ridgelines covered in dense forest and 
pockmarked with clear cuts. I’ve been exposed to clear cutting since my first fishing trip to 
Canada as a boy but I’ll never understand it. Humans need the resources; that’s fine: I like 
building houses and driving my car, but I’ll never understand how we can justify the 
destruction of physical ecosystems and wildlife to satisfy the growth of concepts like 
culture and wealth. 

Then, turning east, far off over the dips and bulges of the Willamette River basin, 
hazy with distance and humidity, we can see four volcanoes of the Cascade range: Mount 
Hood, Mount Adams, Mount Saint Helens, and Mount Jefferson. Volcanoes are so friggin’ 
cool. I want to climb them all. I want to stand at the center of each, to feel how they fit the 
larger temporal, geographic, and topographic picture. 
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XIV.  

 
Thesis Process Log. Larger Regional Connections. 
Two amazing geologic processes helped form the Pacific Northwest. 
 
Oregon’s Volcanoes. I must admit a child-like fascination with volcanoes. 

Surrounded by rolling, tree-covered mountains, Oregon’s volcanoes are often the only 
snow-covered peaks visible on the horizon. Their power and presence are undeniably 
three-dimensional, stretching three times as deep into the earth as they rise into the sky. 
The fumaroles I passed on while climbing Mount Hood are the top of a vast system of 
fissures and fault lines: the circulatory system of a volcano.  

Living closer to a stereotypical volcano, I now understand why so many cultures 
have created a mythos around these creatures. They spew fire, change the climate, and 
deform mountains while wiping out communities of plants, animals, and humans. While 
dormant as a mountain, they create microclimates and alter weather patterns. However, 
they breathe and grow and shed and grumble. They measure time in epochs, not years or 
decades. They feel like some giant, sleeping creature, especially when walking up its back.  

It’s easy to attribute human characteristics to these monuments. However, we can 
admire and respect such a creature without giving it human characteristics. We cannot 
deny we (humans and volcanoes) share certain characteristics, but to say a volcano uses 
these characteristics in the same way we humans use ours is to do a disservice to the 
power and agency of a volcano. Of course we cannot understand existence on its terms 
from its point of view, but we can acknowledge how a volcano affects the world in its own 
unique way. A volcano’s actions do not originate from motivations; its actions result from 
another set of purposes. Undoubtedly, our freewill is an active force on physical reality; 
however, so is every other agency. Some agencies—like worldwide climate or volcanoes—
are woven so deep into the fabric of existence, human freewill will never dislodge them.  

 
One aspect I love about the topography of a volcano is how it’s all centered around 

one point. When I first moved to the Pacific Northwest from the Northern Rockies, the 
wheel-like orientation of the drainages and ridges was counterintuitive and disorientating. 
Organized around the continental divides, the mountain ranges and river valleys of 
Montana felt like a grid; often one follows a major drainage when hiking into a Montana 
range, into topography so vast it stretches for miles and generally tracks a straight bearing.  
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What exactly am I trying to say? By looking at a map or from a viewpoint, one gets 
a sense of how each geographical element of a landscape links together. Our first hike in 
the Columbia River Gorge, we absorbed the massiveness of the Gorge and Mount Hood. 
Looking at the summit of Mount Hood, I then followed a prominent ridgeline off Hood to 
the south side of the Gorge, realizing the ridgeline continued on the opposite side (north 
side) of the gorge. If the floods from Glacial Lake Missoula hadn’t pushed through that 
800-foot tall Mount Hood ridgeline to create the Columbia River Gorge, these floods 
certainly turned a small river valley into a massive gorge. I’ll have to do more research. 
 

Glacial Lake Missoula. Ten years ago, when I first moved to Missoula, I learned of 
Glacial Lake Missoula when a friend mentioned that the terraced lines on the mountains 
surrounding Missoula were from an ancient lake. An ancient lake? Covering three states? 
Missoula underwater? Giant floods creating the Columbia River Gorge? I was hooked.  

My fascination with geography has to do with distance and scale, and a good 
viewpoint is spatially satisfying to me; an expansive view feeds some part of my brain like 
good music or my favorite color. Also, I never feel like I know a place until I get to a high 
point, and feel the scale of a place. Peaks, skyscrapers, ridges, top of a tree, from a 
viewpoint one can see how all the elements of a hike, of a landscape, fit together. Each 
stream I crossed, I could feel the canyon it came from, even if I couldn’t see it. 

Ten years ago, geologists believed the ice dam that held the Lake Missoula in check 
had only broken once. A few years ago, the science was revised—the ice dam had broken 
close to eighty times over a million-year period. One time is amazing, eighty times is 
beyond awesome: each time a wall of water hundreds of feet high, rolling and frothing for 
300 miles, carving through the landscape, creating a lake 400 feet deep over Portland, and 
reshaping life and landscape in a geologic blink of time. 
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XV.  

 
Thesis Process Log. Going to Church. 
On Sundays, during my summers in the Northern Rockies, we went hiking. I called 

it “going to church,” and it was a promise to the Dog and myself to get out for a big 
blaster, something to wear me down to my (physical, emotional, and mental) essence, 
down to my quietest denominator. As a young man battling depression and demons, my 
mind was busy and loud, a constant crisis. By quieting my brain and body, other voices, 
quiet and alien, could enter and linger with my awareness, whispering different points of 
view and vibrating at different pitches. 

As Gary Snyder writes, “This ancient experience is not so much…’religious’ as it is 
pure perception of beauty. The phenomenal world experienced at certain pitches is totally 
living, exciting, mysterious, filling one with trembling awe, leaving one grateful and 
humble” (118). Call this perfect aesthetic bliss, religious experience, spiritual connection, 
endorphin rush, or flow, to me Snyder’s quote is a great definition of a church, or a holy 
place.  
 

Of course, living in mountain towns, we often hiked, swam, climbed, or played in 
the mountains on other days; however our Sunday hikes were nonnegotiable. After a 
week of waiting tables or building houses, sometimes both, Saturdays were spent 
recovering—sleeping in, buying myself breakfast and writing. Then, we would head for 
the mountains either Saturday night to camp near the trailhead or early Sunday morning. 

When Dog was young, I only saw her dog-tired (yep) after one of our epic summer 
hikes. Chuck-Its, swimming, three-hour training hikes, nothing else worked. After Fifteen 
miles of hiking in a day, she would stay on her bed all the next day, only getting up 
reluctantly to do her business, eat, hydrate, then three circles over her bed and back to 
sleep. After fifteen miles, every three miles added to our hike added a half of day on her 
bed. By early August, the high country was clear of snow and we would hike twenty-five 
or more miles in a day, linking together remote ridgelines and basins. And, of course, the 
better you get the dog in shape, the harder it is to tire them out. Same goes for humans. 
  

Now, I might define hiking a little different than others. For me, a hike is not a stroll 
through an interpretive area. There isn’t pavement or boardwalk or a fence separating me 
from the “sensitive” or “regrowth” areas. I fucking know these areas are “sensitive” and 



Schultz 45 

won’t tread off trail unless I am running from a bear, a moose, or a swarm of wasps. I’m 
not going to pet the buffalo or hike without sunscreen either. I always know where my 
next water source will be. Awareness of one’s safety and immediate environment is a 
fundamental part of the hiking ritual. Combine this with endorphins and exertion and we 
reach a state often called a runner’s high, or “flow.” 

To reach flow, a hike must be long enough for all worries and emotions to lose 
weight and urgency, which, to me, is the most important requirement. A half-hour from 
the trailhead I feel my lungs open up and the blood flow into my muscles. I usually kick 
up the pace a bit, from one and a half miles per hour to three or three and a half depending 
on the grade of the trail. Dog, who was running around the trailhead like an idiot, 
bringing me sticks and chasing smells, settles into a nice yo-yo rhythm, stopping up trail 
to sniff a bush or rock, stepping aside as I pass, then after a few minutes I hear her tags 
jingle as she catches up. As she trots past, she looks up with a big smile, and moves up 
trail to do it again. Happy dog. At mile three, we both are relaxed, my stride is long and 
efficient, my mind reaching out to the landscape, hiking poles clicking a hypnotic rhythm, 
while dog stays on point, sniffing, listening, and looking… 
 

For me, purification is also part of the church experience. The only way to properly 
cleanse the mind, body, and soul is a daylong, walking meditation through the mountains. 
As I walk, I cleanse my thoughts by allowing them to just be thoughts instead of glass 
structures zipping dangerously about, filled with autonomic urgency and agency. By 
treating the object (a thought) and not the agency (fix this psychic hole!), it releases 
thoughts from weight and mass and the ability to affect my momentum. I move from oar-
less rafter to observer on a tree bough overlooking the river. As I walk I often mumble, 
“Left foot. Right foot. All I can do. Whys can’t be helped.” Without agency, my thoughts 
lost power and volume, clearing space around and throughout me.  

I also cleanse my body through exercise. Exertion purges body and muscles of toxic 
bad posture, a disease specific to feeling and thinking too hard. Wind purges skin of the 
toxic artificial smells and creams (soap, deodorant, fried meat) we use to prove we are 
civilized. Sweating, pumping blood and urination purges soft tissues of toxic minerals and 
poisons, byproducts of civilization. Focus on pace and breath purges mind of toxic 
thoughts, insecurities and anxieties, superficial needs and desires. Sustained deep 
breathing purges toxins from the bottom twenty-five percent of the lungs, the part we 
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rarely use or clean out, the part filled with stale air and coated in the resin of civilization, 
the smog and perfumes we walk through each day on the way to work.  
 

These hikes refreshed union and synchronism with the larger, geologic cycle 
instead of time sheets, lunch hours, and weekends. While an interesting way to describe 
the range of our senses, the term “sensory bubble” propagates an illusion; there is no 
bubble or surface. The “outside” is woven into our bodies; there is no separation. As Gary 
Snyder writes, “Breath is the outer world coming into one’s body. With pulse—the two 
always harmonizing—the source of our inward sense of rhythm. Breath is spirit, 
‘inspiration.’ Expiration, ‘voiced, makes the signals by which the species connects…”  
(119). Just as the world is woven into us through “inspiration,” a muse, we are woven into 
it through “expiration,” the pushing of our breath and voices out to mingle with and affect 
the world. 

However, this weave is bigger than breath. It’s drinking the body of wilderness 
from high-country streams, inhaling the breath of wilderness exhaled from the pines and 
the dirt, and listening to the word of wilderness in the aspens and the water. Imbibing 
larger rhythms in this way is a sacred experience, an experience that allows us to manifest 
this affect when needed, a technique I call my “happy place” I visit when running from 
veterinary appointment to classroom to dinner party.  
 

To hear these other voices properly, I need to be where they live. I also called our 
hikes “church” because the dog and I would travel to places seemingly unsculpted by 
man. In these places glaciers, rain and wind are still a major influences on the topography. 
In these places other powers (call them higher, ecological, or whatever) have control; one’s 
mortality cannot be taken for granted. In these places, if you sit and listen, you see, hear, 
and smell other versions of existence whispering in exotic, yet understandable, literacies. 

Today, I live in Portland, a large urban area. My pilgrimages are less frequent; 
however, I now have a more nuanced familiarity with a larger “wilderness” experience. In 
the city, seemingly isolated from wilderness, I can catch part of the full experience; a 
viewpoint on downtown, cherry blossoms in the spring, wet dirt after a rain storm: 
experiences constantly surround me. These micro-moments have enough mass and form 
for me to enter the larger experience; they are gateways, links to the “wilderness 
experience.” Because of my time in the mountains I discovered another form of living for 
myself. Wilderness is not a destination; it exists everywhere, even within us.  
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XVI. 

 
Trail Report. Training Hike. Leverich Canyon. Montana. 
4:30 p.m. Trailhead. Nine miles round trip on moderate grade and 2000 feet or so 

total elevation gain. Only three things needed for a short hike: dog, my forty-four ounce 
camelback, and a Powerbar. It is such a nice night I leave the fleece and shell in the car. 
And, even though I’d be running portions of the trail I take my camera. 

Leverich has a new trail to help separate the uphill traffic from the downhill bikers. 
I’ve only mountain biked a few times but loved the wind in my face, banking my turns, 
and picking my line. But, I was always holding back a little bit because I worried about 
hitting someone. So, I’m happy bikers have a place to let ‘er rip without worrying about 
going to go ass-over-handlebars because they T-bone my dog. I hear this trail, for an extra 
touch of grins, has some banked turns, jumps, and other features. 

 
Turns out the trail crew had plowed in a new uphill trail, too. The uniform grade, 

width, and line of this fresh trail rips through the side of the mountain, and a bank of 
shaved roots and rocks border the uphill side of the trail-cut like the border of crappy 
raised flowerbed. I wonder what the trail will look like in a few years as the birth-scar 
heals. The three-foot wide path reminds me of the ‘M’ trail highway (local view point) and 
I expect to find an obese Texan and leashed punter around every corner. No tourists out 
here though—this is a local’s trail. However I am suddenly struck by visions of human-ant 
hybrids crawling out of Bozeman in search of recreation. I guess I’m one of those, too. This 
trail is nice but my soles prefer the worn rock, silty sand, and gnarled root of old, 
unmanicured, single-track.  

For over fifteen years, I traveled pretty deep into the backcountry all over the west 
and it’s hard to not see human impact everywhere I go. From mines, old cabins, logging 
roads, cigarette butts, and earthen dams to climber’s trails and carins, people have been 
everywhere, crawling out of their houses and cities to extract, wander, and explore. In 
Montana I am continuously surprised at how little old-growth forest I’ve hiked through 
and how many trails are built on old logging roads.  

This sparkling trail does two huge switchbacks then gains the east ridge of Leverich 
canyon. I love hiking on the shoulders of mountains. Smells traveling thousands of miles 
saturate the wind, and I understand why Dog stops and puts her nose in the air every so 
often. The forest thins, allowing panoramas into my peripheral vision. Below, Leverich 
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canyon is steep but shallow allowing my ears and eyes to catch flashes of excited 
mountain bikers ripping down the bottom of the canyon. 

 
After an hour or so, I run into a group of mountain bikers by the old miner’s cabin 

and pit. One of them is on a BMX bike because “my buddy said the trail’s too rough for 
BMX and I’m going to prove it’s not.” He knows he’s in for a challenge; the stoner smile 
says so, but there isn’t any apprehension in his eyes or body language. I’ve snowboarded 
with his type before and like it when people step it up. I also remember when I used to 
guinea-pig lines and drops; one can only take the massive hits a couple times before letting 
someone else beta-test a new booter. 

 
Three miles and an hour later I reach the forest road and walk up another mile to 

catch the view and eat some wild berries. The Bridgers roll north, dissolving into the late-
summer haze. Two trucks rumble by. The sky shifts from yellows to reds as rays travel 
sideways and the sun begins its evening ritual.  

As I coast down the trail, I keep my senses tuned to the setting sun, waiting for just 
the right moment to catch it in a photograph. Occasional sunset beams filter through the 
forest painting trees and brush with red-orange light. I am thankful the smoke tinting the 
sunset is far, far away from the Gallatin Valley this year. 
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XVII. 

  
Thesis Process Log. Personal Geographies 2. 
“The inner world is too large to ever put down,” Gary Snyder writes, referring to 

writing or art (131). 
How many times have we misplaced our car keys, or remembered that we forgot to 

grab our wallet? What about the times when we read the sign to “turn phone ringer off” 
but disregard the reminder because we didn’t remember we had turned our ringer up a 
few hours ago. A painful remembering happens suddenly when the phone goes off in 
church or class. This is knowledge we have and know, but it’s tucked away in the 
crevasses of our mind, supposedly forgotten, but probably better labeled “misplaced.” 

The vastness of the mind, built like a wilderness area, is filled with peaks, hanging 
canyons, and old mines that few humans have ever explored. Same goes for the mind. It’s 
full of nooks and crannies, memories and thoughts hidden from us in places we can’t 
remember until a smell or a voice triggers our brain to revisit some forgotten synapse. 

 
In “Ecocomposition and the Greening of Identity,” Christian R. Weisser writes, 

“what I am suggesting is that most compositionists do not consider the ecological 
dimensions of selfhood, nor do they consider the impact of our nonhuman relationships 
on the construction of our identity” (86).  

The outer environment, so-called concrete and empirical world, obviously 
influences who we become. However, our internal world—our desires, experiences, and 
reactions—influences our outer environments, the places we choose (or don’t) to live, the 
careers we nurture, bars or coffee shops where we drink and socialize, the music we listen 
to on a road trip.  

All writers, from elementary student to the PhD, are a product of ever shifting 
environments, identities, sites of experience, and politics of place, and these influences 
appear in our writing whether we are conscious of it or not.  

“Inner” and “outer” is a false dichotomy. There’s an intermediary, a set of agents 
interacting with our environment and our bodies: our senses. Rooted deep in our 
autonomic nervous system and brain, our senses reach out into the world, removing any 
so-called boundary between “inner” and “outer.” 
 
 



Schultz 50 

_________________________ 
 
 
Chapter 2 
 
 

Personal Sensory Bubble: Situating Oneself in the World 

 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
 
 
 
 

Context is situated in the place where writing happens. Not just the physical environment where 
the writer writes, but the environments of writing, the ideological environments, the cultural 

environments, the social environments, the economic environment, the historical environment. 
~  

Sidney Dobrin writes 
"Writing Takes Place“ 

p. 19 
 
 
 

Brain research has also given us a greater understanding as to why animals who live in zoos become 
depressed, even when they have balanced diets, sex, and authentic though miniaturized habitats. 

Compared to the real thing, captivity is dead boring. 
 

This may also be why there are so many neurotic dogs in the world: the barkers, the furniture 
chewers, the biters; those who defecate in their homes when left alone, who run along fences, 

threatening passersby, and who will swallow most any object no matter how distantly it resembles 
food.  

~ 
Ted Kerasote 
Merle’s Door 

p. 63 
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Sign Post. Grey Matter. 
In Chapter One, we built a new landscape from existing elements. In Chapter Two, 

we identify landmarks and plot a course: we are situating ourselves in this new landscape, 
defining and inhabiting this world. A world is meaningless if there isn’t something to 
interpret it. However, many actors are in play, so this landscape takes on a life of its own. 
It is a creation that now creates. As with any creature, we can only interpret within the 
limits of our senses, and there is a boundary where one’s senses end and the unknown 
begins.  

In this chapter, I begin to react to and push on the objects that surround me and 
examine how they push back. This chapter is about definition, contradiction, boundary, 
mash-up, and opposite. Like a two-year-old dropping spoons from the highchair just to 
watch them fall, this chapter studies how objects move through space. Here we add depth 
and meaning to the landscape by revisiting trails and seeing new details, discovering how 
our senses both limit and add meaning to experience and landscape. If we understand and 
map our limits, then we can try to imagine what lies beyond. For example, a dog’s sense of 
smell is 20,000 better than a human’s. I have no way to understand or connect to that 
world—I can only understand it exists, then try to imagine it. 

The vignettes of this chapter focus on different sensory experiences. The opening 
Vignette (56), like the other chapter openers, is about landscape; however, unlike the other 
chapters, is not about movement, but its opposite: I sit in one place—my camp chair next 
to the cooler and overlooking the lake. During the weekend I observe my surroundings, 
documenting the objects—people, weather, birds, time of day—that inhabit my landscape. 
Vignette II (59) introduces the “personal sensory bubble,” a way to understand how our 
senses bring the world and landscape into our awareness—our mental map of the world.  

Vignettes III (61), IV (64), and V (65) begin to push on and blend boundaries of 
wilderness and civilization through genre: explorations that will become important in 
Chapter Three. The rest of Chapter Two explores and defines “sensory bubble” and 
geography through different types of physical movement and stillness, further exploring 
what our senses can and cannot define, and the types of blendings that happen (at 
boundaries and of blatantly different substance). 

This chapter is where we define and explore the objects of the world. 
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I.  

 
Laurence Lake. Oregon. Late Summer. 
Day 1. 
It’s windy out here by the lake; handwriting extra sloppy. Pages twist and flip in 

the wind; making my pen drag and skip. The four of us (wife, two dogs, and me) are 
coated by the fine dust carried across the wind. Jen is in the tent hiding from the wind, 
reading a book her friend sent her a few weeks back. I’ve built a small windbreak out of 
two camp chairs and our camp recliner. Huge gusts blow through the pine canopy, the 
turbulence a loud static that ebbs and flows, peaks and crescendos, then dives to a brief 
silence, a negative space between, a pause between stanzas. When we took a nap earlier 
today in the tent, I would drift in and out to this sound, the thin fabric separating us from 
the environment without insulating us from its effects. 

 
For diner Jen and I ate grilled cheese sandwiches and jambalaya from the can. We 

now sit by a fire. She reads her book while I tend the fire, listening to the wind, fire, and 
my random thoughts. Time ceases to exist. Only two times have I known what the time 
was today: 10:45 am, and “after six,” Jen said as we went for a stroll on the trail around the 
peninsula. 

It’s amazing how time, or the day, just drifts by out here. There’s no need to keep 
track of its passing; time will pass on its own accord. Out here we nap when we want, 
wake in the morning when we are ready, eat when the urge strikes, and lounge the way 
we need. 

 I read somewhere that spending time near bodies of water, like lakes, looking at 
them, is therapeutic. I wonder about the loss of time in the mountain, when meditating, or 
staring at a lake. It all seems connected. Are there certain stresses or addictions we suffer 
because we force our personal, circadian rhythms to conform with measured, man-made 
time? 
 

Day 2. 
“Bird ruckus,” Jen’s term for this morning. I counted at least twelve different calls 

and songs this morning. King fisher, thrush, loon, eagle, raven, that’s about all I can name 
the call of today. I also talked to a lady who saw an osprey dive-bombing a bald eagle, 
which I assume means the osprey was chasing the eagle away from his nest. Some day I’ll 
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learn the calls of other birds. Finch, that’s another I heard. This morning, the canopy was 
lit up with calls, each flittering noise, echoing in a globe, mapping the canopy in three axis, 
coming from all directions, but each source hidden from sight. I like knowing there’s 
another level of life above us, based on three dimensions instead of two. 

The sun is high and warm now, the ambience of birdcalls has been replaced by the 
yips and barks of dogs, the idle chatter of camp talk through the trees, and a gaggle of kids 
playing and swimming at the beach. 

Sunshine and Winter lounge in the fine-powder dirt of the campsite, their coats, 
usually striking in their brindled black, blond, and red stripes, are now dulled to a 
monotone tan by the infusion of dust. Their eyes are black marbles, a striking counter-
point to their dirt-tan coats. They move from sun patch to shade patch and back again, 
acting more like lizards than mammals. It’s hard work lounging around camp in the dirt 
and the sun, with the breeze, pine, and ambient trickles of sound in the air. Each dog 
snoozes on their side, then lounges for a time in a relaxed and regal poise, nose twitching 
and ears turning, finally getting up to sniff around, find a new patch of dirt, circle three 
times, lay down and snooze again. 

Ted Kerasote writes, “It may be impossible for dogs to become knowledgeable, and 
eventually wise, if they’re not outside, being dogs” (60). I bet it’s the same for people. 
 

We decided to stay an extra day. A trip to town for provisions (beans, rice, and 
chocolate), a jaunt up the mountain road for firewood, a few more essays by Annie 
Dillard, a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, then a dip in the lake. It is now early evening 
(5:30) or so. 

We have a nice spot out of the wind, well more like a windbreak, it was very windy 
yesterday and Jen was getting annoyed. I am hopeful about today, still very gusty but it 
seems to be dying down, and the forecast said it should be calm by tonight. Should be able 
to build a fire soon.  

Two girls in a canoe just tipped over as they were paddling by; I saw them zoom 
by, awkward, unbalanced, then, moments later, I heard a splash and an “oh shit” kind of 
giggle blasting across the lake. I went to the lake’s edge for spectacle and assistance. About 
200 feet off shore floated a half-sunken canoe, the two women floating next to it trying to 
gather the flotsam of life jackets, paddles, and beer cans. 

