
The finest quality of this tone, these plants and animals, this desert landscape is the 
indifference manifest to our presence, our absence, our coming, our staying or our going.  
Whether we live or die is a matter of absolutely no concern whatsoever to the desert.  Let men in 
their madness blast every city on earth into black rubble and envelop the entire planet in a cloud 
of lethal gas – the canyons and hills, the springs and rocks will still be here, the sunlight will 
filter through, water will form and warmth shall be upon the land and after sufficient time, no 
matter how long, somewhere, living things will emerge and join and stand once again, this time 
perhaps to take a different and better course.  I have seen the place called Trinity, in New 
Mexico, where our wise men exploded the first atomic bomb and the heat of the blast fused sand 
into a greenish glass – already the grass has returned, and the cactus and the mesquite.  On this 
bedrock of animal faith I take my stand, close by the old road that leads eventually out of the 
valley of paradox.

Yes.  Feet on earth.  Knock on wood.  Touch stone.

Part II - Desert Solitaire

Rocks

In the American Southwest, I began a lifelong love affair with a pile of rock.

September 26, 2009 – Denver to Colorado National Monument – This desert journey 
involves a rag-tag group of diverse travelers, ranging in age from 6 to 43, sprawling interests 
ranging from video game virtual reality to finding the meaning of life and all points in between.  
There are four sets of eyes, four minds in various stages of development and decay, four 
preconceived universes completely unique.  

Pre-pubescent boys are lovingly simply, thank gawd.  Laugh at bodily noises and 
excrements, blow things up and build things together, bounce and catch balls of all shapes and 
sizes, barrel down a snow-covered slope together, and you’ve built a pretty descent foundation.  
Keep your hands off each other, boys, nobody cross this invisible line between you two and we’ll 
all get to our destination alive!  Jake (nine), hands to yourself, Trevor (six), quit irritating Jake!  
Occasionally frustrating, but relatively simple.  Life isn’t complicated, yet, with love lives and 
biological urges that confuse and befuddle even the wisest of men.  Enjoy it now, I know.

Life with my wife, now that is not always so simple.  But we have reached a truce, a 
plateau of respect and boundaries that has taken decades to arrive at, the tug-o-war of influence 
and power and who is right now fading in importance.  Mortality casts these things in a much less
important role, and a cancer survivor sits proudly next to me, her worldview no more or no less 
important than mine.  I try now not to change that view; instead I hope to maybe learn from it, to 
take to good and leave the unnecessary.  Life has been once reduced to bedrock, and bedrock is 
beautiful.

Of course a group this unique cannot hold together of its own volition; no, these 
differences can only be held together by the bonds of family.  This trip is my idea, and I drag 
everyone along, although all say it is a good choice.  As patriarch, it is my duty to impart my 
worldview on developing minds, to bend it towards my good and righteous path.  Of course it is 
my young boys’ duty to completely reject that worldview, to smash it to pieces and from the 
rubble build their own.  Pieces of my own father’s rubble remain with me, nuggets of wisdom, 
moments of clarity and longing, caught in a passing moment triggered by a smell or a long 
forgotten memory at the core of a shivering nightmare.  Why do some memories remain, while 
countless others are washed into oblivion by the steady march of time and inevitable degradation 
of the mind?  How do the pieces of my old man that remain with me compare to the pieces he 



wanted me to have?  What about all of those childhood memories that never even imprinted, 
consciously at least – do they still exist somewhere deep in the folds of the gray matter, or do we 
call that instinct or personality, so much a part of us that we cannot even remember how they got 
there?  Or are these earliest memories only background noise, synapses that will never fire again, 
or have already been replaced by new wiring?  I don’t know these answers; the journey of 
fatherhood doesn’t come with an answer guide.  I muddle forward as best I can, learning more 
from my father now that I am a father than I ever did when he was alive.  

Perhaps that’s the way it has to be; but I’m not taking any chances either.  I’m way too 
aware of my own shortcomings and faults, and I know I need help in raising these little guys; 
therefore I am enlisting some allies.  I need something solid, something that I believe in, 
something that will stand the test of time, something that is true and unwavering, something to 
take a stand upon.  I can think of nothing more fitting than rocks.  

Men come and go, cities rise and fall, whole civilizations appear and disappear – the 
earth remains, slightly modified.  The earth remains, and the heartbreaking beauty where there 
are no hearts to break.  Turning Plato and Hegel on their heads I sometimes choose to think, no 
doubt perversely, that man is a dream, thought an illusion, and only rock is real.  Rock and sun.

Jake and Trevor love traveling, love flying, love airports and rental cars and the cheap 
bags of airline peanuts.  Debbie is excited about the trip, too, happy to not be hearing the details 
from me secondhand or through photos that can never convey the experience.

Our first treat is a drive through the Rocky Mountains.  True, we have a 5 hour drive 
today after a long flight from Pittsburgh to Denver, and the kids and mom take turns nodding off, 
but the scenery is spectacular!  The aspens are starting to turn gold, the sky is a brilliant, 
cloudless blue, and the peaks reach for the sky.  The air is downright cold over 11,000 foot 
Loveland Pass, dropping almost 20 degree from the valley floor.  The big ski resorts are tooling 
up for the upcoming season, lifts are being tuned, summer’s last dust being cleaned off in 
anticipation of the coming snows.  Passing through Silverthorne and the Gore Range brings back 
a flood of memories from last year’s backpacking trip, and even our stop in Vail for a Subway 
lunch and supplies is fun and on scenery overload.  The best part of the car trip, however, is the 
spectacular, awesome drive through Glenwood Springs canyon; I don’t know what is more awe-
inspiring, the impressive canyon itself, with it’s towering dark cliffs set against the blue sky at the
top and the green Colorado River at the bottom, or the engineering marvel that is Interstate 70 
cutting through the canyon.

But traveling is tiring, and even good kids require a lot of energy to herd and channel and
keep focused; I need a beer.  As we near our first nights’ destination, we grab some take-out grub 
and a four-pack of Guinness to take to our campsite.  When we arrive at Colorado National 
Monument in western Colorado, I’m on the receiving end of a scolding from the entrance gate 
park attendant, reminding us no alcohol is permitted in the park (damn, I forgot to hide the 
Guinness cans!  Here, can you dispose of this empty one please???), and then a pair of German 
tourists mistakenly take our campsite, but it’s all good – we’re outside, in the fresh, crisp air, the 
tents set up in a spectacular location at Saddlehorn campground!

Colorado National Monument, southwest of Grand Junction, CO and on the edge of the 
Colorado Plateau, preserves one of the grand landscapes of the American West.  Towering 
monoliths exist within a vast plateau-and-canyon panorama.  Located within Colorado National 
Monument's 32 square miles is a fascinating landscape of deep canyons and soaring cliffs; 
Saddlehorn campground sits on a plateau 2,000 feet above the Colorado River valley, among 
pinyon pines and junipers.  After setting up camp and finishing dinner, we explore a small part of 
this scenery as the sun goes down.

Otto’s Trail is the perfect place to unwind from a day of traveling.  In the soft amber hues
of twilight the cliffs lose their sharpness and edge, and trees and rocks and faces take on the warm
romantic glow of a campfire.  We skip out to the point, snapping pictures and marveling at the 



Pipe Organ and Independence Monument, while twirling ravens dive between cliffs and stately 
juniper snags.  The nearly full moon adds to the mystique.

But Jake is afraid tonight.  I’m sure getting up at 4 a.m. and traveling all day contributes, 
but mostly it’s the hundreds of vertical feet of open space on each side of the trail – cliffs this big 
aren’t seen back home in Pennsylvania.  But that is good, I’m glad Jake recognizes that he’s not 
in Kansas anymore.  Part of why I love doing these big vacations is to get everyone out of their 
routine, out of their comfort zones, because it forces you to pay attention to your surroundings, to 
your feelings, to your fears; that is when you learn, when you grow.  Will this memory remain in 
his rubble?

I also hope these places will inspire the kids, will broaden their horizons and open their 
eyes and minds to all the beauty of this world, and maybe even plant the seeds of appreciation for
the natural world.  My wife, I hope she gains a better understanding about why I come to these 
places, why I need to come to these places, why I’m drawn to wild places and wilderness.  
Perhaps she, too, will be inspired to look for her own wilderness, in her heart and soul as well as 
in her own special places.  

Foremost for myself, though, I hope to recharge; my battery is nearly dead, drawn down 
by duty.  But I also want to, need to, experience what I’ve been reading – I need to touch stone, to
taste the sand, to feel, see and hear what these words I’ve been reading from my desert sages 
really mean. 

The rocks are just beginning to release the day’s heat, reluctantly, to the cooling evening 
air as the sun sets.  A silver juniper is silhouetted against the cliffs and the purple sky, its unique 
desert aroma filling my nostrils.  The air is as alive as the rocks; I breathe it in deep, and the 
moon lights our path back to camp.  If this is what the desert feels like, we’re off to a great start.  

The First Morning

September 27, 2009 – Colorado National Monument - Sunrise after a great nights’ 
sleep continues the great start.  I sneak out of my tent an hour before dawn, and in the darkness 
start the long walk along the deserted road back to Otto’s Point.  A great horned owl, sitting at the
top of a rounded rock, flies silently to the next lookout rock down the road at my approach, 
silhouetted against the brightening sky.  Silently, the fiery orange sun pierces the dark purple sky 
and the black rocks, illuminating the cliffs and monuments and juniper snags, creating the soft 
daybreak wind as the sun’s heat begins to chase away the night’s chill.  The rocks and animals 
begin the process of capturing that heat, while ravens twirl in circles and caws over the cliffs, 
now glowing yellow and orange.  Three bighorn sheep, two ewes and one ram, browse through 
the desert scrub; even the kids get a good view now that they’ve joined me at the lookout.  
Enjoying a sunrise is always a great way to start the day.

That’s the way it was this morning.



Industrial Tourism and the National Parks

Industrialism, whether of the capitalist or socialist coloration, is the basic tyrant of the modern
age.

Desert Solitaire is the basis, the impetus, the inspiration for this trip, and its author is the 
platform of bedrock to whom I turn to as a guide to this harsh and hostile land.  A most peculiar 
individual, this Mr. Abbey, but he is at his best among the pages of Desert Solitaire.  In the book 
he voluntarily cohabitates with a gopher snake, drinks beer for breakfast, floats down a wild river 
without a map, cascades down a snow-covered sky island on a stone, makes a first descent into 
The Maze, is one of the last to see Glen Canyon, and spontaneously gets lost deep in the bowels 
of a turquoise canyon for five weeks; naturally, without pants.  

Humor and intelligence are his weapons of choice, but he wields them with such elegance
and grace that it catches the reader off-guard.  Often times a passage must be read again and 
again, not for understanding, but to marvel at his expression of passion, wrought with such 
simplicity that it takes the reader by ambush – why didn’t I think of that?  Ahh, passions – Ed 
doesn’t hide his loves, nor does he apologize for them.  But he avoids preaching through his 
masterful use of humor – at the moment most authors would drive the dagger through the heart, 
Ed lets them off the hook with a laugh.  Let the reader decide, for it is too much work to change 
minds and influence decisions, and Ed is a lazy and indolent part time activist.  Nature is his 
palace, but he throws his empty beer cans there, anyway.

Abbey the self proclaimed curmudgeon, who hates hypocrisy, cant, sham, dogmatic 
ideologies, the pretenses and evasions of euphemism, and has the nerve to point out unpleasant 
facts and takes the trouble to impale these sins on the skewer of humor and roast them over the 
fire of empiric fact and common sense, and native intelligence.  An isolate voice, crying from the 
desert.  Vox clamantis in deserto.  

Ed’s infamous combativeness is at its frothing best in his polemic on industrial tourism 
and the national parks.  Again the passion of his argument underlines the polemic, and he backs it
up with intelligent, well thought out ideals.  But he takes these ideals to ridiculous ends, for 
gentle humorous effect, to make even a nasty polemic heaping disgust on his employer (the 
National Park Service) poetry.  Contrast that with the acid sting of current polemics, sold 
nowadays as news.  

But I waffle on the polemic; yes, I want to see places preserved, not for people, but 
preserved because they are righteous places when unmarred by human fingerprints.  But I don’t 
want to see them closed off, bottled up and inaccessible.  I can understand the beauty of a place 
with no people – I strive actively for it many times – but I also understand that, no matter how 
eloquent the words, no matter how spectacular the picture or painting, some things just have to be
seen and experienced.  And therefore some amount of development will be necessary to make 
sure the majority still believe a place is worth preserving; for a place that nobody sees or feels or 
touches will become a place that nobody loves, and will inevitably become a parking lot or 
bombing range.  So this is our struggle now – how much “development” is needed in a National 
Park?

Arches National Park is the birthplace of Edward Abbey’s love for the desert.  Abbey 
spent three seasons in Arches as a ranger, back when it wasn’t even a National Park, when it was 
an obscure second-class National Monument, back when no asphalt marred its red rocks.  In the 
first sentence of Desert Solitaire, the man born and raised in my own western Pennsylvania called
it the “most beautiful place on earth.”  It must be, if it could inspire this Appalachian hillbilly to 
these words of inspiration and eloquence.  I had to see it, too, of course.

Industrialization got me and my family here.  Riding wings of steel and roads of asphalt, 
powered by a mechanized society that runs on gasoline and greed, backed by the most powerful 



army on earth and the will of the elite, we push our automobile through the desert at 75 miles per 
hour.  And I appreciate the maps and the helpful staff at the brick and mortar visitor center, the 
clean bathrooms with running water (which my children decide they don’t need to use), and the 
smooth ride of a paved road into the Park.  As much fun as Ed’s rides over washboard gravel 
roads reads, this to me is an improvement.  Sorry, Ed, but progress has come at last to the 
Arches, after millions of years of neglect.

Arches is an enigma.  In NPS-speak, the extraordinary features of the park create a 
landscape of contrasting colors, landforms and textures that is unlike any other in the world.  In 
some areas, the forces of nature have exposed millions of years of geologic history, working in 
concert to create the landscape of Arches, which contains the greatest density of natural arches in 
the world (over 2,000!)  Throughout the park, rock layers reveal millions of years of deposition, 
erosion and other geologic events.  These layers continue to shape life in Arches today, as their 
erosion influences elemental features like soil chemistry and where water flows when it rains.

In Abbey-speak, Arches is a place for rocks.  The unique rock formations here are merely
the result of weathering and erosion, but they have been caught a geologically brief and rare state 
of decomposition that results in unique arches and fins and spires and boulders of every shape 
and size.  We are lucky to be here to view it, to love these rocks, to get sand in our shoes and the 
desert in our hearts.  It does my heart good to know that we have thought enough of these 
colorful, inanimate objects to protect them, at least temporarily, from bulldozers, dynamite and 
Wal-Mart – it gives me something to believe in.  ”Belief in God?  An afterlife?  I believe in rock: 
this apodictic rock beneath my fee.”  So says Ed.  So agrees me.

The first stop on our modern mechanical tour is Park Avenue.  We are lucky, there are 
not a lot of other tourists here.  I practically leap from the car with excitement, but it’s tempered 
by the practicalities of traveling with small children (why didn’t you use the nice clean restroom 
in the visitor center 10 minutes ago?), and I’m soon hiking between the impressive eroding fins 
solo while Debbie tends to the kids.

Park Avenue is aptly named – walking through its sandy trails, with narrow, parallel, fins
jutting skyward on each side, reminds me of walking through a great modern city.  These streets 
are filled with people and tourists, too; many a strange tongue fills the canyon.  Necks strain to 
catch the light at the tops of the fins while cameras click; I duck into the canyons’ shadows to 
escape from the bright sun and find the perfect shot of the rock skyscrapers.

Yes, the place is more impressive than the pictures, for images cannot capture the scale 
and immenseness of this place.  But pictures will be all that I have to remind me of the 
experience.  And to me, the pictures will not be merely images of red rock fins and azure sky; 
they will evoke this warm sunshine, the slight breeze, the chill in the shadows, the dusty smell of 
rock and sand, and the cavernous quality of sounds here - the echoes of foreign accents, the 
ravens’ caws, and the distant, tinny sound of my children’s familiar voices, tiny now in this 
palacious sandbox, but tinged with excitement and awe and a hollow quality of reverence, as if 
we are in a great holy chamber.  And indeed we are.

Is this at last the locus Dei?  There are enough cathedrals and temples and altars here 
for a Hindu pantheon of divinities.  But if man’s imagination were not so weak, so easily tired, if 
his capacity for wonder not so limited, he would abandon forever such fantasies of the supernal.  
He would learn to perceive in water, leaves and silence more than sufficient of the absolute and 
marvelous, more than enough to console him for the loss of the ancient dreams.

Balanced Rock is the next famous formation down the road; here we again there are very 
few people, so we take the tourist loop and the requisite pictures of the Park’s second most 
famous formation.  I allow myself to actually enjoy this tourist attraction, and being a tourist – 
hey, it ain’t so bad Ed! - and Jake and I take playful pictures and just delight in being here.  Mom 
and Trevor catch up, and we walk again, clockwise in a circle around the rock.  



But when we get back to the parking lot two tour buses are empting.  The noise of the 
idling engines – can’t you shut those goddamn things off? – and the smell of diesel exhaust 
overwhelms the smell of sand and juniper.  Suddenly the people quotient is overwhelming, and 
my beautiful natural park is reduced to the nightmare that Ed warned about over 40 years ago.  
Congested as an outlet mall on black Friday, and as depressing and obscene as an American 
Christmas, the throng is here to be entertained.  Never mind that beauty is subtle, we’ve only got 
45 minutes here, quick, snap that picture and then back on that mechanical stage coach for the 
next stop.  Yes, Industrial Tourism is here Ed, big time.  We need your sarcastic wit now more 
than ever.

