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Introit

Cebu—The Message




If Max was good at one thing it was keeping a
hammock in motion; he’d certainly had lots of practice. He never
strayed very far from home territory without his swinging breezy
easy chair. Fashioned of very lightweight closely woven fishnet
that is eminently transportable and stretches to conform to one’s
body for utmost comfort, it was his dearest traveling companion.
Especially here near the equator there is no more pleasant way to
idle away the hours, thoughtful or otherwise, than in a trusty
hammock.

With its sultry moist air demanding a minimum
of clothing and lending itself to torpor, there was, in his mind,
no more placid state of physical being. While most people consider
the sweaty tropics to be grossly uncomfortable, to Max, at least in
his chosen lifestyle, at his late stage of existence, it was
exactly the opposite. If one’s daily life includes hard work or
excessive physical exertion, then functioning in the tropics can be
a decided chore, but with the gentle movement of the hammock in the
shade of a tropical forest canopy, it is total relaxation—
especially compared to dealing with cold climates that require
bundling up with lots of clothes and inducing nervous, shivery
movement to keep warm. He’d done an extended life-experience stint
in the far north, living rough in Yukon, building a house from
scratch and surviving three long brutal winters. The older he got,
the more he enjoyed the steamy, languorous lifestyle, the easy
slug-like pace of the tropics.

Today the hammock was really
swinging. This morning’s message and last night’s dream signaled
big changes ahead for him, his extended family, and his world. He’d
awakened very disturbed and agitated from vivid dreamwork.
He was shaken out of a comfortable sleep thinking,
‘I don’t want to wake up.’ He soon found himself preparing to dive
into a sea of fire, thinking he should be concerned or afraid, but
nothing could deter him or erase his inimitable smile. As the fire
raged around him, the sea turned into his house as he marveled at
how little it mattered… and then he woke
for real.

Then, in the morning, the
electronic note from Paolo, “Off your duff, old man, the forest is
calling. Anything you can do to help may tip the balance in the
favor of the ancient trees. Besides, you won’t want to miss the
excitement. We’ll be expecting you.” Expecting me? I’m perfectly happy to spend an indefinite time
wearing out this hammock.

But when he scrolled down to
read the attached Environewswire
article, he was taken aback by the weight of the
situation, while still disbelieving the actual words…

 


Environewswire—September 27,
2999—Breaking news…

Logging of Ancient Forests Advocated by North
American Leader.

Environmentalists caught off guard—vow fierce
opposition.

President of the North American Assembly, LC
Free says he expects to have the votes to return to limited logging
of old growth forests. “It is ridiculous to hold back progress and
prosperity based on thousand-year-old fears and prejudices.”
Huggers and mainstream environmentalists, surprised by the move,
predict no-holds-barred fight.

Stay tuned for breaking news.

 


What does this mean? Am I supposed to drop
everything and hit the road on a few hours notice? Jeez, I haven’t
done something that spontaneous in…must be a hundred years. How
much can one person do anyway? How am I going to make a difference?
What about my well-earned sedentary half-life in the hammock?

 


 


 



Chapter 1


Heaven’s Dew

 


He was huffing and wheezing,
struggling for air, as he plodded his way up the trail, each step
meeting the ground with apparent and vocal effort.
Out of breath but still
truckin’—he patted himself on the back. The
air was redolent with the unmistakable moist, resinous, cloistered
aroma of a dense stand of giant conifers. Narrow shafts of sunlight
emerged from peepholes in an otherwise enveloping cloud cover and,
coaxed into motion by a gentle breeze that whispered in the upper
branches, danced through the primeval forest canopy. Breaking into
myriad speckles of light as they descended through multiple layers
of branches towards the thick, springy duff of the compost-covered
forest floor, the rays furtively illuminated dollops of moisture
nestling on a bank of hefty sword ferns and azalea. Heaven’s dew,
frequent visitor to the ancient forest carpeting the windward
mountains of the Pacific Northwest, materializes out of the morning
mist to grace its flora with steady and invigorating
nourishment.