“Don’t climb back in!” the rescue kayaker said, “you’ll just sink it.” More nervous 
giggles and “get that paddle!” and “what do we do?” and “sorry!” 
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I think the kayaker was already in his boat or jumped in when he saw what had 
happened. He grabbed the stern line and tried towing the lethargic canoe to shore, only 
the side rails, prow, and stern sticking above water now. Seeing that everybody was ok, I 
stood on shore and chuckled a bit. 

Which reminds me, Jen fell in the lake yesterday morning. She was trying to help 
old, stiff Winter out of the lake and was facing the shore, butt to the lake, feet planted on a 
rock. As she pushed Winter up, her feet slid out from under her. Jen’s face showed 
surprise, then became grateful as her butt hit the rock. Then, as she realized momentum 
was tipping her over backwards into the lake, Jen’s face move from grateful to panic to 
acceptance in a split-second. “I knew I was going in,” Jen later told me, “so I didn’t fight. I 
was resigned to my fate.” I watched her feet go into the air, her torso tipped backwards, 
and her back hit the water. I thought the water was going to be shallow, a flesh wound to 
her pride; instead her head, then torso, and finally feet disappeared under the mirror-like 
water. 

6:30 a.m., we are the only ones up and I loose my shit, my laughter echoing across 
the lake. Once Jen stood up, she began to laugh as well. 
 

Day 3. 
Our last morning here… 
We wake with the sun. From inside the tent we watch the stars fade into the 

morning light. That bird, the one with the loud song, two to three whistles with an 
embellishment, woke us up with the first light of dawn. We drift in and out of sleep, 
listening to the breeze in the trees and the birds sing to the morning. 

When the sunlight, orange-yellow and bright, hits the top of the tent, it looks like a 
spotlight—a narrow beam of orange on our tent. That’s when I flip my sleeping bag open; 
I had unzipped it earlier because two dogs and two humans heat the tent despite the top 
and front being zipped open to the mesh. 

The dogs uncurl from their sleeping balls, and step outside to shake and stretch and 
wag, shake and stretch and wag. I get some water from the lake to boil for coffee, then 
start the fire; hot coals, so I collect a mix of moss and lichen tinder and after a few minutes 
of blowing, the coals smoke then ignite. I sit next to the fire writing and looking at the lake. 

I also take some photos while Jen jumps in the early morning lake, on purpose this 
time… 
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II.  

 
Portland. Oregon. Winter. 
This week I am housesitting a friend’s downtown Portland studio apartment: sixth 

floor, one studio in a converted warehouse, tall ceilings with exposed beams, pipes, ducts 
and concrete walls. The west-facing, wall-to-wall windows look over NW Portland and the 
west hills.  

Tonight, as I open the door and push my bike in, I glance towards the windows: 
pinpricks of light and color—stars, porch lights, windows, streetlights, oscillating, 
vibrating, mirages in black liquid pressing into the window.  

Mumbling. “Quiet lights. So many… quiet lights.” 
Lean bike against wall. Walk towards windows. 
Lights swirl around me. Through me.  
Impact. Each point. Static.  
White noise on my skin and eyes. 
Like a snowstorm. 
“Quiet lights… what an interesting term…” 
 
Later. 
What an interesting experience. I walk to the table and pull out my journal and 

computer, leaving the studio lights off. 
I wonder if the term “quiet lights” is a cliché. It feels familiar and obvious, but after 

doing some research I don’t find any references to it. Maybe, I think, its familiarity comes 
from an old song lyric. Another search says “no.” So, I rethink my intuition, rethink the 
déjà vu surrounding this term. Maybe the redundancy contained in the term is the source. 
Something reverberates around the term, making it musical, multidimensional, maybe 
multisensory. 

There is something contradictory, something discordant about ”quiet lights.” Light 
affects our vision, not our hearing. A quality of light is silence, a lack of sound. “Quiet,” 
then, is implicit in the word light, making “quiet lights” a redundant term, the adjective 
not needed. Why did I add the adjective? Because this scene doesn’t “feel” quiet, it feels 
like the ocean or a snowstorm. The affect of these lights is a synesthetic experience, and 
that’s where we find a deeper, more poetic level to this term.  
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As I stand here staring into the nightscape, the sensory input feels like a roaring 
crowd in an outdoor amphitheater. This is the same feeling one gets when absorbing the 
view from a mountain peak as the immense silence of the landscape and sky soaks into the 
skin. This experience I am feeling is the vibrational effect of a viewpoint translated into a 
sound: immense quiet. My sight, hearing, and proprioception feel mixed up: a synesthetic 
experience. This is something we can all experience; it may be more common than we 
think. 
 

In My Story As Told By Water, David James Duncan writes, “I’m talking about an 
alternative geography we all possess: the personal geography” (65).  

Duncan’s personal geography reminds me of something I call a sensory bubble; 
essentially, everything the dog and I can see, hear, smell, feel, taste: but these things are 
inputs, tools for recording, like a pen. Duncan takes this a step further, explaining how 
these tools record external experience to our internal geographies. This is the topo map of 
our lives and personalities, the watersheds and peaks and encounters of our journey 
through life, the map and guide we use to explore our world and make decisions 

Our sensory bubble is the only external reality we interact with, have control over 
(illusion or otherwise), and the only thing that is truly real (the old “tree falls in the forest 
bit”). Beyond our awareness are just random invisible events, abstractions in constant, 
unpredictable motion. It’s kind of crazy to think about: these people, places and things, 
drifting in and out of our perception, out of our awareness and control once they leave our 
bubble. 

“I’ve come to suspect…that it is only the personal geography—the one experienced 
in daily depth—that can in fact be in-habited, and only the personal geography that has 
the Yeastian ability to connect us root to root to people or places we’ve never met” 
(Duncan 73). 

With smart phones, radio, 24-hr news, we can easily get caught up in the idea that 
our bubble is larger than we think, that it stretches 100’s of miles, or surrounds the 
world…. 

For us normal people, interchangeable cogs in the vast machine of culture and 
economics, when we make a phone call, our bubble expands briefly in only one sense. It’s 
a powerful illusion magnified by our emotions and pattern recognition, and I wonder how 
this illusion affects leaders and entitlement. 
  



Schultz 57 

III.  

 
Downtown. Portland. Oregon.  
According to the physics of Star Trek, when the Enterprise shoots off into warp, it’s 

not the ship that’s moving but the space around the ship. A warp field works by forming a 
bubble or field around the ship, then shrinking the space behind and expanding the space 
in front of the ship, causing time and space to slip around the Enterprise. 

As I dive down the road, it often feels like the car is standing still and the world is 
spinning below, pushing the tires to furious speeds. The world expands through the 
windshield and shrinks in my rearview until merging into horizon. 

 
11:30 a.m. I’m downtown today for jury duty. They released us early so I wandered 

around. First, I explored the courthouse and walked through Pioneer Square, stopping to 
listen to a brass band. One block over, I ate my pb&J in Directors Park, an old lunch spot of 
mine, watching the kids party in the fountain and the adults talk through sandwiches and 
sunglasses. Then, I wandered down SW Park Ave and watched a giant crane and some 
steel workers unload a truck of I-beams and hoist them twenty stories up. So cool. After 
that I skirted the Portland Farmer’s Market, which was insanely busy, walking to PSU 
through the Park Blocks. Finally, back to the courthouse and my bike. I miss working 
downtown. 

 
I stand at the top of the stairs; Pioneer Square echoes with the Marine brass band. 

Everywhere people mill, and walk, and listen, and talk. This space is full, packed with 
thousands of bodies, chaos in motion. Moving into the edge of my peripheral, an awkward 
lady, map in hand, big floppy hat, her head the height of my chin, mom-jean shorts pulled 
high, sleeveless button up shit tucked in, neutral, light blue. She quietly inserts herself next 
to me. Her vibe isn’t pushy or oblivious. Often, oblivious irritates me more than pushy 
because with a pushy person I don’t feel guilty pushing back. I can’t blame her for 
entering my personal space; I have a good spot, protected on three sides by a low brick 
wall and elevated over the crowd: perfect line-of-site to the band. As a shorter person 
these types of sites are gold. Even though my vision is fading with age and I cannot play 
an instrument, I enjoy watching musicians’ fingers, hands, and faces move with the music. 
It’s a treat watching a live show; I rarely go to live shows: crowds cross my wires, make 
me feel manic. My personal space is wide and I am selective of who I let in. 
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As I am watching the band in the square, I am also people watching. I imagine 
everybody’s senses overlapping, creating this huge ball of reality, this giant, loud, boiling 
energetic bubble of overlapping realities, each one unique, but here they are all mixed 
together, illuminating something bigger (the square perhaps). Each person in the crowd 
has their personal sense bubble, pushing on, mingling with, and influencing the world 
around them. Each bubble fights to define its space, but acquiesces part of that personal 
definition to the community definition as people dance, clap, talk, sip iced mochas, thread 
through the crowd, and bake in the sun.  

So different from when the dog and I walk through the mountains. Our bubbles 
work quietly together, silently illuminating our surroundings, our senses stretching out as 
far as the environment will allow, smelling rain fifty miles away, hearing a woodpecker 
somewhere in the forest up and to the right, seeing fresh mountain lion scat on the trail. 
Our bubble melds with our surroundings and with each other. It is through Dog’s body 
language that I can tell if there is an animal near by and what type (her reactions to the 
smell of bear and deer are different), or which way the trail goes if it has disappeared.  

 
Twenty years ago, in a book called The Three Pound Universe, I read that it takes 

three seconds for the short-term memory to record into long-term memory. The present 
moment, they postulate, is therefore only three seconds long. It also takes the nerve 
impulses time to run from a sense organ to brain, making a buffer/delay between event 
and recording of event. Occasionally, there is also an error in or degradation of the signal. 
Also, there is the fact that reality is essentially electrical impulses translating or creating 
some close approximate of reality. Through physical barriers and processing lag, these 
things create enough space between the world and myself for me to doubt its existence, or 
at least be suspicious of its true makeup. 

Metaphysical rabbit hole, I guess. Also, I don’t really care; it’s just fun to chase a 
thought. Also also, I appreciate and enjoy material reality; especially when I’m mindful 
and present, life gains brightness and contrast: details, experiences, and emotions become 
extra clear and sharp. Also also also, beer tastes better in the material realm, so you know, 
there’s that. 

Our personal sense bubbles are a way of extending ourselves and integrating into 
the world. Today’s communications technology—phones, laptops, Skype, etc.—distort 
how we perceive our sense bubbles, in turn distorting how we perceive the world. 
Regardless, this is an always-on process; even asleep the autonomic nervous system is 
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running sensory diagnostics on the surrounding environment: hot, cold, sounds, etc. So, if 
we are integrated into the surrounding environment, then the barrier created by our 
consciousness and skin is just an illusion. 
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IV. 

 
Today, Jen and I are at a picnic table on Mount Tabor siting under tall Doug Firs 

and overlooking a reservoir for Portland’s water. Knoll or point, whatever it’s called, we 
read and write and lounge on the flat spot of a small shoulder of an old, extinct volcano. 
Birds sing, chirp, call, and chatter, filling the canopy with noise. Summer camp kids holler 
and scream and play in the playground one ridge over. Water falls from a tire-sized pipe 
into the reservoir. And, wind: flowers and grass move. I smell them. The cicadas begin 
again, white sand vibrating on a speaker, from a grove on my right. Fading behind me. 
Drifting to my left. Quiet for a few moments. Now right, beginning the stereophonic 
journey around me again. 

We came here to get out of the house, to be refreshed, for the cheap entertainment, 
to work, to let the dogs breathe and smell and graze on grass and sticks instead of 
lounging in an apartment filled with stale noises, smells, and routines. Winter lies in the 
grass, thirty feet away, white mini-daisies sprouted around her grass bed, holding a stick 
by one end with her paws, shredding the other end with eleven-year-old teeth.  

Sunshine, our other dog and new family member last year, isn’t used to our style of 
family outing, just as often a lounge as a hike. A sweet and gentle dog, Sunshine was 
untrained when we got her, so we’ve worked with her to just chill and chew on sticks and 
read the air and wind. She lies in the grass by the picnic table, sitting Sphinx-like, ears and 
nose twitching. I think she’s figuring it out. 

The upper deck of clouds is thickening with haze, turning the sky from blue to 
grey-white, lichen-like; the cloud deck is dropping and it smells like rain. Two 
skateboarders, one tall, one small, drop in, taking the soap-box derby track side by side, a 
baby step for the big road that starts at the top of Tabor.  

We come to nature, we go outside, to recharge by feeding on the subtle soundscape 
called “quiet.” I wonder if a city park is similar in effect to a remote campsite or mountain 
trail? I doubt it; the human created sounds echo and override everything else: groups of 
people laughing, jets sounding their decent, one two three small planes circling overhead, 
sirens spinning up and down, kids squealing, motorcycles thumping… 

However, I admit, I am feeling relaxed. Once one accepts that the human noise 
dominates the urban environment, then conflict with some clichéd outdoor aesthetic stops. 
Conflict resolved, Tabor becomes big enough to ignore the city. 
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V.  

 
It’s quieted down some. I guess the human sounds come in waves, in the coffee 

shop as well as in Portland’s parks. I am grateful for larger outdoor playgrounds close to 
Portland: places like Mount Tabor, Powell Butte, 1000 Acre Dog Park, and Kelley Point 
Park*. These places are just far enough away from the city, from the claustrophobic noise 
of people and traffic, to give me a breather: maybe not a break or a recharge, but a respite. 

There is still the visual pollution of the trash and destruction left behind by the 
drunkards of society. Five years since moving to the city, litter, light pollution, vandalism, 
and honk battles are getting easier to ignore, but I don’t know if this is a good thing. 
Maybe the pollution created by this environment has become my new normal, so I am less 
disappointed at the unawareness of others. Maybe I take it less personally now, realizing 
they are idiots, ruining it for everyone else. Bans on plastic bag and smoking are a direct 
result of bags and butts decorating fences, sidewalks, beaches and trailheads. I try really 
hard to ignore the French fry carton smashed in the gutter, or the beer can someone tossed 
on my neighbor’s lawn. However, I’m hardwired to care, so I’ll always take it personally. 
That will never change.  

I remember my first experience with one of Portland’s urban trailheads. Receipts, 
juice boxes, cigarette butts, chewing gum, Taco Bell wrappers littered the ground like 
gravel, while Albertson’s bags waved at me from the bushes. Even a few miles up the trail, 
cigarette butts and Power Aid bottles lingered in the trail, while groups of hikers talked at 
the top of their lungs, their voices echoing through the drainages and the canyons. My 
wife often asks me why I hike so fast. As every backcountry traveler knows, at mile two 
you leave most of the tourists behind, by mile four, the weekend warriors disappear, by 
mile seven its just you, the dog, the bears, and the wind… 

 
A common sight while walking the beach at Kelley Point Park is the empty, sand-

filled beer bottles and Cheetos bags littering the high-water mark, a line in the sand that 
should only be painted in driftwood, cottonwood seeds, fish carcasses, and wet sand. 
Litter feels like a violation of my personal space: these selfish, unaware assholes, 
vandalizing my senses with half eaten ice cream, polluting experience with terrible 
grammar, punctuating the scenery with shopping carts. So yeah, I take it personally, while 
also realizing our individual behavior reflects larger societal behaviors and ethics. 



Schultz 62 

Kelley Point Park sits at the confluence of two massive Northwest drainages, the 
Willamette and the Columbia River. Kelley Point Park also sits downstream from the 
largest superfund site in Oregon, the Portland Harbor Superfund Site. Montana, my 
former home, has several mega-superfund sites and the largest superfund site in the 
United States. Responsible for the largest and most damaging superfund sites across the 
country and the world, extractive industries (usually a corporation) treat the land and its 
people as disposable. In the name of “extraction,” lumber and mining companies 
“harvest” the trees or the coal (eat a Snickers, yum) and leave toxic waste (toss wrapper 
out window) and ruined ecosystems (which takes a hundred years to decompose).  

Most people get mad because the polluters and mindless consumption are killing 
the planet, disrupting ecosystems, causing the sixth mass extinction, and pushing our 
planet to the largest ecological disaster humankind has ever seen (climate change). They 
want to protect her, Mother Earth. When in the mountains, the wilderness, and city parks, 
I feel the same. In the city, however, my hatred of trash is personal: I want a break from 
the pollution of random yelling, motion lights flicking across the night street, and the 
diapers on the bus stop bench. I cannot separate from my surrounding ecosystem, be it 
city or mountain. When someone litters, I feel the trash on my skin, all slimy and gross, 
and an affront to the syntax of my soul. 

From cigarette butts to superfund sites, litter is litter; some human or group of 
humans dumping shit on the ground, or into a body of water, or into the air. The massive, 
interconnected, global population of humans now influences Earth’s meta-ecosystem: 
litter, no matter how big or how small, pollutes everyone’s soul. We can no longer defer 
the consequences. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
*Beautiful historically and topographically, an extroverted Portlander would include Forest Park in 
my list, but I am not an extrovert. I find it crowded and the people hiking there smelly (cologne or 
perfume), loud, and rude. This is just my experience; maybe I’m going at the wrong times, or I 
could be a bit spoiled by Montana and Wyoming. 
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VI.  

 
Thesis Process Log. Agency of Book. 
3rd grade. I remember one of the first books I read for fun: The Black Stallion. It sat on 

a shelf at Sunday School; its soft cover and spine showing its age through wrinkles, folds, 
faded sunspots, and a giant black horse turned sepia. That book had been read many times 
over the years, a fact I did not know or understand at the time. The book seemed to vibrate 
as I picked it off the bookshelf, and I smiled when my Sunday School teacher lent it to me. 
In the story, a redheaded boy, Alec, becomes marooned on an island and befriends a giant, 
wild, pitch-black stallion. Together, by combining agencies, Alec and Black become more 
than the sum of each other: they create a deep, trusting friendship, then become a 
powerful team, and finally survive the island. While it probably wasn’t the first book I 
read, it was the most memorable. I don’t remember a single word in that book and specific 
details of the story escape me, but I still have snapshots of feelings and pictures created in 
me by this book. In these snapshots we see the first hints of a book’s agency. 
  Jan-Dirk Müller, in her chapter “The Body of the Book,” anthropomorphizes the 
book in a “chain of generations” and “brother resembles brother” (187); essentially, she 
embodies the book. If we are talking about a body, then inherent in any body will be 
agency. Agency is a body’s (an agent’s) capacity to act on the world, “a kind of thing [an 
essence] that can be possessed by agents” (Pflugfelder 4). Some contemporary theories of 
agency say a body does not need consciousness to act, only a partner to augment and 
release latent agency (Pflugfelder, Boghost, Latour). This is not an anthropomorphizing of 
the book; this just means that as a tool or a prosthetic, a partnership with the book gives us 
access to a book’s latent agency, extending or enhancing our human capabilities and 
giving us access to power or knowledge we couldn’t normally possess. MacLuhan writes, 
“All media are extensions of some human faculty—psyche or physical. The wheel is an 
extension of the foot. The book is an extension of the eye, clothing, the extension of the 
skin, electric circuitry, an extension of the central nervous system” (36-39). Interaction with 
a book causes us to change. For example, this can be an internal change like an emotional 
change or increased knowledge. 

Reading the Black Stallion story caused me to feel an emotional response and to 
imagine the story, literally creating the emotions and visuals of the story in my mind’s eye 
and personal geography. Something about a redheaded boy and a horse stranded alone on 
an island must have resonated deeply with me, a nine year-old, redheaded farm-boy 
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squeezed into a two-bedroom farmhouse with five younger half-sisters, a Vietnam veteran 
father at war with PTSD and alcoholism, and young stepmom fighting swift currents of 
enabling, love, and duty. Just like Black and Alec had to combine their unique skills and 
sense perceptions to influence events and survive, I combined myself with a book to 
escape into fantasy and to learn about a world far different from my own. This book 
influenced, and possible changed, my life. 

 
 7th grade. The day I discovered science fiction I was exploring the books in the 
library. I pulled an interesting-looking book off the shelf: Have Spacesuit, Will Travel. It was 
a hard cover book, sliding off the shelf its bottom edges like rails, then landing like a stone 
in my hands. I looked at the front cover for a moment, two people in spacesuits helping a 
cat-like creature while a UFO sits in the background. Intrigued, I opened the book. The 
plastic cover creaked like an old door or the opening note of a movie. I read the front and 
back leaves about a boy who fixes an old spacesuit and then gets abducted by aliens. I 
opened to the middle and read a section about this boy imprisoned on Pluto. I was 
hooked. I checked out the book, and a new chapter in my reading began: Science Fiction 
and Fantasy. 

There is no doubt these books were formative for me beyond the obvious need to 
escape. These books were my escape, especially delicious because my life was nothing like 
these middle class kids from the 40’s, 50’s, and 60’s. My life felt more like Grapes of Wrath: 
poverty and anxiety from moving every couple years. I escaped into books and joined 
teenage heroes, young people who had the power to solve their own problems, young 
people smarter and more observant than adults. However, it was more than escape; it was 
friendship. I was friends with these characters, in their world solving problems and crimes 
right alongside them. I was also friends with the material books. They sat on my scrap-
lumber bookshelf at home, the bookshelf in the library at school, and the bookshelf in the 
bookmobile that I visited in the summers. 

Book acted on me, showing me a different way of life; a possible factor in why I left 
home at seventeen. There is no doubt in my mind that books have agency; from the farm 
lands of Minnesota to the halls of my Master’s Degree, their material and immaterial 
presence have impacted and changed my life in many profound ways. 
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VII.  

 
The trick each day, I think, is to just put pen to paper, then to keep said pen 

moving. It’s harder that it sounds. Many little demons can interfere, starting before the 
notebook opens and pen clicks to ready. 

First, there are phone calls, or email, or Facebook. 
Then, “I have nothing to say,” or “ I have other things to do” are common stalling 

tactics: little passive-aggressive gremlins in the machinery of the mind. Some days they get 
drunk and throw wrenches; on other days they loosen little screws here and there, not 
breaking anything but causing small misalignments and minor distractions. 

Next, there’s coffee, oh sweet milk of demon, the blessing and the curse. One cannot 
wake and face the world without it. Coffee does its best work when combined with 
writing and small coffee shop tables, preferably by a window if inside or on a patio if 
summer. When combined with a memory-foam, microfiber couch, a lazy Saturday 
morning, and a blanket, well, some combinations of agencies are irresistible. 

We can’t forget about the space, you know, ambiance, vibe, not too quiet or too 
loud, too busy or too mellow. One must be in public without actually interacting with it, 
stay strictly an observer, a scientist studying wild populations of Homo Erectus. A smile, 
or a nod is fine, even a robust “hello” is ok, but anything more and one risks becoming 
part of the scene instead of observing it.  

The last roadblock for a writer to overcome is reverie, something easy to find when 
free-writing or journaling. Essential to the writing process, reverie is the easiest demon for 
me to entertain: the smell and dance of one’s own daydreams mixing with the smell of rain 
on the wind, or the Doppler effect of the fire truck hustling past the window. Is that a 
sparrow or a swallow? His little freckles are so cute! I think that barista is flirting with me. 
I smell fresh cookies. Yum. “How’s your niece,” says the lady at the table next to me. I’d 
love to own a motorcycle again some day….  

See what I mean. 
Reverie. 
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VIII.  

 
The first time I ran into a bear I was literally running: up a butte in the middle of the 

Wyoming’s Jackson Hole (“hole” is a western mountain term for “valley”), mind relaxed 
and body loose, having a pleasant, mid-summer trail-run after work. The Rocky Butte trail 
is a soft single-track that rolls through aspens and lodge pole pine with enough steep 
sections to make it a good workout. Over the course of about three miles it is mostly 
shaded and one gains about 1200 feet of elevation.  

I am fifteen minutes in and the trail pops out of the gully it has been following, 
making a sharp right to traverse across a slope—essentially, a blind corner. 

