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Music, Mountains, and Subliminal Mayhem
Part Two: On the Road to Heaven
From Zero to Zion . . . and Back to Zen
“I would not tell this if it were only my story. What is one man that he should make much of his winters? Hear me not for myself, but for my people.”
—Black Elk, Oglala Sioux Holy Man
The traditional story of Mormonism, the one in which an estimated seven thousand men, women, and children lost their lives to mobs and on the long Mormon Trail west, is an incredible story, a valuable story, an indelible drama seemingly without parallel or precedent in American history or literature. Yet a parallel exists. It is the contiguous story of the Mormon convert experience, another journey to the same Zion.
Different trails, same reasons.
I’ve been down only one of them, after all. This is the story of the trail I walked.
Music, Mountains, and Subliminal Mayhem
Beauty before me
Beauty behind me
Beauty all around me
With it I wander
On the beautiful trail am I.
—Mountain Chant of the Navajo
“Start at the beginning and let the truth seep out, that’s what I’ll do.”
—Jack Kerouac, The Subterraneans
Years later I would still remember the whole setup yet have no clue just why it went that particular way. I think it had something to do with the way Cris cooked the beans.
We were on the ridge leading to Mount Kolob about a thousand feet below timberline when we first saw the cabin, and we saw it then only because its logs lay perpendicular to the entire surrounding forest. It was that oddly geometric break in the more fluid pattern of the woods that stopped me and made me stare as my mind pieced the puzzle.
We approached almost reverently, knowing with little doubt that the structure must be unoccupied—and thus available—because the two of us were one third of the entire human population in the surrounding thirty square miles, and the others were back home watching television or chopping wood.
The cabin was slightly smaller than Jack Kerouac’s Hozomeen Mountain-framing hideaway on Desolation Peak, but so much more portentous—only I didn’t know that at the time. Unlike Kerouac’s window-bedecked fire lookout, it consisted entirely of a single one-windowed room, with the standard steeply pitched roof of Colorado log cabins built by anyone with at least a smattering of brains. In this case, the builder had evidently been contracted by the United States Department of Agriculture, which—if the paperwork we found stuffed into the cracks between the logs was accurate—had built this cabin as a high-altitude beekeeping research facility in 1948. It looked to be not long after that year that the cabin had seen its last conscientious occupant.
Although we already squatted in two other abandoned cabins, neither one was ideal, so this new cabin was a most welcome discovery. The afternoon we stumbled upon it, we were combing the woods for anything that could be jerked, jimmied, or jammed into the basic shape and application of a wood stove for our Christopher Drive cabin, about four miles away and a thousand feet below this new cabin. That cabin had seen much better days and, if the gradually increasing tilt of its walls was any augury, would very likely never see such again.
The Christopher Drive cabin was bigger than this new one, probably twelve-by-twenty or so, and it had a loft with actual stairs leading up to it. Nearby, a tiny brook emanated from the perpetual spring about a hundred and fifty feet uphill, where it bubbled forth from a microcosmic paradise of mountain bluebells and Colorado columbine, nestled into the shaded ecotone of a small forest of the grandest and most sacred of all trees: the quaking aspen, Populus tremuloides. A much better choice for the Colorado state tree, by the way, than the blue spruce, but I wasn’t around when they voted.
While the Christopher Drive cabin already had a stove, an actual wood cook stove with an oven and an ash-cleanout tray and everything, it was so old, rusted, and busted when we got it out of the creek bank—pronounced crick bank—that there was a certain unanimous and ever-present apprehension that we would soon burn the joint down if we used it for anything more than the occasional pot of Red Zinger tea, which at that altitude took a good twenty minutes to boil.
In addition to needing a replacement stove, however, the cabin on Christopher Drive suffered from an even greater threat and severe incapacitation as an abode for We People of the Peaceful Mountain: Christopher Drive was an actual road that occasionally hosted actual cars driven by actual people. Not acceptable.
We kept the other cabin in our collection, the one on the front of the mountain, toasty and pleasant with a stove fashioned from the box of an old coal furnace, pulled from the residue of a residence that once stood on the fringes of the old town of Paradise. That particular cabin never had a name as I recall, as it was near no roads or evident landmarks. It was just the cabin on the eastern front of the mountain. That’s all you had to tell any of the five of us who knew about it: “I’ll be in the cabin down the front of the mountain.”
“Far out. See ya there.”
The problem was getting there. There were no trails, no rock outcroppings, no prominent here-I-am trees. An old logging road from below led to it from the east, but from above, the direction from which we approached, we just took our bearings when we emerged from Happy Gap going east and headed down into the steep lodgepole-pine wilderness, hoping for the best. And we never tried it at night.
There was another problem with the cabin on the front of the mountain. After the property owner had discovered us there one day and asked us to leave, we’d never gone back.
So when we leveled out that afternoon on the old logging road on the narrow ridge to Mount Kolob and saw this new cabin perched right at the fulcrum at 10,060 feet, with an unobstructed view of the sunrise horizon far out on the eastern plains and a sunset panorama framed by Mount Rosalie on the right, Windy Peak on the left, and Pikes Peak far off to the south, the other cabins became an instant memory.
Over the next few weeks, we found another stove for the new cabin, an old oil-burning water heater that turned out to glow so red when you really got it stoked that you could see through it. We mucked out thirty years’ worth of chipmunk and deer mouse droppings and nesting, backpacked in twelve bags of mortar mix and a hundred gallons of water, and rechinked the logs. We tacked on a whole new roof’s worth of tarpaper shingles, stretched sheets of four-millimeter plastic over the window opening, built a loft and a gear box for our backpacks, hung a handmade door, and sat down to eat the raspberries festooning the east wall of our new digs.
It was the tarpaper that would eventually drive me from the place.
“Me in my shack in the middle of the woods.”
—Kerouac, The Subterraneans
My parents’ house sat at 9,860 feet, pretty much the high point of a road that led back down the west side of Paradise Mountain, just past the mailbox. I know it was 9,860 feet because we had it pegged on a seven-and-a-half-minute topographic map, one of about a hundred USGS quadrangles my dad had joined at the edges with tape and set up on a roller system in the family room, the entire Colorado Front Range.
A broad plank of ponderosa pine suspended by chains from two aspen log poles spanned the entrance to our “driveway,” a quarter mile of rough, rutted trail ascending at nearly a fourteen-percent grade. We never got a lot of visitors, but those who came this far could at least be comforted—and perhaps satisfied—when they found the big plank that my dad had chainsaw-carved and then hand-painted with the name of our spread: West’s World.
My dad was William Kittredge West, and I was named after him, kind of.
We were eighth-generation Westerners, and I was a fifth-generation Coloradoan. My ancestors had come to America from England, Ireland, and Scotland beginning in 1620 and not taking too long about it. Then they moved quickly across New York into Wisconsin, Iowa, Nebraska, and then Colorado, where they panned gold in Clear Creek and Cripple Creek and helped build the first wooden structures along both of them.
Which is how I got my name: the West part was inherited, of course, but that perpetual looking toward the far horizon, the next adventure, the continuance of the journey was something my father was genetically constrained to pass on, not to mention his absolute adoration for the land of his heritage and nativity. And so with the birth of their second and final child, a son, there I was: Everon West.
Trouble was, once they’d signed the form, my folks could never get clear on whether they wanted to call me “Everon,” which kids at school teased into “Chevron,” or “Ev,” which was quickly turned into “Evy,” clearly short for “Evelyn.” So before I was eight they legally added my father’s middle name, Kittredge, to my records and I became “Kit,” a good western name to boot. (They hadn’t used it at birth because it interfered with the message they were trying to project with my first and last names.) My sister, on the other hand, just ended up Michelle because they thought it went with West.
Anyway, Paradise Mountain was the southernmost summit in a ridge that climbed ever higher to the north over Mount Kolob, then west over Mount Meridian, up Rosalie, and finally up onto Mount Evans, Colorado’s thirteenth-highest summit at 14,264 feet. My dad walked the entire length of that ridge one time, just a man and his pack and five days of solace. He could have done it quicker, technically, but what was the rush? He was in the woods. The rest of us sat at home—my mom, my sister Michelle, and I—and worried about bears a little bit, but not enough to deny a man his time in the woods. Sacred time.
My dad, an AT&Ter since the age of seventeen, was supervisor of the Mountain Bell garage that serviced about six hundred square miles of phone line running hither and yon over three counties. He’d strung most of it himself, and he knew the knot and splinter topography of ten thousand poles. (And exactly what it felt like to come off one onto his back from thirty-five feet up when lightning struck the line four miles away.)
My room was on the third floor of the house, where a single window welcomed the sun in the full expanse of its arc across the southern half of the sky. When it got too cold to go outside and play, say about twenty-five degrees below zero, when my spit would freeze in midair and crackle when it hit the ground, I could just sit and look and enjoy the view. It was a nice room; my dad even let me paint it. Steve Ferretti showed me how a roller dipped in bright red paint could make some amazing designs on the white undercoat when you just kind of twirled it around while moving across the gypsum canvas. Enhanced at discriminating intervals with black-light posters, my finished walls looked kind of like a Spirograph playground. Within a year or so, my discrimination maturing, the velvet posters would be replaced by wildlife posters and Ansel Adams prints. Steve had asked if I wanted to add some blue to the red-and-white mayhem, and I said, “Don’t be crazy.” This was the early seventies, after all, and I was a blooming flower child.
It was in this house that I spent winter nights, partook of most meals, and indulged in the occasional comforts of modern American housing: toilets, hot water, a good stereo. By some definitions I suppose you could say I lived here, but I do believe I spent quite a bit more time out on the mountain, or out on the road, or in one of the cabins than I did in my folks’ house. My folks and I were doing okay; I simply preferred the woods and the open highway.
I could get from my bedroom door to the cabin on the front of the mountain in about nine minutes at full run: down the driveway, straight across the aspen and lupine meadow, up and over Happy Gap—our own twist on The Who’s Happy Jack—and into the lodgepole-pine maze, a dense, dark forest of impenetrable poles. The perfect hiding place.
Outside of the maze, however, as a youth I could move through the woods with more than the grace, and nearly the speed, of an elk—mule deer give way to elk at about 8,500 feet in the southern Rockies—barely touching down on the ball of one foot before springing over the next log, bush, or boulder; twisting, zigging, zagging, and bounding with a reverent familiarity and bold competence so sweet they made me giddy with exhilaration.
I’d like to say I twice outran a bear on that mountain, but in fact the first time I just stood there and wet my pants.
My dog, Uriah, was a beautiful golden rough collie, a perfect stand-in for any episode of Lassie ever filmed, except for the fact that he was completely blind by the time he was three. When we ran the road as it wound up toward Eagle’s Nest or west toward Lion’s Head, he would softly grip my extended thumb in his mouth so as to follow along. In the woods, we either walked or he just understood it was an afternoon to stay behind with the Fat Dog—Freckles, a prototypical Clumber spaniel—as she nibbled ripe wild raspberries from bush to bush or lay in the sun and belly-grazed on the tiny summer strawberries.
One spring night Uriah wouldn’t stop barking, and his tone bespoke unfamiliar tension. I headed downstairs and grabbed a flashlight on my way outside. He was about twenty yards from the house, his nose aiming north and his ruff full and bristled. Settled only modestly by my approaching presence, he moved forward a couple of feet and continued staring—unseeing, of course—at the box of the old camping trailer where we stored the weekly household garbage between bimonthly trips to the county landfill. And he continued to bark, a little more boldly now.
Then the bear stood up. Your typical Rocky Mountain black, about five feet high and, perhaps atypically, shaking a box of Cheerios off his left forepaw. Uriah barked, I warmed my leg, and the bear just looked at us in turn: dog, boy, dog, boy. Boy clearly alarmed. I may have been wrong, but the bear didn’t appear frightened at all.
So I ran, turning to call for Uriah only after reaching and opening the front door of the house. Knowing now he was surely in over his head, and probably smelling something of a change in the balance of power, he turned and moved toward the house as fast as he dared. (He had once risen up in a rush to answer the call of a squirrel who wanted to play and, nose skimming the ground as he ran, hit a tree face first, knocking him flat out. Once.)
I called for my folks, and we yelled at the bear from the doorway until he decided to go look for a quieter place to eat.
When it happened again two weeks later, I was ready. I went out with the flashlight and a big stick, yelling as I moved toward him, the door propped open behind me. Uriah looked like a bristle brush, and he remained a good twenty yards from the trailer, while I didn’t get much closer. When the bear stood up, it was the same look, the same balance of power. Unbalanced. Or was it?
He came up and over the side of the trailer, slowly, clumsily, giving me time to get my thumb in Uriah’s mouth and move us both toward the house. Out of the trailer, the bear just stood on his hind legs and looked at us for a half-minute. Then, when he dropped to all fours, it was as if I could hear him mutter, “Ah, forget it,” as he trotted off into the woods.
Last time he ever came to our house for dinner.
Even without Uriah, the new cabin, the one on the ridge to Mount Kolob, could not be reached in fewer than thirty minutes at a steady trot. It was all uphill, much of it was northern slope—always denser, more demanding forest—and the way was strewn with boulders and blown-over trees.
One evening in late September I arrived at the cabin to find Cris just putting the finishing touches on a pot of beans. The old water-heater-stove was glowing red enough to see through, and Cris had the feeder door open to let out a little bit of torque and not launch the thing through the roof. But a good pot of beans took a good spot of time, and you had to just let ’er bubble and burp for well over an hour to get out the crunch. (Our beans came from a bag, of course, not a can.) Toward the end of the run, the lid off, you could start dropping in the carrots and potatoes and onions and such. This is about the time the sparks and clinkers popping off the lodgepole-pine fuel supply began dropping into the pot as well, and a good pot of beans typically had a pretty good garnish of charcoal by the time one ladled out the goods. (In contrast, I have heard that the city-bred human has a hard time getting enough charcoal in the diet.)