Every time he had the pleasure, the great
good fortune to be in the presence of this, the cathedral of the
gods, he was awestruck anew by its all-encompassing magic. He felt
moved by spirits emanating from individual trees, and stood
inconsequential in the cumulative power of their conjoined
presence. A cadre of behemoths, they were breathtaking triumphs of
the plant kingdom.

Many other parts of the world have great
trees and uplifting arboreal landscapes—the temperate forests of
Chile, Northern Europe and Siberia especially come to mind, not to
mention the dizzyingly varied tropical forests that cover much of
the world. Wherever natural forests—unsullied by human
interventions—appear, their overriding sense of peace and comfort,
venerability and stature—they’ve stood their ground and seen so
much—are universal traits. But nothing on Earth compares to these
ancient wonders.

The overbearing, cabin-fever-inducing
fall-winter-spring rains—which one imagines will never stop, which
make the weak and susceptible pray for summer, which cast a pall
over the spirits of all (except those possessing the writer’s gift;
the clouds, you know, are fecund and drench us with inspiration),
which once inside one’s clothes make it feel like the cold, clammy
discomfort will permanently haunt one’s joints, which are capable
of emboldening even lowly fungi to invade one’s domicile—all mark
the perfect climate for producing the world’s greatest, grandest,
most inspiring trees.

Tropical rainforests are spectacular enough.
They may harbor as many as two hundred different tree species in a
single acre and in some regions dozens of different oaks in that
cozy little space. In Malaysia, seven hundred varieties, equal to
the entire catalog of indigenous trees in all of North America, can
be found in just 25 acres.

As tall as the tropical forest can reach at
times, and as densely as it may try to fill its allotted share of
our Earth, when Cascadian old growth is compared in terms of
biomass, it contains four times the plant matter per acre. The
maritime Pacific Northwest boasts the largest species in every
conifer genus—the only exception being the juniper, which grows in
dryer climates. The most imposing of these giants are nearly twice
the height of the tallest conifers found anywhere else on
earth.

The unusual climatic blend of cool wet
winters and warm dry summers gives cone bearers a head start here
over flowering trees. Most of the world’s temperate forests receive
more precipitation in summer than winter, giving deciduous trees
with their bigger leaves a natural advantage. With few exceptions
they dominate, but in the Northwest they are stymied by the lack of
moisture in the summer when their leaves are out. Conifers, on the
other hand, are able to photosynthesize throughout the cool
winter—whenever the temperature stays above forty-three
degrees—when moisture is plentiful, and thrive when temperatures
limit their plunge into the frigid range.

Now—as he reveled in the splendor of this
awesome forest—much to his and many other people’s dismay and
disbelief, an anachronistic throwback movement, reminiscent of the
bad old days when the human race soiled and despoiled its nest, has
once again begun to advocate logging these ancient forests.

For nearly a thousand years they have been
kept pristine and inviolate, treated with the highest reverence.
For all these generations, such mercenary cravings to exploit the
Earth Mother’s greatest offspring have been considered unseemly,
and to many, blasphemy itself.

The need to ensure the health and well being
of the world’s forests, the insistence that they be retained in
their natural state, became sacrosanct in the wake of the
near-death experience the world’s ecosystem had gone through in the
degradations and ruinations of the early 21st century. The ancient
forests had always spawned their staunch defenders but until the
abhorrent and unimaginably destructive fruits of mass deforestation
and excessive burning of fossil fuels overwhelmed the Earth’s
natural balancing and healing capabilities, the ‘economic’
worldview and its deification of profit and personal gain held
intransigent sway over the minds of the major part of humanity,
especially its leadership. Great corporate wealth exercised control
of the cultural ethos through the media; it held dominion, an
almost hypnotic stranglehold over society.

Now, after all this time,
the lure of materialism is again in the ascendancy; the epic
environmental battles of early modern times may have to be
reenacted. Well, it sure won’t happen
without a struggle—not if the Exclaimer Family and its worldwide
hugger brethren have a say on the matter.