Suddenly, behind and above, I hear low huffing and grunting, bushes and branches 
snapping and cracking. I spin around; there rushing at me is a black bear. I stop, and pee 
down my leg a little, just a squirt; we’ve all been there. I’ve seen bears before, but usually 
from inside a truck or across a wide valley. This one is about fifty feet away and charging. 
Every cell in my body screams, “Run!” 

Instead, I yell,” Oh shit!” and stop, throwing my hands in the air, and looking just 
to the side of the bear to avoid eye contact. The bear stops, twenty feet away. I can smell 
him, all musky and dangerous. Or maybe it’s me I smell, all urine-soaked and scared. 
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IX.  

 
I remember… 
When I was thirteen, my father came home one Saturday night (about 9ish) and 

decided we needed to work on the back edition to our house: a dining room and 
mudroom. There was no way I was going to complain, especially since he was drunk. I 
would trade tip-toeing for attention. I set up the lights and the chop saw. 
 He smelled of cigarettes, stale beer, motorcycles, and the Native American casino 
boiler room, next to which the shop for his maintenance job sat. He grabbed a twelve pack 
out of the truck, cracked a beer, and got to work, slurring instructions and measurements 
my way, stumbling around lumber piles and extension cords.  

After about twenty minutes, he said, “Ill be rigth bagth,” then stumbled out of the 
light to the fence line, leaning over the cow pasture. 
 “Are you alright, Dad?” I said. 
 “Just finehhuuuuuaaaaaaaaa!” 
 “Dad?” 
 “hhhuuuuuuuaaaaaaa!”  

It’s quiet for a moment. Then, his silhouette straightened in the dark and walked 
back into the light.  

Wiping his mouth with the handkerchief from his back pocket, he said, “I feel 
better. Let’s get to work.” 
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X.  

 
Journal Entry. Weather’s Changing. 
I remember the day I realized I could feel the weather changing. Not “read” the 

weather, which is also an important mountain skill, but “feel” the weather. 
One day, during a summer Sunday hike in the Teton Range, I am twelve miles into 

the backcountry and a 1000 feet above tree line on a plateau of granite bulges and alpine 
tundra. Body loose and light from six hours of hiking, I float down the soft dirt trail, each 
footfall puffs a little cloud of dust.  

The butterfly breeze is louder than my thoughts, long since calmed through 
walking meditation and physical exertion. At this point in an endurance activity, thoughts 
are light, unattached, a program running in the background and easy to ignore. Similar to 
runners high or “flow,” but times 100 and one understands a twenty-five mile mountain 
day. 

Suddenly, I know the weather is changing. It isn’t a thought or environmental sign 
(like rain or thunder); my body just knows and I look up. Sure enough, far off in the west, 
100 or so miles away over Teton Valley, Idaho, a bank of clouds is forming, the physical 
manifestation of a low pressure. 

 
What’s interesting to me about this experience is that it started as pure physical 

experience then language kicked in. If I didn’t have language (like a child kept in a closet 
or my dog), I would still have known the weather was going to change. Since I have 
language, I get to dissect this fascinating experience. 

 
Looking back, I am surprised and stop, consciously marking both events in my 

train of though: the change in weather and how my body had known before my conscious 
brain that the weather was changing. How had my body known? Was it intuition or 
something else? 

Running through the sensations currently touching my senses, I can feel the 
humidity has risen, the pressure has changed, and the air is cooling quicker than the 
current, clear weather dictates. These changes didn’t happen suddenly, but quick enough 
for my body to notice that something was odd: it is similar to the pressure building in the 
ears when ascending in a plane. I had also unconsciously sensed a change in the light as it 
took on a different quality in the changing atmospheric conditions around the afternoon 
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sun. There may have been other factors, but these are the only ones I can rationalize and 
put into language.  

 
These sensory experiences had combined to make my body realize that the edge of 

a low pressure had just moved over the area. And, weather being an important factor for 
survival, my body alerted me to a change in environment that needed attention.  

The physical experience of “a change in the weather is coming,” was an 
understanding or intuitive notion that didn’t need language to exist. I was in-tune, some 
might say unified with, my environment, so didn’t need language to understand and react 
to environmental factors: similar to the reflex that jerks the hand away before the brain feel 
pain from a burn. Often, on these solo hikes the only time I would talk was to give the dog 
a command, or sing my bear song to any unseen bear. I’m sure I talked to myself or maybe 
the dog, but it’s hard to see this as anything but the mindless clucking of thoughts, internal 
monologue externalized and lacking intention. My point being, my language centers were 
operating in power-save mode, allowing other modes of meaning making to forefront.  
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XI. 

 
Trail Report. Yellowstone National Park. Wyoming. 
4 a.m. Early October. After a night with friends on Jackson Lake (kayaks, beaches, 

and a bonfire), Trigger and I decide to catch the sunrise in the Upper Geyser Basin, sixty 
miles north in Yellowstone Park. When we enter the parking lot near Old Faithful Lodge, 
dawn is seeping under the bottom lip of the eastern horizon. Trigger mumbles something, 
then passes out in the driver’s seat. I cannot sleep. I came here for walkabout.  

I grab a water bottle, hat, and shell, and begin by circling Old Faithful. As I walk the 
giant circle, paved wide and lined with benches and signs stating “STAY ON THE 
TRAIL,” I squint at the central pile of steam, heavy with the cold morning and starlight, 
that is currently Old Faithful. Every hour or so during the day, hundreds of people gather 
to watch Old Faithful blow. Accessible, regular, and dramatic, Old Faithful is a star, one of 
the sponsored athletes of the National Park System. Of course I hope to catch the old girl 
in action, but I am not here to see that show again—I’m here to explore. 

Created by the last eruption of the Yellowstone Supervolcano, the Upper Geyser 
Basin is part of the Yellowstone Caldera. Geologic instability created by two giant magma 
pockets under Yellowstone constantly modifies and moves geothermal features (the time 
between Old Faithful’s eruptions occasionally changes after earthquakes, which are 
common occurrences here), creating roving weak spots, like thin ice, in the mineral patina 
that covers large chunks of the valley floor. Occasionally, these weak spots maim or kill a 
bison or a tourist who has left the trail. Four miles below my feet, lava superheats the 
ground water, forcing it up through cracks and fissures, creating the thousands of 
geothermal features in Yellowstone. I can hike four miles in an hour; that’s not that far. 

I stand for a moment or a lifetime on the boardwalk next to a sprawling mineral 
pool, a hundred feet wide in spots. Steam dissolves up, into the fading Milky Way. The 
massive, porous silence of this place feels like a portal between times and universes. I 
continue on the boardwalk, running along the Firehole River and instead of mud sparrows 
nesting in the dirt banks, steam and water oozes through the cracks and holes, glazing 
strips down the tall riverbank of whites, pinks, and reds. When Lewis and Clark first 
wrote home about this area, people thought they were making it up. To those who haven’t 
seen it, I describe Yellowstone as an alien landscape, something eerie and extraterrestrial. 

A few hundred feet after I cross a bridge over the river, the trail forks at the base of 
a small ridge. A sign states, “Viewpoint,” so I take the uphill fork, towards a future sunrise 
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over the valley. I don’t know how long I sit on the edge of the cliff watching the steam 
from all those geysers, pools and vents rising, hitting an inversion layer, a flat roof, 
capping the valley, slowly filling it with mist. Beautiful, alien, scary, exotic, meditative, 
what are the words? I sit on the edge of an active supervolcano. It feels like, at any 
moment, it could blow. Words do not matter. I breathe. 

After sunrise had cut through the layer of mist and inversion, a bright line scraping 
down the mountains and across the valley below, I crawl off my perch and backtrack to 
the valley, now morning-bright. Take right, joining the wandering loop through the valley 
and its geological features, the loop I had traced while sitting on the viewpoint. Early-
morning and off-season, I am alone with the crown jewel of our national park system.  

Thousands of years of heat, steam, and mineral deposits have created a grey and 
brown patina of poisonous volcanic tundra; patches of scrubby grass and trees fight for 
space on the valley floor. The earth vents, whispering and mumming from every direction, 
through the trees, around the corner. Steam rises in puffs and pillars next to the trail and 
far off behind trees and knolls. Faint hissing and bubbling sounds come from everywhere 
and nowhere. Stumps in the dawn-light become buffalo in morning light, steaming and 
grazing in the fields between the vents and pools. Birds sing or fly overhead while bison, 
elk, and whitetail deer graze, unmoved by my journey. A coyote dashes across a clearing. 

If I had to pick a favorite feature, it would be the mineral pools, alien openings in 
the ground, plunging catacombs into the earth. The crystal-clear water and Caribbean-blue 
walls of the pools invite one for a swim down through the honeycombed depths and into 
the darkness of perfect earth. Then the steaming and bubbling reminds me that is 
superheated, volcanic water. Essentially a volcanic vent, each pool’s catacombed wall and 
surrounding ground are colored in brilliant teals, greens, blues, oranges and yellows. 
While some of it is mineral deposits and chemical reactions, most of the color is life, type 
and color depending on water temperature. 

I walk the wide, handicap-accessible gravel trails and boardwalks, passing 
hundreds of geysers, pools, and vents. I watch geysers mounds, eight feet tall with names 
like Beehive and Castle, spurt and flow into different colors and shapes. I have 
conversations with bison, chiselers, and muskrats, even convincing a badger to leave the 
trail and let me pass. At one point, the trail parallels an old stone wall with steam venting 
through the cracks between the stones. I stop, touching the steam. It feels good, saturating 
my pale, cracked skin, bringing color and moisture, red life, healing hands old from 
carpentry, cold weather, and lack of sleep. 
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XII.  

 
I remember…. 
…the cold water rush of a dunk after work; those long, mountain summer days, 

between semesters or the winter snowboarding season, often working ten to twelve hour 
days because there was work, I needed the money, and there was nothing else to do in 
your twenties… 

 
Pack up the tools and clean up the job site. Dog gets up but doesn’t move from the 

shade, tail swaying side to side. She knows it’s time to go home, but won’t enter the sun 
until she hears, “load up!” Two big strides, then she leaps into the back of the old Dodge 
diesel pickup, ready to catch every smell lingering near the road home. 

Rumble down the washboard mountain road, take a right on Van Buren, through 
campus, and then up the Rattlesnake. Last parking lot, half way to the end, the trail 
disappears into thick brush—too shaded, too much of a bushwhack, too painful for 
someone in shorts and a happy summer disposition. However, looks can be deceiving and 
keep people out. This the trail leads to one of my secret swimming holes.  

I duck under some branches and sweep some briars to the side with my foot, 
disappearing into the thicket, but finding a well-worn trail. At the end of the short trail, 
Rattlesnake Creek flows over a log jam into a wide, deep hole—waist-deep, dunk-deep, 
and above a hole in the canopy letting the sun in—a perfect summer swimming spot. 

I step in. Ankles, then knees, the water cold, one day fresh from a spring or a snow 
field high in the mountains. Then, before the water hits my privates, I sink under, 
plugging my nose, staying for a moment, opening my eyes, looking through the blue, 
listening to the inverted river sounds, the muffled trickling of current and cascades under 
the water. The shock of cold makes my pores and roots tingle. Standing, I inhale; then, 
enjoying the waist deep water, I wash my face, splashing the water over my head and 
shoulders, rinsing the sawdust, salt, and dirt from the day’s work. Dog swims over, 
smiling. 

 Then, silence as Dog and I sit in the shallow water, enjoying the sounds, sights, and 
revitalization… 
 

During those summers, I always kept swim trunks, flip-flops, and towel in the 
truck, but have been known to skinny dip or wear my boots in the water when desperate. 
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There’s nothing better than that dunk after work, at six p.m. on a hot summer Wednesday 
in late July. I know it might sound cliché, but it’s true, nothing is better: not sex, beer, 
sleeping in on Sundays, or getting high. Nothing. These summer dunks replenish; it’s like 
taking a nap, but immediately refreshing and one can still go to bed at a decent hour. 
Sometimes, on the way to one of my secret swimming spot, I would stop and get a PBR 
Tall Boy to drink on the bank between dunks….  
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XIII.  

 
Hucking your shit off a cliff starts the first time you hear a rumor or catch glimpse 

of a line. First, you snowboard through the landing zone checking for safety: obstacles you 
might hit and steep enough landing to avoid compression, often forcing a knee into nose 
or a blown out a tendon). Then, on your next run, you billy-goat around the top of the cliff, 
check the run-in, and look over the edge to see how much speed you’ll need to clear the 
cliff (usually cliffs are not straight vertical, they slope a bit) and land safely. Good speed 
and a steep landing steep allow you to maintain the parabolic arc necessary to land 
smoothly and safely. Even when no one is watching, style points are necessary. 

Since you won’t be able to see the landing when you begin your run-in, pick a 
landmark, like a tree with a crooked limb, that you can see from the run-in so you know 
where to point your board. But, the preparations are not done yet. Now, you wait.  

You wait for a big storm because you need a deep, soft landing to act as a shock 
absorber and redirection of velocity and momentum through compression of the board 
against the snow. You daydream about this drop, dropping it over and over in your mind. 
You read the paper in the mornings while eating oatmeal, but don’t remember what you 
read because you were daydreaming about the drop. You go to the gym a couple times a 
week and cross train, riding the exercise bike and lifting weights, because you know you 
need to be at your peak. You stretch every night, all the time daydreaming about the drop. 
You daydream all the time, existing elsewhere while your body goes through the motions 
of work and shopping. 

 
Then, one glorious day, something wonderful appears—a beautiful, perfect, white 

forecast—100% chance of snow for five days, with total snowfall for each day between 12-
15 inches. After 30+ inches of snow, your drop will be ready on day three, a Tuesday, and 
perfect on day four, a Wednesday. Wednesday it is.  

Tuesday night you drink hot tea to hydrate and stretch for an hour, going to bed at 
9 p.m. Wednesday morning, 6 a.m., the alarm goes off, you eat breakfast, and head to the 
mountain. You take a couple warm-up runs so your balance and coordination are online 
and the connection to the mountain is strong. The powder feels good; giant slashes and 
face shots, Mach-speed turns and powder-wheelies, but there’s still a rumble in your belly. 
It’s time.  
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Go to the start of the run-in. Breathe. Gaze out, over the cliff, into the storm; try to 
spot your landmark. Breathe. 

Close your eyes. Take a couple deep breathes. Defuse all doubt and worry—your 
boss, your rent, your girlfriend or lack of, your ability to drop this fucking thing. Now, 
find that one place untouched by your ego, that place that houses uncorrupted and 
unattached trust. Visualize the drop one last time.  

Then, one fluid movement: 
Eyes open, hop turn, point nose of board at your landmark.  
Speed, the cliff edge rushing at you, flick that ollie, the ground disappears and so 

does the sound of snowboard on snow, cliff dropping away behind and below, tweek out 
and hold a fat-ass method, look past the board and spot landing. You are frozen, hanging 
in the air, transitioning between planes, silence is everything…. 

Then, your breath and heartbeat echo in your head. The second hand ticks again, 
the world regains its timeline, your landing rushes up. Butter the tail down into the deep 
powder, keep the nose up (or get tomahawked), and suck up the landing with your knees. 
And, as the speed of the drop and landing spits you into a Mach-five toeside turn and the 
adrenaline kicks you in the chest, you yell at the top of your lungs, the call of half-
conqueror, half-survivor screaming into the snowstorm. 
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XIV.  

  
My favorite sound is falling snow 
No wind, no people, no traffic or other ambient noise, just giant flakes, plumb-bobs, 

articulate, dense, and sinking. 
Deep in the forest on the lee side of the mountain, visibility less than twenty yards. 

Far above the tree tops rage, but here, lounging in a snow bank, it’s still. By keeping focus 
on one flake, delicate structures are revealed. Zoom out a bit, a plane of focus catches a 
group of flakes, stars falling through the water, a tracer round in slow motion, millions of 
them, mesmerizing, fading into a grey mist, a color only snowstorms can make. 
 At first you hear nothing. Your brain says it silent, that you hear silence. But, 
continue to sit there, absorb, and brain begins to quiet. The lack of sensory input means the 
brain has less to do, less to filter. Then you hear it, a sizzle or a static coming from 
everywhere and nowhere. What your brain had mistaken for silence was actually the 
white noise of snow falling. 
 So you sit there longer, each exhale joining the snow-mist grey, and listen to snow 
sizzle, and the world you could only see now takes on a sound. 
 Then there is a second part to this sound: the sound of flakes falling and the sound 
of flakes hitting your coat and the snow around you. Some days if its warmer out, or you 
just walked outside into the falling snow, then the sizzle on your jacket gets louder 
because the snow flakes are melting instead of bouncing and settling.  
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XV.  

 
Thesis Process Log. 
The Tao of Photography describes a “duality of sight” photographers struggle with 

when composing a photo (16): the macro and the micro, wide angle for landscape and 
zoom for details, our eyes and brain can only focus on one at a time. 

One form of sight sees every detail of detail, like James Bond studying his mark, 
noting posture, jacket size and if there is gel in the hair. While the other form of sight takes 
in the whole scene as a meditative contemplation, a hunter scanning the brush or forest for 
game.  

I suspect all artists struggle with this duality of sight, working to constantly balance 
these two views of the world. This would be a benefit from learning an art—practicing and 
learning to value both sights, eventually use them intuitively.  
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XVI. 

 
Laurelhurst Park. Portland. Oregon 
In Portland on a Sunday morning in March, 10:40 am, after breakfast and a bike ride 

with Jen. The park is filled with movement: walkers, runners, photographers, strollers, 
kids, dogs, martial arts practitioners. 
 Two little kids, a brother and older sister, are using the giant rhododendrons limbs 
as jungle gym: they giggle, climb, and hang. A woman in black leggings and green sports 
top passes them, then a couple pushing a stylishly old-fashioned baby buggy. Two men 
practice Tai Chi and some other martial art while another gentleman, who I assume is part 
of the group, stands apart on a small knoll practicing a standing meditation. 

A father wanders with camera in hand, camera gear in a backpack, and two kids, 
stopping occasionally to take pictures. Three dogs chase sticks, balls, or squirrels in the off-
leash section. American flag near the park entrance; slow motion flutters. A pack of ducks 
quacks excitedly; a little girl in a blue coat feeds them bread scraps. Off-key crows, high up 
in the spruce tree, fire “kaaww” in bursts of three. My bike, handle bars a line of bright 
silver, reflection from the sun, leans against the green picnic table where I sit. 
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_________________________ 
 
 
Chapter 3 
 
 

Savage Thought: (Re)Defining Wilderness 

 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
 
 

Hunting magic is not only aimed at bringing beasts to their death, but to assist in their birth—to 
promote their fertility. Thus the great Iberian cave paintings are not of hunting alone—but of 

animals mating and giving birth. 
~ 

Gary Snyder 
“Poetry and the Primitive” 

Look Out 
p. 115 

 
 
 

Nothing is ever lost—or resolved. The old issues keep returning, subtler and deeper. The same 
patterns keep reasserting themselves, breaking up and reforming, breaking up and reforming, from 

stage to stage.  
~ 

Chris Anderson  
Edge Effects 

P. xvii 
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Sign Post. Dark Matter 
Chapter one assembled the world of this manuscript and created a rough topo map. 

Chapter two then began to define agency, boundary, and meaning for a new (or 
reimagined) place. Now, having traversed this landscape a few times, defining key 
concepts and landmarks, we examine the system as a whole. We observe what agency 
reveals about the world and boundaries.  

In this chapter, we build on the concepts of external and internal personal 
geographies (22, 54), sensory bubbles (51, 60, 62), object agency, networks, and nexus (12). 
Because these terms allow us to reorganize action and existence into a new paradigm 
(nexus), we now challenge concepts like wilderness, civilization, composition, genre, and 
hierarchy. I argue that agency (and life) is not organized in hierarchy with humans as the 
top, dominant force. Instead, known and unknown agencies swirl around and with us in a 
living, dynamic nexus of agencies. 

Also, this chapter begins to challenge the idea that being an outdoor writer is all 
about hugging bears, frolicking naked through the sagebrush, and etching tree of life 
metaphors into souls. First, understanding wilderness as a quality refuses an idealizing of 
nature because it removes the boundaries between humans and the landscape. Second, 
death and fear of death are an important part of the outdoors (and life in general): death 
knows no boundaries, and neither should “outdoor” (i.e. “wilderness”) writing.  

Following the form of each chapter, Vignette I (86) sets the landscape for this 
chapter, with specific focus on movement through space and time, while Vignette II (88) 
layers in the next set of theoretical concepts—Savage Thought (9, 54). Vignette II also 
expands the definition of wilderness, blends several genres, examines agency, and 
challenges hierarchical thinking, showing that agency is a nexus that mirrors life, not a 
power struggle with winners and losers based on false hierarchy of agency or power. 
Vignette X (106), important to the rhetoric and composition part of my thesis, defines 
revision through a unique blending of genres, landscapes, and academic disciplines. 
Vignette XII (113) and Vignette XIII (117) try to identify some unknown agencies that 
move through and influence the world, but because of the limits of our sensory bubbles 
and personal geographies, often I can only infer. Even Einstein had to use his imagination 
to understand and theorize about the world; imagination unlocks different perspectives of 
the world. 
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I.  

 
Trail Report. Baldy Mountain. Bridger Range. Montana. 
4:30 p.m. Wednesday. 82 degrees. Sunny. Light breeze. We are at the Sypes Canyon 

trailhead a half hour ahead of the daily summer onslaught and price paid for sharing 
paradise with other adventures and explorers. With dozens of trails within thirty minutes 
of Bozeman, mountain bikers, runners, hikers, and dogs pour out of town to play after 
work. Baldy is our training hike this week, which is obscured by a giant circular cloud. 

Dog and I pass one car in a lot soon to be maxed-out with forty or more cars, then 
follow the trail past a pasture and a few hillside houses with a view of the Gallatin Valley. 
Baldy Peak is five and a half miles (eleven round trip) and 3500 feet up from the valley 
floor. The sun sets at 9:45 and I always carry a headlamp. Three hours up (7:00), one and 
half down (8:30) leaves us plenty of time to get home and prep for work tomorrow. Even 
though it’s prime hiking season, I’ve been working extra hours lately remodeling an old 
craftsman-style house, so I’m tired and it’s been two weeks since I’ve been hiking. Hiking 
feels like too much work. But, it’ll be awesome. Too much work. Awesome. Too late—dog 
and I begin grinding up the first incline. We’re committed. 

A half-mile up the trail, the short uphill opens up the lungs and makes the legs 
work, then the trail mellows, meandering through aspens and over the creek before hitting 
the eight switchbacks leading to the overlook and first waypoint. As we enter the third 
switchback, my mind relaxes and body loosens, ending the first stage of warm up and 
entering part two. Winter’s canter becomes fluid and springy. My stride lengthens as I feel 
my body lighten, hips loosen, and my lungs relax. Suddenly, work, women, and bills cut 
loose and rise away. I grin and step-up the pace another notch.  

When I’m hiking, time shifts from statement of fact to measurement of distance and 
quantity: it becomes a tangible measurement of something we move through, a form of the 
landscape. Measurement makes time’s abstract fourth-dimensional qualities become 
tangible and similar in feeling to the other three dimensions. 

After an hour and fifteen minutes, we reach a trail junction and waypoint. Not too 
bad, I tell myself, soothing the worry I had around being out of shape. I have loads of pent 
up energy and stress to burn off. However, even at this pace we are passed by up hill 
traffic—a mountain biker and two runners training for the Bridger Ridge Run. 

We go straight, entering steeper more challenging section. I lean into my poles. We 
crank up through slick dirt sections, all twisty and precarious like a spiral staircase, 
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skirting the buttressed ridge to our right—a perfect ambush zone for mountain lions. At 
the top of each steep section we walk a knife blade ridge, pine-green canyons and eagles 
soar below us. Finally, sweaty and hot, we go under the cloud hovering on the mountain 
like a UFO, bringing some relief as we push towards the summit, ever mindful of pace, 
train of thought, and mountain lion habitat. Meditation, footwork, positivity, awareness, 
and always back to breath. 