Ed protests.  What can I tell them? Sealed in their metallic shells like mollusks on wheels,
how can I pry the people free?  The auto as tin can, the park ranger as opener.  Look here, I want
to say, for godsake folks get out of them there machines, take off those fucking sunglasses and 
unpeel both eyeballs, look around; throw away those goddamned idiotic cameras!  For chrissake
folks what is this life if full of care we have no time to stand and stare? Eh?  Take off your shoes 
for a while, unzip your fly, piss hearty, dig your toes in the hot sand, feel that raw and rugged 
earth, split a couple of big toenails, draw blood!  Why not?  Jesus Christ, lady, roll that window 
down!  You can’t see the desert if you can’t smell it.  Dusty? Of course it’s dusty – this is Utah!  
But it’s good dust, good red Utahn dust, rich in iron, rich in irony.  Turn that motor off.  Get out 
of that piece of iron and stretch your varicose veins, take off your brassiere and get some hot sun 
on your old wrinkled dugs.  You sir, squinting at the map with your radiator boiling over and 
your fuel pump vapor-locked, crawl out of that shiny hunk of GM junk and take a walk – yes, 
leave the old lady and those squawling brats behind for a while, turn your back on them and take 
a long quiet walk straight into the canyons, get lost for a while, come back when you damn well 
feel like it, it’ll do you and her and them a world of good.  Give the kids a break too, let them out 
of the car, let them go scrambling over rocks hunting for rattlesnakes and scorpions and anthills 
– yes sir, let them out, turn them loose; how dare you imprison little children in your goddamned 
upholstered horseless hearse?  Yes sir, yes madam, I entreat you, get out of those motorized 
wheelchairs, get off your rubber backsides, stand up straight like men! Like women! Like human 
beings! And walk -  walk – WALK upon our sweet and blessed land! 

Well, at least they’re out of the buses, Ed…

An hour before dusk and the Walko family is finally pried from their metallic shell.  
Camp is set up at site #44 in the Devil’s Garden campground, the only camp in the Park.  Devil’s 
Garden is a spectacular campground, camp sites nestled amongst the rounded, red, sandstone 
boulders and pinyon pines.  A sandy floor cradles our two tents under a lone pine, and the boys 
are immediately off and exploring, the strange new environment fueling their imaginations as 
rocks become spaceships, trees become home base (you can’t get me here, Jake), sand fills their 
shoes and dirt their nails, and their excited chatter is only interrupted by the cautious discovery of
the next strange desert lizard.  

After dinner, I pry myself loose of my family duties, following my imagination and my 
own childhood sense of discovery towards a grove of orange rocks facing the sun.  The sun is low
in the sky, its light diffused through more of the atmosphere as it sets below the curving Earth, 
the most magical time of the day.  The rocks turn from a pale yellow to a school bus orange to a 
deep red.  Set against the blue sky and the green pines and junipers, the campground is alive with 
color.  I take on the orange rocks and climb to a ledge, where striated sentinel hoodoos stand 
watch over the meadows, an orange arch is the gatekeeper, and the near full moon rises in the east
– magical!  Sunrise Arch is magnificent even at sunset; two human shapes explore the arch, their 
anonyminity silhouetted against the darkening sky.  From my perch I hear Deb and the boys 
down in the meadow, the excited chirping of the little ones briefly interrupted by Debbie’s high-
pitched alarm scream when they encounter a warning rattle from an Arches rattlesnake.  We join 



up in the meadow just before dark and head back to camp together.  The bright moon provides all
the light we need at our campsite, and a bottle of wine and some snacks top off a good day.  

Sleep comes quickly after another full day, but I’m awakened at the darkest time of the 
night for a bathroom call.  Initially irritated at the inconvenience of leaving my warm down bag, 
once my eyes adjust to the darkness, I’m aware that this time of the night has certain advantages.  
First, all of the tourists are asleep, meaning a peaceful silence cocoons the full campground.  
Second, the moon has set, and the dark sky now reveals what the moons’ glow had hidden before 
– stars, millions of stars!  Stars of every brightness and hue, stars as far as the eye can see, stars 
and planets and other celestial bodies filling every nook and cranny in between arch and rock and 
dome.  The creamy cloud of the Milky Way stretches from horizon to horizon, a sight I have 
never seen.  I’m awed, at once bedazzled by the sight and humbled at the insignificance of our 
own tiny little planet, our own little place in a great big universe.  At first I want to wake Deb and
the kids, but decide against it, knowing that breaking the silence by imposing my will will only 
yield groans and protests and will undoubtedly break the spell.  Instead I selfishly enjoy the 
silence and the spectacle for fifteen more minutes before the night chill forces me back into my 
warm bag.



Into the Maze

A journey into the wilderness is the freest, cheapest, most nonprivileged of pleasures. Anyone
with two legs and the price of a pair of army surplus combat boots may enter.

September 28, 2009 - Arches National Park - The great thing about traveling in late 
September is that you don’t have to stay up late for the sunset, or get up early for the sunrise.  
Still being on Eastern Time, I’m up well before dawn and positioned at an unnamed arch about a 
mile from the campground, waiting for the next celestial event, the sunrise.  And the sunrise 
doesn’t disappoint, lighting up the arches and sandstone in spectacular warm hues of reds and 
oranges as brilliant as last nights’ sunset.  I travel lightly back to camp, my beauty quotient filled 
for the moment, my belly quotient beckoning for breakfast.

Today we travel back down the only road in the Park to the Fiery Furnace area, where we
meet Ranger Carrie in the parking area.  She is decked out in standard Park Service green, with an
oversized state trooper hat that is actually useful out here under the bright desert sun.  Carrie 
welcomes everyone in a soft and steady voice, calm with experience but firm with the authority 
her badge bestows.  A varied group of 25 people of all ages and nationalities crowd in around her.
As she talks her voice belays a love for this place, evident by the way she chooses her words 
carefully for maximum impact while letting the landscape speak for itself, beaming the way a 
proud parent watches a youngster perform a recital.

The Fiery Furnace offers a labyrinth of narrow passageways and abrupt dead-ends among
a series of sandstone fins. Though it does not encompass a very large area, it is easy to become 
disoriented or lost. For this reason, and to protect native plants and soils, visitors must join a 
guided hike, or obtain a special permit, in order to enter the Fiery Furnace.  Ranger Carrie tells us
that we will be walking and climbing on irregular and broken sandstone, along narrow ledges 
above drop-offs and in loose, sometimes wet, sand.  There are cracks which must be stepped over
and narrow places in the rock that you must squeeze into and pull yourself up and through. In 
some of these places, you must hold yourself off the ground by pushing against the sandstone 
walls with your hands and feet.  Due to the maze-like nature of the terrain, all participants are 
committed to completing the hike once they enter the Fiery Furnace.  

Of course we are all pumped for the hike, especially the boys, who relish the challenge 
and love showing off their nimbleness on the rocks and in the slots.  But especially for Trevor, 
there are a few sections, traversing over some pretty steep drops, where caution gets the best of 
him and we have to help him through or around some obstacle, over squeals of protest.  

Carrie points out arches that we might otherwise have missed, and encourages us to think 
of names for the arches.  Like Surprise Arch, so named when the discoverer, lying prone on his 
back, was surprised to see an arch above him.  The highlight for the boys is the Gorilla Punching 
Himself in the Face Arch, and crawling through one of the park’s smallest arches on their bellies 
(of course the boys do that twice!)

For me, I’m most impressed with Carrie’s simplistic and visually aided explanation of 
how these rocks got here in these fantastic shapes.  She explains that the red rocks in the Park 
were deposited in layers over millions of years.  Seas covered this region 300 million years ago. 
When they dried up, they left behind thousands of feet of salt.  Later, layers of sand and other 
sediments covered the salt.  When buried, the sediments were compressed into sedimentary rock. 
The buried salt moved under the pressure of the overlying sediment, which Carrie very 
effectively demonstrated using a tube of toothpaste to represent the effects of the rocks on the salt
layer, the toothpaste in the tube moving away from the high pressure areas and bulging in areas of
less pressure.  

The overlaying rocks, represented by Carrie now as a rectangular sponge on top of the 
tube of toothpaste, did not bend as easily as the salt (toothpaste) did, and so it cracked in parallel 
fractures along the sponge.  Over time, water ran into these cracks and dissolved much of the salt 



below.  The rock on top soon had nothing to hold it up.  It collapsed on itself, similar to a loaf of 
bread.  

Water carried away sand grains one by one and widened the cracks into narrow canyons. 
Today, the thin rock walls between these canyons are called fins, because they look something 
like a fishes’ fins.  Carrie demonstrated these fins in her sponge as the fissures appeared in her 
sponge as it is wrapped around the toothpaste tube.

Next, water in the form of rain and snow enters tiny cracks in the fins, freezes and 
expands, and causes little pieces of sandstone to flake off.  Over time, the tiny cracks break all the
way through and an arch is formed.  Carrie pulls back a layer of sponge, demonstrating the arch 
in her prop that is replicated for real behind her as Surprise Arch.  Masterful demonstration, even 
I followed it!  

But even in my wildest imaginings, however, I just cannot see Ranger Abbey getting 
through the same presentation.  I can’t imagine him having the patience to entertain the 
presentation week in and week out, before he’d intentionally leave a group or two in the maze; for
their own good, of course.  I can’t imagine him keeping his sarcastic wit in check as the obvious 
questions come fast and furious:

“Oh ranger, do you live in that little housetrailer down the there?”
“Yes madam, part of the time.  Mostly I live out of it.”
“Are you married?”
“Not seriously.”
“You must get awfully lonesome way out here.”
“No, I have good company.”
“Your wife?”
“No, myself.”  (They laugh; they all think I’m kidding.)
“Well what do you do for amusement?”
“Talk with the tourists.”  (General laughter.)
“Any dangerous animals out here, ranger?”
“Just tourists.”  (Laughter; tell the truth, they never believe you.)
“Ranger, where is Arches National Monument?”
“I don’t know mister.  But I can tell you where it was.”

Second, I can hear Ed’s howls of protest at the bureaucratic decision to force a special 
permit to hike in this section of Arches.  “A venturesome minority will always be eager to set off 
on their own, and no obstacles should be placed in their path; let them take risks, for gad sake, 
let them get lost, sunburnt, stranded, drowned, eaten by bears, buried alive under avalanches – 
that is the right and privilege of any free American. ”

But Ed missed a big point.  Not everyone who might love this place has the means to see 
it the way Ed did, on hands and knees.  Letting in only the adventurous would mean my little 
family would have had to skip it, along with the senior citizen with a cane who soldiered through 
to fulfill a long held dream to see the Furnace, and the overweight European who might now be 
inspired to walk more.  Opening this place up to ranger-led guided tours ensures many more will 
see it, and from the looks on everyone’s faces at the end of the tour, they took with them more 
than just a few fun facts and some nifty pictures.  Balance Ed, balance.  You said it yourself:  
Balance, that’s the secret.  Moderate extremism.  The best of both worlds.  How much 
development to let in those who might not have been able to enjoy it, versus keeping it pristine?  
Ranger Carrie ended by explaining to us the heart of the Fiery Furnace - all of us, who entered 
and explored, however brief, to return to visitor stations and faraway cities and legislative 
chambers with a little piece of this place in their hearts…



But if Ed missed this small point, he is still right on four decades later on so many.  

“Do not jump into your automobile next June and rush out to the Canyon country hoping
to see some of that which I have attempted to evoke in these pages.  In the first place, you can’t 
see anything from a car; you’ve got to get out of the goddamned contraption and walk, better yet 
crawl, on hands and knees, over the sandstone and through the thornbush and cactus.  When 
traces of blood begin to mark your trail you’ll see something, maybe.  Probably not.”

Unfortunately (or fortunately, Ed would argue), our camera battery dies during the Fiery 
Furnace tour, a victim of the cold nights.  Deb decides to go back to Moab for a new one, while 
Jake and T and I chill at camp.  There’s been a little bit of stress on the vacation so far, me trying 
to herd everyone and keep them on track to see all the things I want to see, and Jake not exactly 
being the model child (we’ve threatened to leave him in a number of remote locations already.)  
But this afternoon we (well, at least the boys, I’m sure Deb continued the frantic pace in Moab) 
can leave that behind and enjoy the desert the way Ed advised.

The boys love the campground, the sand, and the rocks.  With most people gone, the 
camp is theirs to do what they want.  Soon feet are bare, the cool sand in the shade a refreshing 
contrast to the hot sand in the sun, faces are smudged with dirt, and knees are skinned as hidden 
alcoves becomes secret inter-galactic hideouts, or we’re pioneers, trying to figure out where to 
find game and water in this strange and exciting new world.  Yes we are crawling on our bellies, 
we are dirty, and we are bloodied, and yes, we do see something; lizards of checkered browns and
blacks, strange feathers caught in a crevice, super fine sand as soft as cotton, relief from the 
midday sun in our cool, naturally air-conditioned rock alcove hideout; and yes, we do get a little, 
literal, taste of the desert, eating sand with granola bars and drinking dirt from water bottles on a 
glorious sunny afternoon!  The taste is good…

Not as good as tonight’s dinner, however, which I’m finishing up preparing right when 
Deb returns with a new camera battery and a cooler full of beer on ice.  Now there’s a benefit of 
industrialization that even ol’ Ed would succumb to, beer on ice in the desert!  Of course I won’t 
leave the empties scattered in the sand the way Ed might.  

We down our meal and then head out to the Devil’s Garden for an evening stroll.  We 
start out for Landscape Arch, not sure how far we will get before dark.  Some of the testiness 
returns as Jake is just being an ass tonight, but Deb and I try to overlook this in favor of the 
scenery.  Maybe our efforts to ignore the problem child taint the view, or maybe it’s the dull gray 
shadow that envelopes Landscape Arch, but the world’s longest arch is not as spectacular as 
expected.  We snap a few pictures and move further down the trail.

Past Landscape Arch, the people thin out, and we begin a fairly steep ascent up a 
sandstone fin.  We inch from the shadowed valley to the evenings glow at the top; the effort and 
softer hues lighten the mood – even Jake seems mellowed, and laughter and smiles return in the 
waning orange sun.  We snap some pictures along the fins before I dart off further down the trail, 
running to catch Double O Arch before the sun sets.

While running up ahead, the trail cairns top out along a narrow fin maybe a ¼ of a mile 
long.  Wow, what a fantastic trail, with a valley full of red fins to my right, under the gray-blue 
La Sal Mountains in the distance!  I wish Deb and the boys could see this!  I snap picture and 
move on, racing the sun.  

It soon becomes obvious, however, that it will be dark before I make it to Double-O, so I 
slow down and just enjoy the scenery here while slowly walking back.  And guess who I run into 
at the end of the orange fin?  Deb and the boys, hooray!  We enjoy the views and the risk 
together, a terrible fall off either side of the long fin, but impossible to not gaze into the abyss on 
each side, the full moon above.  We do “Fins to the Left, Fins to the Right” in a tribute to Jimmy 



Buffet, singing aloud, and Jake and I add our full moons to the picture under the real full moon.  
It is a great evening walk back to the campground, and boy does the cold Pale Ale taste good 
back at camp.  The boys enjoy some snacks and drinks, too, while Deb and I crash in our camp 
chairs, enjoying the beer and not moving after a full day.  Wow, it finally feels like we are truly 
on vacation, and we all enjoy the evening before crashing quickly into restful slumber under the 
full moon…



Down the River

We float away on the river, leaving behind for a while all that we most heartily and 
joyfully detest.

September 29, 2009 – Along the banks of the Colorado River, 25 miles north of 
Moab, Utah - Rock is the dark, apparent ying of the desert; water is the invisible yang.  The 
various layers of rock, exposed by the imperceptible movements of massive tectonic plates, or 
through the violence of volcanic eruptions from deep within the earth, or even by the catastrophic
visitation of inter-galactic comets and asteroids – whatever the path these rocks took to the 
surface, there is no denying that they took their current bizarre, stately, confusing and unique 
shapes because of the relentless sculpting of these rocks by water.

It is usually the lack of water that is most associated with the desert; rightly so, as 
reflected in the relatively sparse vegetation and forests, at least as compared to the semi-tropical 
landscape of the eastern forest region.  Yet water does come to the desert, and has more 
fingerprints on the rocks than any other force.  Singular raindrops soak in to the semi-porous 
sandstone, expanding as the temperature drops in the winter, flaking off bits and pieces of a new 
arch to appear 100,000 years in the future.  Collections of raindrops gather in cracks and crevices,
obeying the primal laws of gravity and picking up bits of sand as they flow downhill.  Over the 
millennia these cracks become channels and canyons, as they snake downward though the rock 
layer cake of the Colorado Plateau.  

Of course the permanent sources of water flowing through this area, the great rivers - 
these sculpt the most impressive gorges and gashes in the rock.  The Colorado, starting in the 
majestic Rocky Mountains to the east; the Green River, headwaters in the northern mountains of 
Wyoming, these two rivers combining forces at their confluence in Canyonlands National Park to
create the most impressive gash on Earth further downstream, the Grand Canyon.  Heart of the 
whole and essence of the scene is the river, the flowing river with its thin fringe of green, the vital
element in what would otherwise be a glamorous but moon-dead landscape.  The living river and
the living river alone gives coherence and significance and therefore beauty to the canyon world.

I couldn’t come to the desert without meeting its principal architect.  And of course I had 
to meet her on Abbey’s terms – not from a far lookout point, protected by a handrail and too far 
away to smell the scent of life that the river brings to this dry landscape.  No ma’am, I had to 
meet this most impressive force on a more intimate level.

And so it is that today, after telling Deb and the kids that these next two days will be the 
“laziest and easiest part of the trip”, a slow, calm float down the Colorado River, I find myself 
trying to calm nerves as we travel up Utah State Route 128 along the river.  Swells of white water
every now and then elicit comments of concern from Deb, cheers of anticipation from Jake, 
deafening silence and the bear face from Trevor.  Ian and Duncan, our guides from Red River 
Adventures, reassure us that the trip is easy, mostly Class I, maybe a Class II rapid or two.  Sure, 
easy for them, I can hear Deb thinking, but the holes in what is left of the in the interior ceiling 
liner  and the dog hair all over the seats undermines any confidence they might be trying to instill.

At Dewey Bridge, we dip our toes cautiously into the green water, still tentative.  The 
water is refreshing, cool against the warm sunny day.  Nervously our family ventures further into 
the water, at once trying to befriend it but not let on our fear and trepidations.  Ian and Duncan are
preparing our vessels for two days on the water, and are not concerned with our nervous banter.  
Everything will be fine is intoned in their short answers to nervous questions.  

But the reassurances of the snug fitting life vests and the calm glass of the slow moving 
water along the river here evaporate into outright terror in Deb’s voice when it becomes painfully
obvious that we are not floating down the river in a big, safe river raft like we saw in the 
brochure.  No, there are two two-person duckies now inflated before us, and Ian is instructing us 



on how to maneuver them.  I can tell Deb hasn’t heard one word Ian has said.  Finally she 
interrupts.