Little was said—half the reason for living in the woods in the first place: quiet—and Cris and I enjoyed a private meal, once again thrilled at our teenage self-sufficiency. Being somewhat more self-sufficient than I, Cris had a job as a night dishwasher, and soon he left me for the forty-minute run to his house, the key to his mom’s van, and the seven-mile drive down to the paved highway where the Highlander Inn served the only sit-down-and-use-a-fork food for thirty miles in any direction.
I fired up the single-mantle coal-oil lantern, hung it on a nail, and sat to ponder. That was the usual business of a cabin evening and one of the best uses of time ever conceived or expended. I had found two of the lanterns in a vacated campsite in Lost Park several summers before. It was an odd place, the camp: a tarpaulin roof stretched between four trees, city-slicker aluminum cots tossed into one corner, emptied canned goods, beer bottles, and trash strewn about the woods—the look of a perennial roosting place. And the remains of two deer hides rotting into the ground.
Hunters. The enemy. The only thing I could think of to appropriately reimburse the Trashy Ones for their wanton ways with the woods and the deer was to take their lanterns.
And pee in their fire pit.
Take that, you Bambi-blasting slobs.
I don’t recall that these were the thoughts on my mind that evening in the cabin, but just about the time the final remains of the day disappeared behind Windy Peak, the roof started coming apart. I grabbed the lantern and ran outside to see what was happening. Nothing was on the roof. I stared at the tarpaper long enough to make it think twice and then went back inside. No sooner had I retaken my tractor seat nailed to a log than the noise flared up again. It was a scraping, a scratching, and a violent mess of it at that, right above where I sat. Again, the lantern and out, but this time I grabbed my bear-warning stick, a stout sucker of worm-whittled lodgepole. Again, nothing. And no noise at all each time I was outside.
I stood and stared at the roof, then walked around the cabin slowly and methodically, my stick lofted to the ready, and saw nothing.
By now I was jumpy, and an elk or a bear in the night woods could have driven me right out of my hide, but I went back in, my ears straining for a tip, for a clue, and resumed my seat. Twice more it happened, violent, vicious ripping at the roof. Twice I smacked the ceiling with my stout stick, disrupting the chaos only for a moment. As the roof shredded to bits the third time, I was heading out the door, the stick held high. I pivoted immediately toward the roof, the place of madness falling clearly within the purview of my lantern’s domain, and saw nothing. Nothing at all. No wind stirred the night. Not another sound was heard. The roof was silent.
I spun on my heel and headed home, the lit lantern in one hand, my rascal beater in the other, never looking back.
It took me twenty-five minutes. My mother would ask why I was home, knowing I had gone for the weekend. I would mumble something about a stomach ache and disappear to the comfort of my room, my Koss headphones and the silk-and-sledge, layered-crunch cosmos-cruising melodies of Uriah Heep.
Demons and Wizards wove its magic through my soul in those days and, with the thematic paradox posited by its title tracks—“Rainbow Demon” and “The Wizard”—the album offered alternative trajectories for the rest of my life. Of Ken Hensley’s kindly, beneficent wizard I had no knowledge—nor of anyone else’s—but the demon appeared to be seeking a place to shack up on the ridge to Mount Kolob.
In the morning I stood and looked at myself critically in the bathroom mirror. Was I a man or a mouse? Five-foot-ten, the firm jaw and prominent cheekbones I liked to claim from my three Native American ancestors, thick brown hair parted down the middle and falling straight to just mid-back, and an above-average lean and muscular build from years of weight lifting, gymnastics, and rock climbing. A beard good enough for most men ten years my senior—definitely not from the Indian ancestors.
Yet inside? Walking turmoil.
I ate some breakfast and headed back up to the cabin, sworn to renew my commitment and regather my wits in the bright light of a new day. But no branches from adjacent trees came anywhere near the roof. No debris cluttered its surface. And not a single scratch assaulted that fresh tarpaper in its happy midmorning repose.
The high lonesome cabin on the ridge to Mount Kolob began to trouble even my daylight dreams. Something was about to change.
“The greatest key to courage is shame.”
—Kerouac, The Subterraneans
The first night I ever spent above Lost Park, in early May at ten thousand feet on the northeastern edge of Windy Peak, I was exactly that: lost. No sleeping bag, no dinner, not even a long-sleeved shirt.
Oh, and I was twelve years old.
But I was not alone. No, I was up there showing my buddy John Dunham what a woodsman I was. As it turned out, I did not get us killed. Directional dysfunction aside, I did know what I was doing. Kind of.
By the time I was twelve, I had been on most of the two-lane highways and dirt roads in twenty-seven states. And in exactly two cities: Denver, where one set of grandparents was stuck by economics; and San Diego, where an aunt and uncle lived near the ocean, which is really why we went at all. My dad avoided big highways like the plague and thought interstates were the bane of existence.
“They put them in the ugliest places,” he would say, “and everybody just speeds along, not knowing what they’re missing.” But then my mother would coax him, and he’d add, “Which is just perfect for me. Keep ’em off the good roads, the back roads; let me drive at my own pace.”
If I learned anything as a kid, it’s that the doctrine of Dirt-Road Redemption is much more than a travel preference; it’s a philosophical covenant with life. It’s a covenant that I learned early on was shared by such luminaries as Henry David Thoreau, Black Elk, and Edward Abbey. But Ed Abbey—born and reared in Pennsylvania—did not introduce me to slick rock, red dirt, and a land ethic. My daddy did.
To be frank, my dad was a hippie born thirty years too early, and his primary drugs of choice were two-lane highways and wilderness.
I was born addicted.
The sound of a rushing river, the scent of pine, and the expectation of a jagged horizon against a blue sky thirty degrees above level were natural and innate benchmarks of my earliest cognition.
All components of the Covenant. Here’s how it goes as I learned it: I am a visitor on the earth, one of many creatures given some role and some serious responsibility to see that it survives my sojourn. Living upon it carries an inherent and unalterable obligation to live lightly, to honor the collateral cohabitants, to do no harm and leave a small wake.
I can honestly say that as a child I never shot a bird—I owned no gun until my fourteenth birthday, and I privately bequeathed it to my sister before the day was out. Nor did I pelt a squirrel with a rock. Nor did I want to. Simply unacceptable behavior.
We didn’t four-wheel or snowmobile or race motorcycles up and down the hillsides, carving the land into scraps and blowing noxious fumes and obnoxious noise into the air. My daddy taught me that you didn’t throw your refuse out the car window or leave it planted in the woods, long before the slowly awakening contiguous culture called it litter in the late sixties.
We just called it wrong.
As a kid playing cowboys and Indians—kids don’t do that anymore, do they—I was always the Indian. The Indians—yeah, I know we don’t call them that anymore either, but since we were fourteenth-generation and fifteenth-generation Americans with at least two full-blooded Iroquois ancestors, my father always figured we were about as “native” American as one can get—were the ones who loved the land, respected the life forms, and left a small wake.
Which was kiddie stuff, really, a philosophical framework just kind of smoldering around the edges until I was fourteen.
But I’m getting ahead of myself. At twelve I was still trying to stay alive on Windy Peak. I had heard my dad’s stories of summer excursions to Lost Park with his pals for years: how the four of them, thirteen and fourteen years old, would ride the trolley from Knox Court clear out to Kipling, then thumb rides out to the Turkey Creek Highway and up into the mountains, through the Hogback above Morrison, then into the canyon, through the Colorado Front Range to the inner ranges above Paradise and into Redtail. I remember clearly the lesson learned and passed down about how Howard Perrin had tried splitting a log into kindling by holding it on the ground with his foot—he had bounced the axe off the log and right through his shinbone. Cleanly split, but not real useful for firewood. It did keep them warm in a way, however, as my dad and his pals carried him out seven miles to the remote highway, his leg held together with a flannel shirt tourniquet. (He lived; he walked again.).
As a twelve-year-old, I couldn’t wait to do the same kind of thing, sort of.
My hitchhiking era was still a couple years distant, so my dad drove John and me up to the trailhead, handed me a seven-and-a-half-minute topo, and said, “See ya next week, kid.” I wasn’t exactly a compass sort of guy, and, as it would turn out, I wasn’t real handy with a map either. Or maybe even a trail.
Somewhere up the mountain, two paths diverged in the dense lodgepole woods, and I took the one less traveled by. And that made all the difference. Along about mile four, I finally admitted that I must have taken us up the wrong trail, because for a good half-mile now it hadn’t been a trail at all but rather a quarter-mile-wide jungle gym of fallen trees.
Turning around, I could find no trail to show that we had just come this way. It was jumble upon jumble. To the left: trees. To the right: trees. Behind, trees; all around, trees.
Trees.
Up ahead, however, through the trees, I could see a rock outcropping that appeared to lift above the blanket of forest. If we could get to those rocks and climb up out of the blinding myopia of solid forest, perhaps we could get our bearings.
That decided, we relieved ourselves of our backpacks, leaning them against a blown-down tree, and bounded unburdened up the hill another eighth of a mile and onto the rocks, where we scrambled to the top and took a peek. Sure enough, there was the trail, topping a nice gentle saddle in the mountain about three miles away. At its terminus lay the broad, open meadow of Lost Park.
We eased back down off the rock outcropping and descended through the forest the eighth-mile to our packs. Or to where our packs should have been.
Or were they over here?
Nope.
There?
Nope.
We zigzagged the hill for thirty minutes, then ascended once again to the rock outcropping to get our bearings. Those gotten, we descended and proceeded to zigzag the hill for another hour. Just before it got dark, I decided we better make shelter for the night. Making dinner was out of the question. So was putting on a jacket. (Both were in our packs.)
In hindsight, perhaps a bivouac in the woods would have offered better shelter from the wind, but I chose the solidity of rock wall and directed us back to the rock outcropping for the night: generally exposed, but solid. In fact, a good nook-and-cranny campsite in the bowels of solid pink granite is pretty good shelter. I’ve done it a number of times since, even in winter, and found it quite to my liking. Solid walls, a good roof, even if the elbow room is a bit restrictive.
So I picked a good cranny, custom-fit to my width if not my height, swept the floor free of marmot droppings—thanks for the bed; I’ll leave you a tip if I ever find my pack again—and then emerged to gather some fresh branches of lodgepole and limber pine with which to feather my bed.
That’s when I noticed John lying flat on his back, hugging himself, on a slab of rock with ample roof but no walls. It was a veritable wind tunnel, and as the sun set over Kenosha Pass, that wind was getting cold and brisk. I told him to pick a better spot, something like unto actual shelter, then went back to my den.
About a half-hour after dark, he stuck his head in my hole, on the verge of tears, and said, “What do I do next? I’m going to die.” Well, not on my watch, so I let him in, and we attempted to lay side by side, spoons or otherwise, for what seemed like fifteen hours. Then, about halfway through the world’s longest night, we could find no position more comfortable or reminiscent of actual warmth than one on top of the other. So we lay like that for the next fifteen hours, shivering, moaning, occasionally switching layers like musical-chairs lasagna. Really cold lasagna.
Sometime before switching into a prepubescent coma, I saw what appeared to be a lightening of the sky. I lay and watched it, unconvinced, for what seemed another whole night’s worth of hours. Finally, I could see detail, color—the pinkness of the feldspar that filled the walls of our crypt, the blue-green needles of the limber pine bough I had draped over John’s back for a blanket.
I told John to get off me, morning had come, and I scooched past him and out of the hole.
It was definitely dawn, but the sun was still below the horizon. The top of our rocky mount was shaped like a dishpan or a flat, sandy-bottomed skillet, roughly circular in dimension, the salmon-pink granite pillars forming a ring-like defense around the edges and then dripping down in jumbles over the sides like too much stew. The small pockets of captured spring runoff scattered across the hard pack wore a firm skin of ice.
I chose a spot in the middle of the pan and sat down to await the warming fire of sunrise. The place and its construct reminded me of what I had seen in photographs taken from inside the ring at Stonehenge, the land, and possibly the religion, of my ancestors. (Back when my ancestors might have practiced one.) Yet this was not a manmade monument. And as far as I knew, I was the first human to ever occupy this summit.
As I sat, shivering, I determined to greet the day as if I had planned to be right here all along. But hurry the day I would not. This was the sun’s moment, and my moment was to be merely a witness, a recipient, a humble observer who had waited patiently and would be offered his reward.
I closed my eyes, reliving the torments of the night, the long, long hours thinking I might freeze to death and never wake. And I waited. I opened my eyes and scanned the horizon as it melted from gray to purple to pink, then to luminescent scarlet with golden threads. John was still in the little crevice. I got up and moved a couple of times when my senses told me that the first ray of sun would in fact break across the sacred ground of my mountain cathedral at a point farther left, or right, or forward.
And then it came.
A tiny pinpoint of brilliant gold light raced its way west along the summit ridges of the Kenosha Range, bounced off the snowcapped summit of Windy Peak, then raced quickly toward me down the western ridge, across the sand to my right, and directly onto my forehead. It was like a pulse of energy, and I couldn’t help but breathe it in, first in gulps, then in deep, purposeful inspirations. It moved down my nose, over my throat, and then took up residence in my chest. I could feel the night burning away, the power of light and warmth swimming into me.