We summit Baldy in two hours and ten minutes. The cloud has begun burning off, 
dissipating down the drainages in wispy clumps. The sun bright and wind cold, I pull on 
my shell and eat a Cliff Bar with my back to the wind. I dig out treats and water for the 
Dog, which I pour into her collapsible bowl. 

I sheepishly ask another Ridge Runner, who had come up from the M Trail, to snap 
a shot of me. Then I open the summit log, writing: 

…took some photos, listened to eagles, let the wind and the shadows from clouds play across 
my face, gentle breeze just teased the sun out from the clouds, hazy rays dust the valley, the 
dog snoozes… 
For an extra workout, we run all the way back to the truck, pausing briefly to 

admire the steaming pile of mountain lion shit in the middle of the trail. Hi, Kitty. Good 
Kitty.  

An hour later I reach for the beer wrapped in a koozy, wrapped in a sweatshirt, 
stashed under the seat of the truck.  
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II.  

 
Thesis Process Log. Gary Snyder. Savage Though. Creativity and Wilderness. 

 I just read the essay “Poetry and the Primitive: Notes on Poetry as an Ecological 
Survival Technique” by Gary Snyder in his book Look Out. Snyder writes: 

To live in the ‘mythological present’ in close relation to nature and in basic but 
disciplined body/mind states suggests a wider-ranging imagination and a closer 
subjective knowledge of one’s own physical properties than is usually available to 
men living (as they themselves describe it) impotently and inadequately in 
“history”—their mind-content programmed, and their caressing of nature 
complicated by the extensions and abstractions which elaborate tools are. A hand 
pushing a button may wield great power, but that hand will never know what a 
hand can do. Unused capacities go sour. (112-113) 
When we become disassociated from our actions, our connection to and impact on 

physical reality becomes obscured or distorted; we have a hard time “knowing” our true 
impact on the world.  

To understand our personal geographies we have to map our world. To do that we 
need tools: senses. Senses have limits on distance and boundaries of perception: a sensory 
bubble. Anything beyond that bubble is essentially invisible to us; one could enter a 
metaphysical debate about whether objects outside our perception, our sensory bubble, 
actually exist.  

Of course, we augment our bubble with smart phones, watches, and glasses; we 
augment our natural tools with the tools of human invention. From rhetorical theory and 
economic theory, to computers and light switches, each tool is an abstraction of a larger 
system at work, each tool gives us the perceived ability to bend space and time—zoning 
out to music or a video game, traveling by horse, bicycle, car, or plane, talking into a 
megaphone—allowing the natural limits of our body to be augmented and boosted. 

 
Snyder writes, “In one school of Mahayana Buddhism, they talk about the ‘Three 

Mysteries.’ These are Body, Voice, and Mind. The things that are what living is for us, in 
life. Poetry is the vehicle of the mystery of the voice. The universe, as they sometimes say, 
is a vast breathing body” (113). 

From my experience: the Teton mountain range—dramatic, aristocratic, regal, 
formal; the Rattlesnake Wilderness—hidden, compact, remote; the Bitterroot mountain 
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range—expansive, sweeping, quiet, eternal; the MT. Hood Wilderness—crowded, 
deceptively gigantic and dangerous, loud (but not from humans, something else I can’t put 
my finger on); New Mexico desert—murmuring, haunted, soft and hard at the same time. 
These description are an interesting doorway into the pathetic fallacy; however, if we 
understand that these space are unique entities, separate and different from the human 
experience of space/geography, that these spaces breathe, consume nutrients, create and 
harbor life, kill, change over time, create their own weather systems and climates. 

Who are we to define what has an ability to communicate (or a soul for that matter), 
and what doesn’t? If we put humanity in a proper scale of all agencies (a scale including 
volcanoes, world-wide climate, comets, solar flares, supernovae), then the narrowness of 
human experience becomes apparent. 

 
Snyder writes: 
With artists, certain kinds of scientists, yogins, and poets, a kind of mind-sense is 
not only surviving but modestly flourishing in the twentieth century. Claude Levi-
Strauss (the Savage Mind) sees no problem in the continuity: ‘it is neither the mind of 
savages nor that of primitive or archaic humanity, but rather a mind in its untamed 
state as distinct from the mind cultivated or domesticated for yielding a 
return….We are better able to understand today that it is possible for the two to 
coexist and interpenetrate in the same way that (in theory at least) it is possible for 
the natural species, of which some are in their savage state and others transformed 
by agriculture and domestication, to coexist and cross…whether one deplore or 
rejoices in the fact, that there are still zones in which savage thought like savage 
species, is relatively protected. This is the case of art, to which our civilization 
accords the status of a national park.’  (113-114, second italics mine) 
When traveling the wilderness (the wilderness, the forest, the mountains, the park, 

the city, meditation, mindfulness, happy place, hiking, climbing, snowboarding: all words 
I use to describe something that is the same thing to me. Each term is one part of a larger 
whole I’ve spent two decades trying to understand), I feel my cultivated mind take a back 
seat to “savage thought.” My train of thought gets quieter, less urgent, and becomes a 
passenger, freeing up brainpower for my body and senses to explore and inquire, to see 
patterns (like bear prints in the muddy bank) and feel the weather. When I am in the 
wilderness the wilderness enters me; I become wilderness, there is no separation; there has 
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never been a separation: the noise of civilization is often too loud to hear the constant 
ambient noise of the wilderness around and within. 

From my very first journal entry eighteen years ago in Santa Fe, New Mexico, I 
vowed to never censor myself when journaling: a good promise, geared towards personal 
growth and mental health. Through journaling I was allowed an exploration and 
expression appropriate to my experience. Two years later, in Jackson, Wyoming, I began to 
experiment with poetry, prose, and memoir in my journals at the same time I began 
hiking, climbing, and snowboarding several times a week. It’s fitting that I discovered the 
value of wilderness while discovering the value of writing, and visa versa. Five years after 
that, I lived in Missoula, Montana, working on a bachelor’s degree in literature and 
creative writing. In Bozeman, I published a few magazine articles and poems. I also hosted 
several photo shows of photos shot while exploring Montana. A decade after starting my 
Bachelors degree, I began a Masters degree in English. I am acutely aware of the need 
(perceived or imagined, probably a combination) to justify my abilities to be a writer and 
teacher. First in my family (a long line of farmers, carpenters, and country hicks) to get a 
bachelor’s degree, dyslexic and depressive, maneuvering through life viscerally and 
spatially, doing what I need instead of what’s “expected,” I’ve always fought the uphill 
battle. Now that I’m older, I see it’s (mostly) been worth it. 

Regardless, looking back at my journey, skill set, and interests, I feel I am not a 
student of literature, or composition, or pedagogy, or grammar, or creativity. Sure, it’s all 
been important, but each is only one aspect to my true love: writing. I am a student of 
writing: the flow and rhythm of language, the critical meanings, the taste of a good 
sentence, some kind of feeling or “knowing” that happens while traveling through the act 
of writing. The other stuff, the rules and directives, feel too esoteric and specific, too 
arbitrary and colonizing, too easy for me to confuse, which, even to this day, opens me up 
to judgment by others. It’s frustrating to be critiqued on things I cannot improve or 
change. I can learn how to build a house or drop a cliff on a snowboard; my brain does not 
have the Rosetta stone needed to pin down grammar rules, spellings, and the specific 
locations of certain nouns relative to meaning. From my perspective, language is always in 
movement. 

Maybe this is because I’m a spatial thinker; I don’t interact with meaning making 
(language) through reengineered rules; I feel language through rhythm and intention, 
through size and movement. When writing and journaling I am allowed to explore and 



Schultz 86 

express in my native rhythm, allowing me to move with the world’s dyslexic and 
synesthetic mash-up of existence; I am allowed to interact directly with wilderness.  

 
Snyder writes, “Animal marriages (and supernatural marriages) are a common 

motif of folklore the world around” (117). 
Snyder is referring to animal souls; however one could have the same animal 

marriages with wilderness or a city because, it can be argued, these places have souls (or 
personalities) as well. I know it’s cliché to personify inanimate objects, especially the 
weather or “mother earth;” however, I might challenge this assertion for a moment and 
ask, how else are we supposed to describe the places we move through? How do we 
explain, understand, or relate to the agency of an object and the influence it has on our 
lives if we don’t slip into the pathetic fallacy? To say a wilderness, or a city park, doesn’t 
have it’s own characteristics and personality feels like saying my dog is just a stupid 
animal, incapable of complex thought or emotion, which I know from experience isn’t 
true; she knows her image (and mine) in a mirror, I’ve seen her solve complex problems, 
and she understands we must move as a team in the mountains. 

Sure, the difference between human and wilderness can be stated simplistically as 
consciousness verses dumb rock. However, if we place these areas and objects in the 
proper context of their timeline (not ours) and their systems (massive ecological processes; 
coincidently, “eco” comes from oikos, Greek for “house”) then we see how the system 
adapts (evolution) and changes. The agency might be passive (as described from a human-
centered perspective), but it is still there; undeniably, everything acts on everything else 
around it. This separation of human from the “eco” creates an “us versus them” attitude, 
essentially “othering” everything not human. No wonder humans are self-destructive; 
we’re pissed because we’ve locked ourselves out of the house with our own shape shifting 
rhetoric (I bet the key lies within the same rhetoric, we just need to stop being so stubborn 
about who’s actually in charge). 

This theoretical stance of hierarch basically says that because humans have 
consciousness, humans are better than everything. Consciousness is pretty awesome, but 
why is this a criteria for judgment of agency and value? In the larger scheme of the 
universe, our consciousness is nothing when it comes to agency. In the larger scheme of 
the ecology of the universe (or even the planet) how do we understand consciousness? 
Because we have it, we get to define it? Considering how our scientific method works 
(pretty well for most applications, actually) human definition of consciousness is 
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predisposed to bias because there isn’t a true “control group” with which to measure 
consciousness.  

Also, from the old (but still relevant) nature-nurture debate to the contemporary 
research on addictions and disease, we don’t really know what part of “us” is “conscious” 
(i.e. freewill) and what part is programming and instinct; even learning, the skill that gives 
humans great power, is a preprogrammed act. 
 

Snyder writes: 
It is clear that the empirically observable interconnectedness of nature is a vast 
“jeweled net” which moves from without to within. The spiral (think of nebulae 
and spiral conch) is a symbol….The maze dances, spiral processions, cats cradle, 
Micronesian string star-charts, mandalas, and symbolic journeys of the old wild 
world are with us still…. (125) 
Is a hike like a poem? Like a story? Like any act of composition? How are they 

(hiking and writing) alike? They definitely spiral from within to without, but it probably 
goes the other direction, too. Where does this process take a writer? Where has the writer 
journeyed before they can enter this process (writing/composition)?  

Before the first step on a hike, I never “know” what type of landscape I will walk 
through. Sure, I’ve researched my route with weather forecast and topo map, outlining the 
mileage I’ll cover and the gear I’ll need, marking a few key waypoints like some burly 
switchbacks and possible campsites. There is, however, a second part to the equation of 
“know.” 

It is impossible to “know” the landscape until it’s been experience for the first time, 
until we have become intimate with the landscape. Through the course of the day, one 
dips through drainages, strolls through the white lilies under the red cedars, hears the 
rock fall, sees the mountain goats high above crossing cliffs, pokes at the mountain lion 
scat with a hiking pole to see what it had for diner, jumps off a rock into the thrilling blue 
of a lake with only the crumbling granite peaks to notice your oh-so-civilized naked, white 
ass: each moment outside breathed, smelled, felt, lived, and passed directly through via 
the conduit of experience. Only later, safely behind a beer glass and a pile of meat and 
fries, safely under a layer of dirt and bliss, does one relive each moment, applying the 
meaning, the language, and the synaptic pathways towards remembering. Within this 
“reliving” is a place I call my “happy place:” a landscape I revisit when sitting through a 
lecture or moving a pile of rocks across a job site. 
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Of course, as I age and change, each hike, a moment pinned in time, becomes 
fragmented in my memories—musical and grammatical phrases learned through context, 
then disconnected and applied to new situations—windy vistas pointed and remote, 
sunbeams hanging in the trees, the dry, tired, and content smell of fall gusting from the 
low angle sun, the scream of a hawk… I’m sure there are hikes I no longer remember. This 
makes me a little sad… 

However, the remembering, the happy place, is the rereading and polishing of 
every phrase into new, and maybe larger, meaning. The absorption of this experience into 
the brain, into the place that made us walk on two feet and use tools, gives humans other 
tools like theory, abstraction, and play in meaning. This is how we sculpt meaning and 
survival out of our surroundings, out of nature.  

Interestingly, the term “semiotics” comes from a Greek word meaning "observant of 
signs.” 
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III.  

  
Thesis Process Log. Hypnotizing Chickens. 
I’ve always thought the reason hiking is so meditative is because of the rhythm of 

walking: i.e. walking meditation, one foot follows the other, and there is nothing to do but 
walk. However, I had a realization while following a dirt path, narrow like a trail, around 
the track and football field of Grant High School near my house. Grant High School sits on 
a huge plot of land in Portland’s east side, half of which is Grant Park, ten acres of grass 
and old hardwood trees. 
 As we stroll through Grant Park, the dogs zig-zag through the open fields and 
spaces between the trees, dashing from smell to smell and tree to tree. There is no order to 
their direction—stick, tree, squirrel, smell, checking in with me, pure randomonium—
except to shadow my vector. We round the far side of the school and the lawn narrows, 
becoming a dike bordering the football field and track, and funneling us onto a dirt path 
resembling a backcountry trail arcing a traverse through a drainage. Trees and bushes hem 
us in, briefly blocking our view of traffic and buildings. Both dogs calm, staying on the 
trail, jogging and trotting and sniffing, never leaving the dirt path to disappear into the 
brush. Trot trot. Sniff sniff. Trot trot. Sniff sniff. It’s like they are in a trance. Or, maybe 
hypnotized. 

A memory shakes itself loose at the edge of my reverie…growing up… chickens… 
we used to hypnotize chickens. 
 To do this, I would snag a chicken by the hind leg. There was an art to this—walk 
up to a chicken all nonchalant-like, then snatch-a-leg. Once the chicken was tucked under 
an arm, I would draw a straight line in the dirt with a thumb. Then, we’d lay the chicken 
on the ground, stretching its legs behind and head forward on the line, placing its beak in 
the dirt so it stared down the line. After a few minutes, we’d slowly let the chicken go and 
it would just lay there*, on its belly, legs sticking out behind it, wings relaxed, its head on 
the ground, staring down this line. 

 It’s crazy, and disturbing, how easy it is to hypnotize a chicken. Birds, like all 
animals, are alive and have personalities. Some are shy, some aggressive, some, like 
Sunshine when we first got her, are manic-depressive. It makes me wonder: if we can do 
this to a chicken, why can’t something smart or resourceful (you know, like aliens or the 
government) do this to humans, who also are very much alive and have personalities. 
Granted, this is slippery slope type of faulty logic (and maybe three other kinds of faulty 
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logic) but there is something important lingering at the edges of this thought. Besides, 
healthy skepticism (i.e. paranoia) is healthy. 
 Anyways, there we were, following this graceful line, and I feel meditative. With 
the path laid out there is no danger and the destination is certain to arrive; all urgency and 
expectation falls to the ground. I follow this line, the platonic form of left, drifting with the 
present, mindful of gravel and dirt under my feet, my steps, posture and breath, tires on 
wet pavement, smell of turning leaves, thoughts drifting from one thing to the next. 
Nothing needs emotional attention at that moment; I was unattached to any outcomes or 
desires. 

This is hiking for me. Its flow is like no other sport for me, except maybe trail 
running (or running in general). In Teaching a Stone to Talk, Anne Dillard writes, “I assume 
that like any other meaningful effort, the ritual involves sacrifice, the suppression of self-
consciousness, and a certain precise tilt of the will, so that the will becomes transparent 
and hollow, a channel for the work” (86). Hiking can be therapeutic because, like a 
labyrinth, if one enters the journey with intention and mindfulness around a problem or 
set of cares (worldly or spiritual), then walks mindful of each step and breath and 
sensation like rain or sun or wide open spaces, a place of acceptance and compassion can 
be reached. This doesn’t mean the problem is solved; it means one will stride forward no 
matter what. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*After some research, I discovered this effect is called “tonic immobility,” basically a prey response 
to a predator and basis of the recommended “curl in fetal position” response to a bear attack.  
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IV.  

 
Jackson. Wyoming. Portland. Oregon. 

 The day I tore my ACL, it was a bluebird powder day, and we hadn’t had snow in 
three weeks: ten inches of Teton Smoke on ice, ten inches covering 2500 acres of giant, 
nasty, steep, moguls. If one didn’t ride lightly the frozen moguls would buck you like a 
blue-ribbon bull. Nobody cared; powder after a three-week dry spell is like throwing raw 
meat into a pen of dogs: the natives are fucking hungry. Fit, young men get restless and I 
was twenty-six. One can only get in so many bar fights to relieve tension, and the guy to 
girl ratio was ten to one, so sex was often out of the question. In a town full of ski bums, if 
we weren’t worn out, we would shred the furniture or shit on the carpet.  

After a high speed warm-up run shredding powder in the trees near the gondola, 
our crew decided to head upper mountain to Thunder Chair in search of some deeper and 
steeper north facing shots—the Mushroom Chutes—wind blown pockets of freshies 
tucked in the cliff band, hidden in the trees, lined with five dozen or so hidden chutes and 
drops: a true locals area. We rode past the “Danger, Cliff Area” signs, no ropes, just a few 
signs posted in the mogul fields at the edge of the trees. We knew the north facing chutes 
would be money; however, the drops needed a pass first to make sure they were deep and 
safe enough for dropping. 
 Even locals sometimes got turned around in the Mushroom maze. If you zig where 
you were supposed to zag, you’d get cliffed-out and have to bunny hop and bushwhack 
your way very carefully up and over (Billy-goating: v.: a traverse through clifftops, ledges 
and benches), traversing until you could ride to a safe exit. Or, sometimes you found a 
brand new line (for you), which was always exciting. I had been riding the Mushrooms for 
three years. They were my favorite place to play, and the reason I wore a helmet. 
 It all started 200 feet up slope when I zigged, putting myself left of the chute I 
wanted and over the cliff band. As I began nose-rolling (a technique for controlling speed 
and maintaining edge control in steep terrain without side slipping) into a toe-side turn, 
something caught my toe edge and I belly flopped head pointing down hill and buried in 
ten inches of powder. I was blind and sliding, head first, towards the cliff band, trying to 
self-arrest or grab something, but was too slick and I felt (I still can’t see) my speed picking 
up—fuckfuckfuckfuck—suddenly, I felt the ground drop away and my pile of snow and I, 
head first, are air born. Blind (panic) free fall (joy) into certain death was an odd feeling. 

Then, something ricocheted off my hand, elbow, head, rib, hip, knee: then silence. 
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 I realized I was on my back, hanging upside-down, my snowboard caught on a 
little tree. I lay my head back down for a minute, upside-down, when I realized I was in a 
little undiscovered (for me) chute, which doglegged left, opening up into a steep boulder 
field dotted with giant pine trees. Somebody had cut that little tree so they could drop this 
technical line, and it had at best saved my life, and at worst saved me from the massive 
injuries resulting from a long, icy, pinball-inspired slide. 
 Total injuries: one dislocated middle finger on my right hand, one sprained right 
wrist, one concussion, one bleeding gash on forehead, three cracked ribs, broken 
collarbone, torn ACL, sprained ankle, lots of bruises, shattered immortality. 

A few days later, as I stared out my apartment picture window at the Tetons, I 
struggle with how easily I could have died or been paralyzed. For two weeks, I watched 
cumulous clouds blow across the valley and listened to the wind roll over the Tetons, 
across the valley, and buffet my windows. For two weeks, I replayed my accident and 
mull over controlling bosses, shitty drivers, lost lovers, distant family, and wother petty 
conflicts. However, one thought echoed strongest, “Just like that you’re dead. Every 
moment needs to matter; every moment needs to feed something larger.” 

After the accident I shifted away from reading science fiction. Over the next few 
years I read things like The Art of Happiness, Dharma Bums, Monkey Wrench Gang, The 
Teachings of Don Juan, Anatomy of the Spirit, Still Life with Woodpecker, Thoughts 
Without a Thinker. There were others. I discovered the healing power of meditation and 
spiritual connection. 

 
Last summer (twelve years later), I finally had healthcare and had my knee checked 

out. I hadn’t been able to run for about four years and figured it was an ACL. Between the 
weight gain and the dip in my fitness, my muscles could no longer keep my knee together: 
a huge bummer because running was a major therapeutic tool for me. However, this trip 
into the hospital was not traumatic because it was a choice and this recovery had less 
reviewing and judging of my life; this surgery was about making myself somewhat whole 
again, healing my wounds, preparing myself for round two as I hit forty. 

Trauma to the body doesn’t directly translate to an equal or similar trauma to the 
soul and visa versa, and these repercussions rarely happen linearly. The traumas inflicted 
to my soul during childhood manifested in my snowboarding accident; cancers, most of 
the ‘isms, self-destruction, we need to face our demons or they sneak into life. Whether 
external or internal, these traumas are lessons, and we have a choice how they affected us; 
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we choose how our healing and scarring manifests on our soul, then we choose how we 
present these scars to the world. 

I’m still working on the presentation part. Most people seem to prefer scars, not 
wounds.  
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V. 

 
Thesis Process Log. Agency of Books. 
My first exposure to a “real” library was in the 7th grade when I entered high school. 

In a town of 300 people, the high school was grades 7-12 (although I left my father’s home 
at 17 and finished high school in California), and most of the students were farm kids, 
some riding the bus for over an hour to get to school. During most of high school, 
somehow we had settled, and I lived ten dirt-road miles outside town. The closest public 
library was fifty minutes away in the county seat.  

I loved visiting the high school library, and would go there during study hall and 
lunch breaks to explore the bookshelves, getting to know each section: fiction, reference, 
non-fiction, VHS tapes, card catalogues, everything. The walls were lined floor to ceiling 
with bookshelves, while rows of half-shelves stretched across the room. We could go 
anywhere we wanted, and I would lay on the floor looking through the world atlases, sit 
on a small stool in front of the bookshelves sifting books by interesting titles on the spine, 
or slouch over a table flipping through the art books. The library had huge, east-facing 
windows letting in a ton of light; in my memory everything is bathed in a warm glow. As 
a boy bullied in school and avoiding the demons haunting my home, the school library 
was a haven. Each time I checked out a book, the librarian would smile, happy I had found 
a new read. I’m sure the librarian was proud of her library and the books she cultivated 
and collected for students to discover. Because it was the home for books, the librarian and 
I shared a reverence for the library similar to that of a church. There is a particular feeling 
we all get when entering a library; the vibrational murmuring of 1000’s of books quiets the 
air and seems to take the weight out of time. 

In a way, the combined agency of knowledge, books, library, and librarian changed 
and possibly saved my life. They providing the literal and figurative doors I could step 
through for brief escape and relief. However, my haven (the library) was just a fortunate 
confluence of agencies, and while on the surface seems to be created by humans for the 
use of humans, it can be argued the library existed for the books. Ian Bogost comments on 
our human-centered paradigm of agency, writing, “Human culture is allowed to be 
multifarious and complex, but the natural or material world is only ever permitted to be 
singular” (4). Essentially, because humans have consciousness and an active agency, we 
assume everything exists for use by and service to us. Bogost continues, writing, 
“Heidegger suggests that things are impossible to understand as such. Instead they are 
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related to purposes” (Bogost 5). From the human-centered point-of-view, we say that 
humans thought about and created the libraries for the sole purpose of housing our books; 
however, we can also remove the human correlation from the book-library equation and 
say the increase in books equaled the increase in libraries. As an agent, books influenced 
humans, took on a human prosthetic to create more space for the books. Without mass-
produced books, contemporary libraries would not exist, and without the high school 
library these books would not have existed in my small town or my life. When I entered 
the space of a library, I entered the space owned and acted on by the books.  