“You mean we’re going downstream in those?!?!”  Her voice cracks and quivers.  “I’m 
not comfortable with this at all.”  Her voice trails off and cracks on the last syllable.

Even Ian recognizes the unmistakable sound of fear and stops his preparations and talks 
directly to Debbie, as calmly as he can.  It’ll be okay is his message, it’ll be fun, it’s really easy.  
I’m sure it is to him, a river rat, but to a landlubber who’s afraid of water, his words dissolve like 
sand castles in waves.  

Deb hears what Ian is saying on some distant level, but ultimately it is her decision to 
face her fears head on, not Ian’s coaxing, that gets her into the little rubber craft.  I know at some 
level, this is a lesson Deb has learned recently, another sign of recovery from a very recent dark 
trial.  It is only from these challenges that we grow and gain wisdom; when you have been to the 
abyss, the big abyss, and looked into its dark maw, and have fought to come back – well, maybe 
this isn’t as scary as she once thought.  I’m proud of Deb’s decision to go on, and of her reaction 
of strength in front of the boys.  They are (happily!) missing a week of school, but mom is giving 
them a life lesson that the boys won’t fully appreciate until they, too, are inevitable facing one of 
their own fears.  Keep this one in your pile of rubble, boys, it is a gem.

Jake gets into the duckie with mom, while I’ve got little T in front of me.  We take a few 
minutes to paddle around in the calm sections; yes, Ian was right, they are super easy to 
maneuver, nothing like a canoe.  My confidence zooms that this is doable, and I try to confer 
some of that to Deb.  I’m not convinced she’s as confident as I would like, but she’s enough so 
that we’re soon nosing into the current and floating downstream.

Wow, it really is a lot of fun floating down the river in the desert, just like Ed said it 
would be!  T and I make circles and splash, and Jake wants to join in too, his confidence way 
beyond where it should be, bordering on arrogance, and that creates some tension between him 
and mom.  She still wants to go slow and steady, Jake wants to play.  

We pass the big cumbersome raft containing our guides and gear, and they point out a 
side canyon to explore.  After sloping through the mud we enter a narrow red rock slot canyon, 
cut by an unnamed, twisting tributary.  We are encased in a narrow chasm of orange rock, with 
fissures and drop-offs, tamarisk and willow, cottonwoods further up the wash.  Fresh bear and 
mountain lion tracks are in the mud; this river is often times the only source of water during the 
hot dry summer months.  The tracks add to the mystique of exploring, the boys eyes as wide as 
silver dollars.  

It’s a fun little exploration for our family, the same fun Ed had on his countless miles 
exploring side canyons from watercraft.  Each time I look up one of the secretive little side 
canyons I half expect to see not only the cottonwood tree rising over its tiny spring – the leafy 
god, the desert’s liquid eye – but also a rainbow-colored corona of blazing light, pure spirit, pure
being, pure disembodied intelligence, about to speak my name.

Soon we’re back on the water.  Then next stop is lunch, on a little island; we eddy back 
like pros, reveling in our new-found freedom on the water.  The wind is starting to pick up, and 
Ian has erected a tarp to defect the wind, but it’s ineffectively against a sudden gust – Duncan’s 
tortilla of lunchmeat and veggies becomes fish food.  

Although not nearly on par with water as an erosional force, wind is still a major player 
in the desert landscape.  It picks up sand and can sandblast smooth hard rock in areas of steady 
wind.  It fills in the cracks and crevices of gullies and canyons, providing the fodder for the 
sediment that water needs to cut the great gorges even further.  And when it is funneled through 
canyons, doubled over on itself and forced through narrowing passage ways at ever increasing 
speeds, it is a force to be reckoned with.

After lunch the wind picks up considerably.  It hits our little duckies hard, forcing us to 
dig hard with the paddles, even in the current.  Our guides, in their big high raft, are hit even 



harder, actually forced upstream by the wind on certain stretches of river.  They shout their 
instructions on the next stopping points before being blown upstream, out of sight.

Jake and mommy, and me and T, are just getting comfortable in the wind, even stopping 
to declare Jake king of an unnamed sandbar, when we round a corner and really get plowed by 
the gusts.  Here it is hardnosed paddling, oars to the river and don’t let up.  Hearts pounding, 
upper body muscles straining against the wind; we figure out it’s easier to paddle along the 
shores, especially where it is somewhat protected from the winds, and we make slow, steady 
progress downstream.

Trevor and I dock on a rocky sandbar and wait about 15 minutes for Deb and Jake to 
catch up.  The bickering of earlier in the trip, and Jake’s arrogance, has vanished when they reach
our beach.  In between gasps for breath and the wind gusts snatching away every other word, Jake
conveys that he fell out.  The wind took hold of his paddle, sending it flying, and he involuntarily 
leaped after it, falling out of the duckie and under the water.  Of course the life jacket popped him
right up, and mommy was quick to grab hold of him, but his confidence was shaken; he thought 
he was a goner.  Mommy is now a hero, saving his life, and earning back Jake’s respect in a big 
way – maybe sometimes these parents do deserve respect.  With Jake’s ego now back safely in 
the duckie, mom and Jake make a good team, and have figured out like T and I have, how to 
navigate the wind as well as the river.

The scenery here is stunning from the water; the red cliffs on each side of the river, the 
blue-gray mountains in the distance, the unique rock spires jutting up into the blue sky filled with 
puffy white clouds.  The winds tell of coming storms, but for now we snap pictures and enjoy our
float.

Ian and Duncan warn us that there will be one Class II rapid before camp, and they leave 
before us to show the way and get a jump on dinner.  The rapid is in the back of our minds, and 
this section of the float is a little more tense, still battling the wind and also now our fears.  
Darkness and storms are also approaching, a slight unease now a passenger in the duckies.

And yes, the rapid is a concern, but Trevor and I learn quickly how to maneuver in it, and
it, too is very enjoyable.  Splashes of water jolt a complacent body into action, the duckie 
responds gracefully to my commands, and we race through the bumps and ripples on an 
adrenaline rush.  We dock on a sandy river edge and wait for mom and Jake.

Jake is also whopping and hollering when he and mom get to shore – he loved it and 
can’t wait to do more tomorrow!  Deb is quiet, though, and has Trevor’s bear face on.  Once away
from the kids, safe on the beach, she confides that she hyperventilated on the rapid as her fears 
convalesced into a physical reaction.  With the realization that she was once again safe on the 
shore, her heart creeps slowly back into her chest.  

Jake and the boys play with a beach ball and romp in the sand as Ian and Duncan set up a 
kitchen and Deb and I set up our tent.  The campsite is spectacular, the dark glassy river cutting 
through silhouettes of cliffs and mesas and buttes and the jagged peaks of Fisher Towers.  The 
full moon rises between puffy clouds as the landscapes meshes into a postcard.  Okay Ed, you are
right, this can’t be matched anywhere!!!  Dinner is great, too, blackened chicken breasts and pasta
and bread, and smores for desert.  

“On with the river, day by day, down to the ultimate sea.” 
Ian regales us with harrowing tales from Cataract Canyon on raft, shin-splitting 

adventures on bikes, and side splitting adventures of sneaking into the river side hot tubs of a 
fancy desert resort not far from where we are now with a wide-eyed girl.  More yarns from the 
vagabond life of a river rat as we sip wine;  Ian is moving next to the Gauley River in West 
Virginia for a month, riding the class IVs and Vs there before spending the winter bumming off 
of mom and dad back in New Hampshire.  He has only enough money to get from one place to 
the next, no long term plans and no ambition beyond the next set of thrills.  Completely jealous I 
am.



Yawns come from all four of us as our little family climbs snug into our four-person tent,
exhausted from the unexpected adventure down the wind-ripped river.  

Sleep comes quickly, but is ended abruptly when the really big storms roll in some time 
towards dawn.  First it’s even bigger wind – enough to rip the fly off the tent.  I scramble to re-
attach it as the wind drives fine sand into the living quarters and our teeth and mouths and ears.  
Then its lightning and thunder – massive releases of energy high atop the mesas, lighting the 
rocks in an eerie blue light.  We are very safe at the bottom of the canyon, the high cliff walls 
absorbing the atmospheric energy, but the primal fear of lightning and involuntary jump at 
thunder doesn’t lessen knowing we are relatively safe.  The thunder rolls and rumbles forever 
through the canyons.  Ian checks to make sure we are okay, advising us to wait it out in the tent – 
like anyone was thinking of getting out now!  Jake and Trevor take the edge off by making a 
catch game with their bandanas, and we play the game in between holding up the four corners of 
the tent that the wind is trying furiously to flatten.

Dawn lightens the sky but the storms persist for another hour; finally around 8 a.m. the 
sun pokes through enough blue holes to allow breakfast to be started.  The wind is still howling, 
but the kids are already back to rolling in the sand.  I take in the stunning daybreak, as singular 
mesas are lit up through the blue holes, against a backdrop of black skies and pockets of 
raindrops.  We even get a brief hailstorm, pelted by pea-sized ice crystals for about 10 minutes.

Over breakfast of bacon and egg muffin sandwiches, granola and coffee, we decide to 
only try to make it down another 5 miles, to Rocky Rapid, not the 13 miles as originally planned. 
On top of that, it’s too windy for the duckies, so Ian and Brandon begin constructing a massive 
flotilla of raft, camp and duckies.

We push off under morning sun.  The first mile is bearable, the winds not too bad, 
although Ian still has to paddle the entire time, the wind slightly stronger in the opposite direction
of the current.  Deb even takes the oars for about a half mile, not only overcoming her fears but 
taking the first steps to becoming an oarswoman.

But then upon rounding a bend, the worst winds of the trip hit.  We are slammed 
sideways by a gust, the wind snatching Trevor’s breath; I have to cover his mouth with my hand 
to help him catch his breath and calm his fear.  On top of this, the river’s northern tributaries have
now started to run red, the silt and sand of the desert picked up by the heavy rains and now 
sluicing down the side canyons and spilling into the Colorado, a first had account of the timeless 
carving and devouring of the redrock.  Flash flood!!! Before long the southern tributaries carry 
the red sediment, too, and the entire Colorado River, green when we left the beach, is now a red, 
roiling froth.  Now we understand the Red River Adventures name.

Big wind driven swells now lap at us regularly, the four foot high waves soaking us to the
bone, taking breath away; this, on a normally calm stretch of river.  Ian is paddling furiously, but 
against the gale we are slowly moving back up river.  As Ian tires, the speed of our backtrack 
picks up; in ten minutes we have lost a half an hour’s worth of work; the frustration mounts.  I 
feel horrible – why am I putting my family through this?  But there is nothing I can do; even 
Duncan sits helplessly in the raft.

Around the bend upriver another rubber raft appears, but this one is still moving 
downriver, powered by a motor.  Ian had befriended its occupants last night, trading spices for 
beer, the real currency of the river amongst the locals.  Returning the favor, they offer to push us, 
an offer gladly accepted!  We’re now one jumbled mass of inflated rubber, with four squishy 
soaked tourist lashed to duckies facing into the wind, four river rats behind us popping tops off of
Pabst Blue Ribbon and laughing like madmen in the face of the gale.  Is that Ed himself behind 
me?  Comforted in the progress the motor affords us I relax slightly, but what does a six-year old 
think of this?  Trevor hasn’t moved, but he hasn’t complained either – he’s a trooper, just like his 
mom.  Jake, however, seems like he’d fit in better behind us, with the carefree river rats, his long 
hair blowing in the wind, squealing howls of delight.



Ian thought the current of the last rapid, the biggest on this stretch of river, would pull us 
down to the exit beach, and we unhook from the motorized raft to make one last rapid run.  But 
the wind is stronger than the current yet again, and even on this rapid we are forced upstream, 
despite Ian giving it everything he has, his grunts of exertion carried away with ease by the gusts. 
To the rescue once again comes our motorized Calvary, this time pushing us all the way to shore. 
We thank our rescuers profusely before hitting the shore, faces protected against the constant 
sting of the sandblasting by bandanas and what ever clothing can be battened down.  Despite the 
stench, Deb and the boys gladly hole up in a pit toilet, out of the wind for the first time in hours, 
while I return to the river to help Ian and Duncan corral all the equipment that is trying to escape 
back to the river on the wind.  Wow, what a storm!!!

Once all the equipment is stowed on the trailer and we are all packed safely into the van, 
out of the wind, and we begin the trip back to Moab, the scope of our adventure begins to sink in. 
Ian and Duncan are pointing out landforms and arches, but all the Walko's seem to be wrapped in 
reflection and relief – we’ve definitely got a tale to tell!  

Back in Moab, we bid Ian and Red River goodbye, anxious to get to a hotel, and a 
shower, and a bed.  We get rid of one layer of sand in the hotel pool and hot tub.  The hot tub is 
especially relaxing, soothing sore muscles and protecting us from the cold wind, which is still 
howling.  After an irritating delay we do finally get into our room, enjoy showers and a good nap,
and cap off the adventure with a great dinner and sampling of Utah’s best fresh brews at Moab 
Brewery.  Ahh, and a bed at night!  Sleep comes quickly; there is no more comfortable place to 
lay your head than on a bed of adventure!



Rock and Tree and Cloud

The strangeness and wonder are emphasized here, in the desert, by the comparative sparsity of
the flora and fauna: life not crowded upon life as in other places but scattered around in

spareness and simplicity, with a generous gift of space for each herb and bush and tree, each
stem of grass, so that the living organisms stand out bold and brave and vivid against the lifeless

sand and barren rock.  The extreme clarity of the desert light is equaled by the extreme
individuation of desert life forms.  Love flowers best in openness and freedom.

October 1, 2009 – Moab, Utah  – October is greeted sleeping in, followed by some 
souvenir shopping and a hearty breakfast at Denny’s; then it’s off to Arches again, this time to 
visit Utah’s most famous rock, the one that adorns the official state license plate.

It’s a mile and a half hike to Delicate Arch, and we enjoy a side trip to Wolfe Ranch and 
the pictoglyphs craved by the Ute Indians a couple of hundred years ago.  The day is crisp after 
yesterday’s big storms ushered in a cool front, the sun is bright and the sky cloudless, the 
atmosphere scrubbed squeaky clean by the violent electrical discharges and scouring winds.  The 
hike is crowded, as expected, but the arch is truly impressive and lives up to its status.  I snap 
pictures from every angle, and we explore under the arch and all around it.  Deb has even stowed 
the Santa hats in anticipation of this view, and we set up the picture and the timer to take the best 
Christmas card photo ever.  The practice picture is perfect, without our hats, but wouldn’t you 
know it, the battery dies right as I push the timer button for the official picture – and we left the 
new back-up battery in the car!  Duh!!!  How could we have done this again?!?!  Luckily a couple
of tourists from South Africa witness our plight, and offer to take a few pictures with their camera
and email them to us.  Wow, thank you very, very much!

I try to understand Delicate Arch, to come to some sort of truce with this impossibility in 
front of me.  With my limited vocabulary and lack of a poetic voice, I am stumped in trying to 
decipher the sight in front of me.  This is where my pocketbook genius comes in handy.

There are several ways of looking at Delicate Arch.  Depending on your preconceptions 
you may see the eroded remnant of a sandstone fin, a giant engagement ring cemented in rock, a 
bow-legged pair of petrified cowboy chaps, a triumphal arch for a procession of angels, an 
illogical geologic freak, a happening – a something that happened and will never happen quite 
that way again, a frame more significant than its picture, a simple monolith eaten away by 
weather and time and soon to disintegrate into a chaos of falling rock.  There are the inevitable 
pious Midwesterners who climb a mile and a half under the desert sun to view Delicate Arch and 
find only God (“Goldangit Ketherine, where’s my light meter, this glare is terrible”), and the 
equally inevitable students of geology who look at the Arch and see only Lyell and the uniformity 
of nature.  You may therefore find proof for or against His existence.  Suit yourself.  You may see 
a symbol, a sign, a fact, a thing without meaning or a meaning which includes all things.  

Much the same could be said of the tamarisk down the canyon, of the blue-black raven 
croaking on the cliff, of your own body.  The beauty of Delicate Arch explains nothing, for each 
thing in its way, when true to its own character, is equally beautiful.  (There is no beauty in 
nature, said Baudelaire.  A place to throw empty beer cans on Sunday, said Mencken.)  If 
Delicate Arch has any significance it lies, I will venture, in the power of the odd and unexpected 
to startle the senses and surprise the mind out of their ruts of habit, to compel us into a 
reawakened awareness of the wonderful – that which is full of wonder.

A weird, lovely, fantastic object out of nature like Delicate Arch has the curious ability to
remind us – like rock and sunlight and wind and wilderness – that out there is a different world, 
older and greater and deeper by far than ours, a world which surrounds and sustains the little 
world of men as sea and sky surrounds and sustain a ship.  The shock of the real.  For a little 
while we are again able to see, as the child sees, a world of marvels.  For a few moments we 
discover that nothing can be taken for granted, for if this ring of stone is marvelous than all 



which shaped it is marvelous, and our journey here on earth, able to see and touch and hear in 
the midst of tangible and mysterious things-in-themselves, is the most strange and daring of all 
adventures

I first picked up a paperback copy of Desert Solitaire years ago, while on a classic books 
reading kick.  It was sandwiched in between Walden and A Sand County Almanac, two books I 
enjoyed more at the time – and now I know why.  Thoreau’s Connecticut forest, and Leopold’s 
Wisconsin woods I can understand – I have lived in the Mid-Atlantic, camped amongst its 
flowing streams and abundant leafy forests.  That landscape is a far cry from this land of rock and
barrenness.  My enthusiasm for the book was less than expected because there was no way I 
could understand what Ed was saying – I had never experienced an environment this foreign.

Then I did a Sierra Club service trip to southeast Arizona, tracking birds of prey through 
sandstone canyons.  The desert got under my skin.  Transparent and intangible as sunlight, yet 
always and everywhere present, [the desert] lures a man on and on, from the red-walled canyons
to the smoke-blue ranges beyond, in a futile but fascinating quest for the great, unimaginable 
treasure which the desert seems to promise. Once caught by this golden lure you become a 
prospector for life.  Southeast Arizona was followed by a weeklong backpack trip to Zion, two to 
the Grand Canyon, and then to the Dr. Seuss landscape of Joshua Tree.  When I again picked up 
my misunderstood copy of Desert Solitaire in the lush green state forests of Pennsylvania, it was 
a completely new and exciting book.  This time I gave it its proper time to percolate and seep in, 
not an easy task, like water into the porous sandstone of this redrock country, one drop at a time.