Near to hyperventilating as he reached the
rocky crest of the first ridge, the canopy opened up to reveal a
grand perspective. It was easily past time to rest up and take in
the view, not often come by in a dense natural forest. Ridge after
jagged green ridge rose in parallel, culminating in a distant,
5,000-foot peak. The enveloping cloud cover typical of morning had
considerably lightened; remnants of small clouds nestled into
mountain crevices and wispy fog banks huddled in the valleys.

These forests in the mountains of Southwest
Oregon are the most varied in the Northwest. This area is a bridge
that melds the climates of the wet Cascades, where hemlock, grand
and Douglas firs, and western red cedar predominate, with the dryer
Sierras typified by ponderosa and sugar pine, Shasta red fir, and
incense cedar. It serves as a transition home for both
ecosystems.

Individual large trees were clearly
identifiable on the nearest ridge from their subtly differing
greens, shapes, and statures. Down below, invisible and nearly mute
through the dense forest, flowed Cripple Creek. Here on the ridge
the overview was clear, open, and nearly complete; under the trees
it was dark, moist, close, and limited.

The old saw, “can’t see the forest for the
trees” was nowhere more striking and pertinent than here under the
great canopy. The trees in this thick old forest totally dominate
our vision and overwhelm the underlying inorganic landscape. The
dominion of the organic world constrains our perspective, narrows
our vistas and restricts our view of the world beyond. We feel the
essence of individual trees and become fixated by the wonder of the
giant ones. However, we can barely see a few hundred feet in the
distance, let alone have the slightest idea what lies on the next
ridge, or even if there is one. We have to deal with the trees
exclusively, we can’t see forests or discern mountains or valleys.
We hear the joyous chatter of birds, crickets and frogs rendered
invisible in the arboreal thicket, and detect the dulcet sound of
running water much sooner than our eyes alight on it.

We are enclosed in a cathedral of the
monarchs of the plant kingdom, tried and tested over the ages,
representing the apex of the world’s flora. This forest’s vast
expanse, stretching for hundreds of miles as it straddles the spine
of these great mountain chains, changes with every step but is
always just as grand— a green canopy that consistently reaches
twenty stories, and a lot more when singular trees insist on
standing out.

The most venerated veterans
are nearly eight hundred years old. Thirty generations of humanity
have witnessed the life of one tree. Can
they be casually and unceremoniously ‘liquidated’ and sold for
personal profit? As stalks of corn or hemp?

The Exclaimer family retreat was five hundred
feet above the creek on a south facing clearing. It was the
family’s genesis and ancestral home as well as its communications
and planning center. Though Exclaimers are spread around the globe
in nine locations in urban, rural, and forest settings, the
original home site here on the mountain, accessible only by a
half-day’s walk at a minimum from the nearest road, is its
functional heart. All home sites are essentially autonomous but
there are many facets of family life where Exclaimers operate as
one entity. Buildings, for instance, can be large and expensive
endeavors so they are treated as community projects—the costs are
born by the family at large and ample crews of workers show up from
all over the world to help put them together.

Considering the gravity of the threat to
their cherished forest ecosystem, all of the family’s central
characters would be present on the ridge, most connected through
the ether via satellite. While their own structure was
intentionally loose and amorphous, they had comprehensive and
far-flung connections for organizing and activating political
opposition.

Over the centuries since Entropy Gaia—the
global ecological disaster— society has evolved into a curious
mixture of primitive and rustic at one pole, by choice because it
was deemed a healthier lifestyle and by necessity because the raw
energy simply did not exist for the world’s people to maintain
their former plush and profligate standards; and the latest
technology on the other, though today’s scientific and
technological advances do not match in quantity, scope or pace the
fantastic ‘knowledge’ explosion of the third millennial cusp.