Viewed this way, a library complicates the assumption that all things exist for 
humans and that human agency is at the center of and the cause of all actions because it 
forces us to look at the agency of non-humans. Pfluglfelder writes, “One of his [Latour’s] 
most fundamental assertions is that both humans and non-humans have agency within 
networks of distributed power” (4). If we equalize all the agents, viewing them only 
through the outcomes of their agency, then humans become one factor in a chain of 
agentive outcomes. For example, the increase in mass-produced books generated by the 
Gutenberg press caused a rise in the amount of libraries to house the increase of books. 
Before this time books were expensive and rare and libraries small and few. A rise in 
books caused a rise in libraries, and humans were just a tool, a prosthetic the books needed 
to create more libraries, more homes for books. One might argue that humans created the 
printing press, thus accelerating the book-library growth cycle; however, it is just as likely 
that the agencies of knowledge and literacy used a human prosthetic to create the printing 
press. Using this ontological rabbit hole as a lens, we can view the autonomous agency of 
books in another way. 

 
During the summers, the school library was closed, so I was forced to get my books 

elsewhere: the Bookmobile. Being rural and poor, my family’s access to libraries was 
limited; in fact, access to any media was limited. It was over an hour to the nearest mall 
and movie theater. We were too far out in the country for cable, so would twist and sweep 
the rabbit ears trying to dust-off three and half channels.  

The Bookmobile would stop every other Saturday for two hours in the lot of an old, 
boarded-up general store. I remember the schedule hanging on the refrigerator at home 
for the Bookmobile and how that window of time felt so small for something so big. 
Summers were often muggy and coasting downhill on the gravel road to the bookmobile 
was shadowed by the thought of peddling the hot, dusty road uphill to home. 
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As I rode my bike around the corner of the old store, the giant red-orange truck 
would be sitting in the parking lot, idling to keep the air-conditioner running. Letting my 
bike drop, I’d step on a crate, then up three metal stairs and through the side door into an 
embassy of books. It was cool and dark, smelled of diesel fuel and soggy paper, and 
humming with choices and adventures. Books lined the shelves and were stacked on the 
floor, each calling to me, asking to be looked at and read, their song making me forget the 
long ride home.  

Through a desire to widen access to books and spread the joy of knowledge and 
reading, the same librarians who stocked the books in the school library had probably 
helped create the Bookmobile. However, without books, the Bookmobile wouldn’t have 
existed and my summer reading and future would have been much different. 
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VI.  

 
Teewinot Trailhead, Teton Range, Wyoming.  
5:15 a.m. Frogs and birds sing and move in the late-summer morning as my 

climbing partner and I hike through a sagebrush and white pine meadow towards the 
edge of the valley floor. Cold and bright, it is a sharp, high-contrast morning; in the 
sideways beams of sunrise, puffs of breath hang, then slowly dissolve. Like us, the wildlife 
has been awake since before dawn; like us, their energy increases with the fresh sunlight. 

At the far side of the meadow the trail abruptly turns right and steep. We downshift 
into a gear suitable for two and half horizontal miles and 5600 vertical feet of switchbacks 
and exposed 4th class scrabbling, craning our necks at our goal—the summit of Teewinot, 
silhouetted by the deep, light blue of early morning, foreground amid the cathedral-like 
peaks of the Teton Range. 

A Shoshone word meaning "pinnacles," Teewinot’s summit, at 12,325 feet, is several 
large, sharp pinnacles. From Jenny Lake and Teton Park Road, Teewinot’s 6000-foot tall 
pyramid is a wall ending the valley. The summit pinnacle is two feet wide at the top with 
dramatic views and gnarly exposure: one misstep and you fall thousands of feet.  

Just as our bodies warm up to the climb and we hit our stride for the day, on the 
trail and steaming in the early morning light sits a pile of grizzly bear scat. Half digested 
berries and fur give the giant pile an odd shape and texture: the steam rising from the 
giant pile makes the hair rise on our necks.  

Caffeine and crisp air infuse with adrenaline, every cell in our bodies goes on alert. 
While grizzlies are relatively rare in the Tetons, their numbers and sightings have recently 
been growing in the greater Yellowstone region. We look around, then at each other.  

We turn around and go sport climbing instead, our primitive brain overriding any 
chance at calculating risk correctly. Besides, Teewinot will always be there. 
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VII 

 
Sometimes, as a boy, I went to the bar with my father. As Viet Nam veteran, blue-

collar red-blooded American, alcoholic, and biker, my father liked bars. The first bar I 
remember was called the Wakhon Inn (get it? “Walk on in”). It sat on Main Street across 
from the General Store in the town of Wahkon, Minnesota, population 56. I liked going to 
the Wakhon Inn. The old lady bartender always gave me refills and extra quarters. 

One evening, after a day of fishing (and drinking for my dad and his friend), we 
had caught several Walleye and a Northern Pike. We were headed home to fry them up 
with Bisquick and butter over the wood stove in the shed. My father, our friend Dale, and 
I stopped at the Wahkon Inn for a drink. Dad drove his chopper; Dale and I were in the 
pickup. After getting our first round, a Shirley Temple and two dollars in quarters for me, 
I began playing Miss Packman. Two dollars was a lot of money and I was determined to 
stretch it out. I was getting good at Miss Packman and knew I could make it to level six or 
seven.  

“Mother fucker!” I heard my dad’s voice, loud and angry, from across the bar. 
Having occasionally been smacked or punched in the head following such a bellow, 

I was relieved to see it was aimed at someone else, then panicked when I saw my father 
and another biker guy, dressed in leather and colors (military, crew, and memorial patches 
sewn on a vest or jacket), both bearded and colossus and pushing each other into the pool 
table, then out the front door and into the street. 

I ran after them, yelling, “Leave my dad alone!”  
Biker dude’s fist smashed into the side of dad’s head. My father, the unstoppable 

giant, dropped to the ground, out cold. Biker dude then started kicking my father in the 
ribs. 

Dale and I pushed biker dude off my dad, then pick him up and put him in the bed 
of the pickup. I was crying. “He’ll be ok, Aaron,” Dale said, as we left the pavement of 
town and enter the gravel back roads, moonless and dark, heading towards home. 

“Aaaahahaha!” my father growled, his face suddenly popping into the slider 
window from the bed of the truck.  

“Ha ha ha!” he yelled. “You can’t keep this motherfucker down! Your old man is 
just fine. I might be getting old, but I’m still tough as shit. Don’t you worry.” 

Now that I am about the same age as my father was then, I understand he was 
talking to himself more than me. 
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VIII. 

 
Early Fall. Laurence Lake. Oregon.  
This weekend, a last hurrah before school, life, work, etc. It’s quiet up here. After 

Labor Day, I guess, everybody’s in school and work mode, too busy to spend a day or 
weekend at the lake. 

I am watching Jen shuffling from shore, deeper and deeper into the lake for a swim. 
Currently, she’s up to her knees, wearing a teal green one-piece suit, hands levitating 
above the rising water, resisting the plunge. She dives in, silence, then breaks back above 
the surface, snorting and panting, reborn an animal. 

We are in campsite number one, a drive-in and favorite site on the north end of the 
lake. This summer and last, we camped in the walk-in spots on the peninsula. I like 
looking at the peninsula from this campsite now because I have a new perspective of this 
whole area. This was our first campsite at Laurence Lake, so back then our view was two-
dimensional because we had not explored around the lake yet. 

Instead of a two-dimensional shoreline of jagged green construction paper glued 
over light blue, a three-dimensional lump of campsites, aspens, and pine trees now exists 
for me. My perception of the lake doubled in size when we discovered the peninsula and 
the other half of the lake hidden behind. 

It’s windy today, and the aspen leaves are turning colors and drying out. Aspen 
leaves clapping in the wind have a different sound than in the summer. It’s sharper, more 
of a click than a clap, brittle and dry, a sense of finality to the summer season.  

 
“If we were not here, material events like the passage of seasons would lack even 

the meager meanings we are able to muster for them.” ~ Anne Dillard. Page 91 in Teaching 
a Stone To Talk and from the essay of the same name. 
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IX. 

 
Free Spirit 
 
Is what they call me, relatives I see every few years 
When I open their fence gate, trounce  
across the freshly scrubbed grass 
And up the gangplank. 
I leave the gate open, thinking they might want to be free 
To run and track and howl at the full moon* 
 
Or, maybe they will join me as I laugh manically over Portland 
Because this parking garage rises above the streets, 
has great acoustics and multiple exits. 
It is Halloween after all, and I am in the spirit.  
 
True to his nickname, our little free spirit spirited away at seventeen,  
Seeking freedom from a smashed father smashing windows 
And two mothers forced into love for the wrong reasons 
 
So he found salvation in absolute ruckus and absolute silence  
in the air while dropping cliffs on a snowboard, 
in the whiskey rages and pool tables in remote Mountain dives, 
while whispering with Anasazi spirits in cliff dwellings after sunset, 
by hunting for the trailhead to a secret hot springs, 
and in the smell of sex in old pickup trucks. 
 
When he went back for a bachelor’s at 28, 
They said, “You are finally growing up.” 
”Never!” he replied. “I am just making better decisions.” 
A statement his wife will argue, probably with good reason, 
every time he breaks a rib or mumbles about a concussion. 
Forty-year-olds only bounce in spirit. 
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“You’re a horse, “ Damon said in good spirits. 
“More like a mule,” he grunted, too tired to snort and neigh,  
as they summited Mount Hood just to watch the rising sun 
push the volcano’s shadow over Portland, 
its steeple pointing towards the Pacific and other adventures, 
involving yurts and bonfires and dogs on the beach, 
combing for sand dollars and stormy weather, 
but always finding the missing pieces of his spirit. 
 
Halloween night, my wife and I leave the parking garage. 
I’m pushing my lucky spirit again, just to do it. 
Cops or bears are always a risk. 
We descend down the stairs and onto the sidewalk,  
joining the other costumes and drunkards,  
and walking past a couple leaning out a door, pointing up, 
“there’s a man in a mask up there.” 
“It’s probably a haunted house,” whispering, 
unaware I can’t wear a mask because I’m a spirit, 
roaming with the zombies, the clowns, and the superheroes, 
free to discover exactly the spirit I need.  
 
 
 
 
* In “Writing as Inquiry: Some Questions for Teachers,” Janice M. Lauer writes:  

This cultural obstacle to inquiry is reinforced by two psychological blocks, analyzed by Lonergan: 1) 
the overdevelopment of common sense: the tendency to brush aside as irrelevant, if not silly, any 
question whose answer would not make an immediately palpable difference to the inquirer, and 2) 
the love of darkness, rooted in passions and biases that repress any new understanding that 
threatens a person's intellectual or emotional citadels. Those afflicted by an overdevelopment of 
common sense see no point in discovering the significance of their own pasts, in searching for 
meanings new to them in literature or the other arts, in struggling for more reasonable judgments 
about public issues, in pursuing new understandings in intellectual fields. Those who love darkness 
fear the discovery of insight because it disrupts their complacency, racking them with growing 
pains, and inducing changes. (92) 
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X. 

 
Thesis Process Log. Learning and Revision. 
As a snowboard instructor in Jackson Wyoming, my mentors, the ones who taught 

me how to ride and coach, said we had forgotten how to be beginners. They said that as 
advanced riders we have forgotten how much effort, and on a snowboard how much 
eating shit, it takes to learn a new skill. I shared this story in a 400/500 level pedagogy 
course and was curious about the response; it seemed that many students had never 
thought about this before, about what it’s like to be a beginner. Maybe, despite being in a 
high level class, they all still felt like beginners, so couldn’t access the necessary point of 
view. 

I am reminded of this concept (the struggles of a beginning) occasionally, most 
recently when taking college math, but it was once new for me as well. Now I try to enjoy 
a beginning as it happens by staying mindful and aware through out, even if I am rushing 
to get to a more comfortable stage in the learning process. Which brings us back to my 
snowboarding mentors’ advice: so, in the spirit of being a beginner, I taught myself how to 
telemark-ski. 

After picking the brain of a tele-ski instructor about technique, I rented some skis 
and rode the lift to the top of the bunny hill. Fortunately, I knew how to alpine ski as well 
as snowboard; unfortunately one’s heel is not attached to a tele-ski, making balance tricky. 
You’ll see a bumper sticker in ski towns that reads, “free your heel, free your mind,” a 
slogan I tested with my first turn as I spun all the way up hill and fell on my face under 
the chair. If freeing my mind takes making a spectacle plus goggles full of snow then I was 
on my way. 

A new problem arose—since the heel isn’t attached to the ski, I lay on my belly, skis 
in a V pointed downhill behind me. This V was an overly dramatic attempt at a reverse 
snowplow to keep myself from sliding backwards, slapstick-style down the hill. I tried to 
stand. Skis slid. I fell. I tried to roll over. Skis twisted. I get a cramp. I lie back in the 
starting position, ass in the air, and rethink my solution. Keep in mind; I am still on the 
bunny hill. Between the exceptionally shallow fall-line and orange fencing encasing the 
run, I was not in danger. However, I will argue, during this situation there was no tangible 
difference between real danger and perceived danger.  

I heard giggling and looked up. A group of five year olds on alpine skis, single file, 
snowplowing at high speed, squealed and sprayed me with snow, parting around me at 



Schultz 103 

the last second. Granted, another instructor pointed them in my direction in payback for 
the day I had sicked my minion-groms on her. Whatever.  “Snowboarding’s cooler!” The 
worst part, however, was they were skiing on the bunny hill and I was not.  

After finally standing up, I began the slow, laborious process of learning to turn. A 
tele turn is a controlled sliding lung: the hard part is balancing while angulating the ski 
and applying the right amount of pressure on the ski edges to shape the turn and control 
one’s speed. Then, to turn the other direction, one stays low and reverses the skis by 
sliding them, one forward and one back, without tipping over. Often my skis would cross 
and I would tip over or crash. Sometimes, I’d maintain proper balance and form and 
complete a turn, setting a proprio-precedent for the proper feeling of a turn, which also 
manifested a smile or nervous laugh. Through a process of trial and error, revision, I 
refined my movements and balance, training my mind and muscles. This is how muscle 
memory forms: proprioception and new connections between neurons. 

Two hours later, I’m whooped, ready to drink my bruises away and celebrate. I had 
mastered wobbly, dropped-knee carve turns and skidded turns, while shaving my falls to 
one a run instead of every turn. Dope. By the end of the winter, after suffering through 
similar experiences of eating shit and revision every time I pushed into a new area of the 
mountain, I was riding black diamond bumps, which quickly progress from technical 
flow, to slapstick joyride, to rodeo. “Yee-hawwooooh shit!” I crashed every 6th turn; we’ll 
call that incentive. 

It’s clear I had three advantages: home turf (mountain environment), snowboarders 
have perfected the art of eating shit*, and I coached a similar sport, applying familiar 
angles and balance through movement analysis and body mechanics. Still, being a 
beginner was humbling. I happily moved through beginner as fast as possible, getting to 
the fun—trenching groomers and belly flopping in pow. 

Over the years I’ve had people say things to me like, “I’m too old to learn how to 
snowboard,” or “I’ll never understand comma splices.” These excuses never work on me. 
I’ve taught a seventy-five-year-old man and a three-year-old boy how to snowboard. After 
starting in Reading 80 her first year of community college, a student of mine just finished 
Writing 122 understanding ethos, pathos, logos, and how to craft a thesis statement.  

 
Recently, I heard an article on the Oregon Public Broadcasting** stated that we as a 

nation struggle with math and sciences because we treat math as a process of 
memorization and reward. Memorization is essentially a dichotomy/binary system of 
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yes/no and right/wrong. They surmised that real learning and understanding comes from 
revision: trial, error, and correction. 

Even though in high school and twenty years later in college, I battled my way to 
pre-calculus (basic math for my science and engineering-focused friends, but not so bad 
for this dyslexic country boy), math became a frustrating experience for me. I was decent 
enough at math, but there seemed to be a narrow approach to teaching it. Basically, cram 
in as much as possible as fast as possible; I crammed formulas and operations into my 
brain so fast they didn’t stick, then I had to it cram them all back in for midterms and 
finals. 

In the classic article “Writing as Inquiry: Some Questions for Teachers,” Janice M. 
Lauer writes, “If inquiry begins with dissonance and well-articulated unknowns, further 
questions arise. How can we encourage students to become sensitive to the enigmas in 
their experience? How can we awaken questioning minds often numbed by an educational 
system that rewards right answers?” (91). I realize I’m writing about tele skiing and math 
but I would argue that the learning process transcends disciplines, learning is a process 
that bridges and connects many activities. From polar coordinates to thesis statements to 
tele turns, the struggle with dissonance and connection is real. 

I like math. I see beauty in the rhythm and organization of its language. My mind 
swims a little when I think about math as the superstructure behind everything in the 
known universe. There is art in math just as there is art in writing or sports. Because I 
couldn’t memorize math for the same reasons I can’t memorize spelling and grammar as a 
student, the only way for me to learn math was in some kind of context, context I would 
research and construct while doing my math homework. Isolated objects (like 
polynomials) have no meaning for me; understanding connections and networks is, even if 
I misremember a few specifics, what sticks in my brain. Details cannot exist for me without 
the larger picture and visa versa.  

I could make excuses, say things like “I’m not a math person,” or whatever, but all 
my time as a carpenter computing fractions and angles in my head has proven b.s. to 
statements like that. However, because of my experiences feeling stupid in math and third 
grade spelling but then finding other ways to learn and experience as a coach, teacher, and 
bookworm while observing others do the same, I believe most people can learn anything. 
Look at the work done with people who are autistic and we see ground breaking studies 
between learning, communication, math, and music. An IQ continuum is faulty logic; IQ is 
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a nexus, a big ball of literacies and styles of meaning making, moving and whirling and 
making connections and associations because of dissonance and inquiry. 

 There’s a quick timetable for the college math progression; I get it: the system 
needs to push people through***. However, sometimes it seems as if some who’ve made it 
to the higher levels of math (instructors or professionals like engineers) have forgotten just 
how fucking hard math is to learn, what it was like to be a beginner in Math 95 or 112. 
They might even think they are special because they “got” math, when I suspect 
something else is true; they specialized in a specific technique: regurgitation. As long as 
the answer is “right” then who cares, right? I am not picking on mathematics; in many 
areas of life, learning, and relationships, we’ve all been on both sides as beginner and 
ignorant professional. I am no exception. 

However, my experience taught me revision plays an important role in learning 
math: we just didn’t call it that in class. While taking Math 111, College Algebra, and Math 
112, Elementary Functions, I studied about fifteen hours to twenty hours a week. Studying 
consisted of memorizing functions and operations, doing problems, getting them wrong, 
combing the problem and the chapter to find where it all went sideways (negative signs, 
man, negative signs…), sometimes Google was involved, and then redoing the problem to 
get it right. This sounds like revision to me. There was memorization, but most of it 
happened automatically by doing problem after frackin’ problem of work. Homework 
built muscle memory; but, since it was based on memorization, it wasn’t the right kind: the 
connective kind. 

One really learns to pay attention during complicated math (especially while 
solving identities); there’s focus and flow in the act of solving a math problem, and getting 
a problem wrong (there’s that word, “wrong”) taints this feeling of flow. I guess it’s like 
eating shit on tele skis. Eating shit totally harshes my mellow, except on a tele skis I didn’t 
get it “wrong,” I just hadn’t figured it out yet: there was room for compassion and 
revision, room to try again, room to work towards catharsis. Trial and error can make one 
feel like Sisyphus, but the reward will arrive, sooner if there is guidance. During the 
learning process, I do, however, recommend an occasional bath with Epsom Salts; two or 
three cups per tub help soothe muscles and ego, prepping the mind and body for another 
go at math or tele skiing. 

As I said, I believe anybody can learn anything, math included. The issue, as I 
experienced it and then confirmed in the news article, is that math is only taught one way: 
memorization and right/wrong. Besides, cramming has been proven to decrease 
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knowledge retention. This narrow approach to learning excludes populations of people 
with different learning styles and confidence levels. I’m not saying the whole system needs 
to shift, just acknowledge and label revision as revision, acknowledge revision’s deep 
importance to learning. That one act might reframe math for enough students and 
instructors to start making subtle changes when approaching the learning process. 

Revision is a process: a verb; action and movement. Revision is crucial for learning 
writing, sports, and math, or pretty much anything at any level. Revision takes creativity, 
takes savage thought, takes one on a journey into the wilderness of thought and 
proprioception seeking connection and meaning.  

I recommend that everybody learn a new skill. Full awareness of actions and 
outcomes while maintaining compassion for oneself while in the beginning stages gives 
immediacy and perspective to revision’s outcomes. Besides the seventy-five-year-old, I’ve 
also taught amputees to snowboard and I’m a dyslexic country boy who learned how to 
write, so you know, excuses, excuses, and whatever. I’m not saying you should learn 
snowboarding or tele-skiing; anything’ll do, just not alpine skiing; snowboarding’s cooler. 
Little brats. 
 
* There are many forms of eating shit: Ragdolling, as in “ holy shit! Look at that dude ragdoll” people yell 
from the chair as you cartwheel down the slope, usually leaving a yard-sale. Yard-saling, as in “nice yard-
sale!” people yell from the chair as you posthole uphill 200 vertical feet collecting all your shit. Butt-
checking, as bad as it sounds, worse if there’s ice. The Scorpion, toe-catch to belly flop, snapping the legs and 
snowboard forward over one’s back scorpion-like, sometimes the heel-edge hitting the back of the head. 
There are probably fifty other ways to eat shit. 
 
** I researched and tried to find this radio article but had no success. However, I did find a New York Times 
Magazine article, “Why Do Americans Stink at Math,” that alludes to this premise. Elizabeth Green writes:  

Instead of having students memorize and then practice endless lists of equations — which Takahashi 
remembered from his own days in school — Matsuyama taught his college students to encourage 
passionate discussions among children so they would come to uncover math’s procedures, 
properties and proofs for themselves… 
 
Students learn not math but, in the words of one math educator, answer-getting. Instead of trying to 
convey, say, the essence of what it means to subtract fractions, teachers tell students to draw 
butterflies and multiply along the diagonal wings, add the antennas and finally reduce and simplify 
as needed. The answer-getting strategies may serve them well for a class period of practice 
problems, but after a week, they forget. And students often can’t figure out how to apply the 
strategy for a particular problem to new problems.  
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*** Green details other ways to learn math, stating the reason our country continues using the same method 
to teach math is because we do not put enough resources into teaching the teachers how to implement a new 
teaching method. Green writes: 

The Americans might have invented the world’s best methods for teaching math to children, but it 
was difficult to find anyone actually using them. 
 
It wasn’t the first time that Americans had dreamed up a better way to teach math and then failed to 
implement it. The same pattern played out in the 1960s, when schools gripped by a post-Sputnik 
inferiority complex unveiled an ambitious “new math,” only to find, a few years later, that nothing 
actually changed. In fact, efforts to introduce a better way of teaching math stretch back to the 1800s. 
The story is the same every time: a big, excited push, followed by mass confusion and then a return 
to conventional practices. 
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XI. 

  
Trail Report. Magnuson Dog Park. Seattle. Washington.  
Last weekend, six months after moving to Portland, Winter and I went to Seattle to 

visit friends.  On Sunday, the seven of us (Jay, Mia, Little Niece, Cooper Dog, Camille Dog, 
Winter Dog and I), visit the Magnuson Park off-leash area (a.k.a. dog park).  

Usually, I loathe dog parks. The ones I’ve encountered are little, fenced in shit-mud 
patches with a bunch of stunted dogs and overly protective owners. So, Winter and I 
always head for the hills where her and I can both run off leash and not be bothered by 
unsocialized humans and their owners.  

At nine acres, including a beach and shy dog area, I proclaim Magnuson Dog Park a 
“doggy utopia.” It is rated one of the top ten dog parks in the country. The main area is a 
raised mound that allows water to drain out of the park, and everybody picks up their 
dog’s poo, so it stays mostly shit-mud free. Every shape of dog imaginable romps around 
chasing balls and each other, most of the time minding their manners and their owners. 
Who are these creatures?  