Finally, I read it again, for a third time, after I touched the stones, and felt the wind and 
tasted the sands of the desert, after I had visited the exact same places Ed wrote about in the book,
like Delicate Arch.  Now I appreciate it; now I understand why Ed is truly a great writer, why his 
words actually compliment this landscape, these rocks, these impregnable visions of beauty, 
grace and time – because he truly was one with them, his veins flowing with sand, his beliefs 
standing on rock, his vision desert varnish.  For in all of the descriptions of the iconic Delicate 
Arch, only Ed’s comes close to capturing its essence and eloquence.

I had hoped to get to a couple other sights in Arches, but somehow time has escaped us 
once again, and we realize we have to leave for Dead Horse Point state park now or risk setting 
up camp in the dark.  I’m stressed trying to get to the park before dark, but we do make it, with 
enough time to set up our camp before settling in for the evening show at the lookout.

The mesa that is Dead Horse Point provides breathtaking views of the canyon country of 
southeastern Utah and the pinnacles and buttes of Canyonlands National Park.  The park itself sits
atop a narrow peninsula 2,000 feet above the Colorado River. At the end of the peninsula is a 
breathtaking 270 degree view of the red-orange canyons, the erosional forces of the Colorado 
River on magnificent display as the green river carves through millions of years of striated rock 
layers.

Before the turn of the twentieth century, mustang herds ran wild on the mesas near Dead 
Horse Point.  The unique promontory provided a natural corral into which the horses were driven 
by cowboys.  The only escape was through a narrow, 30-yard neck of land controlled by fencing, 
part of which is still on display today at the Park.  Mustangs were then roped and broken, with the
better ones being kept for personal use or sold to eastern markets.  Unwanted culls of 
"broomtails" were left behind to find their way off the Point.

According to one legend, a band of broomtails was left corralled on the Point.  The gate 
was supposedly left open so the horses could return to the open range. For some unknown reason,
the mustangs remained on the Point. There they died of thirst within sight of the inaccessible 
Colorado River…



Dead Horse Point seems the perfect place for our last night together in the desert.  
Perched high atop the mesa, it seems the place where desert royalty should come to view the 
majesty of the kingdom.  Looking out over a National Park, rock below our feet, layers of history 
exposed in the rocky canyons as far as the eye can see, the cut of the river forming goosenecks 
2,000 feet below us.  The magnificent La Sals are in their evening alpenglow best in the distance, 
the bright moon rising above their peaks.  The sky blends seamlessly with the rocks and 
mountains, the orange of the sky proceeding prism-like into the reds of the rocks, fully ablaze in 
their fullest, most striking colors, like the hills back home in their autumn glory.  Rock and Tree 
and Cloud, Water and Wind and Sky, the themes of our vacation, all beautifully displayed from 
atop this mesa.

And it would be the grandest scene, the perfect ending, except that the boys are 
completely out of control tonight, in one of their silly moods, not listening to word either Deb or I
say, not paying one iota of attention to the spectacular scenery.  It’s completely frustrating and 
irritating, but at least Deb and I enjoy the view and get some great pictures before the sun sets and
darkness sets in.  

Back at camp, it’s dinner in the dark.  Perhaps the darkness is a blessing; we are all tired, 
and everyone is aware this is the last night together in the desert; we don’t need to see the tight 
smiles of trepidation tonight.  Let’s enjoy the dark, the hot chocolate, the crisp and clear, starry 
sky.  The scent of frost in the air tonight, and there are no clouds to hold in the heat.  We prepare 
for the coldest night of the trip, layering the boys in almost all of their clothes and zipping their 
bags together, before Deb and I snuggle into our own bags and are soon fast asleep…



Terra Incognito

Only the boldest among them, seeking visions, will camp for long in the strange country of the
standing rock, far out where the spadefoot toads bellow madly in the moonlight on the edge of
doomed rainpools, where arsenic-selenium springs wait for the thirst-crazed wanderer, where

the thunderstorms blast the pinnacles and cliffs, where the rust-brown floods roll down the
barren washes, and where the community of the quiet deer walk at evening up glens of sandstone
through tamarisk and sage toward the hidden springs of sweet, cool, still, clear, unfailing water.

October 2, 2009 – Dead Horse Point State Park, Utah – I’m up, as always, before 
dawn, and walk out to the point for the sunrise.  Another awesome show, as seems to be the norm
out here.  Back at camp we eat a meager breakfast and pack up in silence.  The chill retards the 
boys usual irritating, silly banter, and there’s melancholy in camp this morning, too, knowing that
Deb and the boys will be leaving me, heading for home.

Parting is sad, but I know the boys are in good hands with Debbie, and the parting is 
made easier because we have all shared in wonderful adventures out here in red rock country.  
They have a long day ahead of them, a six hour drive back to Denver, so our goodbye is brief, 
hugs and kisses and one last goofy face family photo.  Before leaving, they drop me at a BLM 
campground 21 miles north of Moab along UT 128, right below Fisher Towers.  The strange 
shapes and spectacular scenery take my mind off of parting, and fuel excitement for upcoming 
adventures.  

After setting up my camp, I take off along the Fisher Tower trail, enjoying the walk, the 
strange shapes, red rocks and bright blue sky, and the solitude.  We first saw the Towers from 
afar, floating down the Colorado River; up close they are even more impressive.  Few of natures’ 
geologic creations are more bizarre to look at than Utah’s Fisher Towers. About a dozen of the 
strange monoliths stand grouped together like petrified skyscrapers from some prehistoric city. 
The brick-red sandstone skyscrapers rise abruptly from the desert floor, while a network of 
gullies and canyons form the city’s avenues and boulevards below. The residents of this weird 
metropolis are an endless collection of goblins and gargoyles frozen in the canyon walls beneath 
the towers.  

I spy Tom’s truck when I return to the campground; he’s obviously been here a while, his
tent is set up and he’s inside napping.  The reunion is subtle but joyous, quickly catching up on 
family and friends and jobs, but mostly talk is centered on our imminent backcountry trip.  
Neither of us can wait!

Tom brought a six pack of Old Chub Scottish ale, a real beer, hearty as molasses.  Mighty
considerate of him, but too bad the old bastard can’t share in it; his stomach now rejects all things
wheat (a concession to age?), and he sips a wussy hard cider drink.  Pussy drink, Ed would say, 
but I keep my tongue still for now, out of reverence to the free beer and a buzz not bold enough 
yet.  But the warm buzz grows with each sip, mingles with the setting sun and the rising glow on 
the rocks and creates the perfect happy hour.  Wow, it’s impossible to sit still as the most 
spectacular sunset ever begins (I’m not kidding!)  From our front row seat in the Orchestra 
section of the Richardson Amphitheater, first the Fisher Towers, towering directly in front of us, 
turn from dusky brown to orange to brilliant red.  Behind us, across the Colorado River and the 
Professor Valley, the silhouette of the Dome Plateau and Dry Mesa fill the eastern horizon, while 
the Porcupine Rim runs west into the distinctive Priest and Nuns and Castle Rock formations, 
now decked out in the holy glow of evening.  Above this darkening horizon, the sinking sun 
ignites the sheafing puffy clouds in hues of yellow, orange, red and purple.  Wow, it is truly a 
spectacle!!!  

Ruess, single-mindedly pursuing beauty, described the sunset better than Abbey.  “Then 
sunset, at my camp on a grassy spot in the sage.  Far to the north and east the purple mesas 
stretched.  Cloud banks arched everywhere overhead, stretching in long lines to the horizons.  



There was an endless variety of cloud forms, like swirls of smoke, like puff balls.  Here and there 
were golden brown and vermillion.  Then the treeless western hills were rimmed with orange that
faded to green and deep blue.  A cold clear breeze caressed me and the full moon rolled through 
the clouds. 

 
Entertainment over, we return to the serious business of finishing the beer and pussy 

drinks.  Lounging in comfy camp chairs, moon overhead and a warm fire at our feet, cold 
beverage in hand, blackened kielbasa dangling from the end of a stick and dripping grease into 
the fire pit, the evening is seasoned with the laughter and hearty conversation of reunion.  A 
perfect night in the desert.

October 3, 2009 – Fisher Towers, Utah – In a stark role reversal, it’s Tom who’s up ‘n 
at ‘em this morning, rarin’ to go.  Me, I’ve been out in the desert a week already, and I’m 
noticeable more decompressed and relaxed than Tom, who just left syphillization yesterday.  Tom
even prods us along quickly through the stops for supplies and makes good time covering the 100
or so miles from Fisher Towers to the Kane Gulch ranger station.  

At the station, we pick up our permits, along with valuable information on the latest 
water conditions.  After jotting down the info and watching a mandatory video about treading 
lightly in the desert and respecting the cultural artifacts that are in the Grand Gulch area, we’re 
off for the trailhead.

Forty minutes on pavement and six miles of bumpy back roads later, we pull into the 
Collins Canyon trailhead parking area.  Two other trucks are there, one tagged as the backcountry
BLM ranger, the other apparently dayhikers, according to the trail log.  Tom and I eat lunch as we
fill water bottles, pack and re-pack gear, and prepare for the descent into the cracks in the ground.

The terrain here is grossly unfamiliar, the scope of distances I’m seeing not at all 
registering in my mind.  Mesas and buttes dot the far horizon, but they are far enough away to not
even make it onto my map.  The canyon itself seems much smaller, not nearly as deep as I 
expected; perhaps I’m still thinking in terms of the Grand or Zion canyons from past trips.

If the color of Arches and the Colorado River valley is red, the color at Collins Canyon is
mustard yellow.  On the flat mesa top, the yellow rock is studded with sparse and stunted junipers
and pinyon pines in the larger cracks, the crevices are filled with brittlebush, yuccas, rabbit bush, 
and cacti.  Sand swirls in the brisk wind that is whipping high clouds quickly across the sky, the 
scent of a front approaching from the northwest, the perfect weather of the last few days rapidly 
deteriorating into appropriate Hurricane Brothers’ swells.

At first I’m so disoriented that I can’t even find the trail; I’m used to brown ruts worn 
into the lush green forest and meadow.  Here cairns mark the trail where the wind quickly erases 
any tracks in the transient sand.  Surprisingly, there is cow dung on the mesa top.  I realize this is 
BLM land, but what the hell do cattle graze on out here???  Everything’s got a barb or bayonet 
for a leaf.  We tiptoe around the dried patties as we begin the descent into the canyon.

Despite the late start – it’s about half past two when we finally shoulder our heavy loads 
and Vibram soles hit sandstone – I’m incredibly carefree this afternoon.  Late start, possibility of 
weather, might not find water tonight?  Who cares, I’m on vacation, far from my desk and my 
duties!  My pack even feels light, despite its 60+ pounds, and I’m singing out loud and making 
bad jokes before the truck even disappears.  Poor Tom, he’s got a lot of decompressing to do to 
catch up.

Starting a big hike with a downhill is one of the benefits of canyon travel, but I’m glad 
we’ve got hiking poles to lessen the sting in the knees that accompanies every downhill step.  It 
seems we are making really good time, and I probably should get out the map and pay more 
attention to the route, but it just feels so good to go with the flow for once.  Besides, Tom’s the 
navigator, I’m sure he’ll correct me if I get off track.



I keep expecting the canyon to get deeper, and at times it’s very easy to lose your 
orientation through the twisting, turning canyons, but I figure the left hand turn into Grand Gulch 
will be obvious when we get there.  We even pass through a very narrow passage way where Tom
asks if it’s The Narrows, a landmark that would be about a third of a mile below the Grand Gulch 
junction.  “Nah, that can’t be it already” I thoughtlessly reply, without looking at my map.  Down
we go…

After a couple hours of hiking, we come to a campsite under a big cottonwood right on 
the trail.  I drop my pack for a break, but start thinking this might be a good place to stop for the 
night.  Tom catches up and drops his pack right under a panel of pictographs, a rock wall covered 
with dozens, maybe hundreds, of red hand prints.  The hands are all small, relative to my own 
anyway.  What do they mean?  I offer they are some sort of ID list to get into the exclusive 
Narrows Nightclub club on a Saturday night (“Is your hand on the list?” growls the menacing 
Anasazi bouncer.)  Tom’s in for a long trip, and with exasperation at my bad jokes, agrees we 
should make camp somewhere here.

Tom doesn’t like the existing camp because it’s right on the trail; I like it because it is 
right on the trail - I can still see the video we watched advising us to camp in existing campsites 
or on slickrock only.  Tom’s trudging up a game trail right now through the fragile soil, up to a 
shelf above the wash.  I’m uneasy about creating a new camp and making trails that will take 
years to revert to soil, but in the end agree with Tom’s spot because of the growing cloud cover 
and increasing threat of rain – I don’t necessarily want to be in the wash if a flash flood comes 
roaring down the canyon in the middle of the night.

We each find a tent spot under separate pinyon pines, fetch a pail of dark puddle water 
for dinner, and set up a communal kitchen, quickly wearing trails in the soil.  But we do our best 
to stay on the trails, and soon we’re settled into our camp chairs enjoying a filling dinner of pasta,
sun-dried tomatoes and mushrooms and a vinegar sauce, followed by cookies and a few nips of 
whiskey.  The wind has picked up, blowing out our candle lamp numerous times, and the sky is 
spitting – not the best leisure conditions, so we retire early, tired from a day of traveling.

October 4, 2009 – Somewhere in Grand Gulch canyons – The weather does not 
improve in the morning, but no matter – I’m just thrilled to be here, to be outdoors, and to be in 
this totally foreign environment, despite the low clouds and brisk wind.  Tom and I are packed up
quickly and on the trail early, eager for adventure.

A tenth of a mile south and we make the left turn into Grand Gulch.  Again today I’m 
happy-go-lucky, not necessarily paying close attention to the map, and irritating Tom with my 
constant off-key singing.  But after an hour of hiking, even I notice that the elevation gain is a lot 
more than expected.  Twice we have to take off our packs and throw them up a drop off before 
scrambling up to meet the packs because the slope is so steep.  After the second pack throw we 
both realize we might not be where we think we are, and stop to study the map.

Sure enough, if we were in Grand Gulch, we would not be going uphill this steep.  So 
now we have to figure out where we really are.  Retracing our steps on the map, in begins to sink 
in that maybe that spot that Tom thought was the Narrows really was the Narrows – which was 
already past our turn off into Grand Gulch.  If that’s the case, we went another hour or so south of
that point.  That would mean this canyon that we just turned into isn’t Grand Gulch, but some 
unnamed canyon about two miles south of Grand Gulch.  Oh shit…

Usually this kind of screw-up really bothers me, and while I’m not exactly happy about 
it, I am having fun, and we passed numerous potholes filled with stagnant water back a ways, and
we have 5 days worth of food on our backs – we won’t die.  That gives us the luxury of taking 
our time in looking at out options.

But first things first.  An unnamed spot on a map means we get to name it,  C’mon, how 
many of these places are left in the world?  Can’t be that many.  How about Dumb-Fuck Canyon, 



for only a dumb-fuck could get this far off route on the first day?  Too inappropriate?  Probably, 
so we settle on Disorientation Canyon.  

But why call it anything at all, asks Ed? Why not let it alone?  Vanity, vanity, nothing but
vanity: the itch for naming things is almost as bad as the itch for possessing things.  Let them and
leave them alone – they’ll survive a few thousand more years, more or less, without any 
glorification from us.

Through naming comes knowing; we grasp an object, mentally, by giving it a name – 
hension, prehension, apprehension.  And thus through language create a whole world, 
corresponding to the other world out there.  Or we trust that is corresponds.  Or perhaps, like a 
German poet, we cease to care, becoming more concerned with the naming than with the thing 
named; the former becomes more real than the later.  And so in the end the world is lost again.  
No, the world remains – those unique, particular, incorrigibly individual junipers and sandstone 
monoliths – and it is we who are lost.  Again.  Round and round, through the endless labyrinth of 
thought – the maze.

Back to our options now, philosophy will have to wait for leisure times.  Backtracking is 
an obvious option, but that would make for a really long day – according to the rangers, the 
nearest water source in Grand Gulch proper is at Big Drop-Off spring, probably 14 canyon miles 
from where we are now.  But as the crow flies, if we would just continue up this canyon, we 
could cut across the mesa top and possibly drop back down into Grand Gulch via what seems like
a doable section just west of Deer Canyon.  Hmmm, it looks doable on a topo map, where there is
fifty feet of vertical fall between topo lines – but if one of those lines is a 30 foot cliff, we’re 
stuck on the mesa….

It’s a calculated gamble, but it’s also got a hint of adventure – and besides, when have 
Tom and I ever taken a trip solely on marked trails?  At the very worst, we can backtrack into this
canyon and get by on its coffee-colored water for another day or two.

So it’s upward towards the mesa lip.  Tom meanders southwest, obviously taking a better 
route when I spy him well above me after I’ve boxed myself into another dead-end drop-off.  
Backtracking quickly, with yet another pack throw and a hand over hand scramble, I finally gain 
the upper reaches of the lost canyon.  I’m touching stone now Ed, my fingerprints eroding into 
the yellow sandstone, fingers as worn as old boot soles.  Right now I’m really glad I decided to 
wear new hiking boots, with their studded sandstone gripping soles, despite the risk of blisters 
from new shoes.  Knock on wood and touch stone, so far the new boots feel great.

Forty minutes later we are out of the canyon and it is reduced to just a crack in the 
endless mesa as we walk away.  Wow, the view is expansive, with far off Red House Cliffs and 
other buttes too far off our maps and majestic Navajo Mountain rising above the plains.  The sky 
is low and dark and fast – black clouds race across the horizon, dumping heavy showers just to 
our north, while big white clouds and blue holes dominate where we now stand.  The wind is 
constant, the gusts strong enough to push us, laden with bulky packs, in its prevailing direction.  

I want to go northeast, towards the canyons, but Tom is tracking southwest.  I can’t yell 
to him over the wind, so I end up walking quickly southwest to intercept him.  We settle on an 
almost due east route, and eventually come to a wash. The wash travels almost directly north, but 
we know it will eventually come to the canyons, so we walk in the rocky wash as sand gathers 
around our feet.  My girly low gaiters are worth their weight in gold and worth all the ridicule 
Tom heaps on them – they keep all the gritty debris out of my boots, while poor macho Tom has 
to stop and empty his boots of a couple pounds of sand every other stop.