I raised my arms high, exhilarated as I had never been before. I had lived. I had survived. I had possibly even saved a life other than my own.
My thoughts raced back through a novel I had completed just before the trip, Jack Schaefer’s The Canyon. In that little book, a young, self-despising, club-footed Indian boy had gone out to pursue his Vision Quest, a rite of passage to manhood, and had accidentally fallen into a deep box canyon, barely surviving the fall. But survive he did, against all odds, emerging many months later a hero to his tribe.
I was twelve, and I was a warrior.
I stood and faced the sun as it spread its welcome warmth across the basin. It had come for me.
I had found religion.
That was the summer I also found my first completely nude woman, standing right there in the river, her arms and hands lifted high to hold her long hair out of the water as if she didn’t even know her big plump breasts, pregnant tummy, and densely carpeted private area were staring me in the face.
Warrior that I was and all, I just stood there and stared back, trying to neither gulp nor giggle.
We were down on the South Fork of the South Platte, where my dad spent the best times of his life fishing. His wasn’t some citified sit-in-a-lawn-chair-and watch-your-bobber-till-it-dips loafing like my Uncle Ben did, but some real fishing: fly fishing, in a river, with flies of his own tying and a nine-foot rod. Hip waders. A stinky creel with a million stream miles on the odometer.
It was getting harder and harder to find solitude on the river anytime of the year, but in summer the hippies moved in, lining the dirt road and stuffing the woods with their vans and Beetles and VW busses. And their trash. Especially beer cans.
They came by the thousands, it seemed. Something drove them to live in herds. My dad didn’t have a lot of nice things to say about hippies; we’d had our Coleman cooler cleaned out during the night by a small herd of them near Aspen earlier that spring. Our loaf of bread, jug of milk, and package of cold cuts could clearly be seen on their picnic table the next morning. They left us the mustard and one half-leaf of lettuce.
Something intrigued me about the hippies—their apparent freedom to roam; their communal society, however itinerant; and their women, nude or otherwise. I especially loved their women: their long flowing hair, their long flowing dresses, and their happy light-as-the-wind laughter. Yet these were my mountains, my backyard, and a bunch of city-slicker tramps were treating it like the city dump.
My father was hoping to drive quickly past the spot where the pregnant lady and her fellow hippies were swimming beneath the chutes where the river cut a chasm through solid granite, but traffic along that narrow section of dirt road was moving very slowly. Finally we got past, my mother telling me—and my father—to avert our eyes. We continued on, finding a quiet, unpeopled spot down the road a piece. Dad pulled off to the side, parked the car, put on his waders, and wandered into the river. I found an empty grocery sack in the trunk and wandered into the trash, filling my bag with aluminum that could be turned in for money.
Then my father headed downstream, away from the hippies. I was heading right toward them.
“The mountains are a kind of poultice for a man’s abstract pain. Among them he laughs, oh, far more than he cries.”
—John Steinbeck, Cup of Gold
The first time I met Cristopher Cassady Wilde the Second was in the midst of a May snowstorm. He was jogging in silk shorts that barely covered his fanny. He looked so out of place, just rounding the bend going north below Eagle’s Nest, that my dad stopped the Ramcharger to see if we could be of assistance. Six feet tall, skinny, and freckled—all over—with strawberry-blond hair falling midway down his back, Cris told us he was new on the mountain.
“No kidding,” my dad said straight-faced, as Michelle and I chuckled in the back seat.
From Connecticut.
A serious flatlander.
Anyway, within weeks Cris and I were close friends; within a year, on that wild and wonderful mountain of my childhood, we were almost as close, I suppose, as friends ever get. Close enough that we decided to change the world.
We looked out over our new domain, a domain for which we could not help but feel a deep, even reverent concern, and we each said: “I quit.”
We quit eating meat. We quit wearing leather. We quit using things that came in wrappers (trash) or that were intended for a single use (really stupid trash). We lived free of electricity as much as we could. We even turned off other people’s lights for them.
Which was just fine with my folks, but my paternal grandfather, may he rest in peace, once told me to turn the light back on in an unoccupied room—he could afford to pay the bill. (I’ve heard the same sort of claim my entire life from other otherwise-intelligent adults.) I explained to him patiently—he was old, after all—that money had nothing to do with it. Never had, never would. Electricity meant an ugly hole carved into a mountainside, or a river-plugging dam, or plutonium waste scattered across the feral hills of Nevada.
I told my grandpa that, and he told me to turn the light back on. So I went and unscrewed two of the light bulbs in his bathroom fixture.
Take that, you coal-burning brute!
And then I got serious. Having pushed for two years and now using Cris as the example—my folks liked him, after all—I finally prevailed upon my parents to let me quit cutting my hair. Life was for making statements, and I had one to make, a firm one born of my Vision Quest: the earth was sacred, living, and powerful; she was our home, the mother of our being; and I was her newest Guardian.
My childhood Indian fantasies began to take on a new depth and meaning. I reread The Canyon, then moved on to more serious works like Cheyenne Autumn, Black Elk Speaks, and Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee. Cris read them when I was finished. Our blood boiled over the way our race had treated the Indigenous Ones, driving them, cheating them, slaughtering them like rodents. Typically holding the gun, like at the Sand Creek Massacre in eastern Colorado, was a preacher or an officer of the United States Army.
Colonel John M. Chivington of the Colorado First Cavalry was both. Known as “the fighting parson” since he was the presiding Elder of the Methodist Church in the Rocky Mountain district, by 1864 Chivington had already made public his intent to “kill Cheyennes whenever and wherever found. I have come to kill Indians,” he told a group of recalcitrant fellow officers, “and believe it is right and honorable to use any means under God’s heaven to kill Indians.”
So, in the name of God, kill he did.
On November 28, 1864, Chivington rode at the head of seven hundred armed soldiers and four twelve-pound mountain howitzers toward a winter encampment of Cheyenne and Arapahoe Indians on a bend of Sand Creek in northeastern Colorado. The warriors were off hunting for food, which the parson knew, so he just massacred more than a hundred and thirty women, children, and old men.
In his official report, Chivington would claim between four and five hundred dead “warriors.” At the same time, he would feel compelled to justify the killing of children and babies—which several nonmilitary witnesses reported—with the statement that “nits make lice.”
I began to despise uniforms and the men within them, including clergy and the Boy Scouts, that modern equivalent of the U.S. Cavalry, with its badges and handbooks, its outfits and oaths. Wilderness wasn’t a program, and you didn’t learn to love it from a book or from the side of a forest-devouring bonfire. My budding view of America, the United States, and its flag, its politics and its purposes, began to be influenced infinitely more by Chief Joseph, Black Elk, and Cochise than by George Washington or Patrick Henry. George Washington was the guy on the quarter. Chief Joseph was the man who got trampled, tricked, and deceived his whole life.
No one in American history, except perhaps the Africans, had been treated as inhumanely as the Indians.
In 1973, the Vietnam War in full stride, my disparate and unpracticed perceptions of American honor were coalescing into a distinct shade of red—white and blue not being involved. I recall watching with growing passion the TV protests of those ready to flee to Canada and feeling increasing willingness to join them, river trashers or not. They could always be taught something new.
Cris and I began to retreat entirely from the white man way of living. We discovered Henry David Thoreau when I sought out a copy of Walden after reading a single quote in National Geographic: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, to discover that I had not lived.”
We began watching the weather and the sun, and we would test ourselves on the time and temperature, getting to where we could each tell the temperature within five degrees and the time within fifteen minutes. And then we moved beyond that effort completely, white man thermometers and clocks be damned.
We started learning about edible and medicinal herbs, a course of study instantly field-testable outside our front doors. I learned that the tiny white blossoms of candytuft were the first welcoming word that spring would actually come again to my mountain perch; that wild raspberries and great mullein and orchid beardtongue preferred disturbed soil, like roadcuts; nodding onion liked sandy soil and full sun; lodgepole pine favored south slopes, Engelmann spruce—and its companion old man’s beard—north.
I assembled necklaces and headbands from juniper berries, dried squaw currants, and pinecone scales. I hand-sewed a denim shoulder bag with a long strap, so that I could wander the woods like Johnny Appleseed, the quintessential antidisestablishmentarianist.
On Paradise Mountain I stopped walking the road completely and turned to the woods for both my trail and my training. Cris and I started traversing the mountain by walking only on fallen logs or by hopping from boulder to boulder as much as possible. In the first place, such passage left no tracks; in the second, it burdened no foliage, destroyed no habitat. When we had to leave tracks—through winter snow, for instance—the one following would step perfectly into the tracks already made by the trailbreaker. On the road, if such passage was absolutely necessary, we would avoid soft areas—dust, silt, wet spots—that would leave a track and disturb the already overdisturbed planet. And in the forest we would never step on fragile ground: moss, ground lichens, new growth.
Never, never would we intentionally break a stick, snap a living branch, step on a flowering plant. Never would we disturb the burrow of a fellow creature, or chase one down, or throw something at it.
Never be seen. Never be heard. Practice until perfect approaching within fifteen feet of your mother hanging laundry on the south slope before quietly saying “hi” and scaring her out of her wits.
I learned to find wildlife paths and burrows and dens. I studied tracks and scat, the shapes of nests and the songs of birds. I started memorizing the mountain in random radii: where a seam of brilliant white quartz lit up the dense forest between Eagle’s Nest and Happy Gap, good for nighttime runs to the cabin on the front of the mountain; where perennial freshwater springs broke the surface; where mountain strawberries flourished and elk bedded for the night; at what altitude the Clark’s nutcracker first appeared (10,000 feet and up—and it would have been a much better choice than the lark bunting for the Colorado state bird, by the way; but again, I wasn’t around when they voted.)
I knew where the ponderosa forests ended, the lodgepole-aspen forests began, and the names and traditional uses of most of the plants that grew within each. I cherished a copy of Michael Weiner’s classic Earth Medicine, Earth Foods, with its brown-paper-bag paper and hand-drawn illustrations. I chewed pine needles for vitamin C and used the pollen on the trunks of aspens for hand lotion and the dried leaves of Rocky Mountain beeplant—an oregano mint—for stomachaches.
I read books on snow chemistry, avalanches, survival, and first ascents, then tested myself further by doing solo campouts in summer, then winter, and then summer campouts without food and winter campouts without a tent. I climbed things no one should have climbed without a rope or a parachute. I ate things no one should have eaten without a field guide, a stove, or a clinic nearby. Cris and I firmly believed with Thoreau—the Master—that in wildness was the preservation of the world, our earth mother. My communion with it, my oneness with it, my ability to see, interpret, and withstand all it handed me, even on its own terms, was the prime focus of my life.
And then one summer day some guy hauled a bulldozer up the mountain and started carving a slash across the land. I spoke to him once, and he referred to the damaged domain as a “driveway” on “his” property, but of course it was mine before his and no one’s at all ultimately. So read the Covenant.
Thereafter, as Guardians now empowered with both knowledge and politics, Cris and I regularly plucked up property stakes along with beer cans and Twinkie wrappers—they all went into my ample Appleseed bag—and sabotaged the occasional tractor as we harvested king bolete mushrooms and carried away signage to use as plywood sheeting in the loft of another log cabin.
And in between missions I often sat alone on the top of Eagle’s Nest, surveying minutely the extensive domain of my uncommon delight and memorizing the horizon to the south and west, a green-then-purple panorama of successive mountain ridges extending as far as the eye could see, from Pikes Peak, standing watch over the southern Great Plains, to its perfect silhouette in Long Scraggy, and west up the Kenosha Range toward Mount Rosalie. The high point on the southern rim of the world, and the most prominent and memorable jut in the broken robin-blue-eggshell of the sky, was Windy Peak.
There my soul had felt its first awakening. But like Black Elk and Spotted Eagle and Sitting Bull and all the other Native Americans I had read about—I was one-eighth of them, after all—what I really wanted to discover was the Great God of nature, the Great Spirit, the Designer, the One.
My unplanned Vision Quest beneath Windy Peak was still underway and still unfulfilled.
“Here is a woman, a soul in my rain, she looks at me, she is frightened.”
—Kerouac, The Subterraneans
Cricket Urbani called from the city: “Got this friend, see, and we’re looking to escape to the woods for a few days. I figured you’d know a place.”
Cricket was the genuine article, a frizzy-haired flower child with a penchant for opinions and a lust for independence. She signed her name over a peace sign. Living forty-five miles apart, she in the flats and me on the mountain, we nevertheless attended the same high school and had been close friends for a couple of years.
“You want a cabin or wilderness?” I asked her. Stray, abandoned, middle-of-the-woods-so-I-moved-in cabins, I was up to three. Wilderness, I was stocked even better.
“Woods,” she said. “Middle of nowhere.”
“No problem.”
“Oh,” she added, “ya got a tent we could borrow?”
They also needed a ride. For that I commissioned another mutual friend, Jim Mason, a moon-faced kid who looked half his age but dug physics and chemistry and Pink Floyd and happened to own a beautiful lemon-yellow ’54 Chevy pickup. I hitched to the city one afternoon to notify him of his employment. That midnight, we picked up Cricket at her house—she walked right out the front door carrying a satchel of clothing—and then drove over to the other girl’s neighborhood, coasting silently up to the corner three houses away from where she lived. Dressed in dark clothing, she emerged quickly from some bushes, threw her gear in back with Cricket’s, and jumped up front with the rest of us.
Jim and Cricket, seated next to each other, kept up an incessant chatter for the next hour and a half. They loved to argue. Actually, Jim loved to prod, to provoke, to question, and Cricket loved to volley them all. I was hugging the opposite door, seated next to the New Girl. She said not a word and offered not a wiggle.