Winter has a habit of greeting other dogs with her hackles up, something she has 
done this since she was a puppy but has never picked a fight (except at home over her 
food). I feel as she ages she is getting crankier towards other dogs and I’ve been 
wondering how to tweek her socialization. But, ten minutes and thirty doggy hellos later, I 
have my solution: she stops raising her hackles and enjoys doggy heaven on earth, sniffing 
each butt gleefully before rushing to the next set of smells and experiences. 

Magnuson Dog Park is equally good for watching people—urban eco-warriors, 
carpenters, grandmas, skaters dudes, and mad-scientists chit-chat with each other, chuck-
it in one hand and a veinte-latte in the other.  

The Dog and I are slightly overwhelmed by all the sights, sounds, and smells: our 
eyes slightly glazed, not knowing where to look. Winter has lived in Wyoming and 
Montana her whole life, usually within fifteen minutes of a trailhead, so we never saw the 
point of going to a dog park. Now that we are city-slickers, we’ll probably be visiting a 
dog park or two.   
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XII. 

 
Summit Report. Mount Hood. Oregon. 
2:00 am. Mid-January. Timberline Wy’East Day Lodge.  
We fill out wilderness permits in climber’s shack, hiding from the wind, but not the 

cold. Breath sparkles yellow in the artificial light as Damon chats with another group of 
climbers about route and conditions. My nose has been a faucet for a year since moving to 
the PNW, allergies the worst I’ve ever had. None of that matters. Our government jobs 
(paperwork) finished for the day, we then safety check avy beacons, grab packs and poles, 
left foot right foot, into the dark. 

Everything’s a shape out here; objects lack the third dimension. We follow the dark 
ovals of the boot pack into the rectangular, white patch in font of us, one of many shallow 
gullies tuned ski runs every fall. Wind, overhead, a hollow circle. To our sides, blotchy 
grey wedges—by day rocky ridges separating the many glacier-carved gullies—point up. I 
look higher, summit buttress, a headwall full of rime cliffs and chutes in the day, is an 
acute triangle, tip cut off, bright white on pinpricked black.  

I look down again, checking footwork, pace, and posture; still hard to breathe, 
lungs should have opened up by now. Maybe I’ve been drinking too much beer and eating 
too many doughnuts, trying to drown my blue-collar pride. Working part-time, minimum 
wage, sales associate, outdoor clothing. Two hundred resumes, two hundred cover letters, 
not a single fucking response. Stupid fucking English degree. Stop. None of that matters 
here. Take a long, full, breath. Push all air out from the bottom of lungs. Stale, tastes like a 
crawlspace. Repeat, lungs still small and narrow. Begin hiking again. Food stamps. 
Freelance business dead, broken camera and computer. Sold car and motorcycle to pay 
rent, then cashed out IRA. No more options, no end in sight, rent fifteen days late, all other 
bills forty-five days late. Stop. None of that matters here. Maybe I’m a flatlander now with 
sea level lungs. I’m definitely getting old. Maybe that’s the problem. Stop. None of this 
will help me climb this volcano, only breath, technique, posture, left foot right foot. 

 
Occasionally, off to my left, to the east, an orange glow. Portland. Over my right 

shoulder, the Sandy River drainage runs into the Willamette Valley, a vast river valley 
between two mountain ranges, similar to the Rockies. During daily life in Portland, it’s 
hard to feel any topographical perspective. Up here, however, Portland is a giant glowing 
spot far away, in the middle of a massive river valley between two mountain ranges, 
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beyond the further of which lies the Pacific Ocean, the largest geographical feature on the 
planet. From the Columbia River Gorge to this volcano under my feet, everything about 
the PNW is massive, stretched out, a grid of peaks and valleys thousands of time bigger 
than any city. Same as my city life navigating streets and traffic patterns on my way to 
class or the dog park, birds, elk, wolves, and pine beetles navigate the drainages and 
weather patterns because of their own biological drives. 

Fucking lungs. Open up. Feet are heavy. Maybe I should bail. Stop. Not this time. 
Not sure when I’ll be in the mountains again.  

 
Getting further and further ahead, Damon’s headlamp flicks on occasionally, 

zigzagging around the gully, changing it from rectangle to U. I measure myself by it, using 
this random spot of intense white as my goal, a cat chasing a laser point. Above Damon, 
big machines grooming, roving cones of light and noise, distance through dissonance. We 
move up and forward, geometric movement, not linear. Look up, summit’s not any closer. 

We crest the gully onto a cat track, and permanently into the wind, gritty vectors 
and roving spirals. Filled with volcanic sand and rime, the wind knocks us off balance. 
Extra work for heavy lungs and feet. 

“700 feet per hour,” Damon says. 
“Sorry man,” I say. Our pace should be 1000-1200 vertical feet per hour. I should 

bail. 
Wind. Needles for two hours, suffocating with my hood up, hard to look around. 

  
Off to my right, west, pinpricked purple, the first light of dawn on the horizon. 

Mount Hood’s giant white shoulder, a clear boundary between mountain and night. Stop. 
Look behind and shoulder transitions into layers of shaggy, rounded mountains, then 
Jefferson, another plate on a massive dinosaur spine. Third dimension is returning. Stars 
over Portland. 

 
Light now, up icy, white slope, occasional rocky benches to navigate through. 

Starting to get passed by other climbers now, groups of two and three, staying out of each 
other’s fall zone. A man in his sixties hikes past me. Greg I think, third time up this year, 
keeps him in shape for search and rescue, a volunteer. He’s now my hero; I make it a goal 
to climb mountains when I’m sixty-five. It’s hard to stay mountain-climbing fit living in 
the city; too broke to leave town to hike at elevation. Food plus gas, minimum forty dollars 
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a trip; that’s a lot of money. Stop. Breathe. Left foot right foot. Watch Greg shrink. I always 
did the passing.  

 
 Contouring and ascending the side of giant snow ridge, a white swoosh called 
Hog’s Back. To my right and below me, a 1000-foot headwall of rime and ice ridges, mini-
gullies turned vertical, at the base of which a small crater sits in the snow, rocky, smoking. 
Fumaroles. Thousands of feet below me a pocket of magma pushes this mountain into the 
sky, an inch a decade. This small pressure valve hints at deeper levels of pressure, enough 
to melt rock into magma. I wonder if Mount Hood could wipe out Portland. Probably not, 
but Sandy is toast. Humans living on volcanoes and in flood planes. Control is an illusion, 
pop political-cultural drama needs perspective. Stupid fucking recession. Stop. Breathe. 
Left foot right foot. None of that matters. Fuck, I’m tired. 
 
 On top of Hog’s Back, the sun is bright. We were supposed to see the sunrise from 
the top of the mountain. We eat and hydrate and put on sunscreen and crampons and 
drop a layer. We are two hours behind our estimated time. I feel like a wet sack of mashed 
potatoes. The narrow Hog’s Back is crowded; I can’t stand crowds, too many extra risk 
calculations. I had tried to climb Mount Hood a year earlier, but I stopped half way up 
because I was slow then too, holding up the group. Today, I can see the summit routes: the 
bottom of the Pearly Gates and Mazama Chute. We choose Mazama Chute because the 
Gates are icy, we lacked ice tools (we each had an ice axe, ice tools are specialized for ice 
climbers) and ice pro, and there is a line, four or five groups of climbers waiting their turn. 
Time is running out; ice and rock fall and avalanche danger will begin to increase 
exponentially as the snow and rock begins to warm.  

We traverse left, starting the next pitch, a sixty-five degree slope, kick-step kick-step 
plant ice axe, kick-step kick-step plant ice axe. Halfway up I trip on a crampon, almost 
tipping backwards, icy slope, 2000 foot slide, ending in a depression, probably a small lake 
in the summer. No-fall zone. Got it.  

I should bail. None of that matters. Fuck, I’m tired. None of that matters. 
 We zigzag in small traverses, the slope narrowing into the bottom of Mazama 
Chute. I watch Damon begin the pitch: 150 feet of 80-degree snow with some 90-degree 
crux moves. As a summer time, trad climber, I’d call this 5th class. A rope would be nice; 
however, this pitch, like the last, is still a no fall zone, so nothing has changed except for 
technique. I move from three-point stance and into four, kick step kick step, plant ice axe, 
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find handhold, breath three points always in contact, moving through the sketchy cruxes 
quickly to solid rest spots. With every kick step I focus on the spot where I want my foot, 
feeling for proper friction and support; I see the chute sweeping below me between my 
feet into the bright white, now a run out of 2500 feet or more. 
 Last move over the ledge of the chute and summit, glorious summit. Highest point 
for hundreds of miles. Adams, Rainier, Helens, Jefferson, Three Sisters, Laurence Lake. 
Columbia River Gorge. Portland. Forest Park. Saddle peak. Nothing matters. So much 
view. 
  

That was hardest climb of my life so far. There was no glory in it, no beautiful Zen 
in the climb, only suffering because I was stubborn. Fuck it. Still worth it. But honestly, I 
was so tired I was a danger to myself physically and cognitively. It had been six months 
since I had climbed Mount Adams with Damon as my “bachelor party,” and I was looking 
forward to a big hike, looking forward to blowing out my lungs, looking forward to a 
proper cleansing of body and soul, looking forward to a reconnection with God. Instead, I 
only feel more disconnected, worthless, and hopeless. 

 
Two years later, my first term in grad school and I cannot sleep because I cannot 

breath, which isn’t the first time, but now I have classes and homework and important 
deadlines marking the path towards hope. I finally have access to healthcare and go to the 
OSU clinic. The breathing specialist isn’t covered. Fuck it. That doesn’t matter. Forty 
dollars later, he tells me I have asthma. 
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XIII. 

 
My lady and I crawl into bed, turn on reading lamps, and open our books. Once 

Winter is sure we have settled in for the night, she comes up stairs. As she walks down the 
hall the floor creaks loudly and into our bedroom, making Winter sound ten times her 
size, a giant guardian coming to protect our dreams.  

The floor at the foot of our bed gives a final, huge groan as she lies down. Then, 
Winter releases a powerful sigh, relaxing completely and stretching out on her side. 
During the day she only snoozes, rarely getting into a deep sleep or REM, because she 
might be called at any moment to accompany us to the store or on a hike. But, at night she 
can finally keep track of us because we will finally stay in one place and have to step over 
her to get out of the bedroom. 

About the time I finish my fourth page, Winter begins dreaming. She starts quietly 
at first, a high-pitched whine coming from far off in the distance while small twitches 
move her legs. The movements and vocalizations build quickly. At about page six I hear a 
muffled, “arr-ooff-ooff, arr-ooff-ooff, arr-ooff-ooff,” and her legs rub the carpet in big, 
jerky movements. It seems that in her dream Winter is in full sprint, barking furiously and 
chasing something. I almost always chuckle, saying, “oh, she’s chasing a stick, or she 
finally caught that squirrel.” But, I’m pretty sure minimizes her lifetime of experiences 
because I can never know her dreams. The twitches and vocalizations of her REM are 
muted, seeming to emanate from over a hill, in another world.  

In fact, I know it’s another world because she never barks like that in this one. In 
this world she’s generally reserved, relying on the mass of her presence and body 
language to communicate. Being an 90lb brindle with long legs, she gets noticed. 
Especially when she leans against you locking her big brown eyes with yours, hypnotizing 
you into petting her. At most she gives one little excited bark when I throw a stick or a 
ball. Or, when chasing the big grey squirrel in our back yard, her vocalization is low and 
quiet, like a whispered threat. This is the Winter I know. The Winter of my world. 

Both species, human and canine, have an amazing ability to read the emotions of 
those around them. A dog’s world is built around associative memories while human’s 
world is based mainly on interpretation. The ability to interpret means we have more 
ways to remember and imagine events because we add meaning to these events. 
Naturally, because humans feel our world contains more meaning, we feel it contains 
more depth.  
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But, depth and meaning are a human construction, created by us to give our big 
brains something to do. We add the meaning to the events of our life. Holidays, birthdays, 
deaths, and disasters are coated in layers of emotional meaning given to us by culture and 
personal experience as a way to build our histories and personal narratives. 

Dogs add association to the events their lives. When Winter hears her collar jingle 
as I pick it up, she gets excited because she associates the sound with “it’s time to go 
somewhere.” But, to me, a collar means identification, decoration, ownership, tool for 
restraint and avoidance of a ticket.  

Does she dream like I dream, all visions of familiar places and people and 
emotional memories and symbolism? Since I am the focal point of her waking life, is it just 
her and I running though the mountains or driving through town with her head out the 
window? Do we finally speak in the same language to each other? Winter and I already 
communicate pretty effectively with each other so I doubt she has to dream for this to be a 
reality. Or does she truly travel or enter a world I can never know about or be a part of? 

I can speculate all I want, but I’ll never know what she dreams. I wonder if Winter 
has the ability to distinguish between awake and sleep. I guess knowing the difference 
wouldn’t matter because she doesn’t have the need to understand and interpret 
everything. Dogs exist in the moment. So what, if in that particular moment, Winter is 
living in a dream. If she catches that squirrel in her dream, then all the better for her and 
me. 

In the end, I doubt there is any difference for Winter between dream and wake.  
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XIV. 

 
Thesis Process Log. Reading. 
In Book Was There, Andrew Piper observes, “we need to remember that what makes 

us unique as a species is our ability not just to communicate in complex ways through 
words. It is our ability to layer—or more artisanally understood, to weave—different 
modes of communication with one another to give those same words a deeper, more 
profound meaning” (156-57). 

It seems that Piper’s point through out the whole book is that the more forms we 
have to read the better. His book is about reading written language—newspapers, blogs, 
iPhones, street signs—but this quote shows him acknowledging other ways we read, the 
“different modes of communication.” 

Different modes of communication include all senses, not just sight. Piper’s book is 
about the sight-based communication of reading, but to use some of Piper’s techniques, 
let’s expand the term “reading.” There is reading by brail (touch) and reading emotions 
(emotional intelligence). And, one might say we read the smell of fall on the air or read a 
fine wine by tasting hints of almond or pear.  

Piper writes, “Information processed in different ways and woven together is one of 
the profound secrets of bookish thought” (155). Applying “bookish thought” beyond 
language to the senses, we know fall by the smell and the quality of light and temperature 
(e.g. damp cold). By using our senses, we use different parts of our brain, stretching our 
brain to analyze, understand, learn, and adapt to our world. When we return to reading 
language, we apply all we have synthesize through our senses to the words, helping create 
a deeper, more profound meaning from experience to the words. This cycle between 
reading the world and reading language is perpetual and continuous. 

In The Immaterial Book: Reading and Romance in Early Modern England, Sara Wall-
Randall writes about how the rise of printing presses contributed to the proliferation of 
material books and alphabetic literacy through European culture. Reading gave rise to a 
new cultural metaphor. Wall-Randall writes, ”Reading, in other words, became a widely 
used figure for thinking about many other kinds of knowledge, whether esoteric or 
practical” (9). She, of course, is talking about the difference between common knowledge 
and theoretical (religious, scientific, or philosophical doctrine). My question is, how does 
one categorized “esoteric” and “practical” when something like reading the weather could 
be considered both? 
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XV. 

 
My Doppelgänger 
 
I look up from my journal.  
Across the street a man sits  
by a window. Trucker hat, flannel shirt,  
red beard, scribbling, looking outside,  
then scribbling again, 
and so on,  
with pencil instead of pen, 
contacts instead of glasses,  
a donut shop instead of  
swanky coffee house, 
notebook resting on plastic table top  
instead of mahogany,  
sugar packets for shims,  
instead of cocktail napkins,  
drawing instead of writing… 
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_________________________ 
 
 
Chapter 4 
 
 

Prosthetics: Wilderness, Dog, and Other Agencies 

 
 

 
_________________________ 

 
 
 

  —Say it, no ideas but in things— 
  nothing but the blank faces of the houses 

  and cylindrical trees 
  bent, forked by preconception and accident— 

  split, furrowed, creased, mottled, stained— 
  secret—into the body of the light! 

~ 
Williams Carlos Williams 

Paterson 
p. 6 

 
 

“Our job is to write the speculative fictions of their processes, of their unit operations. Our job is to 
get our hands dirty with grease, juice, gunpowder, and gypsum. Our job is to go where everyone 

has gone before, but where few have bothered to linger. 
~ 

Ian Bogost 
Alien Phenomenology 

 p. 34 
 

 
Agency inhabits human/nonhuman hybrids [quasi-subjects] in many and varied forms (and always 

more than one agent-position at a time). Simply because we recognize couches, tea kettles, 
flatworms, and flying fish as separate objects does not mean they are not constantly immersed in 

constellations of power in much the same way we feel as though we are. 
~ 

Ehren Pflugfelder 
“Is No One at the Wheel?” 

p. 11 
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Sign Post. Star Stuff. 
Having revealed the nexus and challenged boundaries in Chapter Three, Chapter 

Four zooms in to take a closer look at partnerships. Nothing moves through time or 
landscape in isolation, and these partnerships, often complex systems themselves, can last 
for the lifespan of a drop or a dog. Within the specific partnership is where we see the 
nexus at work—a big ball of movement: tracer rounds through the ether, continuously 
connecting, separating, and reconnecting with something else.  

Prosthetic, another name for tool, is one more way to examine agency through the 
combined agency of an actor-network. While “prosthetic” is a great academic term, it 
carries traces of “disability” and “cyborg,” so I prefer the term “partnership” because a 
“partnership” warms agency from cold scientific tool into vibrant community. I prefer the 
term partnership because Dog and I exert influence (agency) on each other; we aren’t a 
mere actor-network of two objects, but a living, breathing relationship with all its tugs, 
nudges, and shoves. Partnerships expand our world, not limit as the term disability 
implies. Wilderness (creativity and exploration) can be a prosthetic also. In my 
relationship with wilderness I’ve been lost and bloody, but also creator of personal 
geography and art. This is one way wilderness reaches out and allows us to solve 
problems and write poetry. There’s tremendous power in wilderness. 

In Chapter Four, now that we know the map and physics of this landscape, we 
zoom in to explore specific partnerships and agencies surrounding us. By understanding 
that wilderness is a destination and quality of existence, we understand that quality of a 
place or an object reaches out and through us, partnering with us, acting on us, often 
pushing or pulling without our knowledge. 

Following the pattern of the previous three chapters, Vignette I (123) establishes the 
landscape, this time with a focus on agency from Dog’s perspective (see also 43, 112, 130). 
Vignette II (125) explores the theory needed for this chapter—prosthetics and 
relationships. Vignette III (128) and IV (130) push on the human-centered hierarchy by 
destabilizing ideas of ownership, partnership, and human perspective of time. The rest of 
the vignettes try to explore agency from different perspectives using the themes, 
definitions, and theories from previous chapters. I also try to wrap up the various threads 
and storylines began in Chapter One. Vignette XIII (148), the last vignette, takes place in 
the car (a non-outdoory prose piece and partner to “First Generation” on page 28), 
revisiting many important themes in this thesis—objects, agency, movement, prosthetic, 
boundary, personal geography. 
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I.  

 
May 3rd.  
I close my truck door and walk towards the office. Dogs bark and yelp, some 

jumping up and putting their front paws on the chain link fence dividing the kennels from 
the walkway. In the last kennel, two puppies wrestle, biting each other mercilessly about 
the ears and neck, and nipping a hind leg when the other was pinned.  

The three of us pause; they sit awkward and tangled mid-ruckus. They have 
identical brindle coats, except one of the puppies has white toes. We stare for a moment 
longer. I blink. Pouncing, the white-toed puppy rolls its sibling onto its back. Puppies 
squeal and snarl and legs squirm in the air. 
 At home, the three-month-old puppy lies on my stomach. White toes resting on my 
chest, its brown eyes reflect my distorted head. What the hell do I do with this thing now? 
Why did I get it?  
 One eye winks at me before the puppy playfully bites my nose. 
  

August 3rd.  
Dawn. Another sleepless night. Suicide often feels like the only option to assert 

control over my life and emotions.  
I roll over and see big brown puppy-eyes staring back, then a wink. My brain and 

body feels like tar-sand. I hope she winks on purpose. I smile; thump thump thump thump, 
tail on the floor.  

A paw, white toes, now on the bed next to my head. Come on, man. I hear you tossing 
and turning. She waits a moment, then her head plops down onto the bed, small whine, 
shiny nose inches from mine, her eyes locked with mine. Sun’s out. Let’s go do something. 
Get up.  

“All right, Winter,” I say, oozing out of bed—then hiking boots, pack, training hike. 
 

October 3rd.  
We peel off the trail and towards the mouth of the stream. A small mountain lake, 

lilies pad, lake grasses. I kneel and start pumping water. Splashing across the shallow 
stream, Winter sniffs around the opposite bank. My hiking partner, Ben, hat pulled over 
eyes, snoozes on the bank beside me, a perfect daybed with a grassy bump for a pillow. 
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I see-saw, up-down, pumping water. Twelve hours hiking, left foot right foot, brain 
and body mush. Early evening light, skips and dishes on the lake. 
 I look over at the mouth of the stream again and notice a big log, jutting diagonal 
through the lake-stream boundary. Winter walks to the end of the log and sits, facing out 
over the lake. Her head turns this way and that. Her on the log in the lake, me on the bank, 
we sit like this for twenty minutes, maybe longer in the perfectly still evening, hearing and 
smelling the subtlies. Wild flowers. Topsoil. Light current. Flat stream. Reflections. Cliffs 
and scree fields on the lake. 

At each little sound—light breeze, small creature scurrying somewhere under a 
bush—Winter’s head turns, and her nose, wet now, moves, every so gently. I wonder what 
she’s thinking, how thinking is defined for a dog, how she catalogues her experiences 
without language. Four years we’ve share a life. She lives in a different perspective. 

Not keeping bullets in the house was only half the answer. I understand now.  
 

November 3rd.  
“Hi, dog,” I say, opening the door. Winter sits, waiting, her tail smacking the floor, 

athletic heartbeat. 
 “Did you have a boring day?” Her tail smacks harder, faster. I put my school bag on 
the floor and pick up her collar. Winter does a quick circle, stretches her front legs and 
then her back legs. She leans into me, looking for a scratch down. Her weight makes me 
take a step backwards. She looks up, locking eyes. She winks, then circles me. 
 Outside, she bounces a few times on her front legs, sniffs the front tire of my bike 
and then looks at me, eyes twinkling in excitement. She does another circle as I mount up.  

“Okay!” I say and we both explode into a sprint down the alley. I mash my peddles 
but her eight hours of sleep, of pent up energy, get the jump on me. Her body lowers and 
elongates as she covers ten or twelve feet in a stride. Bits of grass flick into the air as white 
toes blur, thirty yards ahead of me in a blink. Squirrels and cats panic and scramble for 
cover—she only wants to run. 

After four blocks we are both panting and smiling, so take a wander home to check 
on the details. 
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II.  