Our wash does indeed come to the edge of the canyon; we drop our packs and rush to the 
edge to try to get our bearings.  We’re fairly sure we’ve overshot where we thought we wanted to 
be, but decide we might as well scout out a route down while we’re here.  I continue to follow our
wash down into the canyon while Tom tapes up his blistered feet.  At first it looks like we might 
be able to do this; I descend maybe a 100 feet, with only a few tricky parts.  But then I come to 



my worst fear, a concave lip.  I can see from a promontory that the lip curves the whole way 
around the canyon.  I scramble as close as I can to the edge, and explore all the nooks and 
crannies in the area, to no avail.  I retreat back to our packs in defeat.

After reporting back to Tom, he suggests we look further up and down along the rim.  I 
head off east, to the rim of Deer Canyon, while Tom heads west along Grand Gulch canyon.  

Unfortunately, Deer Canyon is even steeper from the edge, just as reflected on the maps 
where the topo lines stack up against each other like a throw rug on a hardwood floor slid into a 
wall.  I traverse maybe a quarter mile, exploring a side canyon or two, but this canyon presents a 
formidable obstacle.  I don’t think we can get down into Deer Canyon from anywhere near our 
current location.

I do enjoy the nice views into the canyons, though.  The wind is still howling and chilly, 
but luckily all the rain is still north of us.  From the rim I can make out some big ruins on the 
opposite side of the canyon, wedged into two folds.  It’s an impressive ruin, a three room 
structure on one fold, 40 feet below it a circular granary.  I’m impressed with the Ancient Ones’ 
agility – I’m sure they would show us how easy it is to get down into the canyon.

I wait for Tom back at the packs.  At one point I see him at the edge of the cliff, his 
mouth shouting but the wind stealing the words before they reach me, arms gesticulating 
nonsense from my vantage point.  But that was 45 minutes ago – where is he now?  Knowing 
Tom I’m sure he’s exploring another route – but what if he isn’t?  What if he slipped, and is lying
at the bottom of that lip that I couldn’t get down?  What if he is seriously hurt and first aid is time
dependant?  Should I go looking for him, or sit still?  

Ahhh, sitting idle makes it near impossible to keep the imagination from racing!  Racing 
from what, racing to where?  Fear, pure naked fear, fear of death, fear of tragedy.  What if what if
what if?  What should I do?  The fear cements me to this rock now, the second hand pounding as 
loud and as slowly as a time bomb in my head.  Where the hell is Tom?  As impossible as I think 
it might be, I even picture myself having to ring Jenny’s doorbell with some terrible news…

Just before the panic pushes me towards the cliffs, Tom comes bounding back, all smiles,
but apologetic when he sees the concern on my face.  I’m genuinely glad to see him; relief from 
my worst nightmares temporarily obscures the news that Tom has found a way down.

While waiting for Tom, trying to take my mind off the waiting, I thought about how 
much risk I would be willing to take to get down into the canyon.  And the truth is, not too much. 
I’m not out here to prove my backcountry acumen or discover an unknown route down into the 
Gulch.  No, the truth is that I would not take much of a chance that could result in any injury that 
would mean I couldn’t be there to help my boys grow up.  No, I know what that’s like, having 
lost my father as a teen, and it is unnecessary because we have the option of backtracking – 
safely.  I have already planned my response to Tom if he proposes a risky route down; I will 
simply ask him if he would be willing to tell Deb and the boys what happened if I don’t make it.  
Having just thought through how I would feel delivering the same news to Jenny, I know it would
be effective.

But after 8 years of hiking with Tom, I also know I won’t have to ask that question.  Tom
is persistent in telling me that the route down is safe, with only one exposed traverse, once we 
lower our packs through a tricky section.  I don’t even question him as I shoulder my pack and 
follow towards the cliff.

In this foreign environment, so different from the eastern forest and the Appalachian 
foothills, Tom built some impromptu cairns to mark the way, but even these are hard to find.  
After a few false starts, we find the route.  A few descents are steep, and finally we reach the pack
drop point.  Nestled in a rocky fold riddled with thorny brittlebush, Tom sits on the lip from 
where we will lower our packs.  Luckily Tom brought along a hundred foot of rope; I make a 
mental note to put that on my must bring list next time in the desert.  Tom unravels the rope while
I anchor myself for the belay.  The packs aren’t that heavy, but it’s crowded here in the crack, and
the brittle bush cuts and scratches with each move.  



With a devilish grin – hey, this is fun! – Tom kicks the first pack over the edge.  We 
lower it slowly until the lack of tension on the rope tells me it’s resting comfortably on the ledge 
below us.  Tom feeds the rope through and reels it back in, and we repeat the process with my 
pack.  With the bulky packs safely stowed, we scramble around the other side of the rock fold, 
dropping 20 more feet to our exposed traverse.  

We round the nose to the exposed ledge; I’m surprised, I expected a lot worse.  Without 
even thinking I scramble across the ledge.  Yes, the drop is about 300 feet, and at its narrowest, 
there is a real danger of slipping, but I’ve faced much worse on Rainier and Shasta and in the 
Grand Canyon.  I don’t even hesitate at the crossing, and whip out the camera for some shots and 
video of Tom crab walking, ass dragging on the ground, back against the cliff, across the exposed
ledge.  Yeah, I’ll make fun of him once we’re on more solid ground.

Once we are safely past the exposed cliff, there is a wide ledge that runs the length on the
cliff face like a contour line.  We round the bend to where our packs have landed.  From here I 
can visually follow the contour line ledge a third of the way around the circular bowl, to a rock 
slide that I am confident we can pick our way down to the valley floor.  We’ll make it from here, 
and the relief is celebrated with a lunch break at our packs.

The weather is still threatening, and the traverse down the rock slide won’t be easy, but I 
am totaling enjoying this.  The jerky and cheese wrapped in a tortilla tastes better than a filet at a 
steakhouse, the bad jokes continue, and I’m singing like Abbey’s spadefoot toad, out of sheer joy;
my smile is ear is to ear, this is what I live for!!!

We don’t waste much time on lunch, and after 20 minutes of traversing along the contour
line ledge, we are picking our way down the rock slide.  It’s as tricky as expected, and I have to 
reign in my giddiness to make sure I pay attention to my footing.  It takes another half an hour to 
gain the valley floor.

Finally we are in the shade of the green cottonwoods that we have looked down upon all 
afternoon.  My face hurts – I don’t usually smile this much and this wide.  High fives, the 
incredible feeling of satisfaction of being on the canyon floor, the impromptu adventure – this is 
why I love the wilderness, being outside, being alive!!!

The Adventure, the Challenge, it’s only you and your wits and your equipment against 
the elements; there is not guarantee of safety – this is not a thrill ride at an amusement park, the 
risks are real here.  Certainly Adventure is a key component of wilderness travels.

Of course we are not where we need to be today – we still need to find water.  We need to
travel upstream another 2 miles to Big Spring Pour Off.  We hope we can make camp somewhere
near the spring.  The canyon twists back upon itself twice, in a perfect S-shape, and know we are 
approaching our destination.  Knowing that, the packs feel light, despite the fact that it’s been a 
long day.

But holy shit, after fighting through a tangle of willows and crawling over a newly 
downed cottonwood trunk, two faces are peering at us in as much surprise as our faces wear.  
And holy shit, they’ve got shovels and picks – what the fuck?!?!  I thought we would “have the 
Gulch to yourselves”, as the rangers told us at Kane Gulch.  Well, it turns out they forgot to tell 
us about the work crew of 15 that would be doing trail maintenance all week at Big Pour Off!!!

Tom and I are stunned, hoping for solitude and escape from people.  But here they are, 15
of ‘em, complete with a chain smoker, noisy chatter, clanky shovels, and even llamas (which 
explains the strange tracks we saw in the wash.)  On top of that, the two leaders who we met in 
the wash tell is the spring is not flowing, and the only water is the dark brown stagnant puddle 
that we are now staring at.  

Damn, this certainly isn’t the way to end a hard day.  We try to make the best of it, 
scouring the Big Pour Off area for a campsite, but the work crew has taken all of the good spots.  
We crawl along the valley ledges, explore the steep cottonwood ravines, but finally come to the 
conclusion that we can’t stay here.  We break out the maps and water notes for an alternative.



Deer Canyon, two miles back downstream, near where we climbed down from the rim, is 
our best option.  And we know from traveling up the wash that there are water filled potholes on 
the way down, so we don’t fill up at Big Pour Off before shouldering our packs.  I’m initially 
pissed at the inconvenience – Big Pour would have been perfect – but oh well, let’s go.  Packs are
shouldered, and this time they do feel heavy as we start backtracking.

Half way back to Deer Canyon we stop to filter some water from a brown puddle.  We’re 
in an exposed wash on a gooseneck, and while we’re pumping we find out why the area has no 
sand – a gust nearly knocks us over while pumping, sending my hiking poles clattering twenty 
feet down the ravine.  Wow, this adventure ain’t over yet!

But you know what?  It’s okay.  Yeah, we’d love to have our feet up, a warm dinner and 
some fresh spring water, but we don’t – we still have to work a little more for that.  We don’t 
have a choice, so don’t bother bitching about how hungry you are, or how bad your feet or 
shoulders hurt – there’s nothing we can do about that.  We have to hike a couple more hours, we 
don’t know what we’ll find, but we’re not going to die, the worst that could happen is a little 
discomfort or the less than perfect camp.  It’s all good, it’s all right – we’re outside, we’re not at 
work; this is great!!! 

Yeah, we’ve been hiking since daybreak, but I am genuinely still having fun, and I tell 
Tom so over and over, and he agrees.  That’s why we get along, because we both share the same 
philosophies – if you’ve gotta do something, you just do it.  Don’t complain about it, just do it.  
One foot in front of the other.  No, others wouldn’t feel the same way – certainly not the 
womenfolk.  That’s why we don’t bring them out on trips like this, why we wouldn’t want to 
bring them here – sometimes things don’t go as planned, sometimes you end up walking all day 
with blisters and a heavy pack and off trail - you just have to suck it up.  But its okay, this is fun, 
this isn’t pushing meaningless electrons around on my computer, this is real - it is just plain 
FUN…

And the fun doesn’t end when we turn east into Deer Canyon.  First we have to fight our 
way through the thick tamarisk and willows that have completely overgrown the trail.  A quarter 
mile up the canyon we find a great campsite, a spacious flat anchored by two giant cottonwoods.  
The packs are dropped with relief – it’s been a long day, the sun is setting, and it feels good to 
take the heavy weight off.  

Tents are set up quickly, and as much as we’d love to sit back and enjoy some R and R, 
we know we have to find the spring before dark.  The rangers assured us Deer Creek spring was 
flowing at last report, but it’s another half mile upstream, and we’d like to find it before dark.  So 
we set off up canyon before the fatigue of our long day overtakes our tired muscles.  A body in 
motion needs to stay in motion – we know we won’t get back up if we stop.

There isn’t a trail up the side canyon and in places the tamarisk and willows are nearly 
impenetrable.  On top of that, our directions are very vague, just “a half a mile upstream.”  We 
have to check out every side canyon and dead end to make sure we don’t pass the spring.  The 
sun is already below the horizon and the daylight nearly gone, the temperature rapidly cooling, so
we press on at a quicker pace over the protests of our aching muscles and sore feet.  

It seems like we will never find the spring, but the thickening willows are heartening, and
we stumble upon a couple of stagnant puddles that prod us onward.  Finally, after what seems like
at least a mile (and probably is, given all of our side canyon explorations), we find the cool oasis 
of Deer Springs.

The spring seeps slowly out of the canyon wall, hidden behind a thick green willow.  It 
fills a basin maybe ten feet across; the muddy, sandy margins are peppered with tracks, mostly 
deer, but also a fox and coyote.  I’m sure the spring is the site of action and drama, as predator 
and prey are forced to mingle at this single point offering water, such a rare place in the desert.

The water is cool and clear, so much better than the pothole water; we quickly fill my 5- 
gallon passive water filter system and Tom’s 2 gallon collapsible bucket and head back to camp 
with our headlamps lighting the way.  The water is heavy and my arms fell like they will stretch 



to the ground and I’m unbelievably tired, but I am truly still happy, still joyous to be out here, 
especially now that we have everything we need for a few days in the backcountry.  There is 
nothing more that I want…

Well okay, dinner sure would be good.  We set up camp and kitchen in the dark and settle
into our camp chairs to cook.  Tonight’s dinner is fast cook spinach tortellini with hot olive oil 
and parmesan cheese, topped with the best sauce of all, hunger.  A couple of milano cookies for 
desert, and a couple of swigs of whiskey, and we are completely zonked…



Solitaire

What draws us into the desert is the search for something intimate in the remote.

October 5, 2009 – Deer Canyon – I’m sitting naked atop a boulder jutting out into the deep blue 
sky, the cottonwoods of Deer Canyon snaking through the bottoms below me, ruins from the 
Ancient Ones at eye level across the canyon; the dry breeze gives me goosebumps, and cleanses 
as refreshingly as a warm shower, washing away my cares and concerns.  It is a perfect day; the 
sun is warm, the wind is cleansing, the air is invigorating, the silence is magnificent, and the 
nakedness is freeing.

It is only right to be naked here, in the desert, in this sculpted landscape mostly bare of 
vegetation – earth in the nude.  Breath in, breathe out, take it all in, lose myself in thought and 
fantasy, just stare at the blue blue sky, just be.  There is nowhere to be but right here, right now.  
This is comfort.  More, this is bliss, pure smug animal satisfaction.

In the glare of brilliant emptiness, in this arid intensity of pure heat, in the heart of a 
weird solitude, great silence and grand desolation, all things recede to distances out of reach, 
reflecting light but impossible to touch, annihilating all thought and all that men have made to a 
spasm of whirling dust far out on the golden desert. 

Yes, solitude is an intimate part of the wilderness experience; it is one of the lofty and 
noble goals of every foray into the great unknown.  To get away from the hustle and bustle of city
and family, people piled on top of people, buses and subways and airplanes crammed full of 
people and more people; how does one even hear oneself think?  What better place to get away 
from all of that than the desert, where even the vegetation is sparse?  Space and scarcity give us 
dignity.  And liberty.  And thereby beauty.  

It’s no knock against Tom, either – Tom appreciates the beauty of solitude as much as I 
do.  He’s off right now in another side canyon, probably as naked and free as I am, enjoying the 
silence and freedom and solitude as much as I am.  No, it is good that we go our separate ways at 
times; it is good that we are alone with our thoughts, without any chatter between us, just each of 
us individually in the desert.  This is part of why we go to the wilderness.

Solitude starts with silence.  In this canyon, it is not a silence so much as a great stillness
– for there are few sounds; the creek of some bird in a juniper tree, an eddy of wind which passes
and fades like a sigh – slight noises which break the sensation of absolute silence but at the same 
time exaggerate my sense of surrounding, overwhelming peace.  A suspension of time, a 
continuous present.  

Resting, I listen to the deep dead stillness of the canyon.  Life has come to a standstill, at 
least for the hour.  In this forgotten place I wait on the shore of time, temporarily free from the 
force of motion and progress and the surge toward – what?  Something called the future?  I am 
free, I am compelled, to contemplate the world which underlies life, struggle, thought, ideas, the 
human labyrinth of hope and despair.

Through half-closed eyes I consider the tree, the lonely cloud, the sandstone bedrock of 
this part of the world and pray – in my fashion – for a vision of truth.  I listen for signals from the
sun – but that distant music is too high and pure for the human ear.  I gaze at the tree and receive
no response.  I scrape my bare feet against the sand and rock and am comforted by their solidity 
and resistance.  I look at the cloud.  I relax, I reflect, renew and reset, heal, the spirit soaring 
higher than my rock jutting out into the yellow canyon, sailing on wings of solitude and silence.

I slept for 10 uninterrupted, glorious hours last night, sinking into my pad as if it were the
finest feather bed, the rest soothing sore muscles and rejuvenating my tired soul.  I probably 
would have slept longer, but the perfect silence was broken by the magical whoosh of air through 



a raven’s wings as it scouted our camp for interesting leftovers.  A hard day on the trail yields a 
good, honest tiredness, a soreness that reaches deep into your bones and exorcises the demons of 
a sedentary life.  Our ancestors knew this good tiredness from daily walking, which they did 
much more than we do; I can’t help but think we lose something when we chose to give up 
walking for automobiles and trucks, or sitting in a chair on wheels, staring at video screen and 
electronic boxes all day.  Our sedentary concerns and cerebral worries certainly make one tired, 
no doubt, but it’s not a healthy tired; not the way the physical exhaustion from 14 miles on the 
trail with a heavy pack tranquilizes the body into a deep, soothing slumber.  Even my mind feels 
clear and refreshed this morning, as if my worries have walked away overnight.

Of course the rest and solitude are much more appreciated – and often times only made 
possible - because of the adventure.  Yesterday was a great day of adventure, stretching our limits
beyond the ordinary.  Adventure in the wilderness - yes that is the epitome of why we come out 
to places like Deer Canyon.  Challenge yourself, physically, mentally, pit your skills against the 
uncaring elements, against creatures that can eat you, against yourself and your self-imposed 
limits; push those limits, test your mettle, achieve goals of your own choosing, get out of that 
daily rut!  What better place is there to do that than in the wilderness, whether it is the harsh and 
hostile desert or a glacier covered mountain or a wild untamed river?  Yes, you are right Ed, all 
things excellent are as difficult as they are rare.  Our excellent adventure yesterday afforded us 
this rare silence and solitude today.  

But it starts with adventure, wilderness adventure; we need more wilderness adventure in 
our modern age, as the next generation begins to mistake video games and amusement park thrill 
rides for real adventure.  We need wilderness because we are wild animals.  Every man needs a 
place where he can go to go crazy in peace.  Every Boy Scout deserves a forest to get lost, 
miserable, and starving in. Even the maddest murderer of the sweetest wife should get a chance 
for a run to the sanctuary of the hills.  If only for the sport of it.  For the terror, freedom, and 
delirium.  Because we need brutality and raw adventure, because men and women first learned to
love in, under, and all around trees, because we need for every pair of feet and legs about ten 
leagues of naked nature, crags to leap from, mountains to measure by, deserts to finally die in 
when the heart fails.  Let them have real wilderness adventures, for chrissake!!!