Annie Hawk was as quiet a thing as I’d ever met: polite, but shy as the sun on the north side of midnight. A fragile-looking creature in the pale dashboard lights, with beautiful blond hair that fell in thick waves clear to her waist, she seemed almost wounded, as well as scared. I didn’t know why, nor did I know why she was sneaking out at midnight.
Off we went up Turkey Creek Canyon, climbing away from the Great Plains and into the front ranges of the Colorado mountains, past Indian Hills and then Sky Village and into the long green valley of Pine Dell. Straight ahead, eyes rising, stood the ridge between Paradise Mountain and Mount Kolob, Eagle’s Nest glowing blueish-pink in the just-risen full moon.
Jim turned off the highway and onto my dirt road just past the town of Paradise, where he asked me to start navigating. I didn’t take the wheel because, although I did know how to drive, I had neither license nor inclination—cars were for riding in, not driving. But I conducted him up the mountain, taking the right fork toward Christopher Drive, where we installed the girls for the night in the cabin and returned to my folks’ house. “Decided not to stay down in the city tonight, Mom. Got any hot rolls?” Kids drove up to the mountain every Saturday for my mom’s fresh, hot rolls.
In the morning we waved good-bye to my folks as they pulled out for a week on the road to simply follow their noses through New Mexico and Arizona, then Jim and I grabbed my tent and headed back to the cabin on Christopher Drive. We snagged the girls and made for the cliffs, a 170-foot chasm cut into the pink granite of Mount Kolob’s southeast flank that marked the top of the trail leading down a thousand feet into a lush and remote mountain valley. That’s where I was sending them: a sheltered valley at a lower altitude, miles from any road, with a stream. Upstream there was even an old abandoned sawmill, for entertainment.
Jim let us out, waved good-bye, and headed back to do whatever kids did in the city. The new girl was still silent—coy and retreating, which somehow attracted me almost as much as her red-kerchief halter top and blue-jean shorts. Wonderful legs, with absolutely impeccable knees.
Me and Cricket alone, I would have said: “Looky here, walk south and don’t get lost.” But this new girl had me all puffy in the head, so I played mountain-man tour guide, pointing out a few essential landmarks and tips: Windy Peak to the southwest, overlooking the Lost Creek Wilderness Area; the seven-hundred-foot sheer granite face of Lion’s Head straight west, the nape of the sphinx flowing smoothly into the trailing flank of Mount Rosalie, a mere mention in the endless ranks of Colorado thirteeners. Directly behind that, Mount Evans carried the world’s highest paved road to 14,200 feet, nearly a hundred feet short of the mountain’s summit.
I led Cricket and Annie down into the shadows of the rock canyon, where I located the remains of the old logging rail bed. The tiny stream was flowing, promising water in the valley. I cautioned them to boil first, however, as this and the larger water course down below channeled the runoff from a hundred square miles of elk and bear domain—Coors’ famous mountain spring water). I tied my three-man Nesco tent onto Cricket’s pack and bid them adieu.
That night—June eighth—it snowed twenty-eight inches on Paradise Mountain.
At five thirty in the morning the phone rang at my house. Guy down the backside of the mountain says sorry, but two girls stumbled into his door thirty minutes ago, pretty well frozen and quite lost. Now that they’re finally talking, they say that they know me; can I come down and fetch them? He has to try to get to work.
When Tim Baxter opened his door another thirty minutes later—it took me a while to break through the half-mile of twenty-eight inches of powder in our 1966 Scout—I saw the two girls sitting on the fireplace hearth in just their panties and bras, blankets over their blue shoulders, frost-nipped hands and feet soaking in basins of lukewarm water, the fire roaring.
When she can finally speak, Cricket tells me the roof of their tent—correction: my tent, as if I had anything to do with it—ripped wide open under the weight of the snow, and the whole world came in. Unable to see in the dark, with wind-driven snow burying them where they sat, they just scrambled for footgear, wrapped their Slumberjack sleeping bags around their heads and bodies, and started to walk. Cricket’s pet rabbit got a ride on her head.
They found what appeared to be a road around 4:30 a.m. and Baxter’s place thirty minutes later.
Lucky, I tell them.
It was love at first sight.
“Goodhearted kids in pain of soul doing wild things out of desperation.”
—Kerouac, Letters
Annie and Cricket weren’t going out on the road for a few days—they were going out for a couple of months. They had purchased a pair of those go-see-America bus passes with money earned at a weight-loss telemarketing firm, where they mostly just pretended to call actual phone numbers. The tickets expired in eight weeks.
Paradise Mountain wasn’t on the bus route. Rather, it served them as a sort of outlaws’ hole in the wall, the place where no one would ever find them, where any early trail would quickly go cold, literally if not just figuratively.
They were running away.
More accurately, Annie was running away. Cricket was just along for the ride; she would likely even read the descriptive entries in the Rand McNally road atlas she was packing. For all Cricket knew, they might just stay on the road for ever—Annie was certainly game. Somewhere along the way, when they ran out of cash, they could just stop and take jobs for a while.
In the five days we were all stranded on the mountain before the plows made it through, I decided that Annie would likely spend most of her journey staring out the bus window, her mind and heart searching for somewhere and something far beyond the confines of the atlas. Quiet as she was, it didn’t take long to find out that we were both focused on rebellion, a common complaint exploring divergent themes. Hers was against religion. Mine was against the trumpet.
By age fifteen I had played the trumpet, pretty well, for seven years. I’d traveled the western United States, marched in parades in Mexico, and cut a couple of albums with my high school band. But at fifteen and a half I was so sick of the instrument, the sound it made, and the music written for it that I almost threw it out a bus window somewhere north of Santa Fe. In fact, I would end up keeping it another fifteen years or so, selling it for five bucks in a garage sale in the late eighties. But I never played it again, and at sixteen I wasn’t at all sure what I wanted to play next, although music drove me like a fork through soft cheesecake.
It was inherent: my dad played the acoustic guitar, having once played the lap steel professionally with a guy named Pete Moss; my mother sang; and I had been joining in songs around the campfire since I was two. I grew up knowing a good chunk of the American folk catalogue, with a distinct leaning toward the South and the West: “Long Black Rifle,” “Old Black Joe,” “Tom Dooley,” “Darlin’ Corey,” “Oh Susanna.” (Years later I would hear the Mormon Tabernacle Choir tackle a couple of these, in the most incongruous coupling of intent and attempt in the history of sound. But more on that later.) We sang everywhere, my mother taking a strong and clear alto lead. I could sing along with every song the Kingston Trio had ever recorded, play most of the Herb Alpert catalogue, and name more backwater blues artists than most of my friends could name models of Hot Wheels cars.
But now Deep Purple’s John Lord and Uriah Heep’s Ken Hensley had me thinking keyboards were my next gig. I drew pictures of myself on stage with three Moogs and a Leslie, hair clear to my knees. But organs and pianos weren’t cheap, and neither were they portable. Stranded at my grandparents’ in Torrington, Wyoming, during my fifteenth summer, I picked up my sister’s Kmart guitar, learned three chords, and got hooked. The poetry I’d been writing for a couple of years started finding its way into musical verse.
“Appalachian Sweat” was my first song:
Swingin’ on a windmill
Down on the farm,
Rompin’ through the sagebrush
With a flower in my arms.
Well, life, as I see it,
Could never be so fun
If I lived like everybody
And I looked like everyone.
There was no chorus—I hadn’t studied lyrical song structure yet, but it was a fairly radical rag about the living earth getting fed up with getting dug up and causing an earthquake to close down the local coal mine—with a few human casualties, unfortunately. Meanwhile, uptown:
The people they were laughing
Sippin’ on their booze
Thinkin’ crazy thoughts on life
Until they heard the news.
Some trees sparked up a happy song,
The animals gathered ’round,
To turn and face the maddened crowd,
To stand and hold their ground.
I played and sang it for Cricket and Annie. Cricket said, “Was that an actual chord structure?” But Annie said, “Far out. What’s it mean?”
I took Annie’s cue and explained the Way of the Woods with the passion of a preacher—the animals killed only when they needed to eat; they never carved up hillsides and meadows with tractors or motorcycles; they didn’t belch smoke and fumes into the air or diesel fuel and feedlot manure into the rivers. They didn’t mass-produce and then mass-murder cows or chickens as if they were carnations in a greenhouse.
Nor did the Indians, I went on. They killed only to eat or for shelter, and they thanked the buffalo and asked his forgiveness before they let the string go thwang. They honored the planet, their earth mother, the father sky and his life-giving sun, the one that had come to me on Windy Peak.
I was sitting cross-legged on the floor of my living room, a position I associated with Indianness, a position I had become entirely comfortable with since my initial empowerment in the sunrise four years before, a position wholly and intimately connected to the earth. Annie came over and sat down that way too, leaning her back against my back. I had held hands a few times with a girl that spring, a half-blooded Cherokee on the school tennis team, and I had stolen a couple of tequila-tinged kisses from a member of the drill team a year and a half earlier, during one of our Mexico band trips. But I had never felt the fire inside that I was feeling for this girl. I leaned back into her.
Cricket said, “So what happened to your trumpet?”
I told her that the trumpet and I were history, the trumpet and all it stood for: conventional music, conventional thinking, conventional life. My trumpet had become the unfortunate symbol of convention. Herb Alpert had been sacrificed on the altar of revolution.
What I really didn’t like, I told them, was people and their ways. People were the problem. They were destroying the earth, and the earth was my best friend, my confidant, my shelter, and my inspiration. I bore the dual burden of both a genetic and a geographic predisposition to enjoy the company of trees more than the company of humans.
Annie finally spoke up and said that people were her problem too, but in a different way. Her parents were zealous converts to Mormonism, and she’d been baptized at eight and had it shoved down her throat ever since. Her skirts were longer than the other girls’, the rims of her glasses more pointed, her curfews tighter. They sang hymns on Monday nights and bottled peaches on Saturday mornings.
But then she started noticing Mormon boys at school smoking pot behind the temps and then blessing the holy sacrament on Sunday. She learned that a good friend and her mom were being beaten up at home by a stepdad who helped run meetings on Sunday. The meaningless restrictions and the outright hypocrisy had finally plugged her air vents; it clearly didn’t work, so she was getting out.
“Where’re you going?” I asked.
Annie said anywhere.
Cricket said, “My aunt’s. In Minnesota.”
“He who is attached to things will suffer much.”
—Tao Te Ching
As a peace offering for my ruined tent, which I hiked to and hauled out a week later, Cricket gave me a book: the Tao Te Ching. But she took what I really wanted. She took the Girl.
Suddenly I was heartsick, lonely, and in love. Drawn together like a shade tree and its shadow, almost without words spoken between us, Annie and I had found in each other deep and instant companionship. For five days she just wanted to sit and be held, and I just wanted to hold her. Then she asked me to lie down with her on night number four, and she never let go of me all night long.
I had known the exhilaration of cheating death, of greeting the earth at sunrise; I had blazed silent and sacred trails on a masterpiece mountain, sipped cold water from a thousand mountain springs, surveyed alone the backside of nowhere. But I had never known the touch, the warmth, the stirring reality of a soft girl in my arms.
Cris was a friend, as true and good as they get, but this—this was a companion, and I did not think I could live without her.
But the plows came, the road opened, and the Girl went.
Being mid-June by now, the snow melted quickly, all twenty-eight inches of it. I soon took my new book, a loaded backpack, a bag of twelve-penny nails, and a hammer and headed toward the cabin on Christopher Drive for a few days. Cris joined me, and we installed a shelf for our dried beans, aluminum cook pot, and Celestial Seasonings Red Zinger, the shelf plank salvaged from the pile of old scrap that always accompanied abandoned cabins in the woods. The same pile produced a box spring—no mattress, of course, but a fine and fortunate foundation for Ensolite pads and our sleeping bags.
One night Cris slept in the loft, but in the morning he could have sworn that he felt the cabin tilting farther toward the west during the night, which may well have been true. Years of weather and neglect had drawn the cabin far from plumb, and it was certifiably going to California. Box spring or not, we slept outside under the sky for at least half the nights, bedded comfortably into the thick carpet of golden lupine that was Paradise Mountain’s signature June blossom.
On the second morning we succeeded in extracting from the sand an actual iron cook stove that had settled deep into the tiny stream’s bed over the decades. We cleaned it up, slid it to the cabin door on a sheet of old tin, and lifted it into the cabin, where it would surely outlive the building by a hundred years. We found sections of stovepipe scattered about in the woods—you always do—and completed the job, bubbling beans over lodgepole and not butane by night three.
During the days we read and hiked, exploring the periphery and extent of the old logging road that led past the cabin, uphill and down. It was on one journey down, at a distance of about seven miles—I later looked it up on my dad’s roll of maps—we first discovered the cabin on the front of the mountain.
This was a jewel, remote and beautiful. Measuring only about eight feet by twelve, it was in solid condition except for the uphill wall to the north, where a four-foot boulder had smashed halfway through, probably dislodged and sent rolling when the bulldozers carved the modern road into the mountainside a quarter mile above us. It had a plank floor, the welcome and obligatory single window—meaning a nice rectangular hole, no glass—and a solid roof. It was in much better shape, although much smaller, than the cabin on Christopher Drive, and probably closer to my folks’ house. (That would be tested, in the affirmative, later.)
But mostly we just tinkered around the cabin and read. Mine was the Tao Te Ching. It spoke to me, like Native American literature, with what seemed a familiar spirit, a voice low and out of the earth, an earthy heavenness.