 
Thesis Process Log. Dog as Prosthetic. 
Dog as appendage, prosthetic, extension of my abilities and senses, like a car or a hammer, 

but better, because she is sentient. I am in partnership with another life form and she is in 
partnership with me. I am honored to share experience with a non-human life, to glimpse another 
perspective of life.*  

 
I wrote that thought down last night. It was 10:30 p.m.; I was falling asleep, drifting 

through my thesis meeting with Chris, my thesis chair, from earlier in the day. At one 
point we had discussed my relationship with Winter. 
 Winter and I make a great team moving through the mountains (and life, 
metaphors are our friends). I remember how she stops (back straight, tail curled, front paw 
slightly raised, ears cocked, perfectly still) and points at something off trail, something I 
never see or hear, but I trust her. I remember how she has different styles of smelling 
something, some of which help me understand what she was smelling and therefore what 
was lurking in the woods: predators, big game, rabbits… 
 

As the dog and I leave the trailhead, the morning mountain breeze comes down the 
canyon. I watch her catch a scent, a hook in the nose, yanking her hard right to a rock or a 
bush or a spot of dirt at the side of the trail. She stops, huffing deeply, drawing in all the 
air around her, greedy for every last molecule of scent. A small set of exhales, puff puff 
puff, and again drawing in all the air, taking her time, letting her brain and nose process 
and record something—maybe marking time of day and location on her personal map 
(building on her personal geography), maybe what the animal had for diner, maybe how 
long ago that bush had been peed on, maybe how often a particular animal passes the 
same spot, or maybe there was an epic battle for life and dinner here…. Then she exhales, 
lips and jowls flapping, epicenter of a violent but localized dust storm.** 

Sometimes, when she’s finished smelling and satisfied, she’ll look up at me, 
checking in, tail wagging slightly, smiling, eyes sparkling with joy of being in some kind of 
zone or flow or maybe fully alive (the main way a dog process its world is through the 
nose; houses are a sterile and boring environment for dogs), before zooming off to 
examine the next spot, taking her time, literally aerating the smells, enjoying her 
taste/smell testing. I love watching her. I love it when she checks in, a brief but 
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meaningful connection. I wonder what she smiles about. I suspect (maybe even read 
somewhere) such deep smelling and sensory engagement is a rush, an endorphin high. 
Damn dog is getting stoned. Or, maybe she’s just super pumped to be outside, running 
like a dog in the wide-open spaces. I can relate. 
 When Winter tracks she puts her nose a millimeter from the ground, front legs 
slightly bent and wide so she can get lower, the stance of an athlete, muscles flexed but 
alert, every sense and muscle responsive and ready for action. Again, I can relate; it’s how 
I feel when snowboarding or climbing: ready for anything, focused. With her head down, 
she’ll track a scent, moving quickly, head and body zigzagging as she follows the scent 
down the trail or into the brush. The whole of her body, intention, and purpose focuses on 
tracking that smell. It could last for five feet or five-hundred feet. 

Winter has many signals for alert, and if there’s danger her posture is different, 
puffed up, every sense and intention focused on one thing. If she smells a predator, like 
bear or cat, her body language shifts subtly and says “guard,” not hunt or happy. If it’s an 
elk or deer, maybe badger or some other small bad-ass, she looks curious, hesitant instead 
of flexed and on guard. If she smells prey, her stance widens and lengthens, readying for 
the chase.  

Sometimes, she’ll freeze, head up, left paw raised slightly, nose and eyes focused on 
one point of interest off the in the brush, thickets, or grove. Often, I cannot see it, but I 
know it is there, looking at us, and I am grateful to Winter because I would have strolled 
on past the animal, past the scent on the trail, oblivious.  

For me, her sense of smell adds another texture to the trail and the mountains; she 
adds another layer of meaning to the world for me. I love seeing a little bit of the world 
she inhabits. She hears, sees, and smells things I cannot, however I know her body 
language, how she huffs, and I can tell when she’s relaxed, alert, alarmed, happy, tired…. 
 The dominant sense dogs use for interpreting the world is the nose; for human, it’s 
sight. Couple this with the fact that dogs are in the eternal present, recording their 
memories through sensory events and associated emotion (hunger, fear, happy), dogs map 
and remember the world far differently than us. One might wonder if they even interact 
with or live in with the same world as humans. I suppose parts of their world and ours 
overlap, but many don’t. I can’t smell the squirrels and I have no idea why Sunshine howls 
with sirens. 
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* In “The Synaptic Kiss,” chapter three of Merle’s Door, Tim Kerasote gives a concise break down of the 
differences between human senses and dog senses, but not in a better or worse comparison, an analysis of 
qualities as well. For example, Dogs are better at seeing motion but their field of focus is narrower than 
humans. They have a wider field of view, but we stand taller.  See page 91 for exact stats and differences. 
 
** Kerasote writes about what Winter was doing:  

[She] was facilitating the access of oders to [her] vomeronasal organ, which in dogs lies above the 
upper incisors. This type of behavior is called the Flehman response….It helps them determine 
whether another individual is in estrus, or the psychological state of the animal, or how long ago it 
passed by. Some type of dogs exhibit the Flehman response and some don’t. (82) 

 
*** Kerasote writes:  

Merle would also take several rapid sniffs as he diagnosed a batch of drifting air. Interspersed 
between normal breathing these sniffs could pass the air he was inhaling over a bony structure 
called the subethmoidal shelf and then across the lining of the nasal membranes. When Merle 
exhaled, these odor-packed molecules stayed in place, giving him an extra few moments to appraise 
their contents. (83) 
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III. 

 
Thesis Process Log. Sharing and Ownership.  
A two-way process of give and take, sharing can be broken into three categories: 

forms of sharing (over sharing, gossip, trading gifts, conversation, knowledge), ways to 
share (emotions, ideas, attitude, objects), and reasons for sharing (connection, attention, 
boredom, celebration, status).  

In Book Was There, Andrew Piper describes sharing in the context of books and 
media from a reader’s perspective. Piper writes, “when we share our reading we engage in 
self-reflection but we are also testing our relationship to the ideas around us” (98). We 
share to find our place in our macro and micro world (hello, thesis). Sharing is an 
epistemic process of self-discovery: like being pushed by a teacher or a coach and 
examining our actual limits versus perceived limits, connecting with another person over 
coffee or beer, or reading articles for class and research.  

The focus of Book Was There is textual reading; however, the concepts Piper writes 
about can be applied to all forms of reading: body language, weather, mood of a crowd, 
light for a photographer.  

If every interaction we have with other people or objects is a two-way transaction, 
then we challenge (or void) the concept of “ownership” because objects (people, places, 
concepts, things) are always moving; objects are always in some stage of transition 
between caretakers and states of being: the only thing constant is change and all that. Piper 
addresses the give and take relationship of sharing, writing, “when I share I also retain 
something else, like a bond of friendship or an idea” (87). I’ve never viewed the act of 
sharing as more of a trade than a gift. From a short-term perspective, sharing is a 
transaction similar to buying; however, ownership is just a temporary state for the object.  

The most interesting aspect to Piper’s definition of sharing was about the things we 
don’t share (either because we don’t want to or can’t). Piper writes, “What I do not share 
or cannot share is truly who I am” (104). It has been my experience that people hide as 
much from themselves as they do from other people, and are often unconscious about the 
aspects of themselves they are truly hiding or sharing. We try to paint a picture to the 
world around us of who we think we are, but often unconscious antitheticals slip out or 
we are misinterpreted (according to us). So, I guess what we share (unconsciously or not) 
and how it is interpreted play into the give and take relationship of sharing. 
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This all leads to another set of questions: what is truly ours? Can we own anything 
shareable, even our emotions or misdeeds, if they always include another person? What 
about shared ownership? If everything is an exchange then, Piper writes, “unlike a gift, 
you are more like a custodian than owner of a shared object” (105).  

So what does one do with an unwanted gift? I know this wasn’t the intention of 
Piper’s chapter, but I cannot help thinking about how small (i.e. crowded) the world is 
becoming and all the unwanted shared emotions (road rage), objects (trash), and actions 
(apathy) that seem to populate our common spaces more and more. 

Seems to me that if more people understood the impermanence of ownership, they 
might better treat the objects of life with the responsibly and respect of a communal object 
(anything from public space to political rhetoric to the air we breath). I’m not talking about 
some kind of global hippy-hug fest; one only needs to be mindful of the objects, people 
and otherwise surrounding them during the day, treating each interaction with respect, 
intention, and mindfulness. 
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IV. 

 
Thesis Process Log. Bogost, Black Holes, and Bibles. Biblography. 
On the 5th floor of the Oregon State University library, as if entering the parlor of an 

English manor, I pass a through the glass double-doors and into a lofty room constructed 
of tall windows, blond wood, and shelves of dark books. I hand my ID to the tall, thin man 
working the Special Collections desk and sign a paper. He disappears through a side door 
and into the back offices to open his vault, a few moments later emerging, holding with 
two hands an old Latin Bible—my object of study for the next few weeks. He sets the Bible 
on the table in front of me; for the book he sets a cushion under each cover, and for me he 
sets the instructions for turning the old pages.  

In 1498, a group of men—typesetters, pullers, apprentices, editors, and other 
assorted craftsmen—gathered in a dusty shop in Italy, printing a run of this heavy Latin 
Bible. This Bible before me had hundreds of siblings, each one traveling into a new home, 
each one cherished, each one giving answers to spiritual questions, each one becoming an 
individual, each one having a unique impact on the world around it. This particular Bible 
would echo into the future, through the hands of English clergy and American book 
collectors, and into the dark collections vault of the University in Oregon where it spends a 
brief moment of its life as an object of my studies.  

Each page, stiff, creaks quietly as I turn it and the smell of earth in the fall drifts into 
the air. This book demands focus and attention because care and caution must be used at 
all times; I am hyperaware of its material condition, hyperaware of book as object instead 
as vessel of knowledge. Its gothic, black letter type, and hand written marginalia are all in 
Latin, a language I cannot read. I am reminded of a quote by Marshall MacLuhan. He 
writes, “You must talk to the media, not the to the programmer [author],” (142). I know it 
is a Bible, a major western spiritual guide, but that is all I can know, the specifics of its 
words and history are a mystery to me, like the region beyond the event horizon of a black 
hole. This book reminds me of a singularity—a neutron star or black hole—warping time 
and space, drawing in and repelling away at the same time. It vibrates with a mass and 
density far beyond its size. It shimmers the air around the table with knowledge, history, 
mystery, and age, and something else…something visceral yet intangible.  

Latin can be translated, so a much bigger mystery is this book’s journey as it drifted 
though space-time. Whether sitting idle on a shelf or sharing its message with a reader, 
most of its existence in relation to humans has been lost. “Just as the astronomer 
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understands stars through the radiant energy that surrounds them,” Bogost writes, “so the 
philosopher understands objects by tracing their impacts on the surrounding ether (33). 
Through the marginalia and rebinding, we get snatches of this Bible’s journey as it 
resurfaces occasionally and impacts our human-centered, linear, and forward-facing 
timeline. However, this book resists time, is apart from time, and builds its own unique 
history, most of which is shrouded from human view. Bogost continues, “If the black noise 
of objects is akin to the Hawking radiation that quantum effects deflect from black holes, 
then perhaps it’s there, in the unknown universe, that we should ground a method” (33). 
What is this method? How do we track an object through time? How do we understand its 
agency, its point of view, its actions on the people and objects it encounters? Floating with 
mystery and reverence while also weighted with age and knowledge, this Bible is a 
duality, an object of this world and not of this world. 

A singularity consisting of its corporeal form and incorporeal knowledge, pinned in 
time and space at the moment of it birth, this book is unmoored in linear time as humans 
know it, while also exerting agency on the things around it. Agency is a force, a spirit, and 
when it interacts with something there is often a measurable interaction. Bogost calls this 
interaction blackbody radiation, writing that “blackbody radiation can be used to evaluate 
the nature of celestial bodies. In particular, a black hole can be identified through the type 
of blackbody radiation it discharges” (33). Identified, but not explained. We don’t have to 
explain everything; some room must be left for mystery. 
 

We often think of the book as a static place of knowledge, frozen in a moment of 
time, waiting for us to pick it up, read it, and fulfill its purpose. However, our relationship 
with books is more complicated. Often, our love for books seems to mirror the love we 
have for other humans, each book taking on a personality of its own: each book becoming 
an actor in the universe of things. Books are our friends and our escapes. We also see the 
book as an extension, part, or prosthetic of the human. Books are a mysterious 
multiplicity. 

The only way to discover the agency of objects is by examining the places where 
their agency takes form: the crossroads. Like any good scientist studying theoretical 
objects, we must look for the real, measurable effects of these theoretical fields, particles, 
strings, and dark matter. But, we must also take a leap of faith, trust in the intangible, be 
ok with mystery because something is there: something is creating the effects we see and 
feel. 
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V. 

 
Summit Report. Mount Adams. Washington. 
Damon and I, driving, take left at Hood River, Bridge of the Gods, over giant 

Columbia, moving from Oregon into Washington, Mount Adams distant, quiet, 
mysterious, all faded blues and blown-out whites, big and mellow, August light, hour and 
a half, dipping in and out of drainages and forests, Adams gone for half hour, volcano 
reappears again and again, each time bigger and more detailed, little blue Suby, rally the 
pitted, one-lane road, better than a truck in most conditions, clearance pretty good. 

3:30, trailhead, overhead, still far away, Mount Adams rambling into the distance, 
can’t see the summit, only the long white ridge, shaped like the back of a whale, glaciers, 
snowfields falling down the mountain, spines of rock pushing up through the snow fields, 
a white rabbit transforming into a werelizard, the stuff of gods, legends, and myths, our 
ancients (Indians and Greeks), epic origin stories of gods and landscapes, I am on a 
volcano, so, very, cool. 
 Packing bags, spotted shade in the pine canopy, shorts, shirtless, gear spread out, 
bed of pine needles, moss, grass, spongy dirt, begin up the trail, through the tree-line 
boundary region, red cedar, Doug fir, then white pine and lodge pole, then the rocky, 
volcanic, wide trail on wide ridge, white lilies, little yellow flowers, trillium, other assorted 
flowers, sun. 
 Trail ends, foot of a snowfield, cirque, dirty headwall, couple of gullies, wilted 
cornices, termination moraine for glacier, big, high mountain landscape, into 
mountaineering boots, stash trail shoes, mark them with cairn, left foot right foot up the 
cirque, pick our line, an old boot pack, shaded in greys and browns and fresh whites, 
pitted snowfield, finger of a glacier above the cirque, up steep snow slope, using ice axes, 
crampons buried in pack, kick step kick step plant ice axe, around a small buttress, over 
cornice into a steep walled, narrow gully, join glacier, 200 yards wide, stretching up for an 
hour, sun setting, passing twenty, thirty rock shelters, wereridges bordering the glacier, 
shelters constructed by thousands of years of climbers, find our very own old rock shelter, 
dinner, Tai Chi, staring at the stars, so close, but in dirty fishbowl, fires bad this year, we 
can’t see the valley, in the ribbon of smoke, stuck between atmospheric levels.  

Wind howls all night, me burritoed in a tarp, Damon in his bivy sack, alarm at 4:30, 
sand in our eyelashes, teeth, nose, hair, skin, instant oatmeal, coffee, pack daypack, left 
foot right foot up the glacier, crampons, sunrise during steep section, orange snow and 



Schultz 129 

long-ass dark amber shadows, 1000 feet an hour, crest ridge, walk through small cirque 
but looks like volcanic crater, short but steepest section, finally top of mountain, old 
rundown shelter for those shitty days, summit, packed down, thousands of this season’s 
climbers, groomed like a kicker, eat apple, Snickers bar, cheese and sausage. 
 Then down, biggest, most-awesomest, lug-glissade, half-pipe carved by thousands 
of asses, three feet wide and three feet deep for the first 100 feet, very steep, very fast, very 
fun, hootin’ and hollerin’, on our asses, killing 2000 feet in 20 minutes.  
 Pack up camp, down glacier, get lost in finger gullies, find right one after 
scrambling around and head scratchin’ a bit, lost because we didn’t look behind enough 
on the way up, distance and time deceptive on long, wide, white, flat, glacier, 
wereridgelines, no discernable land marks for miles, only a tumbled chaos of gray rock 
and squeaking picas. 
 Change into trail shoes, so good after full-shank mountaineering boots and kick-
stepping for eight hours, last controlled fall, forty-five minutes, cold beers waiting in 
cooler in the car, cheers buddy. 
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VI. 

 
Trail Report. Teton Range. Idaho. 
The fourth time I ran into a bear it was Sunday, and the dog and I were fifteen miles 

of dirt road and three miles of trail into the middle of nowhere. Yellowstone saw over two 
million people per summer, and many of those came through my home of Jackson, 
Wyoming. As usual it had been another a long week serving these tourists food and 
swerving around them as they lumber in packs of five and ten down the boardwalk. So, I 
popped over Teton Pass and into Idaho to hike the west side of the range. Only crusty 
locals visit this side. We’d be lucky to meet another person on our hike. 

My body loose and my soul grateful for the solitude and silence, mindfulness came 
easily this day as I placed each step in the soft single track; I could feel the pits and lumps 
and pebbles of the trail through the soles of my shoes, I could smell the dried grass and 
musty transition into fall. Perfectly focused on the present, on that hazy pocket of time that 
slides with us between past and future, I stepped around a mini-refrigerator-sized rock 
sitting on the trail. Off to the side of the trail I saw and then smelled the rock’s crater, a 
satisfying wet pucker in the brittle September gold. The dog stopped suddenly, huffing, 
growling, hackles raised, muscled flexed.  

“Lets go,” I said, a command she always obeys, and began walking up the trail. She 
refused, huffing and growling louder. I smelled something on the wind, like wet dog, but 
deeper, full of bass. Ahead, the trail snaked into a wetland: trees, bushes, tall grasses in the 
morning sunlight. The aspen leaves clap and flip in the sunlight, a strobe effect created by 
thousands of dark bottoms and bright tops. Aspens are one of my favorite trees, especially 
in the golden hour. They are a wonderful meditative muse, and I am in a full Sunday 
reverie. A clump of these Aspens begins to shutter and shake and grunt, their leaves slam-
dancing with the branches and the trees around them. Dog gets lower and quieter, 
transitioning from alert to threat. 

My humanity and its precious pattern recognition, a skill that has arguably allowed 
humans to dominate the earth, boots back online. Flipped giant stone, plus freaked-out 
dog, plus odd smell downwind, plus shaking trees equals something big… 

Bear. 
Oh shit. 
I flip from predator to prey, an uncomfortable feeling, adrenaline fused with the 

taste of iron and ice. I don’t have to see it to know the bear has the right of way, a thing it 
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would most likely give me if the bear smelled me first, which it didn’t because the breeze 
was blowing the wrong direction. The canyon is narrow with steep, scree slopes. Too close 
to the bear. There is not enough cover or plan-B’s. 

My animal nature and its precious sense of self preservation, a skill that has 
arguably allowed humans to dominate the earth, overrides my frontal cortex. I back 
slowly down the trail. After Dog and I round a bend, we turn, facing down the trail, 
grateful for fall line, gravity, and a springy, dirt single-track.   
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VII.  

 
 Home. 

Growing up, I also learned about seasonal growth and change, life and death. Life 
needs death. 

As a ten-year old, I bought a Holstein calf with my earnings picking rock for the 
neighbor. We named him Mr. T. because he had a pink T on his nose and I loved the A-
Team. Over two years, I raised Mr. T., now a steer because beef cows don’t need to breed.  

The fall after Mr. T turned two, I watched as my father scratched Mr. T’s neck, 
kissed him on the head, then shot him in the temple with our .22 pistol. I had already said 
my goodbyes. Sad as it was, I knew from day one that he was going into our freezer. We 
lifted Mr. T with the tractor’s loader, then drove him under the lights in front of the shop* 
so we could gut, skin, and quarter him.  

My father showed me how to slide the knife along the fascia and the fat, separating 
the skin from muscle, then the muscle into different cuts of meat. It was fall and cold at 
night, so the woodstove in the shop was roaring. As we butchered Mr. T we fried his liver 
and heart with butter in a giant cast iron skillet on the woodstove. I once saw this giant 
stove, square and stout like a black mastiff, flash-fry the eyebrows off my father after he 
drunkenly added to much gas or forgot the two-cycle gas he had discarded there a few 
days before. As a kid, it’s simultaneously horrifying and awesome to see a fireball engulf 
your father’s head. 

It took us three evenings to butcher Mr. T, not including the week we left the 
quarters of beef hanging in the shed to cure. He filled two freezers, one we had to borrow 
from the neighbor, feeding our family of six for a year and supplementing the box of WIC 
food we got each month. 
 
*man cave, farm shop, storage shed, machine shed, pole shed,  
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VIII. 

 
Government Camp. Oregon. 
Ski Bowl didn’t open until three p.m. and we arrive at one-thirty, so we decide to 

hike Summit, the little resort at the top of Government Camp. Four hundred vertical feet 
and twenty minutes later, we arrive on top. They had just started grooming so we ripped 
some turns on fresh corduroy two groomers wide, the perfect size for hooking-up medium 
speed carves. Off the groomer it is icy moguls, which I found out quickly, losing edge lock 
and butt-checking, skipping across a couple moguls. Otherwise, it was a perfect first run of 
the season, a run we would revisit and improve later that night under a full moon. 

At Ski Bowl, we made some high-speed groomer laps while the sun set under a 
cloudless sky. Mt. Hood popped with pinks, reds, and purples while a sleeve of sharp, dry 
cold drops around us. The colder it gets the better it feels. Even as I shiver my way up the 
last chair, I am content. I love this kind of cold. For me, it is comfortable and nostalgic. 

 
Later. We drink a couple beers in the car waiting for the full moon to rise. At some 

point, the sheriff hits us with a spotlight, but leaves us alone. Who knows why; maybe it’s 
our beards. Eventually, we begin hiking before the moon comes up because we had 
miscalculated moonrise, we were tired of waiting, and we were catching a good buzz. At 
the top we pull on all our extra layers, then lay down. Silence. Darkness. The top of the 
little resort, on the ice-sheathed snow, heads on a rock, staring up. Black brushes move the 
wind across the stars. A huge shooting star arcs over, bright and close, long yellow tail, no 
sound. The cold stings our cheeks. My breath freezes in my moustache. Now wind. 

As I lay there, a gust begins, far off to my left, taking its time, blowing only through 
the treetops, rushing and excited, but moving across in slow-motion chunks, localized, 
small cyclones of wind. Now, groups of these move like a comb through hair. These 
cyclones follow the same path every time, arching up from the left, over the top of us, then 
finishing to the right, seeming to be drawn up out of the tree tops at an angle, like a 
fisherman reeling a fish out of the lake. Each shoal of wind a pack of fish or swallows: a 
million individuals moving, swooping, turning together. 

Because of the clear night the temperature kept dropping, so we climbed up one of 
the lift towers for the exercise and the view. The lights of Government Camp were as quiet 
as Hwy. 22 running through the valley, across which was Ski Bowl, lifts no longer turning. 
The stars roll overhead on a fabric of dark color only the night sky possesses. And, in the 
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bottom corner of the southeastern sky, hope: a bulge of blue light stretching out, growing 
faster than the cold. 

 
Finally, the moon begins to rise over the trees. We strap on snowboards, then drop 

in for a slow-speed cruiser down the moon-lit groomer, a wide swath of blue stretching 
straight then left behind an island of trees, blue-black silhouettes, borderland between 
earth and sky. Our sight is well adjusted to the low light. We carve across the comb-like 
rows in the snow, each row millions of snow crystals bright with reflected and refracted 
moonlight, showing us the difference between corduroy and chunder. 

We hiked up and did it again. 
 

  



Schultz 135 

IX. 

  
Mindful Moment. 
I’ve been meditating about for twenty years. There are many meditation techniques 

and one of my favorites is to “sit within” the present. Different than “focus on,” one sits 
within the present moment as it unfolds, acknowledging each experience without labeling 
or reaction. Experiences to sit within often include breath, ambient noises, thoughts, 
flames, posture, tension, or other experiences.  

However, the trickiest experience on which I have meditated is that of a drop 
slowly moving down my forehead or cheek.  

A water drop does not create a normal itch, a phantom sensory glitch that fades 
away. A water drop travels, creating a sustained, intense desire to itch, to relieve 
discomfort. One little drop creates a disproportionate feeling of discomfort and urge for 
relief. Clearly, someone’s math is off, some type of dark matter must be distorting the 
gravity-well around the drop, distorting the space-time of this sensory experience.  

Resisting the urge to wipe is the first test, the first meditation in this practice. My 
hand twitches, automatic, a minion anticipating the needs of the master. I acknowledge 
the urge to itch, a primal desire to swat at an insect, but inject a conscious thought into the 
reptilian sequence of autonomic nervous responses: “belay that order.” The hand remains 
still.  

The focus needed to stay my hand allows me to momentarily forget the terrible 
drop clinging to my cheek, allows me to return my attention to my breath and begin the 
second, most difficult part of the mediation. With the urge to itch subdued (but definitely 
not gone or relieved) and the agentive outcome diverted, I enter the world of the drop, a 
conjunction of forces and agencies.  