Tom isn’t back at camp when I return in mid-afternoon, so I decide to explore Grand 
Gulch.  It turns out there is a small granary and storage ruins opposite the wash from our camp.  
There are other impressive ruins along the south facing canyon walls, and the flat canyon bottom 
is a beautiful contrast of green cottonwoods and aspens against the beige sandstone and blue sky. 
Towhees scratch in the dry cottonwood leaves, the only sound that interrupts the deafening 
silence.  I find a dead tarantula in the wash, chills up my spine when I realize how big they really 
are.  Ahh, wilderness!!!

Both Tom and I arrive back at camp at dusk and we exchange the tales and pictures of 
our day while cooking a leisurely dinner.  Our cottonwood camp feels like home as we nest in the
comfort of our five-trunked matriarch.  She’s seen countless visitors come and go, strategically 
placed rocks evidence of previous camps.  How long has she been here?  Was she here long 
enough ago to witness the other cultures that flourished in this canyon, back in times of more 
rainfall?  What does she think of my whiskey influenced bad jokes and off-key singing?  The 
cottonwood tree, which in the canyonlands is the tree of life. In this wilderness of naked rock 
burnt to auburn or buff or red by ancient fires there is no vision more pleasing to the eyes and 
more gratifying to the heart than the translucent acid green (bright gold in autumn) of this 
venerable tree.  It signifies water, and not only water but shade, in a country where shelter from 
the sun is almost as precious as water. Our talk fills the canyon as the sun sets and the moon 
rises, illuminating our comfy cottonwood camp in warm moon glow and peace.



Cowboys and Indians

This is what you shall do: Be loyal to what you love, Be true to the Earth, and Fight your enemies
with passion and laughter.

October 6, 2009 - Deer Canyon – The hallmark of great sleep is great dreams, and last nights’ 
take the cake.  They involved the whole family, from the kids to long lost uncles, even the Pope 
was there, taking lots pictures from the pope mobile, even a bit about living with the rock group 
Semisonic while teenagers and writing a song sung by Wilco…”Well I’m thinking that my life 
will be all that better/so much better/with all of this stuff.”  Of course I sing out loud incessantly 
around camp this morning, irritating Tom and drowning out the whoosh of wind through raven’s 
wings…

We’re on the trail by 9:30, with only daypacks today, hiking upstream through Grand 
Gulch.  The sun is hot today, but we come upon ruins around every bend.  Some are easily 
accessible, and we poke our heads into storage bins and granaries, marveling at the small 
fingerprints still visible in the mortar, the un-decayed wooden entrance ways still intact, the small
stones pressed into the spaces between rocks in obvious decoration.  Who were these people who 
lived here so long ago?  I wish I would have studied up before the trip…

We work our way ruin by ruin upwash; Tom tries unsuccessfully to climb up to what 
seems a perfectly intact circular ruin.  Of course we realize that’s exactly why it’s placed high up 
in the ledges, and why it is still intact when we give up on scaling the cliffs.

The best ruin is across from Polly’s Island.  Most of the ruins we’ve encountered have 
been on the north side of the wash, to take advantage of the southern winter sun.  But these ruins 
are on the south canyon cliffs, and perhaps that’s because the view from here is spectacular.  
About fifty feet off the canyon floor, these ruins look out over a half-moon bend in the wash, the 
cottonwoods and aspens mingling with the sage and scrub like a lush velvety garden.  Maybe 
these were the penthouse suites of Grand Gulch, the prestigious address of royalty, where the 
royal family looked down upon their kingdom, seeing the wash filled with fields of corn and 
beans.  They were afforded the luxury of this view because of the fortifications surrounding the 
dwelling – each side ledge is closed off from attack by stone fort-like walls, complete with down 
canyon angled openings from which to launch arrows or spears.  An attacking enemy would have 
to penetrate two layers of these fortifications to enter the living quarters.  Here beyond the stone 
protection we find what looks to be a living area, complete with a hearth, the sandstone roof 
above it blackened, and deflector rocks behind the hearth still intact.  Scattered about the hearth, 
especially on the nearest rock ledge, are pot shards and remnants of clay vessels.  Below the 
hearth is a small circular structure, built into the floor.  Part of the wood and stick roof is still 
intact, but much of it has fallen into the kiva.  Were religious ceremonies performed here, song 
and dance and offerings to the rain gods to encourage a good harvest?  Was the harvest stored 
here in these granaries?  Did the children sleep in these long enclosed structures on beds of sand? 
Or is this where people retreated when under attack, protecting their most precious commodities –
corn and children?  

There’s not much talk between Tom and I; it’s mostly quiet and carefully measured tip-
toeing through a history that is still wrapped in mystery.  It’s easy to romance the notion of an 
idyllic life here in the valley, at least on a warm day like this, where the green of the valley floor 
can easily be imagined to be a bounty of crops.  But perhaps that’s just because I want, truly 
want, to believe there is a better way to live, a way better than our workaday existence that I just 
don’t feel is balanced enough.  Maybe these folks had more leisure time, time to paint on rocks 
and decorate their kivas and loll in beige cliffs in the autumn sunshine.

But I can just as easily imagine a much harsher existence here, too; one parched by too 
much sun and not enough water, by crop failures that turned tribe against tribe, where these ruins 
served as a last defense, an existence of hanging on by the thread of these fortifications against 



the enemy, children huddled deep within the stones, hopefully out of the reach of spear and 
arrow…

Ed had the same thoughts.  What interests me is the quality of that pre-Columbian life, 
the feel of it, the atmosphere.  We know enough of the homely details: the cultivation of maize, 
beans, melons; the hunting of rabbit and deer; the manufacture of pottery, baskets, ornaments of 
coral and bone; the construction of fort-like homes – for apparently, like some twentieth century 
Americans, the Anasazi lived under a cloud of fear.  

Fear: is that the key to their lives?  What persistent and devilish enemies they must have 
had, or thought they had, when even here in the intricate heart of a desert labyrinth a hundred 
foot miles from the nearest grassland, forest and mountains they felt constrained to make their 
home, as swallows do, in niches high on the face of a cliff.

Their manner of life was constricted, conservative, cautious; perhaps only the pervading 
fear could keep such a community together.  Where all think alike there is little danger of 
innovation.  Every child in this quiet place would have learned, along with his language and 
games, the legends of old battles and massacres, flights and migrations.  He would be taught that
the danger of attack was always present, that in any hour of the day or night, from up or down 
the canyon or over the rim, the Enemy might appear – cruel, devious, hungry, terrible – perhaps 
in the shape of those red-horned, hollow-eyed, wide-shouldered monsters painted on the walls of 
Sego Canyon north of Moab.

Long ago the cliff-dwellings were abandoned.  Were the inhabitants actually destroyed 
by the enemies they had always dreaded?  Or were they reduced and driven out by disease, by 
something as undramatic as bad sanitation, pollution of their water and air?  Or could it have 
been, finally, simply their own fears which poisoned their lives beyond hope of recovery and 
drove them into exile and extinction?

We’ve lost track of time exploring the ruins, and realize that if we’re going to get to Big 
Man Pictographs we’ll have to hustle.  The sun bores down on us; I take off my shirt and hide 
from the sun as best I can, but it’s hot.  It’s an off trail scramble up to the pictographs, and 
although they are the best pictographs we’ve come across, for some reason I’m disappointed – I 
thought they were going to be bigger.  Maybe I’m just tired – we’ve hiked all day, and our water 
is getting low, to the point where we don’t drink as much as we’d like, to make sure we have 
some left for the return trip.

The fatigue and dehydration set in on the return hike back – damn, we hiked a lot further 
than I thought.  A quick check of the map reveals we’re seven miles from camp at Big Man.  The 
leisurely strolling up the wash is replaced by a regimented march downstream on the way back.  
We make small talk with the trail maintenance group and the BLM ranger at Big Pour Off, and 
then quickly resume our march, knowing that if we stop we may not start again.

Today the desert is harsh and hostile.  The sun is inescapable – there is no green forest to 
duck into in the desert, nowhere to hide and take shelter under a leafy canopy.  Okay, there are 
occasional cottonwoods and even some aspens in the bigger wash bottoms, and maybe temporary 
relief when on the north side of a tall cliff shadow, perhaps even an alcove to duck under.  But 
most of the time the sun is a constant companion; even in the temperate fall, it bores down into 
your skin, into your being, into your mind, turning skin red and mind to overheated mush.  Eyes 
narrow to ward off the glare, forming wrinkles that channel out the stinging sunblock-laced sweat
that first beads and then pools down a glistening forehead.

The wind howls, starting high on the plateau and reaching gust levels as it’s funneled 
down through the narrow canyons, quickly chasing away what little water remains in the canyons
and evaporating any moisture from perpetually chapped lips and tender skin.  As the effort 
increases it picks up sand and grit to add to its sting, depositing the grains in every crack and 
crevice and fold of skin.  In the narrowest slot canyons aligned with the prevailing winds, the 



velocity is multiplied enough to scour everything down to bare rock, remarkably leaving wind 
ripples in the bedrock.

In combination, the sun and wind create a dryness that is most oppressive.  They wring 
out every ounce of water, from the rocks, from the thin patches of soil, from the plants and trees, 
from the animals, from tired hikers, from everything that tries to earn it’s living in these canyons. 
Beauty is second-fiddle, nay even forgotten, when harsh and hostile have the upper hand.  Who 
would want to live here???  Who could live here???

But the ruins in these canyons remind us that people did live here – seemingly they 
thrived for a long time.  How?  Maybe things were different then, perhaps it wasn’t so dry.  If it 
was a prolonged drought that forced them to leave, I can certainly understand why – these 
canyons, as dry as they are now, would be a very hostile and harsh place to make a living, the 
celebrations too few and far between.

Tom and I both came to that conclusion yesterday, when we leisurely explored Deer 
Canyon and its environs.  Today is more work, the evaporative sun and dehydrating wind our 
constant companion.  Our water and energy are rapidly depleting, and we return to camp without 
a spare ounce, our throats parched and sandy, our bodies faded like sun-bleached drift wood.  

Oh, to sit back now, under our protective grandmother cottonwood tree, feet propped up 
on a log, backs supported comfortably by air-cushioned camp chairs, enjoying a leisurely dinner! 
Dip your pot into that sparkling stream, Tom, filter some of that cool water to quench our thirst, 
let’s sit back and enjoy a good meal and cool beverage to top off a long day on the trail!  

But no, as dusk settles in, we know we need to grab my 5-gallon filter and Tom’s 2-
gallon collapsible bucket, and trudge up the sandy trail, a cloud of dust at our feet and a half a 
mile of uphill through the tangles and thorns of the stubborn desert plants ahead of us, up to the 
only reliable spring we’ve found in four days in these canyons (aside from the stagnant nut-brown
ale colored potholes that served us on the first day.)  Then it will be an arm-stretching return hike,
carrying the water back down to camp in the dark, the exhaustion palpable now, and dinner will 
no longer be a leisurely pleasure but just another task to complete before zonking out from 
exhaustion.  

“Fuck you, Edward Abbey!”  Come visit me in the desert, my ass!  
I suppose it’s not fair, sitting in a lush green forest on a river bend reading about the 

desert.  Yes, Ed, you did warn about the harshness.  But thirst and dehydration and wind and 
dryness – they are oblique and distant sensations when they are only words.  Read in comfort, 
around a campfire or in an easy chair, the words have no power; our underdeveloped industrial 
imaginations don’t feel the stinging needles of sand at the back of the throat and the weary 
tiredness deep in your bones.  “You cannot get the desert into a book any more than a fisherman 
can haul up the sea with his nets.”  Right you are Ed, you need to experience it, not read about it. 
So I convinced Tom we needed to be here, in this harsh and hostile land.

“Fuck Edward Abbey”, Tom concurs as he summons the last of his energy to force his 
tired ass off his camp chair and get the legs moving before atrophy keeps us here until morning.  
By inference, it’s a fuck you to me also, for bringing us here, so I lead the charge up the dusty 
trail to the spring in the failing light.  I offer to make the trip solo, but Tom declines.  
Goddammit, give me my lush green Pennsylvania forest, with its mountain streams and familiar 
comforts, not this god-forsaken boneyard of rock and wind and thorns and sand and dry washes!  
No wonder the Ancient Ones left…

At least the trail crew worked in Deer Canyon today, and they have done an impressive 
job in carving and reinforcing a nice trail up to the spring, a veritable 4-lane highway compared 
to the game trail that we followed two days ago.  And our dinner of curry chicken and rice is 
good, and the whiskey mixes with the stillness and stars and moon to quickly bring back our bliss
– we’re still outside, right?  There are no banal spreadsheets to analyze, nor houses to fix tonight, 
just enjoy a nice buzz and the satisfying soreness in our legs.  The soreness isn’t in our backs 



tonight, either, since we traveled sans packs today.  Ahhh, in the end, it was another great day, 
and we welcome well earned slumber to camp early again.

October 7, 2009 – Dawn comes later today – I sleep for 9 solid, refreshing hours, but awake to 
dark and threatening skies.  We’d looked forward all week to our premier breakfast, salmon and 
eggs, and it is good, but it is rushed by the black clouds closing in quickly on us.  We pack up 
quickly, filling every available bladder with as much spring water as we can carry, (180 ounces in
my pack alone, in case we don’t find any later) saying goodbye to grandmother cottonwood and 
our gracious camp.  We are on the trail in a spitting rain.

We come across the Wilderness Volunteers working in Grand Gulch just south of Deer 
Canyon, and thank them for their efforts and make small talk, before continuing on down the 
canyon.  Within a half an hour the rain turns heavy; we stop and don rain gear, and keep an ever 
watchful eye to the skies and ear to the canyons upstream, wary of any possible flash floods down
here in the canyons.  We pass a wet and shiny mule deer antler lying in the wash.

The rain is actually refreshing, and it feels good to be walking under a load again, even if 
our load is no less heavy than when we walked in; we make good time.  In true desert fashion, 
five minutes after enduring the hardest downpour, the clouds break and the narrow slot of sky 
above the canyons is completely blue, the sun shimmering off the wet sandstone and the 
glistening green willow and cottonwood leaves.  If you don’t like the desert weather, give it five 
minutes – it will change.

The canyon twists and turns, but we are vigilant about counting each side canyon and 
checking each turn against the map and compass – ahh, there is no substitute for experience!  
When we come to the junction with Collins canyon, I can understand why we missed the turn.  
First, a recent flash flood eroded through the canyon, leaving a 5 foot sand cliff where the trail 
used to be; the cairn marking the junction now sits 5 feet above the wash and the trail.  I didn’t 
even think to look for the cairn, figuring the side canyon would be obvious.  And that’s the other 
reason I missed it – Grand Gulch canyon at this junction is a lot wider than I anticipated.  I simply
walked right on by, not realizing that was the opening we were looking for.  Tom poses for a 
puzzling picture at the junction, and we laugh at the mistake, realizing that we learned from it, 
and also that our errors resulted in the most adventurous (read, fun!) part of the trip.  Hey, it 
wouldn’t be a trip with Tom if we didn’t spend part of it off-trail!!!

We stop for lunch at the Collins Canyon junction, and Tom uses the last of his moleskin 
and bandages on his feet.  This enters into our decision to hike up to the rim and the truck rather 
than spending another night in the canyon.  It’s only two miles to the top, and I’m feeling really 
good, so I fly up the trail, whistling and singing as I go.  

We make the mesa top about three in the afternoon, having covered the seven miles from 
camp in less than five hours, despite the heavy packs.  I’m still feeling great, still feeling fresh, 
still ready for more adventure, and my spirits blooms as wide as the view now that we are out of 
the canyons.  Wow, after five days with a boxed-in view, it’s great to see the wide open sky!  The
low, dark clouds are moving swiftly eastward, and the scattered blueholes to the west and the 
brisk dry air promise better weather to come.  

I take in the lay of the land while waiting for Tom to make it back to the truck.  This view
looks completely different now, now that I’ve spent almost a week crawling through the desert on
hands and knees.  Yes, I did leave a little blood and a lot of sweat, but did I see anything, Ed?  

I must have, because now I have a little more understanding of what this view across 
Grand Flat means.  I understand how far off those purple mesas are to the north, I know what it’s 
like to walk down into these cream colored canyons, how two linear miles on the map might take 
two days of twists and turns and dead ends and sipping water from potholes.  I know what the 
windborne dust tastes like, how it collects in the corners of eyelids and in ears.  I know the 
intoxicating smell of renewal of rain in a desert wash; the jubilation of the desert sage, that 
celebrated desert perfume, released as an offering to the liquid of life that falls once again.  I 



know the silence of the night, when the wind is calm; when nothing stirs, when you can hear only
your breath exhaling, when the only white noise is the comforting soft rhythmic pounding of your
own heartbeat.  I know the swoosh of air through a ravens black primaries, the chug-chug-chug of
flapping wings announcing the rising sun, a sound that awoke me every morning in the canyons.  
I felt the presence of the Ancient Ones, the ones who were here before us, who heard and felt 
everything I felt, too, who left only stone remainders of a life that I can only wonder about.  I can 
still hear my whistles and singing, the sound of pure joy, as it echoes back and forth in off-key 
harmony in the canyons.  

Yes Ed, I think I did, probably, see something out here in your beloved desert.  I think 
that because this view is different now, the way the small details of an intimate lover are only 
appreciated after souls have connected.  I remember feeling the same way when comparing my 
first view of the Grand Canyon against the view a week later after spending a week down in her 
beautiful depths.  Beauty and empathy are deepened and understood only by experience.

Tom bounds up to the truck, spirits lifted also, probably more so because his tired, beat-
up dogs get a break.  We throw packs into the bed and take off our boots, before pointing the 
truck down the bumpy washboard road.  We figure we’ll just drive along and find a place to camp
somewhere here on the Flat.

At the high point of the BLM road, we find the perfect camp; its views are terrific in all 
directions, there is a big fire ring, and even a ledge on the eastern side of a large rock outcropping
to provide protection from the wind.  But alas, a VW van is parked here.  I get out and strike up a 
conversation with Steve from Leadville Colorado.  Steve’s long hair is pulled back in a ponytail, 
his tall frame silhouetted against the sky.  He carries himself in a light and casual way, as if he’s 
very comfortable out here.  Steve shares stories of his explorations of this region, of the 
unmapped three-story ruins he’s explored, of his nights out here under the stars.  It’s obvious, too,
that Steve was intending for some solitude of his own, and that this is a special place for him.  
Tom and I don’t even ask to stay, waving goodbye as we head further down the road.