The valley spirit never dies;
It is the woman, primal mother.
Her gateway is the root of heaven and earth.
It is like a veil barely seen.
Cris often closed his own book while I read out loud. He too was hearing the voice. The language and the message were remarkably similar to what we had been reading in Native American literature. But while much of the latter was translated oral history, most frequently wistful remembrances of the way things were or indignant responses to the way things were ended, the Tao Te Ching looked forward with hope, permeated with peace.
Man follows the earth.
Earth follows heaven.
Heaven follows the Tao.
Tao follows what is natural.
The best of humanity is like water,
Which benefits all things
And does not contend against them,
Which runs in places others disdain,
Abiding within flow.
So the gentle live within nature . . .
They do not contend,
And none contend against them.
Much of it I didn’t understand, but the message was gentle and kind, speaking often of virtue, courtesy, patience, kindness; counseling he who would be “sage” to seek the peaceful way, the gentle path, and the low road. My associates down in the big city, freed from the high school prison for three months, were racing cars, draining kegs, bashing heads, and looking for love in all the wrong chicks.
The rock group Kiss ranted.
Vietnam raged.
In dwelling, be close to the land.
In meditation, go deep in the heart.
In dealing with others, be gentle and kind.
In speech, be true.
With the snow off the ground and summer finally a reliable reality—it never snowed after June tenth, but it never quit snowing before June eighth—I had a job: scooping dog poop and then grooming the lawns (a strictly urban herb) at the fancy-schmancy new strip mall down on the highway that had sent Hoppy’s Grocery into the archives of local history.
Cris’s mom, who worked as the receptionist at the real estate office that developed the place, got it for me. Six or seven hours a week at two bucks an hour, if I worked really slowly, three or four hours if I really got after it, still two bucks an hour. One way or the other, Cliff, the real estate broker, had an opinion about how scooping poop should be done correctly. Amazing. He was retired military, so that probably had something to do with it.
Anyway, I was worried sick about Annie out on the road, so on day five Cris and I loaded up our gear and headed for home. I couldn’t get her off my mind. I had never, not since that long night keeping my soul in my body on Windy Peak, been so consumed with a single thought in my life.
There is no greater sin than desire.
No greater curse than discontent.
No greater misfortune than wanting something for oneself.
Therefore he who knows that enough is enough
Will always have enough.
There was a postcard waiting when I arrived home. Cris smiled sheepishly and continued on to his place with a wave. Over the next several weeks I received two phone calls, numerous postcards, and one long letter from the aunt’s place in Minnesota, where they’d eventually landed.
And then they came home, four weeks early.
Once again, I got a call from Cricket, who put Annie on as soon as she confirmed it was me and not an adult.
The first thing she said, so quietly I could hardly hear her, was “Hi. I love you.”
In reality, Cricket was home and Annie was looking for one. She had contacted her parents once or twice during the trip, letting them know she was safe but never where she was. Now they did not know that she was back in Colorado. Could she come up and stay at the cabin on Christopher Drive for a while?
As I’ve mentioned before, the cabin on Christopher Drive had a fatal flaw as a refuge for outlaws, and it wasn’t the roofline—it was the road. But did I have good news!
“I’ve got a new cabin,” I said. “It’ll be perfect.”
Jim brought her up in his pickup. There was no way I could have directed them straight to the new cabin, and besides, the only road that approached it hadn’t been used by a wheeled vehicle in about fifty years. I sat on top of Eagle’s Nest and watched the road far below me until I saw the lemon-yellow dot climbing the mountain. Then I hoofed it on down through Happy Gap and over the front, reaching the graded red-dirt road straight west of the cabin about five minutes before Jim did.
On seeing them approach, I slid out of the woods—one never emerged sooner than was necessary—and down the roadcut with Uriah on my thumb, coming to a perfect landing thirty feet in front of the slowing vehicle. Jim pulled right up and nudged me with the bumper, a sly grin on his mug. He was wearing his floppy suede hat, and his straight, black hair matched its lazy demeanor perfectly. Jim’s whole being matched that hat, except that leather was possibly too bold a cloth.
Annie sat still on the passenger side of the bench seat and smiled shyly. She’d eventually become courageous on the phone, but once again she was in the presence of a person before whom her stature as a human being was still in question. I moved quickly to her door, opened it, took her hand, and pulled her out, confirming my welcome with a caressing embrace. Then I pushed her back to remember what she looked like. Her hair was beautifully long and wavy, thicker than I remembered it. It was still damp with the smell of an exquisite herbal shampoo. Her skin was ruddy and clear, her smile demure and cautious. She wore the most awesome pair of denim overalls I had ever seen, faded in factory glory but resurrected in dozens of patches of sunflowers, daisies, and Coats and Clark forget-me-nots.
She was a flower child incarnate, and I found her the most desirable thing I had ever seen. I moved into her and found her mouth, and we stayed that way for what seemed like about three days.
Especially to Jim.
“Can you guys breathe? Geez, Kit, I thought you hugged only aspen trees.”
I couldn’t wait to show Annie what I had found for her, so I told Jim to just pull over to the side and park the truck. While Annie pored over Uriah—my kind of girl—I took her backpack from the bed of the pickup and then over the side we went, downhill through the steep lodgepole labyrinth. Approaching from above, you couldn’t see the cabin until you were practically upon it, and I had to maneuver the woods a bit every time before I found it. When I did, it was usually the roof that first came into view. So I led us around in a wider arc, coming back from the south to a full side view. Annie saw it and inhaled sharply.
“Oh, Kit, it’s beautiful!”
Definitely my kind of girl.
Over the next couple of days, Cris and Annie and I hauled in wood, nails, assorted decorating materials, and a big water cooler, one of those real-live galvanized Farmer Brown milk pails. While Cris and I rigged up a door that actually closed and opened, Annie decorated. The half-boulder that burdened the northern wall became a macramé mantle piece for a big patchouli-scented candle that Cricket had given to Annie. We hung a couple of shelves—for books, of course—and built a corner box to serve as a pantry, cupboard, and table. Then we framed out a platform for a bed, just a nine-inch riser that would get her off the floor, so to speak.
And Annie moved in.
In between stints doing dog poop or chores around my folks’ house, I spent most of my days with Annie and many evenings far past dark, telling my mom that Cris and I had been out on the hill somewhere. Cris would often join us—he and Annie adored each other immediately—and Jim and Cricket and one or two other people would often come from the city and spend long days or evenings with us.
I had soon carried down one of the coal-oil lanterns discovered in Lost Park years before and a jug of fuel, and we would just sit around talking by lantern light and the glow of Panama Red embers late into the night. Sometimes, particularly after a number of numbers, it was pure malarkey, Cris entertaining all with his unique ability to speak in whole sentences with the words articulated entirely backward, word by word in almost-flawless reverse:
“Os, taw lass ew klat tuoba no sit riaf th-gin ni et senredliw? A tib fo shadredlab? Ro, on, spahrep et nips fo et esrevinu ni kitoak noizlover.” So, what shall we talk about on this fair night in the wilderness? A bit of balderdash? Or, no, perhaps the spin of the universe in chaotic revulsion.
Or with equal skill in talking pure nonsense, like Kerouac’s Henry Morley, although I was the only one who knew Kerouac or Henry Morley: “Run a tile up that mizzenmast, matey, and we’ll sell a pot of coppers to the dog bath.”
Or: “I don’t know. I think the fuzz from marmots chins should be put to better use; say, hawk it to hawkers in Bangladeshi markets for use in stirring the fires of upper Mongolian barbecues with ample room for mother-in-law sitting parlors. I had one of those, you know. As a kid.”
Some of which he had probably learned from reading things like Pink Floyd song titles, although he also knew world geography like I knew the play list on Lynyrd Skynyrd’s first. Really well.
We’d all sit around and wonder privately if we were the only one who hadn’t understood what the heck Cris was talking about. It usually sounded very serious.
But most times those night conversations actually were serious: ponderous and crucial. I was often the lead voice here, this being my domain and all, and Cris would join me, expounding the ways of the woods, of the Indian, of the Gentle Path. As the conversation would catch fire and carry on, I would frequently just pull back into a corner and stare at each face, one by one. This was my new family, of one mind and purpose. We were going to change the world.
One lazy afternoon in late August, exactly two weeks after she moved in, Annie and I were lying together half-asleep when I felt her grab for the quilt as she whispered, “Kit, there’s someone at the door!”
Sure enough, a human male, a grownup, an old guy of at least fifty years or so. Holding a long-handled shovel at his side. My heart was beating wildly, drawn so abruptly away from other attentions. I could only sit up and say hi.
“You living here?” he asked calmly, almost gently.
Annie pulled herself back into the corner.
I thought of saying something bold or sassy, but he seemed patient and reasonable. And I hadn’t yet realized it was only a shovel in his hands.
“She is,” I said cautiously. “I live up the hill.”
“I’m gonna have to ask you to leave,” he responded, just as patiently. “Not really your property, and I’m not so sure I ought to be harboring a runaway.”
I looked at Annie with nothing to say. As far as I could see it, we were without valid options, excuses, or retorts.
Then Annie asked, “Right away?”
He said, “Soon as you can.”
So the next day Jim came up, Cris came down, and we packed her up and moved her out, leaving our boulder unadorned. You may think us a pack of pusillanimous pups to up and run so instantly, lily-livered squatters, but in fact we simply could not abide the oppression of knowing we had been found—our world had been discovered, the wall breached, our privacy violated. It was intolerable.
As the boys hauled a load up to the road and into Jim’s pickup, Annie and I just stood, arms around each other, and stared through the open doorway of our little cabin. We stood and stared at everything it could have meant, would have meant, should have meant. We looked at us, and wondered, and wept a little Rocky Mountain requiem.
The only current vacancy in the area was the utility room in Cris’s basement, so she moved in there until we could think of something better, sleeping next to the water heater. Almost immediately I remembered something that Cris had brought to my attention nearly a month before, but I just sat on it for a few days, thinking Oh my goodness, how crazy are we? It was a three-day music festival happening one week and a thousand miles away in Missouri. He and I had talked about it. Jim and I had talked about it. I’d talked with people right and left, saying, “Wow, wow, wow, a real rock festival, Joe Walsh and Aerosmith!” But so far no one was going.
So that’s where we went.
“For me there is only the traveling on paths that have heart . . . And there I travel looking, looking breathlessly.”
—The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge
“Our world is so full of beautiful things: fruit and ideas and women and banjo music and onions with purple skins. A virtual paradise.”
—Edward Abbey, Down the River
To help us out, Cricket asked her mom if she could go backpacking with Annie, just backpacking in the woods. Cricket’s mom had no clue where Annie was, figured she was home as well, so she said, “Yeah, sure.”
Cricket and her new boyfriend, Conner Stearns, met us in the mountains north of Silver Creek in the dirt-and-gravel parking lot of The Colorow Inn, a knotty pine-log restaurant that was somewhat of a landmark on the highway, named for an old Arapahoe Indian chief.
Cricket, real sentimental and tender and all, had at first said, “Wouldn’t it be more reasonable for you guys to come down to the city and we do the little bye-bye thing from here?” But Conner had said, “You and me, baby, we’re going west anyway, so this just saves some time.”
So we did the little bye-bye thing at The Colorow Inn. Conner and Cricket waved and headed west. They’d find a trail or a hideaway somewhere, stay out of sight and off the roads, and see us again in eight days at Cricket’s house.
Cricket’s last words: “Don’t get busted somewhere.”
Annie and I looked at each other for several moments, trying to size up the adventure ahead of us. It was huge. I had put maybe two thousand miles on my thumb in the last couple of summers; I’d crossed the state, crashed out in backseats, in pickup beds, next to trickling streams and four-lane highways. But I’d never crossed the state line on my own, and I’d never traveled with a girl. I was suddenly scared for both of us. I was sixteen years old and walking to Woodstock.
Actually, it was the Ozark Music Festival: three days and thirty-six bands, including Marshall Tucker, the Eagles, and Aerosmith. Seven hundred and fifty miles, three state lines, just me and the girl. We stood there with our backpacks on, staring at each other.
“Are we ready for this?” Annie asked.
“Hah!”
Which comment could, I suppose, be taken either way. She knew exactly how I meant it.
And then, mellowing to the task at hand, I said, “What could go wrong?” I pulled from my pack a previously prepared cardboard sign reading Missouri, and we headed on over to Highway 74 and wandered along it as it approached its terminal merge with Interstate 70. To the north of us, across the highway, lay the butterscotch-scented hideaway of Stapleton Park, perhaps the largest contiguous stand of ponderosa pine between there and Woodland Park, seventy miles south. To the west stood the Continental Divide, here punctuated by James Peak, Mount Eva, and Mount Bancroft, their summits and couloirs still hosting snow. And to our east were the rapidly descending ridges of the Front Range, dropping like a stairway out of heaven to Denver and the Great Plains, which we would cross all the way to Missouri.
While we were still walking, my sign held aloft, heading for a spot visible to and accessible by both highways—it was illegal to hitchhike on the Interstate—a yellow Jeep Wagoneer pickup heading the other direction slowed and then pulled to the side of the road. Three authentic mountain hippies were sharing the front seat, and the one driving asked us across two lanes where we were heading.
“Missouri.”
“Where in Missouri?”
I said Sedalia, for the Ozark Music Festival, and the guy said, “We’re going there tomorrow.”
Annie and I were somewhat speechless.
A car whizzed between us.