Moreover, today’s research is dedicated
largely to the advancement of the race, as opposed to the profit of
particular individuals. The compulsion to make every discovery as
soon as possible for the wealth generating potential that might
reside within has been replaced with the esoteric and altruistic
search for the secrets of the universe. Practical science, relating
to the mundane, has matured, reached a plateau: for communications,
for transportation, for health care, for the comfort of daily
living. What remains are refinements, detail work. Besides, this
has been the age of limitations. The vast resources necessary for
far reaching scientific advancements have simply not been available
or deemed of requisite importance to warrant their great
expense.

Sufficiently rested, he made his way down
towards the creek and stopped to say ‘hello’ and give a big hug to
his favorite sugar pine tree. This tree was a hugger’s delight, a
giant in a field of giants, fourteen feet thick and more than 200
feet tall. Sugar pine is nowhere near as prolific as ponderosa
pine—it grows in a constricted area compared to the widespread
range of its more renowned cousin—but it is fatter, taller and has
a larger, more beautiful crown. However its true claim to
distinction are its cones, the largest of its genera, at nearly 2
feet long.

He hiked
on…Thank heavens for a little trek
downhill. I may imagine myself as still full of bluster but this
old beater bod sure doesn’t respond the way it did when I was
eighty or a hundred…through a small patch
of millennial old growth that remained from before EG. Less than
one quarter of one percent of North America’s original primeval
forests survived the land clearing, logging, landslides and
wildfires, the poisonings, pestilences and diseases, the great
droughts and tyrannical weather of those times. To the untrained
eye, it was no different than the regenerated forests of the
post-EG era. Neither did any of the actual trees from that time
remain. Nonetheless, the forest and the land it stood on exhibited
a slight but scientifically quantifiable quality and stature
clearly different and clearly looming above the surrounding
terra.

Several factors entered into these trees’
greater size and health compared to their cousins of the new third
millennium forests: their soil had never been stripped of nutrients
and cover by bulldozer logging; neither had it been baked in the
summer, nor washed away in the winter rains as in the cutover
areas. These trees grew in soil that had taken tens of thousands of
years for nature to create and it would take that time again to
establish anew the highest fertility in the defiled lands. As a
rule, these trees are healthier and less susceptible to pestilence
and disease. As a result, they are more varied and therefore more
representative of true climax forest, nature’s ultimate
achievement, acme of biological creation, here represented in a
spectacular pastiche of the world’s biggest trees.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

Three Greats

 


He was one of those old timers who liked to
remind everyone of their age, more to elicit the opposite response
than any honest kvetching. “You’re not so old,” they’d say, and
then sincerely try to reassure him with shopworn tritisms—

‘You’re only as old as you feel,’ or ‘It’s
your attitude that counts,’ or ‘Look at the way you get around,’ or
‘You’re still kicking, you’ve got a long way to go.’ Any one of
which would elicit—“Yeah, but I’m gettin’ mighty creaky” or, “Yeah,
sure, but I just can’t keep up like I used to.”

All the while, no one was
more surprised at the good shape he was in than himself. His stance
was straightforward and confident, but not in a pretentious or
haughty way; he appeared relaxed, comfortable in his place. His
walk still had a healthy bounce—no perceptible gimps or clunks or
rattles typical of a machine nearing the end of its planned
lifespan. He could even manage a saunter when the mood struck. One
hundred and forty-three was no longer the physical handicap of only
a few centuries before. Everything was gray of course, and he’d
earn the nickname ‘Wolfman’ if he didn’t keep his ear hairs
trimmed, but with the exception of wrinkled hands and weathered
face, his body could be mistaken for someone forty or fifty years
his junior. Not that I haven’t subjected it
to its share of abuse.

He stopped by the creek—it was impossible to
pass by without pausing to take a little time to feel tranquillized
by its meditative gurgling and peaceful aura. He scoped out a spot
on the high water platform where a suitable place could be found to
get comfortable—as much as one could, that is, in a bed of river
rocks. He cleared away a few small ones from in front of a
fortuitously shaped small boulder that he could lean back against,
edged down with a perfunctory little grunt, and tried his best to
snuggle his butt into place. By now the mists of morning had
dissipated in deference to a warming midday sun that glittered off
the gently rippling water.