The sun drifts lower, reducing our pickiness for a campsite.  At a water drill hole about a 
mile from Steve’s camp is an old cowboy camp; I guess that makes us cowboys tonight, toting 
paperbacks and philosophy instead of guns and baked beans.  The old camp smells of adventure; 
it’s not as high as Steve’s, and doesn’t have a nice rocky bluff to protect from the wind, but there 
is ample room for multiple tents in a sandstone wash, and a pre-made fire pit, overlooking a 
pinyon-juniper forest.  Wow, a fire would be great tonight, and we gather deadwood for tonight’s 
entertainment.  An added bonus – cell phone reception; we both catch up with loved ones across 
the miles while setting up tents.

Tom’s truck sits aglow on the mesa, a glossy magazine ad for Ford and the great wide 
open.  For myself, however, I’ll take Mr. Abbey’s endorsement – his Ford truck got him into and 
out of a lot of exploring and trouble.  There’s a few beers left in the truck, and the warm buzz of 
the alcohol mixes with the soft tones of the setting sun.  The hard edges of Red House cliffs 
dissolve into warm hues that mix with the glowing clouds and blur the distinction between earth 
and sky.  Sacred Navajo Mountain, another laccolith (like the La Sals), a holy place, home of 
gods, navel of the world in the eyes of the Indians, a ship like prow of the high Kiaparowits 
Plateau, towers purple over the western horizon, where the Red House Cliffs end.  The tallest 
pinyon pines and junipers catch the last rays of the setting sun, and a Northern Harrier rises over 
the scrub.  The majestic bird of prey flies effortlessly, riding the last of the day’s currents, dipping
and weaving between junipers, scanning for unsuspecting desert rodents or lizards.  The white 
patch at the birds rump glows in the day’s last light, its long tail a steel gray, its upper wings and 
back the rust color of the desert itself.  The harrier breaks the horizon briefly before dipping back 
down among the desert pines.  Rock and sky, earth and air, darkness and light mesh into one as I 
watch the hawk disappear across the mesa into the fading light.



Under the desert sun, in that dogmatic clarity, the fables of theology and the myths of 
classical philosophy dissolve like mist.  The air is clean, the rock cuts cruelly into flesh; shatter 
the rock and the odor of flint rises to your nostrils, bitter and sharp.  Whirlwinds dance across 
the salt flats, a pillar of dust by day; the thornbush breaks into flame at night.  What does it 
mean?  It means nothing.  It is as it is and has no need for meaning.  The desert lies beneath and 
soars beyond any possible human qualifications.  Therefore, sublime.

Sublime and beautiful.  Yes, Ed and Everett were right, the sublime beauty of the desert 
is implacable; it gets under your skin and forces a second look, until the view changes, and what 
was not perceived at last look now is strikingly beautiful.  Get to know a place, and you find its 
beauty, whether a spectacular Grand Flat or a lush green Maine woods or a ridgetop in western 
Pennsylvania.  Yes, beauty is the third requirement of good wilderness travel, along with 
adventure and solitude.  And in this wilderness, in this desert, beauty is all around, as far as the 
eye can see tonight; yes Everett, I now understand.  “Whatever I have suffered in the months past
has been nothing compared to the beauty in which I have steeped my soul.  It has been a priceless
experience.”

Tom has the fire started, our first fire since Fisher Towers.  The fire.  The odor of burning
juniper is the sweetest fragrance on the face of the earth, in my honest judgment; I doubt if all the
smoking censers of Dante’s paradise could equal it.  One breath of juniper smoke, like the 
perfume of sagebrush after rain, evokes in magical catalysis, like certain music, the space and 
light and clarity and piercing strangeness of the American West.  Long may it burn.

Of course Ed makes an appearance at the campfire, beer in hand, smelling of sage 
perfume and juniper smoke, desert varnish under his nails and on his skin, like ours.  Yes, Old 
Man Ed, you are right, there is nothing better than the smell of juniper branches.  Yes, the desert 
is magical.  It’s even more appreciated by the sore legs and backs that now soak up the scent, now
that I understand, if only just a little.  It mixes with the desert sage, the feathery stems flowing like
hair; crush the leaves between thumb and forefinger and you release that characteristic odor, 
pungent and bittersweet, which means canyon country, the high lonesome mesaland the winds 
that blow from far away.  Open another beer and toast – to Mr. Abbey, to Mr. Ruess, and of 
course to our missing Hurricane Brother Mark-ass.  Our drunken blather stretches thousands of 
miles back east, shared via a campfire cell-phone conversation.

The umbilical tether of the Hurricane Brothers is intact across the Milky Way, which now
shimmers in all of its glory across the cloudless sky.  Tom and I sit in silence, heads cocked to the
sky, jaws agape in awe and reverence, trying to suck it in, to become part of it, or at least to 
capture it, just a piece of it, just a memento of this glorious night; something to hold on to and 
keep inside for the days ahead when we inevitably will feel caged in.  Out here, on this Grand 
Flat, on this cold and cloudless night, under these stars and heavenly bodies and mixing in the 
cream of the Milky Way, there are no bars, no cages, no duty, there is nothing holding us apart 
from the freedom of the universe.



Bedrock and Paradox

Despite its clarity and simplicity, however, the desert wears at the same time, paradoxically, a
veil of mystery.  Motionless and silent it evokes in us an elusive hint of something unknown,
unknowable, about to be revealed.  Since the desert does not act it seems to be waiting - but

waiting for what?

October 8, 2009 - Grand Flat – Sunrise is just as glorious on the Grand Flat, and I try to capture 
it just as vainly as I tried to capture the Milky Way.  The pictures will remind, rocks that fill my 
pack will be rubbed around a future campsite in remembrance, and the sage boughs I cut and 
store in a zip-lock bag will evoke more than all of these.  But how do you capture the sky?  How 
do you get your arms around this big sky, filled with puffy white clouds stretching in formation 
from horizon to horizon?  Well, you don’t; just enjoy it now, and breathe it in, breathe it in deep.

I’m bummed to leave Grand Flat, but mentally mark this as a place to come back.  
What’s the view from the top of the Red House Cliffs?  What’s it like in the saddle of the Bear 
Ears?  How far does Comb Ridge go south, go north, and what secrets does it hold to only those 
willing to get out of the car and crawl on hands and knees until the trail is marked with blood?  
Ahhh, the next time…

My escape is officially over at the Wagon Wheel Old Fashioned Restaurant in Blanding 
Utah, our first foray into civilization in almost a week.  The anticipation of a cheese-smothered 
enchilada and a coke evaporates with the slow dawning that the folks who run this place don’t 
like us.  First, nothing I want is available today, until my choice is limited to either a chicken 
sandwich or a chicken sandwich.  That’s fine, I can’t wait for my coke, but that doesn’t 
materialize for almost forty-five minutes.  The waitress is purposely avoiding us, and won’t make
eye contact.  An hour later our sandwiches arrive, and only my hunger crowds out the disturbing 
thoughts of what might have happened to our birds back in the kitchen.  Boy a refill on that small 
coke would have been appreciated, but a half hour later we realize that ain’t happening, either.  I 
don’t understand our offense – why?  What did we do?  What didn’t we do?  We don’t leave a tip,
our volley in the war we didn’t ask for or understand.  Welcome back to the human world, boys.  
Sigh…

Compounding my disappointment with our meal is Tom’s revelation that he can’t 
possibly hike down into Chesler Park in Canyonlands National Park, as was the plan; his feet are 
just too much of a mess.  Chesler is a totally unique section of striped hoodoos surrounding a rare
desert grasslands, one of the most sought after backpacks in the state of Utah.  I scored a permit a 
few months ago, only two miles from the parking area, which would allow us to hike in and set 
up camp quickly before setting off without packs to explore the area.  I was really looking 
forward to the hike, and didn’t take my family here, choosing Dead Horse Point with them 
instead, since I thought Tom and I would be here tonight.  I can’t bear to look down the road 
pointing to Canyonlands as we wiz by at 70 miles per hour…

Tom’s idea is to car camp at another BLM campsite, and we stop at Ken’s Lake 
Campground under the La Sal Mountains, only to realize it’s an RV haven; we quickly turn 
around.  We stop at a Moab grocery store and pick up fried chicken, salads and beer and head 
back to Fisher Towers.  

We’re lucky enough to grab one of the 5 spots back at Fisher Towers, but I’m still 
bummed to be here instead of Chesler Park.  The conversation is forced tonight – we’ve run out 
of things to say, and we’ve been here before.  We’ve got trivial entertainment tonight, too, as two 
gibbering yuppie gays squabble back and forth about setting up the perfect camp, moving their 
tents ten times, and their squeaky clean no dirt on the tires Subaru back a forth a couple of feet at 
a time, why we don’t know.  Two macho weekend warrior climbing jocks take the spot next to 
us, eyeing us warily and looking down their noses at everyone before scrambling up a hoodoo in 
the parking lot, showing their superiority over the rest of the campground.  God, the trivialness of



it all, the unbearable shit we put up with in our daily lives, isn’t that what you said, Ed?  What the
fuck?  Is it too much to ask for a spit-free enchilada for lunch, and maybe a refill on the coke, 
perhaps a nice peaceful seat in a campground?  What’s wrong with not shaving and showering for
a week and looking and smelling like a redneck?  And what gives you the right to look down your
nose at anybody, you goddamned selfish sonofabitch in the brand new climbing outfit?  

After two weeks of being exactly where I wanted to be, I’m out of sorts here tonight.  
God I wish we were in the grassy meadows of Chesler Park, watching the stars appear around the 
crown of rounded rocks, far from any people, one more night of solitude!  But the beer helps, as it
always does, and the chicken is great, and soon the sun sets, blocking out all the others in camp 
and returning the Milky Way for one more night; I drift into unconsciousness under the mesh of 
stars.



Every man, every woman, carries in heart and mind the image of the ideal place, the right place,
the one true home, known or unknown, actual or visionary.

October 9, 2009 –Fisher Towers, Utah – I awake at 5 am, figuring to at least make the 
most of my last morning in the desert.  I don’t want to leave; I don’t want to go home.  It’s not 
that I don’t want to see my family; it’s just that I like it here, and I want to stay here, for another 
day, maybe another week, how about a month?  Why can’t I spontaneously stay out here for five 
weeks, without pants, like Ed in Havasu???  But I’ve only got one more morning, so I lace up my 
boots in the predawn darkness.  

I’ve already hiked most of this trail, while waiting for Tom last Friday.  The familiarity 
helps to navigate in the dark, and I balance the urgency of getting to the top before sunrise against
the danger of stumbling in the dark.  Its easy hiking, with only a water bottle and camera, and the 
silhouettes of the Towers against the brightening skies is breathtaking.  Just a little over and hour 
and I reach trails end, marked by a large Trail’s End sign.  I snap pictures of the Colorado River 
valley, Castle Rock and Priest and Nuns formations in the growing daylight.

When I get back to the campground at 9 a.m., Tom has already packed up his entire camp
and is sitting impatiently in his truck.  WTF, this is the same guy I usually have to wake up most 
mornings at 10 o’clock?  Tom’s obviously anxious to get back home – he’s got a new house, full 
of dreams and to-do lists, and he’s excited to get back and work on it, to turn a house into a home.
And he’s obviously willing to sacrifice a day in the wilderness for it.  Wow, I remember a time 
not too long ago when the look of disbelief on his face betrayed the fact that he had no concept of
why I needed to get back home and couldn’t spend one more afternoon in the Moshannan 
meadows…

Now Tom is making the same choice.  I can’t help but feel sad – he has no idea that he’s 
also building another cage, this one a big one.  A house will become home and then become a 
cage, the bars made of maintenance and money needed to keep it up and time to do all that always
needs done.  Surely this is Tom’s free will, one he’s seen others take on, and it will contain him, 
even though now he thinks he will be different from us, that he’ll be the one in control of his 
house cage.  No, he won’t be a prisoner of more duty, he thinks.  

But I know different, the truth distilled through experience.  Tom is viewing his new toy 
like I viewed the mesa before we dropped into Collins Canyon; I’m viewing it as it is after we 
climbed back out of the canyon.  No, it won’t be a prison; it will be more like an interment camp, 
with time away for good behavior and even a leave of absence every now and then.  Maybe then 
we’ll be allowed to frolic in the wilds for a week every now and then, maybe not – duty will 
come first, and a house is just more duty.  Tom’s duty, the cages of his own construction, will 
become his burden.  Home improvements become debts; additions for a growing family become 
bigger mortgages, demanding a higher paying and more stressful job.  How do you find a 
balance?  How do you keep the duties at bay, or at least offset enough to maintain some sanity?  
Does it ever get any easier?  

No, I’m pissed this morning, I don’t want to go yet.  I want one more Jet-boiled breakfast
of oatmeal and instant coffee, not because it’s better than the gourmet breakfast of home or 
restaurant, but because it tastes better eaten in freedom than anything could ever taste in a cage.  
But Tom starts the diesel engine, the gawd-awful rumbling destroying the peace and forcing me 
to abandon my prolonged leave.  Yes, we choose to build our own cages, even as we fool 
ourselves into thinking that they aren’t cages, that it’s what we want.  Tom would deny 
wholeheartedly right now that he is building a cage, so I don’t bring it up; we ride in silence, the 
only sound the crisp crackle of compressed air escaping as I open a breakfast stout.  A grim 
business, this returning to civilization.  But duty calls.  No, Tom has no ideas that his wilderness 
escapes will dwindle – if he did we’d be turning around and heading to Chesler Park.



Parting is such sweet sorrow, so bittersweet.  The canyons roll by out the window, but 
they look different now than when I first saw them; they are richer, deeper in color and meaning, 
not unfeeling but – dare I say it – friendly?  Friendly like my secret spot on the Ridge.  Another 
stout, and my mood begins to brighten.  It was a great trip, these two weeks in the desert with the 
rocks and sky, Tom and Ed, my wonderful family.  It was worth all the preparation and planning, 
as always, to spend time in such a spectacular wilderness.  Ed’s advice was good, and I’m glad I 
took the time to see the desert, really see it, the way he taught.  Thanks, Ed!

Benedicto: May your trails be crooked, winding, lonesome, dangerous, leading to the 
most amazing view. May your mountains rise into and above the clouds. May your rivers flow 
without end, meandering through pastoral valleys tinkling with bells, past temples and castles 
and poets towers into a dark primeval forest where tigers belch and monkeys howl, through 
miasmal and mysterious swamps and down into a desert of red rock, blue mesas, domes and 
pinnacles and grottos of endless stone, and down again into a deep vast ancient unknown chasm 
where bars of sunlight blaze on profiled cliffs, where deer walk across the white sand beaches, 
where storms come and go as lightning clangs upon the high crags, where something strange and
more beautiful and more full of wonder than your deepest dreams waits for you --- beyond that 
next turning of the canyon walls.

It is a lovely and terrible wilderness…
Harshly and beautifully colored,

Broken and worn until its bones are exposed…
In hidden corners and pockets under the cliffs

The sudden poetry of springs.

Wallace Stegner, The Sound of Mountain Water



Terra Incognito: Wilderness

A countryman has a place on earth that is his own, and much as he may love to wander, as I
myself do, he loves the wandering more because he has a place to return to, a place where he

belongs.

Grand Gulch was just a small sampling of the complex and mysterious Anasazi culture.  
The Anasazi built great cities, complete with a system of roads that rivaled the Romans, 
communication towers stretching across the desert, intricate patterns in beautiful basket making 
and textiles and pottery, successful endeavors into agriculture to supplement hunting on the 
mesas, and artwork that still exists today – by all indications theirs was a thriving and colorful 
culture, set in a beautiful landscape.  And then they walked away…

Why?  Were they forced out by invaders, or by extended drought?  By their own fears?  
All that we know is that they did walk on, most likely south, where they eventually met up with 
the just arriving Spanish Conquistadores, with their horses and armor and gunpowder – and 
diseases to which they had no defenses.

I like to think they decided to leave on their own, for reasons of their own choosing.  Too 
romantic?  Too simplistic?  Too ironic?  Probably all.  But so many times I want to walk away 
from it all; the possibility that some actually had the guts to do so is alluring.  Did they walk away
from their cities, their deadlines, the squalor that was closing in on them, the incredible shit we 
put up with everyday?  Or did they simply walk away from the wilderness?  

And so I, too, moved on, moved out the desert, out of the wilderness, to…to where?  
Home?  I ask the same question, Ed – where am I moving to?  Where is home, my true home? In 
a tent?  In a city?  In the wilderness?

Perhaps at one time, maybe it was wilderness.  But that was long time ago; perhaps all 
that is left of that primal home is a longing, felt only in our collective genes, deep within the 
biology of our cells and chromosomes and DNA, a far-off, distant, faint reminder that we crawled
out of the slime of primeval wilderness so long long ago.  Perhaps that is the pull we feel, we will
always feel, as long as we take the time to listen.  

But wilderness is not our home, not now - I know that now.  When John Muir advised 
that “going to the mountains is like going home” he was referring to our ancestral home, not a 
place where we could live now.  Indeed, John tramped through the mountains, Edward crawled 
through the bowels of the desert, Everett wandered the canyonlands, Henry prowled the New 
England woods, but none of them lived in the wilderness, as the bear does, as the toad does, as the
raven does.  For wilderness is not our home, not anymore.  For we are bound now to each other, 
our individual success tied hook line and sinker to our collective success as a civilization, 
whatever that is.  In the end, for all our differences and conflicts, most men and women share the 
same food, work, shelter, bed, life, joy, anguish and fate.  We need each other.

So if wilderness is not home, if it is not the promised land, if it is not our saviour - than 
what is it?  What is it about wilderness that draws me there, that keeps me coming back, despite 
(because of?) the dangers and uncertainties and implacable indifference?

First and foremost, wilderness is real.  It’s not a manufactured thrill ride, with the thrill 
perfectly calculated but no real danger – you can die here, a real death.  You can touch it, feel it, 
taste it, immerse yourself in it, drown in it, swing from it, wallow in it, meditate on it and in it, 
breathe it, roll in it, enjoy it, love it.  Wilderness is woods and rocks and streams and sky, bears 
and bugs and pine needles and dirt, trails and ferns and birds and insects, trout and hellbenders 
and larvae, glaciers and mountains and canyons and oceans and volcanoes.  Wilderness is our 
bedrock, right you are, Ed. 