“Tell ya what,” he said. “We got a lot of preparing and all to do today, but if you show up at our place later this afternoon, you can just bed down there and we’ll pull out in the morning. Take ya all the way.”
Bob and Larry and Peanut and a half-dozen other adults of both sexes—and three little kids—shared a beautiful log cabin overlooking Bear Creek just down the canyon from Silver Creek. And by beautiful I don’t mean some Lincoln-Log machine-spit thing out of Log Home magazine: I mean fifty years old, a sagging porch, chinking made with clay and grass and maybe horse hair.
When Annie and I got dropped off at the address at about 4:00 p.m., the fellas were inside packing boxes of beads and macramé twine for the trip. Ceramic beads, some handmade right there in the cabin, some imported from places like Santa Fe and Vancouver and Littleton. This was their seventh year selling jewelry at rock festivals around the country. Annie and I mostly just stayed out of the way, spending a good hour just rocking on the front porch swing.
Around eight o’clock, the packing completed, Peanut came outside with his guitar and started to pick. The others joined us, and Annie and I quickly relinquished the throne of honor to Bob and his lady. Like my dad, Peanut had a hands-free neck brace for a harmonica, and he proceeded to entertain us for well over an hour. I spent most of my time watching him, trying to memorize movements and fingerings, but from time to time I’d wander off to find Annie, who had joined the other ladies in domestic tasks and conversation in the tiny, rustic kitchen. Their topics included the leaky pipe above the water heater, fennel versus caraway in sourdough bread, and the take from last year’s festival circuit.
I went to Annie, who was not adding much to the conversation, and pulled her into a snuggle, and the lady called Diane asked, “How long you guys been together?”
Annie said, “All summer,” and Diane and Misty both said, “Cool,” and that was that. From then on we were a couple in the eyes of all, including ourselves, the last ones of all to look in the mental mirror and ponder what that meant and say, “Yeah, that’s right—it’s you and me, baby.”
We all fell asleep while Peanut played on and on outside on the porch, and then we woke up to a gentle nudging from Bob at about 3:00 a.m. Time to roll.
We took the Ford pickup, Annie and I all alone with the beads in the back, a camper topper protecting us from a Great Plains thundershower just east of the Kansas state line. Up front, Bob drove, then Larry, then Bob again. The ladies back in Colorado had made us a cooler full of sandwiches, and we passed it around every few hours. Peanut took the wheel between Salina and Topeka, then Annie and I fell asleep. At about 11:00 p.m. Annie told me to wake up, she thought we were there.
I looked out the side windows and saw car headlights straddling a narrow road for at least a mile in both directions. Larry was easing forward into position on the side of the road, where we joined all the others in a one-lane single-file parking lot for the night. Peanut came around, opened the back window, and told us we were just outside the gates of the Sedalia fairgrounds. We’d crash out here for the night, and they’d open the gates in the morning. Did we want the ground or the back of the truck?
I was sick of the inside of the truck, so we took ground, along with a thousand other campers. The air was thick with humidity and just losing its edge as far as temperature went.
I awoke in the morning to two sensations: one was the feeling that I was burning up, and the other was that I was being eaten alive. From the first opening of my eyes, it was apparent that other campers were having the same dream. Half a dozen neighbors, including Peanut, were jumping around like wild men at a rain dance. The Missouri sun was blazing down on us, and big, brown ticks were crawling all over our faces and arms.
There was a road-kill deer about twelve feet into the weeds, smothered with the critters. It still makes my head itch to remember it. I woke Annie up, and we both jumped up and joined the rain dance. No one had occupants, just visitors. And it never rained.
At 9:00 a.m. they opened the gates to the fairground park, letting those with vendor passes—like us—into the treed, lusciously lawned compound. At ten they opened the gates to the fairground itself, a big, flat, sun-baked plain with nary a tree in sight, unless you looked in our direction over in the park. Nevertheless, I could see the gates being swarmed with people, more hippies—probably more people—than I’d ever seen in one place at one time. The gatekeepers were trying to take tickets, but hundreds of people were going up and over the fifteen-foot chain-link fence or just pushing past the legitimizers and swarming the field. It was total chaos.
Bob told us how it worked. Annie and I would probably want to go stake out a claim on the fairgrounds, maybe take one of our sleeping bags or a blanket and lay it out flat and stay long enough to establish the grubstake. That way we’d have a place whenever we wanted to be close to the music. But we’d probably want to come back to the vendors’ park at night to crash out in the grass. According to Bob, the fairgrounds sleeping bag would probably not get stolen; everybody would be too stoned to think that analytically.
So by 11:00 a.m. we were staking out our six-by-six at a point about a hundred and fifty feet from the two huge side-by-side stages. It would have been about the fortieth row on the floor at the Denver Coliseum. Here it was about 260,000 people from the back of the “hall.”
Good seats.
But this was a veritable zoo. A madhouse. The estimated 330,000 people were soon engaged in a massive party. The booze came out, the bongs roared, hundreds of women’s boobs burst forth into the freedom of rock and roll abandon.
Annie and I practically huddled in fear.
Before the first band—no one I’d ever remember—was announced at about five thirty, we had watched two guys shooting up, another guy carried off on a stretcher with his head bleeding, some cowboy puking out his guts, and a couple not twenty feet away having sex in the dirt, probably not even contemplating what Kerouac’s Japhy Ryder would posit in The Dharma Bums as a transcendental exercise in yabyum, the sacred nature of the act. Completely nude and stoned, they were just doing it.
And then there was the music.
The bands got better as the night roared on, each successive evening bringing forth acts like the Eagles, Aerosmith, Ted Nugent, Joe Walsh—long before his Eagles era—and Bob Seger.
Each night we’d return to the park and each morning to our plot on the concert floor, still intact but burdened with trash that we hadn’t left—if we packed it in, we packed it out; that was the way of the woods. In the morning or when bands that didn’t interest me were playing—quite a few of them—we’d wander the periphery of the fairgrounds or hang out in the shade of the park listening to civilian jam sessions, reading, or taking naps. The Sedalia fire department had set up several tanker trucks, and people stood in line to pull the chain, allowing the water to flow out by the hundreds of gallons. I wanted to yell at everybody, Don’t you know how much water you’re wasting? It seemed no one cared for anything sacred.
A hundred port-a-potties ringed the fairgrounds, and most were putrid by the second day. That same day I discovered a sight much to my amusement: a beautifully bronzed girl with flaxen hair standing completely nude and smiling while an artist painted baby-blue morning glories from her kneecaps to her collarbones. And Annie found one to hers: a makeshift Mormon chapel, one of six or seven temporary churches trucked in for the benefit of parishioners. Annie laughed out loud and said, “Can you believe it? I can’t get away from it anywhere!”
The whole gig ended the third evening at about 7:00 p.m. with a very anticlimactic performance from America—“A Horse with No Name” and a band with no flame. We gathered our goods, having seen six of everything and too much of most, and moved with the crowd off the fairgrounds. In all honesty, I was sick of the fairgrounds and its sun-drenched, dust-and-sweat-stained orgy of excess and hedonism. But the campground I would miss, with its camaraderie and communality, its beads and banjos and beatnik reverie. That night the vendor-park jam session went on until midnight. A hundred or more people sat in a circle, passing around guitars and jugs of water and wine and hand-carved onyx pipes and hand-rolled joints. But Annie and I sat back against a tree, she in my arms, both wondering: Is this where we fit?
When we awoke in the morning, everybody in the campground was sad and hugging everybody else, even the two kids from Colorado. Larry told Annie and me that they could take us out to the highway, but from there they’d be heading east to points unknown. Maybe Chicago. Peanut was going down to Oklahoma to visit family.
We dropped Peanut at the exit ramp to U.S. 50 westbound and waved good-bye. By the time we were 180 degrees opposite on the cloverleaf, he already had out his guitar and one foot up on his open case. I burned his image, or that which he represented, into my mind for future reference: Give me a ride or not, I’m just playin’ a tune and crossing America.
Bob and Larry dropped us off at I-70, shook our hands, and waved good-bye. They went east, and we went west, getting to Kansas City and clear across the Big Muddy in a single ride with a college geology professor returning home to Lawrence, Kansas, after giving a presentation on sedimentary disconformities at the U of Mo in Columbia.
After we got out on the exit ramp in Lawrence, Annie and I laughed about the ridiculousness of making a career teaching geology in Kansas. Then we dropped down the far-side embankment to dig in my pack for a package of Hostess donuts, the little powdered-sugar ones that never let you lie about what you’ve just done.
I was taking my first bite when the Kansas state patrolman pulled over and stopped on the shoulder above us, not eight feet away.
“What’s in store for me in the direction I don’t take?”
—Kerouac, The Subterraneans
The jail cell in Lawrence was six slabs of concrete, its floor about the dimensions of a sheet of plywood. In fact, that’s probably how they’d laid them out. The cast-iron door had a six-inch plexiglass and chicken-wire window at the top and a ten-by-three-inch slot at the bottom for my food. The two bunk beds were just cast-iron shelves bolted into the wall, each hosting a thin foam pad with a single, folded wool blanket. The toilet was right there on the wall, no privacy door or anything. Of course, I didn’t really need one; I had no bunkmate to worry about.
We had held hands until the last minute, and then we were led to separate desks and processed.
Where ya from? Colorado.
Whaddaya doin’? Traveling.
How old are you? Sixteen.
Say what?
I had no ID to prove anything one way or the other. I didn’t own a driver’s license, after all, but I did have a reasonably good beard for my age. So why on earth would I tell him I was younger than legal age? If there was such a thing for hitchhiking across state lines.
“Who’s she?”
“My girlfriend.”
“Your parents know where you are?”
Pause. “They think we’re in Colorado, with friends.”
I didn’t even get to make my one telephone call; the cop did it for me. He laughed when my dad told him I was supposed to be in Colorado with friends camping—boy friends.
“Nah, she’s a long-legged blonde in a halter top and shorts. Name’s Aaaa-neee,” he said real cutesy.
I knew what my dad was doing then: he was laughing, chuckling with a peer about the mindless ways of kids. But when I got home, he was gonna fry my butt in bear grease.
They never really busted me, just held me there for three days for my “safety.” The nights were longer and lonelier than any I’ve ever spent. What made it worse was that some girl down the corridor moaned and sobbed her way through two of the nights. I couldn’t tell if it was Annie or not, but the fear of that possibility tormented my own interminable hours. I tried asking a passing guard, but he didn’t give me the time of day or night. I was just a crook.
The first time some guy slid a tray of food through my slot, I asked him if he could tell me whether the girl down the hall was a seventeen-year-old blonde with a really good tan. He said, “I’ll see what I can find out.”
Then I saw what he had handed me and spoke again. “Ya got anything besides white bread?” He said, “Yer in jail, bucko.” Then I peeled it open, saw bologna with mustard, and said, “I’m a vegetarian!” And the guy—I learned later he was a black guy; I’d never met a black guy before—said, kinda sympathetic, “Look, I don’t cook the food. I just serve what they hand me.” Then he said, “I’ll see if they got anything else.”
I never saw him again until next morning, when he slid one of those tin bread-baking pans under the door full of milk and cornflakes. I asked him about the girl; I was near insane from worry and lack of sleep. Once again, he said he’d find out.
Then it was white bread and bologna for lunch and dinner for two more days. I got him to kill the mustard. I never touched the bologna, except to pull it out, roll it up real polite like an hors d’oeuvre, and hand it back to him on the metal plate. And I never got an answer about the girl until day three.
“Nah, the little blonde, she went home after the first night in here. Her daddy sent a plane ticket.”
My daddy let me sit and stare at green walls for three days.
He met my plane in Denver. It cost a hundred and sixty bucks for my first airplane ride, and I’d never been so scared. On the way home, about an hour and a half from Stapleton up to Paradise Mountain, he said nothing beyond “So you made it; that all ya carrying?” and “You look like hell” until about Morrison. At that point, we were entering the mountains, and I suppose the scent and semblance of home got him thinking along lines other than Should I kill him?
Half a mile into Turkey Creek Canyon, he says, “If you’ve never thought about losing your mother, you might think about it now.”
And I was speechless.
They had rushed her into the hospital two days before, thinking it was a burst appendix or a gall bladder attack or worse. It was appearing to be something less, possibly just a strangulated hernia, but it was touchy time around my house. The call from the Kansas State Patrol hadn’t helped.
But I lived. Mom lived—minus a gall bladder—and Dad would later tell me, chuckling, how dumb I was to get caught.
“You never travel on an interstate, stupid!”
What Annie’s dad said to her on the phone was “Are you okay? How can we help?”
Annie said, “I think my summer’s over. Okay if I come home?” And her folks said, “We’d like that—we’d like that very much.” In fact, they were missing her and looking forward to seeing her. Annie told me later that she could hear her mother crying. She hung up the phone there in the Kansas cop shop, fuzz all around, with tears streaming down her face.
She snuck a phone call to me a few days after I got home, and after we hung up I remember thinking: My little family’s coming apart. I went out to the knob of rock just south of our back door and sat looking at Pikes Peak and the valley of the South Platte River, wondering how a mom and dad could possibly deal with a child—especially a daughter—openly running away. I’d plain and simple just lied about it. She’d left a note eight weeks before, I’m outta here, snuck out her bedroom window at 1:00 a.m. and joined Jim and Cricket and me rolling down the street in Jim’s pickup. I wondered what nightmares her folks had suffered about her being on the road—young, pretty, and vulnerable. I wondered what I would do in their shoes.
I loved this girl, but I wondered what, really, had driven her out of a home that by all indications seemed to love her, first enough to let her go and then enough to let her return, few questions asked, a smothering hug offered, and reciprocated, at the airport.