First, I feel the full weight of the drop hanging on my cheek. Then, as gravity tugs 
the drop in a herky-jerky movement down my cheek I feel the gathering and releasing of 
friction as each chemical and electrical bond between skin and water snaps and pops in 
reds and yellows. Finally, I feel a trail behind the drop arching up my cheek, a skid of 
water evaporating in the dark blue of soft pings and whooshes. 
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X. 

 
Trail Report. Bear Trap Canyon. Lee Metcalf Wilderness. Montana. 
Last weekend, Dog and I hiked Bear Trap Canyon on the Madison River, a 

fourteen-mile out-and-back, with the turn-around point being at the Ennis Lake dam. This 
canyon is a perfect May hike because it is flat (500 feet total elevation gain) and the low 
elevation (6500 feet above sea level) means this hike should be clear of snow. I hadn’t done 
much of anything last winter, so this warm-up hike for the summer hiking season should 
blowout the cobwebs with a minimal amount of pain.  

 
Trailhead. Left foot. Right foot. The trail is wide, wet, and springy for the first two 

miles, with occasional deadfall to navigate over or around. It has been raining off and on 
for a few days, another sign the trail will be clear of snow, but making the trees drip on me 
and the dog and turning the grasses leaning over the trail into basting brushes. Creeks 
tumbling off the ridges and mountains on either side of the river are swollen from the late 
spring run off. Currently, it’s not raining, but this morning’s forecast called for occasional 
showers during the day. I love hiking in the rain; should be a beautiful hike. 

After a mile, the trail narrows from interpretive, handicap accessible path to single 
track entering a steep canyon, climbing slightly and gaining a cliff ledge fifty feet above 
the river. The Madison hammers and rolls over submerged, car-sized boulders, chunks of 
rock usually sitting peaceful and dry during other seasons. For the rest of the day this trail 
will cycle through narrow ledges high above the river (sometimes 200 feet or more), 
riverbanks wet with rapids and rain, swollen creek crossings, and pine coves tucked under 
canyon walls and around wetlands. The walls of the canyon aren’t much wider than the 
river, magnifying the echoes of a swollen spring river. When we are able to see through 
the canopy, the grey and brown granite cliffs rise hundreds of feet above us. 

At first crossing a steep, unnamed creek rages, big and loud. What would have been 
a couple small hops across rocks in the summer is now a fifteen-foot wide chasm of 
whitewater and strainers. Fortunately, between the creek-side boulders somebody had 
wedged five or six chunks of deadfall, a few inches apart and the size of baseball bats, 
creating a crossing of sorts—a tightrope under each foot and emergency targets for my 
hiking poles. “Wait,” I tell the dog and waddle across, prayers and hiking poles to bolster 
balance, the wet branches slick and bending under my weight. After a yelp of relief, I turn 
around for the dog. 
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But, the dog’s four-wheeled drive is different from mine, and she has always been 
suspicious of two things: water and gaps in a walkway (like metal grating on stairs or 
cattle guards). Separately, these are things she can overcome, but now they are paired 
together and unstable. “Come,” I say, “Let’s go.” She paces, whining at me from across the 
creek. She has a point, so I scout up the bank a hundred feet, then down a hundred feet, 
bushwhacking and crawling over wet deadfall, boulders, and bushes, watching my dog 
mirror my path on the opposite side of the creek. I finally settle on a narrow section with 
the least amount of risk. Winter can scramble across but with one catch—the crux is a 
narrow section past a boulder that might tip her into the creek and strainer-central. Lucky, 
there is a place where I can spot her. 

I get into position and call her across. Winter refuses at first, whining and shivering 
and mistrusting the whole situation, running up and down the edge of the creek, trying to 
figure her own crossing. Eventually, she realizes I really had found the best spot and lets 
me coax her across, the strainers splashing onto our feet, adding urgency. Then, go go two 
hops, a scramble and she is safe on the other side. I take a deep breath and laugh. “Good 
girl! Good girl!”  

Thankfully, this first creek crossing is the biggest and the baddest we encounter 
during the day. The other creeks we cross, six or eight in all, have safer crossings for the 
dog. 

 
About half way to the dam, I am traversing a series of ledges in the middle of a cliff 

band and 100 feet above the river. I hike around a blind corner and pass a cool looking 
hollow in the roots of a tree growing out of a cliff. Then I see the game trail leading into it: 
a den two feet from the trail, shoulder height, and very obviously recently occupied, like 
within the last couple hours occupied, dry dirt kicked over wet. Around a blind corner 
and a swipes-length away from the trail, this a perfect ambush spot. I scan the cliffs above 
my head, then scan the area around me. No animals, thank god, but mountain lion tracks 
on the trail. I have never seen a den so close to a trail before. It must be a crash pad for a 
bachelor because it’s definitely not where a mother would raise young. I move along, more 
alert now. Narrow canyon, one trail, cliffs over my head, plenty of blind corners, river 
noise at a yell: as long as there are no surprises everyone will be ok. 

About five minutes after the den, I see shredded deadfall every so often; big, blond 
gashes stripped into dark, mossy exteriors, the giant splinters scattered down the bank. 
Then I see a broad track in the trail, claw marks dimple the dirt. Hello, bear. “Stay close,” I 
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say, and the dog falls into a heel. Eight steps and twenty feet later and I almost step on two 
piles of mountain lion scat, probably three or four days old. The choice becomes clear: try 
to avoid the bear (but get tracked by mountain lion) by singing out with my bear song (a 
little ditty that goes, “ hey bear, good bear”), or, try to avoid the mountain lion by going 
stealth (no song), but risk surprising a bear. I knew chances were good that we would all 
try to avoid each other (dog and I were in more danger crossing that first creek), so I 
wasn’t very worried; however, I still run scenarios and risk assessments in my mind. 
 Honestly, I’d rather fight a mountain lion than get fetal for a bear because the dog 
and I would a have a better chance against a mountain lion. Being attacked by a wild 
animal will be a brutal, bloody, and loud affair and we’d need every advantage. First, a 
mountain lion is smaller than a bear. Second, cats don’t like it when their prey fights back 
and have been known to retreat. A bear on the other hand will only stop mauling you if 
you lie still. Third, neither animal likes dogs, but cats less so. Bear song it is (and head on a 
swivel). 

We continue on. Every so often the dog stops and points, perfectly still, front paw 
raised, nose, back and tail making a perfect line for me to trace upslope towards the cliffs 
or downslope towards the shrubby lining the riverbank. I never see anything, but I trust 
my partner completely. Between the pointing and trotting, she sniffs every piece of brush 
hanging over the trail. I can tell by the way she lingers on a smell the freshness of the 
scent. For older scents, a day or more, she sniffs, casual, a skimming of the Sunday 
headlines. For the fresh scents, she inhales deep and powerful in a series of sniffs, then a 
blows out a couple times, cleansing the olfactory palette and repeating the process, 
double-checking the message. I wonder what she reads. What animal was it? How long 
since it passed? Was this animal in heat? What has it been eating? Does it have a mate? 
How long has it been awake this spring (for a bear)? Is it in a good mood today? Is it 
hungry? From the decay of scent that allows a dog to track the proper direction of its 
quarry, to the tint of hormones and pheromones mingled in the general smell of an animal 
(humans, too), a dog intuitively understands many aspects of a creature. 

All day I see animal sign next to the trail and watch an intense, sniffing Winter: a 
bear and a mountain are close, really close, pretty much walking the trail in front of us. It 
is a good possibility that we are being tracked by both creatures, that the four of us are 
tracking each other. The dog seems to understand this as well because she never gets too 
far ahead of me, stopping to let me catch up waiting for me before the blind corners. I’m 
not nervous, but I am definitely aware, every concrete and intuitive sense vibrating. 
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Because I am singing the bear song, I need to make sure we aren’t being stalked by the 
mountain lion, so I look up at every cliff we pass under and over my shoulder 
occasionally. 

We finally reach a fence dividing wilderness from power company land. Other 
hikers had pushed a way through the fence, so dog and I duck through and hike another 
quarter mile until we can see the dam. With a good view, quiet river, and brief clearing in 
the weather, I enjoy some cheese, crackers, and sausage, giving the dog some as well.  

 
After finishing lunch and meditating, we start back. About a mile or so later, square 

in the middle of the trail, sits a pile of freshly regurgitated plant matter and half-digested 
grubs. Having been hyper-aware of every sign from our neighborhood friends, I definitely 
would have noticed that mound on the way in. This is bear, and surprise surprise, it’s 
close. A half mile later, a pile of mountain lion scat sits in the middle of the trail, an hour 
or so old, cold crust but steamy clump of fir and bones on the inside. Next to the scat is a 
big scrape across the trail by a paw. Mountain lion. It is close also.  

 
This hike we definitely traveled through someone else’s territory. Both bear and cat 

had let me know, or maybe, more likely, they were letting the dog know exactly whose 
house we were in. On my next out and back, I will be pissing WAY off the trail. The cliffs 
made it hard to leave the trail, although I did get a good arc off the cliff a time or two. I 
mark alleyways behind bars and the perimeter of my campsite. I don’t need to mark a 
landscape I am only traveling through.  
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XI. 

 
Year Four. Portland. Oregon. 
Last weekend was Sunshine’s (our new dog) first time at the beach. We’ve had her 

for three months or so. She’s two and a half, grew up with a loving family with a baby and 
another dog in a small apartment. Untrained and puppy-like, she had never been off the 
leash outside their apartment, let alone in a wide-open space. I immediately began 
working with her in the local dog parks, fenced at first, so she could run like an idiot and 
still come back to us. She is doing well now; smart, strong desire to please, and finally 
bonded with our family. She listens ninety-six percent of the time, but returns to our pack 
100 percent. Good enough for an ocean beach. 

Once at the beach, she ran, and juked, and ran, and juked, and ran, and juked, and 
ran, and juked, and ran, and juked, and ate some clams off a rock, and ran, and juked, and 
learned how to run and juke in the water and the waves. She sniffed and rolled and 
checked in and ran some more. Eyes wild with wonder and bliss, everything was a new 
experience to her. Watching Sunshine learn, understand, and grow gives me joy. 

One time a sneaker wave slid in and covered Sunshine to her chest before she had 
learned to run, walk, or swim in the water. Her eyes got huge and panicky as she tried to 
run in deep water but couldn’t move very fast. Jen and I were right beside her and had a 
good laugh. Sunshine learned the golden rule—never turn your back on the ocean—a rule 
she didn’t have to learn twice because, like Winter, Sunshine has a deep mistrust of water. 

Each night the dogs slept hard, and the next day Sunshine was stiffer than old 
Winter. Little dog (Big dog, little dog, their first family nick names so far) had a good time: 
all the running and the smells and the open water spaces. 

Winter, my dear Winter, had fun as well. She can’t party as hard as she used to, but 
still ran her ass off chasing Sunshine around, playing with her, teaching her, being our 
faithful, stable presence. 

I am grateful for how bringing Sunshine into our lives has given new life to Winter, 
who’s now 11. Winter has come alive in a new way, happy in spirit, healthy in body: she 
has a job to do. Quite amazing, really. I feel as if Sunshine has added five years to Winter’s 
life. “Grateful” only touches the edge of how this makes me feel. 
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XII. 

 
Thesis Process Log. The Naming of Things. 
Keep the pen moving…keep the pen moving. 
Free write. Warming up my writing muscles for my thesis. Coffeehouse Five. 

Portland. December 22nd. Rain again today; rain all week. Dogs restless. Winter lies on bed 
and stares at me. Sunshine follows me around the house. Apartment becomes small in 
winter. I take them to pee; Winter runs ahead, does her business, then back home. 
Sunshine, our city girl, won’t step on the wet grass, hunches in the rain. They need 
exercise, but the Portland dog parks are mud pits, the timing between downpours crucial. 
Spring will be here soon, as will a break in the weather. Dogs will never remember the 
boredom of winter. Winters in Montana and Wyoming are much longer…. 
 I had a good idea this morning, three hours ago. Should have written it down. 
Maybe it’ll come back. 
 Something about the naming of things… 
 For some reason I am terrible at remembering names, spellings, and grammar. I’ve 
always blamed this defect of character (drip, drip, sarcasm) on dyslexia and concussions. 
Recently, I’ve been suspecting depression and anxiety have always interfered with my 
memory as well; I feel sharper post-medication. I’m sure there are studies. However, I also 
think there is some odd way my brain organizes information, some spatial-associative-
emotional focal point different from other people. Whatever the issue, my brain is extra 
porous to nouns; in one ear and out the other. 

As an observer and student it is embarrassing that I misplace or mix-up names and 
spellings; third grade teachers, employers, potential mates, and random strangers have all 
judged me defective. However, what I do remember are textures and patterns, contrasts 
and differences, movement and rhythm, layouts and objects, the context of systems. I am 
animal; I am farm boy; I am stupid carpenter; I am graduate student. I am not interested in 
surface, only purpose, utility, why stuff works, and the complicated dance of systems and 
agencies. From astrophysics to building houses to athletic performance to dog behavior, 
each element has a job to do and I want to know why. However, there is a flipside to my 
desire: I am ok with mystery. Without mystery there is nothing to question, there is 
nothing to wonder at; mystery helps us maintain proper scope. We may not know where 
we are, we just know something vast and powerful surrounds us: call it a mechanism or a 
god. 
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It should be ok if something doesn’t have a human meaning. In Alien 
Phenomenology, or, What it’s like to be a Thing, Ian Bogost states, that we should be 
”pondering their [things] nature and relations with one another as much as with ourselves 
(Bogost 6). He calls this “speculative realism” (4). “To be a speculative realist,” Bogost 
states, “one must abandon the belief that human access sits at the center of being, 
organizing and regulating it like an ontological watchmaker”(Bogost 5). If we humans are 
not the top of the pyramid or the center of the universe, then what? It means we are one 
tiny element of an infinite number. Sure, all of humanity adds up to something larger, but 
it’s still inconsequential considering the known and unknown universe.  

In “Wilderness Strikes Back”, Stephen G. Brown writes, “The only language 
available to the colonizer for describing the indigene’s homeland is one imported from his 
own—one that has no connection to the topos being named” (127). Brown writes about 
westerners trying to tame the Alaskan wilderness (and other Native American 
landscapes). However, I think this sentiment assumes the native populations aren’t 
colonizers; all languages impose some form of signified reality on the world. If we 
discredit human words and language as tools for building names, because of the inherent 
biases created by our limited senses, slice of time, and scope of the universe, then what 
point of view do we use to measure and assign names and meanings? 

 
 Until a few years ago, I didn’t feel the need to know the name of plants, trees, 
animals, and rocks (etc.) as I traveled through the mountains. I knew they had names, but I 
could never make their names stick, so their names had no value to me. The systems, 
seasons, weather, tectonics, food chains, breath, rhythm, temperature, and what time the 
sun will set are what resonate with me. I don’t know the names of cloud formations; I do 
know what each formation means and what I need to do if I’m in the backcountry or on a 
job site. As I age, however, learning names for things like plants, animals, and birdcalls is 
becoming important to me. Why is this? Maybe the name is form of knowledge and I am a 
student.  

However, I also suspect, that I needed to earn those names by spending time with 
their form and movement first. By getting to know their true natures, instead of some 
inferred signification created by a label, I become one of them; I become an object who 
swims with the larger rhythms of life and death instead of resisting these rhythms. I am 
not saying a name (or sign) isn’t useful shorthand, like a cliché, I just think names can hide 
the nuances and facets of reality; they hide the connections between objects. 
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“To put things at the center of a new metaphysics also requires us to admit that 
they (things) do not exist just for us” (Bogost 9). 

I am not a scientist; I am an observer, a student; I am an object that ricochets 
through the landscape. I have no desire to create a separation between myself and the 
landscape because there is no separation; I eat, drink, and breathe the landscape; I am 
created from the landscape.  
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XIII. 

 
Trail Report. I-5, Oregon. Portland to Corvallis. 
This term, Winter ’14, I have classes Monday, Wednesday, and Friday in Corvallis. 
5 a.m. My alarm blares NPR. I have the volume cranked so I don’t fall back to sleep. 

Third world death (Ebola tops the news) and first world political bickering (repeal 
Obamacare) is harder to ignore at a shout. This usually works. I get up, start the teapot 
boiling, pee, brush my teeth, wash my face. By then the water’s almost hot, so I grind the 
coffee beans and pour them in the French press, which I set by the pot so it can heat up. 
Being Pyrex and all, I know it’s not supposed to crack or have a blowout as one did to me 
a while back. However, I am naked, anal, and old-fashioned, and this French press is from 
Target. 

After pouring the hot water, I pull on clothes, then cook breakfast. As my eggs 
(over-medium) cook, I put together a lunch, usually leftovers, or maybe a salad Jen made 
me the night before, and a couple pieces of fruit. I eat my eggs and toast, then finish 
packing my bag, one backpack and a cloth grocery bag with lunch and extra layers, like a 
rain shell and a hoody or my grey windproof vest. Back in the dark bedroom, I kiss Jen, 
pet the dogs, and get in the car with my bags and a travel mug full of coffee, coffee I won’t 
crack into until Salem. Salem always smells good. 

5:32. Pre-rush hour Portland, NPR, a snowstorm in the Northeast. I make a right 
onto NE Sandy Blvd, traffic is light, so I haul-ass down Sandy just to see if I can make all 
the lights. Another right onto the I-5 onramp. Sometimes, the rush hour signal is on and 
red: I always wonder what signals it to turn on because traffic volume always seems the 
same, busy but not too crowded, traffic moving efficiently. Shift, fifth gear, I weave 
through the groggy big rigs and F150s, interchange through I-405, big sweeping right-
handed bank over the Willamette, Portland rising dark but sparkling off the river below, 
the Burnside Bridge pylons rainbowed by the safety lights that soften the edges of 
darkness, concrete, and grid. Then the I-5 interchange, heading south, three lanes, through 
the Terwilliger Curves, pass a few more slow-pokes, then shooting into the mile-long 
downhill straightaway, looking for cops and speed traps.  

5:47, the I-205 interchange pulls half the cars and street lights off I-5. The speed limit 
bumps to 65, and instead of a narrow concrete barrier as median, a wide grass patch and 
trees separate north and south bound.  
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Then darkness, no street or city lights. Often, cautious Priuses or Oldsmobiles, 
doing sixty-one mph in the fast lane, try to pass big-rigs doing sixty and a half mph. When 
there’s an opening I accelerate, leaving the bright, neurotic clump, entering the dark 
countryside again, the next pricks of taillight miles ahead. 

Exit 182, truck stop, hundreds of rigs idling in the lot, drivers resting, gas stations 
busy. Then, exit 172 and a LCD billboard, brash and giant, lights up everything for a literal 
mile in every direction including up, a dome of light over the outlet strip mall. The first 
time I approached this sign, last September, I thought aliens were landing. By November, 
the pollution of it briefly invaded my quiet mornings and annoyed me. Now, I don’t notice 
it anymore. 

6:10. Exit 160. Salem, more speed traps, speed limit sixty mph, now getting passed 
by BMWs and Cadillac Escalades. Often, I let them get 500 yards ahead then match speeds, 
let them be the five-oh bait. Coffee time. I take the lid off my travel mug, letting it cool, but 
also taking my first sip. To drive ninety miles without bathroom break, I wait to drink 
coffee. 

6:19. Out of Salem, speed limit 65 mph again, dark again, two lanes now. Instead of 
Priuses and high-end Hondas plugging up traffic, old Mazda pickups and old Dodge 
Neons try their hand at passing big rigs. Same boring result. Nothing I can do except look 
out for hotshots in supped-up Subaru and Toyota coups trying to cut in line. Sometimes I 
cut in line. It’s a game. I sip my coffee. NPR analyzes Russia and Crimea. 

6:36. Merge in front of an F350, probably a contractor building one of five giant 
projects at OSU. Then signal right, exit 128, push in clutch and coast up the exit, 
downshift, third, into second, stoplight, right onto Hwy 34, two lanes, west to Corvallis, 
bright gas stations, turn off radio mojo to meditate the twelve miles to OSU. Dark again, 64 
mph, part of a pack; big Dodge pickups, flashy PT Cruisers, delivery trucks, white vans 
with stacks of ladders, tractor trailers, old Audi quartos, maybe a Taurus. Mist in the fields 
and around the farmhouses grows white in the dawn. Mindfulness. Déjà vu.  

6:46. Two-lane left-turn, try to grab pole-position. Green light, giddy-up, merge into 
one lane, then swinging over Hwy 99, right turn onto 15th, through stoplight over train 
tracks, watch for bicyclists and pedestrians, right, left into parking lot. 6:51 am, orange and 
red in the east, definition begins in the branches and bricks of campus. 

6:54. Grab bags, cross lot, cross street, very quiet at this time of day, cut behind 
admin building, up small hill past Snell Hall. The ROTC cadets are finishing their run, 
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grey windbreakers, reflective sashes, cropped hair, young, maybe twenty years old, 
yelling encouragement at those trailing behind, “Come on! You can do it! Finish strong!”  

Striding past Waldo Hall, waste-high chain-link fence, construction lights hang 
every thirty feet, like Christmas lights but bigger, spongy yellow orbs in the fog. I pass the 
same sleepy students in hoodies and backpacks, pass the same professionals in suit coats 
and silk blouses, pass the same yellow hardhats and raingear, pass the same lady, 
construction worker, short, forty-nine years old, travel mug in right hand and stop sign in 
the left, directs trucks and busses, same foreman, pudgy, thirty-nine years old, giving 
directions to his crew, sometimes throwing pallets into a loader, sometimes on the phone. 
Usually, it’s raining or foggy, sound distorted, distances obscured, occasional welding 
sparks and pre-dawn banging, soft flashes arcing and fizzling. I walk on past, bright-green 
moss, grids on the sidewalk and brick buildings.  

Then Moreland Hall, cornerstone, up the marble stairs, through the old, big, heavy, 
glass and wood doors, four more stairs, through the lobby, across the new vinyl floor, 
down the stairs, landing, turn, down the stairs, dark-stained wood bannister and ballasts, 
probably oak or maple, bottom, take right and pass sign reading “First Floor, Garden 
Level,” motion sensor lights up the hall, nobody here yet, twenty-one paces, keys out, door 
unlocked, my office, so hot, old dragons for radiators, so I open the window and leave the 
door open, then set my stuff down on the table. 

Unpack books, notebooks, and MacBook. Bring lunch to fridge down here in newly 
discovered graduate lounge, visit Garden Level bathroom with the marble stalls and 
vaulted ceiling in need of a Michelangelo mural, then back to office, sit in chair and get to 
work at 7:10 a.m. on my average, graduate-student morning in Corvallis. 
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Coda 

 
Sign Post. Trailhead. 
I have been firmly planted in Portland for six years, and we get to the coast six 

times a year or so. Often, during an ocean reverie, when I look beyond the rhythm of the 
waves and white caps, I try to comprehend this vast, grey-blue distance as part of a globe. 
I know the body of water I see before me is slowly curving down, but my brain looks 
straight ahead, or so it thinks.  

The horizon line, the line between land and sky that marks sunset, is four degrees 
below eye level. This means we are looking slightly down at the sunset. This also means 
we can walk in a straight line and end up where we started—well physically at least, 
mentally and emotionally there’s a good chance we would be a different person from 
when we started our journey.  

From my chair on the beach, even knowing these four degrees exist, that I am look 
slightly down below my eye-level, I still cannot visualize curvature and distance on this 
scale. Maybe it’s because there are no mountains marking distance and rivers marking 
scale. Maybe this is because the limits of my personal sensory bubble inhibit my ability to 
understand the distance and scale of the Pacific Ocean. This giant object, the Pacific Ocean, 
dictates weather and feeds a large chunk of the world. 

How can we logically separate ourselves from the influence of the Pacific? Through 
the fish we eat, to the snow we shred on a snowboard, to the oxygen we breath (half the 
world’s oxygen is generated by phytoplankton) we are not only woven into the Pacific but 
also the fabric of the world around us. Our gift is the uniqueness of our agency and its 
access to creativity. Our gift, then, is the power to explore, ask questions, and imagine. 

Left foot. Right foot. Breathe. 
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