And it is from this real bedrock that we begin.  Wilderness is the setting for experience, 
for adventure, for real adventure; a place to test our mettle, to extend our boundaries, to find our 
soul, to find our spirit.  It is a place to find solitude and silence, calm, peace and tranquility.  And 



it is a place of beauty; beauty in the sublime, a goldenrod set in frost; beauty in the spectacular, a 
waterfall plunging over a cliff; beauty in creatures being themselves, being true to their nature; 
even beauty in the violence and fury of a lightning storm or a flash flood.  Wilderness is a place 
to get out of the daily rut, to challenging yourself and push your limits; but wilderness also 
involves slowing down, listening to the breeze, the birds, your heart; a place to stare at a sunset or
sit naked on a rock, a place to appreciate beauty.

But above all, wilderness is place for escape. 
Wilderness is my antidote of choice to ward off the beige, to battle the banal, to offset the

mundane of duty.  It is a place to escape to, to slow down, to listen to myself breathe; wilderness 
provides a place to recharge and renew.  

Wilderness is an unobtainable mistress; she is alluring because she is ideal, but an ideal 
we can never live up to; we know we can never have her, we can never fully live in her bosom.  
So we make quick escapes; hearts aflutter, we parade around in her beauty, in her solitude, in her 
implacable indifference, and we pretend she cares for us as much as we care for her.  But she 
does not, which makes us want her even more.

Ed surely understood this mistress.  Nature is indifferent to our love, but never unfaithful.
He reveled in the beauty and tragedy of these crazy relationships, doomed to disappointment 
when one is so indifferent to the other.  But Ed flowered in this agonizing middle ground; dare I 
say he even reveled in it?  I, for one, don’t have the stomach for the heartbreak inherent in that 
bargain, no matter how great the beauty and reward.  This is where I veer from Ed.

So I look for yet another sage, one whose feet are planted firmly on the ground of 
escapism, one whose romantic visions are even more grounded; for I will never escape for 
extended periods of time into the wilderness.  I will visit my mistress only when duty relents, for 
a week here, two weeks there, a night or two on the ridge after a stressful day, never enough, or 
always just enough?  The romanticized views of our great wilderness writers are still too far away
from me.  Who will speak my truth, the truth of escape, the truth of a simple, common working 
man???

“We go to the mountains not to find out who we are, but to forget what we have 
become.”

Yes!  Yes, that is it!!!  That is why I go to the mountains, to the desert, to the ridge, to 
wilderness - to escape what I have become!!!  Who speaks this truth, so simply, so eloquently?  

It is the seasoned view of another mountain sage, C. L. “Chip” Rawlins, author of Sky’s 
Witness: A Year in the Wind River Range.  This is a voice I must explore; perhaps he will help me
understand what drives me outside, what am I running away from, what questions am I trying to 
answer, what puzzle am I trying to solve, what riddle am I trying to make sense of, and why do I 
think I will find answers in the wild?  

I forget again that wilderness, the perfect mistress, the mistress of my own invention, she 
offers no answers, no comfort, no holy grail, no enlightenment – wilderness offers only 
implacable indifference.  So in the end, my mistress, my hero, wilderness, will always be tragic – 
I am trying to know the unknowable, make sense of what is too complex, too far beyond my 
feeble limits of comprehension.  

Rawlins sums it up bests, when, after trying his best to live solo in the wilderness of the 
Rocky mountains, is finally driven back home by loneliness and love.  Rawlins finds out first 
hand that we now longer have the skills and the stories to live for extended periods of time in the 
wilderness, “so we live as we can, in a succession of escapes and returns, of risk and 
homecoming.  We load our packs.  We ski up into storms.  We come home and tell our tale.”

This is my tale.



So I make up my pack, I pour over the maps; I leave the family at home and grab a good 
book and a good companion; I get off the trail, find a solitary rock or a hidden alcove, sing out 
loud.  This is my continuing tale, my pursuit of a mistress whose voice is irresistible.  She is 
calling, again, beckoning me out West, this time to the Wind River Range in Wyoming.  Should I
heed her call again?  Of course, for I cannot resist…



 Abbey Quotes

"One final paragraph of advice: Do not burn yourself out. Be as I am-a reluctant 
enthusiast... a part time crusader, a half-hearted fanatic. Save the other half of yourselves and 
your lives for pleasure and adventure. It is not enough to fight for the land; it is even more 
important to enjoy it. While you can. While it is still there. So get out there and mess around with 
your friends, ramble out yonder and explore the forests, encounter the grizz, climb the mountains.
Run the rivers, breathe deep of that yet sweet and lucid air, sit quietly for a while and contemplate
the precious stillness, that lovely, mysterious and awesome space. Enjoy yourselves, keep your 
brain in your head and your head firmly attached to your body, the body active and alive, and I 
promise you this much: I promise you this one sweet victory over our enemies, over those 
deskbound people with their hearts in a safe deposit box and their eyes hypnotized by desk 
calculators. I promise you this: you will outlive the bastards."”

 
The sense of justice springs from self-respect; both are coeval with our

birth. Children are born with an innate sense of justice; it usually takes twelve years of public 
schooling and four more years of college to beat it out of them."

 
"What is reason? Knowledge informed by sympathy, intelligence in the arms of love."

"Voluntary simplicity." --Edward Abbey

"Industrialism, whether of the capitalist or socialist coloration, is the basic tyrant of the 
modern age." --Edward Abbey

"But love of the wilderness is more than a hunger for what is always beyond reach; it is 
also an expression of loyalty to the earth which bore us and sustains us, the only home we shall 
ever know, the only paradise we ever need - if only we had eyes to see."

 
“High technology has done us one great service: It has retaught us the delight of 

performing simple and primordial tasks - chopping wood, building a fire, drawing water from a 
spring”

A drink a day keeps the shrink away. 

Love implies anger. The man who is angered by nothing cares about nothing. 

May your trails be crooked, winding, lonesome, dangerous, leading to the most amazing 
view. May your mountains rise into and above the clouds. 

What draws us into the desert is the search for something intimate in the remote.

The world exists for its own sake, not for ours. Swallow *that* pill!

There's nothing so obscene and depressing as an American Christmas.

No one knows precisely how sentient is a pinyon pine, for example, or to what degree 
such woody organisms can feel pain or fear, and in any case the road builders had more important
things to worry about, but this much is clearly established as a scientific fact: a living tree, once 
uprooted, takes many days to wholly die. 



The missionaries go forth to Christianize the savages--as if the savages weren't dangerous
enough already.

Concrete is heavy; iron is hard--but the grass will prevail.

Mormonism: Nothing so hilarious could possibly be true. Or all bad.

A journey into the wilderness is the freest, cheapest, most nonprivileged of pleasures. 
Anyone with two legs and the price of a pair of army surplus combat boots may enter.

"For there is a cloud on my horizon. A small dark cloud no bigger than my hand. Its 
name is Progress."

Whenever I see a photograph of some sportsman grinning over his kill, I am always 
impressed by the striking moral and esthetic superiority of the dead animal to the live one.

Remaining silent about the destruction of nature is an endorsement of that destruction.

Life without music would be an intolerable insult.

This is what you shall do: Be loyal to what you love, Be true to the Earth, and Fight your 
enemies with passion and laughter

Machines[off-road vehicles] are domineering, exclusive, destructive and costly; it is they 
and their operators who would deny the enjoyment of the back country to the rest of us. About 
98% of the land surface of the contiguous USA already belongs to heavy metal and heavy 
equipment. Let us save the 2% - that saving remnant.

It may be true that there are no atheists in foxholes. But you don't find many Christians 
there, either. Or, about as many of one as the other.

Page, Arizona, Shithead Capital of Coconino County: any town with thirteen churches 
and only four bars has got an incipient social problem. That town is looking for trouble.

The first thing I did was take off my pants. Naturally.

A countryman has a place on earth that is his own, and much as he may love to wander, 
as I myself do, he loves the wandering more because he has a place to return to, a place where he 
belongs.

The most common form of terrorism in the U.S.A. is that carried on by bulldozers and 
chain saws.

We should restore the practice of dueling. It might improve manners around here.

I feel a ridiculous greed and possessiveness come over me. I want to know it all, possess 
it all, embrace the entire scene intimately, deeply, totally, as a man desires a beautiful woman.

An empty man is full of himself.



Damp, humid green all over the place- gives the country an unhealthy look. I guess I 
really am a desert rat. The sound of all these verdant leafy things breathing and sweating and 
photosynthesizing around me all the time makes me nervous. Trees, I believe (in the ardor of my 
prejudice), like men, should be well spaced off from one another, not more than one to a square 
mile. Space and scarcity give us dignity. And liberty. And thereby beauty.

We can have wilderness without freedom; we can have wilderness without human life at 
all, but we cannot have freedom without wilderness, we cannot have freedom without leagues of 
open space beyond the cities, where boys and girls, men and women, can live at least part of their
lives under no control but their own desires and abilities, free from any and all direct 
administration by their fellow men.

Whatever we cannot easily understand we call God; this saves much wear and tear on the 
brain tissues.

From the point of view of a tapeworm, man was created by God to serve the appetite of 
the tapeworm.

There has got to be a God; the world could not have become so fucked up by chance 
alone.

I once sat on a mesa above the Rio Grande for three days and nights, trying to have a 
vision. I got hungry and saw God in the form of a beef pie.

Some lives are tragic, some ridiculous. Most are both at once.

Like a god, like an ogre?  The personification of nature is exactly the tendency I wish to 
suppress in myself, to eliminate for good.  I am here to not only evade for a while the clamor and 
filth and confusion of the cultural apparatus but also to confront, immediately and directly if it’s 
possible, the bare bones of existence, the elemental and fundamental, the bedrock which sustains 
us.  I want to be able to look at and into a juniper tree, a piece of quartz, a vulture, a spider, and 
see it as it is in itself, devoid of all humanly ascribed qualities, anti-Kantian, even the categories 
of scientific description.  To meet God or Medusa face to face, even if it means risking everything
human in myself.  I dream of a hard and brutal mysticism in which the naked self merges with a 
non-human world and yet somehow still survives intact, individual, separate.  Paradox and 
bedrock

How can you exploit a man who enjoys his work?

The strangeness and wonder are emphasized here, in the desert, by the comparative 
sparsity of the flora and fauna: life not crowded upon life as in other places but scattered around 
in spareness and simplicity, with a generous gift of space for each herb and bush and tree, each 
stem of grass, so that the living organisms stand out bold and brave and vivid against the lifeless 
sand and barren rock.  The extreme clarity of the desert light is equaled by the extreme 
individuation of desert life forms.  Love flowers best in openness and freedom.

"For there is a cloud on my horizon. A small dark cloud no bigger than my hand. Its 
name is Progress."

There is an ogre in progress.  JMW



Let us praise the noble turkey vulture: No one envies him; he harms nobody; and he 
contemplates our little world from a most serene and noble height.

The real work of men was hunting meat. The invention of agriculture was a giant step in 
the wrong direction, leading to serfdom, cities, and empire. From a race of hunters, artists, 
warriors, and tamers of horses, we degraded ourselves to what we are now: clerks, functionaries, 
laborers, entertainers, processors of information. 

Fantastic doctrines (like Christianity or Islam or Marxism) require unanimity of belief. 
One dissenter casts doubt on the creed of millions. Thus the fear and the hate; thus the torture 
chamber, the iron stake, the gallows, the labor camp, the psychiatric ward.

If we had the power of ten Shakespeares or a dozen Mozarts, we could not produce 
anything half so marvelous as one ordinary human child

One thing more dangerous than getting between a grizzly sow and her cub is getting 
between a businessman and a dollar bill.

Capitalism: Nothing so mean could be right. Greed is the ugliest of the capital sins.

Death is every man's final critic. To die well you must live bravely.

Every man, every woman, carries in heart and mind the image of the ideal place, the right
place, the one true home, known or unknown, actual or visionary

Beware of your wishes: They will probably come true. 

But men of intellect will believe anything-- if it appeals to their ego, their vanity, their 
sense of self-importance.

"We are slaves in the sense that we depend for our daily survival upon an expand-or-
expire agro-industrial empire—a crackpot machine—that the specialists cannot comprehend and 
the managers cannot manage. Which is, furthermore, devouring world resources at an exponential
rate. We are, most of us, dependent employees”

Wilderness is not a luxury but a necessity of the human spirit.

The more corrupt a society, the more numerous its laws.

Wilderness begins in the human mind.

The essence of true wilderness is big mammals that can eat you.

We can have wilderness without freedom; we can have wilderness without human life at 
all, but we cannot have freedom without wilderness, we cannot have freedom without leagues of 
open space beyond the cities, where boys and girls, men and women, can live at least part of their
lives under no control but their own desires and abilities, free from any and all direct 
administration by their fellow men.



But love of the wilderness is more than a hunger for what is always beyond reach; it is 
also an expression of loyalty to the earth which bore us and sustains us, the only home we shall 
ever know, the only paradise we ever need - if only we had eyes to see.

Civilization is a youth with a molotov cocktail in his hand. Culture is the Soviet tank or 
L.A. cop that guns him down.

The idea of wilderness needs no defense, it only needs defenders.

Wilderness is not a luxury but a necessity of the human spirit.

Under the desert sun, in the dogmatic clarity, the fables of theology and the myths of 
classical philosophy dissolve like mist. The air is clean, the rock cuts cruelly into flesh; shatter 
the rock and the odor of flint rises to your nostrils, bitter and sharp. Whirlwinds dance accross the
salt flats, a pillar of dust by day; the thornbush breaks into flame at night. What does it mean? It 
means nothing. It is as it is and has no need for meaning. The desert lies beneath and soars 
beyond any possible human qualification. Therefore, sublime.

We need wilderness because we are wild animals. Every man needs a place where he can 
go to go crazy in peace. Every Boy Scout deserves a forest to get lost, miserable, and starving in. 
Even the maddest murderer of the sweetest wife should get a chance for a run to the sanctuary of 
the hills. If only for the sport of it. For the terror, freedom, and delirium. Because we need 
brutality and raw adventure, because men and women first learned to love in, under, and all 
around trees, because we need for every pair of feet and legs about ten leagues of naked nature, 
crags to leap from, mountains to measure by, deserts to finally die in when the heart fails.

Transparent and intangible as sunlight, yet always and everywhere present, [the desert] 
lures a man on and on, from the red-walled canyons to the smoke-blue ranges beyond, in a futile 
but fascinating quest for the great, unimaginable treasure which the desert seems to promise. 
Once caught by this golden lure you become a prospector for life.

Despite its clarity and simplicity, however, the desert wears at the same time, 
paradoxically, a veil of mystery. Motionless and silent it evokes in us an elusive hint of 
something unknown, unknowable, about to be revealed. Since the desert does not act it seems to 
be waiting-but waiting for what?

The sign on the outhouse door which reads, "Attention: Watch out for rattlesnakes, coral 
snakes, whip snakes, vinegaroons, centipedes, millipedes, ticks, mites, black widows, cone-nosed 
kissing bugs, solpugids, tarantulas, horned toads, Gila monsters, red ants, fire ants, Jerusalem 
crickets, chinch bugs and Giant Hairy Desert Scorpions before being seated."

Benedicto: May your trails be crooked, winding, lonesome, dangerous, leading to the 
most amazing view. May your mountains rise into and above the clouds. May your rivers flow 
without end, meandering through pastoral valleys tinkling with bells, past temples and castles and
poets towers into a dark primeval forest where tigers belch and monkeys howl, through miasmal 
and mysterious swamps and down into a desert of red rock, blue mesas, domes and pinnacles and 
grottos of endless stone, and down again into a deep vast ancient unknown chasm where bars of 
sunlight blaze on profiled cliffs, where deer walk across the white sand beaches, where storms 
come and go as lightning clangs upon the high crags, where something strange and more 
beautiful and more full of wonder than your deepest dreams waits for you --- beyond that next 
turning of the canyon walls.



In the American Southwest, I began a lifelong love affair with a pile of rocks.

Rocks, like louseworts and snail darters and pupfish and 3rd-world black, lesbian, 
militant poets, have rights, too. Especially the right to exist.

On Women:

I find more and more, as I grow older, that I prefer women to men, children to adults, 
animals to humans.... And rocks to living things? No, I'm not that old yet.

A pretty girl can do no wrong.

In marriage, the occasional catastrophic crisis is easier to manage than the daily routine.

"Have a nice day," said Lady Macbeth.

For women, the sexual act is a means to a higher end. For a man, it is an end in itself.

I've wrecked and ravaged half my life in the pursuit of women, and I suffer the pangs of about 
seventeen regrets--the seventeen who got away.

Women: We cannot love them all. But we must try.

Women truly are better than men. Otherwise, they'd be intolerable.

Women who love only women may have a good point.

True, there are no women here (a blessing in disguise?), ...

According to the current doctrines of mysticoscientism, we human animals are really and 
actually nothing but "organic patterns of nodular energy composed of collocations of 
infinitesimal points oscillating on the multi-dimensional coordinates of the space-time 
continuum". I'll have to think about that. Sometime. Meantime, I'm going to gnaw on this 
sparerib, drink my Blatz beer, and contemplate the a posteriori coordinates of that young blonde 
over yonder, the one in the tennis skirt, tying her shoelaces.

Girls: I never wanted them all. Just all the ones I wanted.

Lifting her skirt, she revealed her treasure. The mother lode. Pretty, I thought, but is it art? 

I, too, believe in fidelity. But how can I be true to one woman without being false to all the 
others?

“No truly masculine man ever failed to nourish in his bosom the desire to posses many women” - 
Santayana

The indoor life is the next best thing to premature burial.



“There are several ways of looking at Delicate Arch. Depending on your preconceptions you may
see the eroded remnants of a sandstone fin, a giant engagement ring cemented in rock, a bow-
legged pair of petrified cowboy chaps, a triumphal arch for a procession of angels, an illogical 
freak, a happening. . . . If Delicate Arch has any significance it lies, I will venture, in the power of
the odd and unexpected to startle the senses and surprise the mind out of their ruts of habit, to 
compel us into a reawakened awareness of the wonderful—that which is full of wonder.”