Or so she told me later—at that particular point in time, I was still rolling up the baloney in a Kansas clink. I couldn’t stay away for long, of course. Within a few days of my return, I hitchhiked down to the city wearing my mountain best—a pair of faded and fine-looking Farmer Brown overalls, no shirt, my logging boots, and a juniper-berry-and-rainbow-trout vertebrae choker—and hiked right through suburb and side street to the address she gave me. I wanted them to know that Annie had been in the responsible care of someone who loved her.
Her mother answered the door.
It was later reported secondhand that I was the oddest-looking thing Mrs. Hawk had ever let into her house, Cricket notwithstanding. She was surprisingly cordial, but she felt it was her duty to explain that we had but a few minutes to say hi, because Annie was grounded.
We went out back to the patio swing and sat down, Annie taking my hand without the slightest pause. Mrs. Hawk hung out in the kitchen, and a cute little three-year-old girl with blonde hair as long as Annie’s played in a corner sandbox with a Fisher-Price farm set. I knew nothing about Mormons, but the home seemed normal and the people in it looked normal. No buggy in the garage. No black cloaks or top hats suspended from the coat rack. I was nervous. Annie was smiling.
I asked her how things were; she looked happy. She said she was okay and not fighting the incarceration; it was tolerable. She was quite amazed that they had taken her back so readily.
All in all, she told me, she had gotten something out of her system. Or into it. She had proven that she could stay alive on her own, that she was capable, that she was brave.
And she had proven to herself that she was worthy of love, even the kind of love in which a boy would build her a cabin, braid her hair, and trust her with his dream of saving the world. She said she missed me miserably. I said I missed her worse.
She squeezed my hand and just stared in my eyes. Then she reached up and removed a delicate gold chain from her neck and placed it around mine.
“This is my promise,” she said, and I just waited. “A promise that I am yours alone.”
I was without words, but I leaned over and kissed her gently. Her eyes darted quickly, subconsciously, to the woman in the kitchen twelve feet away. She looked down shyly and said, “Sorry.” I wanted to take her and run, run back to the mountain and hide for the rest of forever, and I told her so.
“Oh, I would love that,” she said. “I miss my little cabin on the mountain so much. That was such a beautiful time.”
Her mother slid open the patio door and stepped out half a step. Annie quickly let go of my hand and pulled inward. It seemed a response as ineluctable as sneezing.
“Annie, lunch is about ready.”
Then she took another step out and looked directly at me. “I suppose I ought to offer you lunch, but I’m not sure how comfortable I am with that. Annie has us in a bit of a—” She couldn’t come up with the word. “We’re just not real comfortable with that.” And then, matter-of-factly but with complete honesty: “I’m sorry.”
And she went back in.
“We do not want churches because they will teach us to quarrel about God.”
—Chief Joseph
The first time I hitchhiked clear across Colorado was by mistake. Not that I just kind of fell off a log and into a car, just that it hadn’t been the plan two weeks earlier when we jumped a slow-moving train heading west. (Jumping a slow-moving train cannot be called hitchhiking, after all.)
Like my daddy before me, I went over to pick pears in the late-summer orchards around Grand Junction. As I recall, Pete Cox and I had money to buy tickets and everything, but by the time we stood at rail side looking up at those big brown boxcars, my mind was doing a wheelie, skipping through all sorts of Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger tunes about the rhythm and harmony of riding the rails. And right there lay two firm iron rails pointing quite convincingly off to the sunset, calling my name in lush tones. I told Peter what I had in mind, and up the ladder we went.
We were fourteen.
Two weeks of Pink Floyd and plain old pedestrian pot under the midnight stars of heaven later, three hundred bucks cash between us, we said what the heck, stuck our thumbs in the air, and hitchhiked home. Easy as pie and just as splendid. Actually, the times waiting on the roadside were what I enjoyed the most. I would stand and stare off at cliffs and sky and mountains, breathe in pure air when no cars were in sight. The open-road silence was intoxicating. I had never felt so free and alive and autonomous. Rides, when they came, were a burden.
Traveling the open road by thumb would become part of my repertoire as comfortable as my skin. Back on Paradise Mountain I estimated that, with pure mountain or desert backpacking thrown in, I had just rolled over about thirteen thousand miles on my sixteen-dollar Nesco pack.
Before long, I would do nearly a sixth that many on just one trip.
One day in early August Cris knocked on my folks’ door and introduced me to a new guy, a quiet, perpetually smiling kid with strawberry-blond hair almost as long as Annie’s, named Justin Bloom. Justin was a “mountain brother,” living thirty miles away in Mangas Park with parents who milked a pair of goats for their daily breakfast table, made homemade peanut butter and cashew butter, and owned a collie. He had a reddish little beard that curled up off his chin, making him look like a half-breed between the Truckin’ dude and Narnia’s Mr. Tumnus. He spent much of his time in a twelve-foot canvas tipi of his own making.
I believe I stood there with my mouth open, absolutely in awe of Justin’s hair. I had been growing mine for perhaps a year and a half, Justin for four. I was the shortest-haired of the trio, although my reasonably good beard and mustache had them both beat.
Anyway, Justin and I hit it off like twin sons of different mothers, and within days we decided to hit the open road to celebrate. Like me, Justin had never discovered any rationale for getting a driver’s license. I could have gotten mine in May; in fact, I took the class and got my learner’s permit, but I saw no purpose in the paper as I had no interest in driving, anyway. Beyond six well-tuned strings and a good Dunlop pick, mechanical things never were my forte. In times of desperation, Cris always had a driver’s license, but he also had a job, so this time he would stay behind and work while we went to see America. Besides, three guys together would never get rides.
Oddly enough, my dad said, “Let them go—the girl’s grounded for fifty years.” Which she was, more or less.
So one morning in early August, we pooled our spare change, pulled on our backpacks, and stuck our thumbs in the air just west of Shaffer’s Garage on U.S. Highway 285. Between us we had a ten-pound bag of potatoes, three pounds of roasted peanuts, a five-pound bag of rolled oats, a dozen eggs in a pair of those high-impact backpacking egg carriers, assorted utensils and housekeeping gear, and thirty-three dollars. What with gathering fruit and wild edibles along the way, we figured we could survive two or three weeks.
And we did.
After a series of nonevent rides to Redtail and then Shawnee and then over Kenosha Pass and into South Park, we got picked up by a guy in a tie and a Plymouth Fury going all the way to Montrose. He was an employee of the Denver Water Board on his way to meet with a bunch of west-slope people, who had all the water, to talk about the east-slope people—Denver—who wanted it.
He sympathized with our passionate yet even-handed discourse on how people dumb enough to move to the arid Great Plains—or Phoenix or Lake Havasu City or Vegas or San Bernardino—who still expected to grow Kentucky bluegrass lawns and wash their Buick in the street every Saturday with the hose running full blast the whole time should pack up their bambinos and scoot their butts back to Ohio or Pennsylvania and leave our Rocky Mountain I’ll-be-damned-if-I’ll-let-them-dam-them rivers alone. But after eighty miles or so, we sensed he needed some time to fully ponder our pontificating, so we asked to get out at the junction at Poncha Springs, thanked him generously, then stuck our thumbs back in the air to catch the next willing ride going in exactly the same direction he had just gone. You could hear his car sighing in relief as he went through the gears.
Passing cars, particularly willing ones, weren’t exactly prevalent at that wide spot in the highway, so we wandered over to one of three buildings in town, a gas station—another of the three was also a gas station, but it was closed and boarded shut—and bought a loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter. Then we sat down under some trees, one of which happened to be a black walnut, and made lunch.
Having known each other all of four days, Justin and I leaned against a boulder and talked. We were of a common mind on everything we could think of, except that he had never known the sweet scent of a girl’s hair snuggled into his throat or the intoxicating mantra of her slender fingers stroking his arm or drawing sunflowers on his chest. And I had never known traditional religion. His was about as traditional as they get: he was Catholic.
Actually, we got into that by talking about marijuana. I just asked him what he thought about it, believing that his answer to this important question would either reveal duplicity or naiveté or confirm a genuine depth of understanding about and commitment to the natural road, the gentle path, the Higher Way that we had just been discussing. It was a risk to bring it up at all this early in the journey, but I knew from two years and a lot of miles on the road that sooner or later we would be offered a joint or a bowlful. I certainly never packed my own; hitchhiking was illegal, after all.
Justin pulled at his little beard, brightened his near-constant smile, looked off at the summit of 14,269-foot Mount Antero, which I had reached with my father on my own three-year-old legs, and pondered a while.
“My family’s Catholic,” he said, surprising me. “And I kind of see marijuana as a sacrament, something holy, something to be used with care and purpose. You know, I don’t think someone should smoke just to get high or to party.” He emphasized the final word with his fingers making quote marks in the air.
Then he laughed and looked at me. “That’s such a silly word: party. People get all drunk and messed up and think they’re having a good time.” He looked back to the mountains. “This is a good time. This is sacred time. What do you think?”
Well, he’d passed the true-purpose test, if nothing else. I was fully prepared to argue the religion thing, but I’d get to that soon enough.
“That’s exactly how I see it,” I told him. “The Indians smoked the pipe to make peace or to begin or seal important discussions. Okay, sure, it wasn’t pot, but the principle’s the same.”
He chuckled lightly. “Well, I don’t know about the marijuana part, but it could have been. From what I’ve read, they definitely tried to commune with the Great Spirit.”
Which took us right back to religion, so I went ahead and opened up. My exposure to formal religion had been less than convincing—or, if anything, convincing in the opposite direction. Except for one very brief episode, personal religious devotion had never been a topic of discussion in my home. Religion as an entry in the Dewey decimal system, sure; as a facet of history, yes; as an interesting human curiosity, yeah. We discussed every topic under the sun in my house. But as a personal commitment? As a faith? Not us.
My mother had always pretended an open mind—she was a Job’s Daughter at eighteen, after all—but as far as I could remember a Bible had never been opened in our home. I don’t recall that we even owned one, although our extensive library was the centerpiece of our home. Certainly a prayer had never been uttered within those walls, at least not in my presence or by anyone in my known genealogy. A couple of the names of God were used with some frequency, but not in what I would assume was a religious manner.
Faithful so-called Christians had been the ones who slaughtered the Aztecs, decimated the Caribs, drove the Five Nations across the shameful Trail of Tears and the Navajo on their Long Walk to Bosque Redondo. The Muslims had riddled Europe and Northern Africa. Protestants and Catholics—proclaimed Christians on opposite sides of the same coin—were still slaughtering each other in Ireland. For all we knew, religion may have been why our ancestors fled the Emerald Isle in the first place.
And the Mormons, whatever they did and believed in, had driven a little girl barely old enough to drive a car into the bus stations and back alleys and basements of America.
Religion sucked.
But I didn’t want to hit Justin over the head with it, so I eased in by telling him about one other kid I’d known who claimed—actually claimed—to be Catholic. I supposed he was otherwise a good Catholic, whatever that meant, a sincere and honest boy, but Paul was always the one we had to hold up out of his vomit after he drank too much beer at Don Carlin’s backyard keggers. It was like he felt manically driven to get wasted.
“I’m not really a drinker,” Justin said. “You lose control, and I don’t think that’s right.” He laughed his little elfin laugh, a quiet chuckle that pulled his shoulders up and down. “I don’t think we’re supposed to get out of control.”
“You’re talking cosmic purposes,” I said. “A plan, some greater purpose.”
His smile tightened into a determined firmness. “That’s how I see it.”
As we finished our sandwiches, Justin told me how peanuts were a food of the gods but his mother made much better bread, and then we went back into the store for a plastic jug of apple juice, Knudsen’s unfiltered. We accepted the plastic bag—not our typical reaction, due to the waste—so we could fill it with sun-drying walnuts. Then we aimed for the highway and stuck our thumbs back in the air.
I questioned Justin about his reference to the gods, whether it was offered in jest or otherwise. What did he really believe?
“There has to be a god, man! Look at this beautiful world.” He looked outward, smiling, his eyes tracing the lines of the Collegiate Peaks to the north of us, Colorado’s highest summits. He said it with firmness, a conviction that assumed I was right there with him, perhaps a half-step behind.
To my nonreply, he finally responded with a querying look. “What do you think?”
“I have no idea,” I told him. “Male? Female? One of ’em? Six? I have no clue. How could anyone?”
Justin was quiet for several moments. We crossed the highway and took seats on our backpacks as the occasional driver whisked past, oblivious to and uncaring about our contemplation of the same universe they occupied. Justin pulled a harmonica from the pocket of his pack and started to rub it like a fetish stone.
“The New Testament tells the stories,” he said then. “Miracles, healings, and people raised from the dead!”
“Yeah, but who’s to say they’re true?” I countered. “No one can know. No one can prove it. It’s stories—maybe they’re uplifting and all that, but maybe it’s a bunch of crap.” And then I hit him with the main objection that had always been used in my home, the one that overrode all the others: “Look at what’s been done in the name of religion, the name of Jesus and Allah and everyone else. You got your wars, you got your conquests, you got more prejudice and anger and intolerance in the name of God than any other cause ever thought of. Especially the Christian God. The Christians slaughtered the Muslims in the Crusades, the Aztecs in the Mexican conquest, and the Indians in America. Those were always good Christian folks.”
Justin was terribly quiet for a long time, and I was just getting ready to think I’d ruined the rest of our trip when he said, “You’re right about that. It’s been pretty ugly.”
So we just sat for another few moments.
Part of me was all for proclaiming right then and there that I was an atheist, that there was no god. But in addition to not wanting to accept that as reality, I also knew that no one anywhere could prove that one either. We just didn’t know. No one could know. It was the great mystery of life, and it pissed me off to no end to be so bereft of a solid, guiding answer to the whole thing. I really wanted to know. What the hell was my purpose on earth? Where did I come from? What was next? What was real?
But then I looked off at the same mountains he did and loved it and felt a stirring of my soul and thought: Someone or something sure did a good job of making this planet.
I just about let on. I was just about to tell him that I really wondered and I really wanted to know, when he surprised me with a comment I had never before considered. He said, “Maybe everybody’s just getting it wrong. Maybe they’re all inventing their own image of god, of religion, and they’re way off base. Maybe none of it is what Jesus really taught. Or Mohammed or Buddha or whoever.”
I looked at him then, and he finally turned to me.
I hesitated. “So,” I began, “let’s just say for a minute that there really is a God, an actual–what? An actual person or being or something. How does one find out about him? It.”
“Or her.”
“Yeah.”
“There’s the Bible,” he said, and I could tell he liked the book, probably knew it fairly well.
“Yeah, but there’re a hundred and ninety-two zillion churches that all say the Bible is it, that they read it right but everyone else is off on a moon launch. You can’t solve it by appealing to the Bible.”
“But like I said,” he countered, “maybe they’re all—” Within an instant, he saw where that wouldn’t take him: if the true, actual, honest-to-god God couldn’t be found by reading the Bible, then what was next?
I offered some alternatives. “Zen? Buddhism? Native American?”
“The Indians always seemed pretty sure of themselves,” he said.
“I like the Great Spirit concept,” I told him. “At least, I like the thing where the Indians, at least the old ones, always seemed so committed. There is a”—I had to think outside my usual lexicon—“there’s a reverence there that you rarely see in Christians. A reverence for life. For all life. For the earth. But they’re still kind of shooting arrows in the dark, don’t you think? They don’t really claim to know who it is, or what he looks like, or anything about him.”
“And they kind of imply that their god is different from the white man’s god anyway,” Justin said. “I’ve never really liked the idea of separate gods for separate races.”
“Yeah, what good is that?” I said. “You either have a god or you don’t. You got a different god for every race, and you got the gods fighting amongst themselves, the same stupid thing all the followers are doing: ‘Hey, I’m the real god.’ ‘No, it’s me!’ “No, me!’ ‘No, me!’”
I thought of my readings in Nierhardt, and I attempted to defend what I thought the Indians were doing. “I think they’re just proposing their understanding of the Great Spirit and challenging the white man to come up with a clearer understanding. I don’t know that they’re claiming a different one. They propose a real god that they claim to know something about, the way he thinks, the way he acts or reacts, and then they challenge the white boys to stand up and be counted. It seems the Christian whites are always just quoting verses from the Bible, which are about as obscure and useful as teats on a bull.”
He laughed at that one, but my dad used it all the time.
“Isn’t there a white man alive who has an actual knowledge of God?” I asked. “Who has seen him or talked with him or had him butt in during a phone call. Doesn’t anybody know God? Why is Christianity just in books?”
“Whoa.” Justin was catching up. “You have a bit to say.”
“I have a bit I’d like to know is all. Why can’t anybody tell us straight out what God looks like? Living in mystery is fun for a while, but it’s a crappy deal for someone who really wants to know.”
“Maybe we’re not supposed to know.”
“You like that idea?” I was approaching apoplectic. “You think that’s true? If that’s as good as God can be to man, then piss on him. I want a different god.”
Now Justin was laughing again. He popped up onto his feet and started wailing out a tune on his Hohner Bluesman. He could really cook, bending notes and chords like he was on stage with ZZ Top.
I hopped up too and grabbed a couple of sticks from the side of the road and started snapping out a rhythm on my backpack, banging the hell out of the thing just to get my internal flames to go down. Cars whizzed past, the boogie carried on unconcerned. We bopped along for a good twenty minutes before exhausting ourselves in the high mountain glare, and then I flopped down on my pack.
“The road must eventually lead to the whole world.”
—Kerouac, On the Road
Justin moved his harmonica into a slow, mournful tune, and I just lay there for another twenty minutes until his pucker gave out. Every four or five minutes a car would approach and then pass without slowing, debating, or batting an eye. As if we weren’t even there.
I put my thumb back up in the air for every passing car. We never cursed them, we never complained. This was the life and the reality of traveling by thumb. A ride was fortunate, the waiting merely an exigency of the game, at the moment a very pleasant and accepted one.
Then I left Justin at the side of the highway and wandered across toward the store, where a single aluminum light pole reached high into the air to illuminate, at night, the remote intersection of Highway 50 and Highway 285. It was covered with pocket-knife pronouncements, nearly every one a poetic cursing of this particular spot by other thumb-reliant travelers from around the world. Many listed the duration of their wait: Two hours, 41 minutes, and counting. Four hours, starving, out of weed. Gave up, slept in woods. From one spoilsport: Worst intersection in America.
I read the light pole to Justin while he raised his thumb high to a passing Jeep Wagoneer, smiling as pleasantly as he could. The Wagoneer never even burped in our general direction. None of the curses were older than three years, meaning that either the light post had been there only three years or the Colorado highway department repainted it every so often.
I pulled out my pocketknife and added an entry of our own, but as the day was not over and neither of us wore a watch, I merely scratched in our names and the date of our waiting.
Sometime around four-thirty in the afternoon—I could tell by the sun—probably a full three hours after our landing there, a 1964 Chevy panel wagon pulled to the side. It was piloted by three longhairs in striped train-engineer caps. And off we went.
We crossed Colorado from right to left, then headed down through Durango and across the state line north of Aztec. When we got out, hitchhikers were strung out for half a mile on Route 550 heading south. Every one of them was older than we were, some had a woman with them, and many had dogs, usually Aussie shepherd-type units. Mountain men that we were, we just walked right on past all of them and then added a good quarter mile of breathing room just out of principle. Standing under a ragged Budweiser billboard in the middle of nowhere, we finally got picked up by a pair of Navajo brothers. Just like in their creation story, they were twins.
Before the late-model pickup reached us, we watched it stop right in the middle of the highway—without risk of impeding traffic—a quarter-mile away and pick up a lone male traveler. By its speed in covering the quarter-mile between us, we figured we were out of luck, but the driver hit the brake just as capably as he had hit the gas and screeched to a stop at our feet.
The guy in the passenger seat just sat there and smiled at us, so I asked, “How far ya headin’?”
And the guy said, “All the way.” And smiled some more.
Well, we hadn’t told these guys where we were going at all, and the next town that even appeared on the roadmap was about eighty miles away. We hopped in the bed of the pickup with the other hitchhiker, a guy from Illinois named Gilbert, and went about ten miles before all the fountains of the heavens opened up. Then the guy on the passenger side opened up the sliding rear window of the pickup cab and yelled, “Hey, you guys ought to get up front.” I was sizing up the sliding window when the pickup ground down to an abrupt stop right in the middle of the two-lane road. The side door opened, and the right-side guy jumped out and said, “C’mon, man. Get in here!”
He was a big guy, with hair almost as long as Justin’s. He was carrying a beer and a big smile. Gilbert was already moving up and over the side. I caught Justin’s eye and then said back to him, “We’re all right, man. Go ahead.”
But he was having none of it. “Get up here. This is a Ford!”
So up we went, five guys on a Ford bench. We were practically on each other’s laps. The driver ripped into the gears as soon as we pulled the door closed, and off we went. The brothers, Will and Wolfe something or other, spent the first fifteen minutes trying to teach us to say something in Navajo, the basic good-day howdy-do: Yatahey! We never even got close. And the next forty minutes scared us to death.
Will had a real interesting way of crossing the desert. He would come up on the car in front of him at about eighty miles an hour, then jerk the wheel to pass at the very last moment. His favorite game was timing the pull-out-and-pass to the exact and only moment he could possibly do it between the oncoming car and the bumper of the one in front of us and survive. Once or twice we almost didn’t.
We finally slowed down, and Will said he was going to show us how “the Nation” lived. The landscape hadn’t changed in forty miles, still just pinyon pines and sage against the red dirt. Off in the desert, at the end of a two-rut track about fifty yards long, was a white adobe building. No windows, just a door. Justin and I were plenty nervous. We stopped and exploded out the doors, and then Gilbert walked right in.
It was what the poet Joy Harjo would call a “bar of broken survivors,” a saloon, a watering hole in the desert, whatever. It was the first one I’d ever entered. Drunk Indians were lying all over the place, passed out on the tables, over the counter, victims of what Harjo would also refer to, in “Deer Dancer,” as “poison by culture.”
In the deep, dark corner, one old man sat and cried. An old woman moaned at his feet, rocking back and forth in her velvet dress with turquoise and silver swaying in and out from her ample bosom, slapping in rhythm to the jukebox, which was playing something really sad from Merle Haggard.
Within moments of walking in, Will and Wolfe had abandoned us, moving off quickly to distant reaches of the dark, smoky, one-room bar. One great big fella—fat, ugly, and really huge—caught everyone’s attention, especially ours, when he bellowed out something like, “Look at the belagana! We got white boys to visit with!” He pulled himself up off the bar and headed right to us. I was sure we were about to get our white-boy scalps lifted. I didn’t have a lot of experience with grownup drunks—a couple of times at my uncle’s place, a Christmas party or something, but my folks would up and leave as soon as people started to slosh their words and lean into your face, going, “You know what I’m saying, my friend? Are you my pal?”
And my dad would go, “Time to leave. Merry Christmas.”
Then the fairgrounds in Missouri, which made my skin crawl to remember it, the smell of booze and puke and piss and pot, all thrown together. A couple of teenage parties, but I usually split those right after pulling Paul out of his puke. Always booze and puke and idiot commentary. I guess you have to grow up with it.
Anyway, I was feeling way out of place. Me the veggie pacifist, the only fight I’d ever had was with a dog. Okay, sure, a Great Dane, but still just a dog. Me and Uriah were walking down Paradise Mountain Road one day just sniffing the spring begonias, and up and over the embankment came this freakin’ horse, white with black patches, and he went right for Uriah’s throat, my poor blind collie not knowing Great Dane from Frampton’s Camel. Just took him right to the dirt, Uriah scrambling, scratching, actually moaning in fear. And I landed on that sucker and started throwing punches—mouth, ribs, gut. The Great Dane hung onto Uriah maybe another three seconds and then said, What the hell, this is a human beatin’ my bones! And beat I did, pummeling the crap out of that dog until he let go of Uriah’s shaggy throat and skedaddled for the woods.
Better choice than eating my dog, but still not very smart. He beat me down the embankment, taking it in one leap, but I caught him within thirty yards in the woods—city flippin’ flatlander canine—and landed on him, taking him down into the begonias. This time he fought back, trying to sink some fang, but I busted his chops, whomping his ribs wham-wham-wham and then finally letting him up, actually giving him some space, saying “Come on, sucka” out loud, wanting him to just try it, ready to break his freaking neck. And he turned and split. I went back to my sweet blind dog, who was leaning against the side of the roadcut, panting, probably as scared to be all alone he-didn’t-know-where as to have just been attacked by he-didn’t-know-what.
To my surprise, Gilbert went straight over to the Big Guy and thrust out his hand.
“Hey brother, how are you?”
The Navajo giant took his hand, pulled him into a smothering embrace, smacked him on the back, and then came toward Justin and me. Gilbert had lived, so Justin put on his best little shiny-eyed smile and offered both hands.
“Hey, man, how ya doing?”
Same embrace, same results.
Then to me.
I can’t say that I remember what my face was doing—after all, I couldn’t see me. But I do remember that he reached me, the last guy in line, and just hung on, smothering me, leaning into me and through me and pressing me up against the bar, right into another guy, who didn’t move and didn’t care. Then he started complaining to me personally about how the white man had treated his people. “You see my people?” he said. “This is my people. This is our hope. We are the Dineh, and the white men have driven us to ruin” and on and on. You know what I’m saying, my friend? Are you my pal?
And I thought, Oh man, you may be right, but it wasn’t me and I wasn’t here and I have no idea what to do about it and I think it’s time to split. Merry Christmas.
The whole place was a morass of misery. We found Will and Wolfe, and they were hanging on their friends, trying to comfort them, commiserating with their people. I told Wolfe that we ought to be getting back on the road—it was a long way yet to Albuquerque—but he tried convincing us to stay. It took a few minutes, but pretty soon Gilbert and Justin and I exited the front, waving a hearty good-bye to all our new friends and moving toward the highway.
Will and Wolfe came out then, and we exchanged farewells. We thanked them just as the Big Boy came out. Wolfe seemed highly offended that we were leaving, or that we hadn’t solved something, or maybe he suddenly realized we were white, but it was very tense, the Big Boy coming, and we moved quickly for the highway, where nothing was passing but a slight breeze.
The Big Boy came on, Will and Wolfe disappeared back into the bar, and we said amongst ourselves, “Ya think he’s mad?” And things like “Can we take him?” and “What does he want?” and, “Man, I wasn’t the one who tricked Sitting Bull” and stuff like that.
And then suddenly, down the highway, far off like a speck, I could see a car coming. Better yet, it was a Volkswagen bus. The bus actually passed us as the Big Boy was reaching the highway, calling after us, but then it screeched to a stop and backed up—John Wayne in a campermobile—and let us in. We pulled off just as the Big Boy reached the dashed yellow line. Passing zone.
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