Moving water always brought out his
reflective side. Its ability to never be the same in a micro sense
for two consecutive nanoseconds, even as it might go for a whole
season without changing its overall pattern, invariably fascinated
him and stoked his thought processes. Constant change within
constancy, ever the same while continuously in motion. Even as its
component droplets move inexorably down slope towards their
destination, it remained a single unbroken, seemingly stationary
whole.

The creek was early fall lazy with the bubbly
sounds and soft whooshes of a stream that was in no hurry. Water
bugs, with their big pod-like feet, raced back and forth across the
surface, others camouflaged as little twigs made their way casually
on the bottom. Occasional leaves floated by. It was whisper quiet
until he was startled out of his serenity, literally jolted out of
his composure, by the raucous honking of a gaggle of geese flying
through, skimming just above the creek scouting for tasty morsels.
It took a few seconds to catch his breath, chuckling with the irony
of it. Lining the far bank, still in the riparian zone, was a
thicket of cottonwood that stand knee deep in the water when the
stream rises after every good rain. Above the bank were cottonwood
and alder and scrub oak fighting for breathing space, leaning way
out over the water—the conifers to their backs crowding and
towering over them.

After a half hour lazing in
the sun, he headed back up the other side of the canyon and soon
again began laboring for air. Chugging and wheezing, the steep
incline of the trail forced him to stop every few hundred feet to
catch his breath. He grunted and sighed without even a sympathetic
soul nearby to listen in or commiserate. I
sure like to whine about getting old and creaky, don’t I? But here
it’s just a matter of pacing. If I could only heed even my own
counsel, I’d get there with a tenth of the grunts and half the
effort. When Max had a destination in mind,
an end result, he was generally incapable of relaxing until it was
in his sights. Occasionally, wrapped in a calm mood, with time to
spare and without a clear goal, he would walk ever so slowly and
contentedly, in tune with his surroundings and completely at ease,
no perceptible quickening of breath or noticeable body
tension.

Just walking fast wasn’t
much of a problem, but uphill, a completely different
matter. Charge ahead…stop and rest. Charge
ahead…stop and rest. If I could just train myself to keep up a slow
but steady pace, I’d probably get there faster and in better shape.
Regardless, it sure was a lot easier to do this a hundred years
ago.

When he reached the outskirts of the
settlement, the trail leveled out and he was gladdened to see that
it had been paved since the last time he’d come. The yard-wide
trail was built of the bright blue and green serpentine rock widely
distributed in this area. The rocks’ surfaces were carefully fitted
and leveled for easy walking. It was far from a smooth pavement,
but superior to the muddy mess it would turn into during the rainy
season if left unimproved.

“Hey, gramps.”

Rousted out of his appreciation of the new
trail, he looked over to see one of the best examples of his
genetic gift coming to greet him from a small cabin nestled in the
woods a short way off the trail. He was tall and handsome, with a
soft smile beaming from above the thicket of scraggly beard typical
of the family’s young men. His intense deep-set brown eyes,
separated by a formidable though not outrageous beak, were gentle,
open and friendly. His light nearly European skin contrasted with
Max’s much darker South Asian visage, but still there were clearly
identifiable, albeit subtle, resemblances. He sported denims and
plaid flannel shirt, age-old costume of the Northwest forests.

“Well, look at you,” clicking his fingers
“…uh…uh…”

“Tomas,” the young man assisted.

“Right, right, how the hell are ya? I haven’t
seen you in nearly seven years.

You sure have changed. What have you been
doing? And how’s your mom?” He was firing off the questions so fast
Tomas had no time to answer. Catching himself, “Sorry, after a week
of travel and out of breath from humping the trail, I feel like I
just drank a dozen cups of coffee. Need to reestablish my
slow-talking, country-living, pastoral bearings. Go ahead, I’ll
give you time to answer.”

“I’ve been doing pretty good, came here about
seven years ago from Portland. Haven’t seen Mom in more than ten
years. Her last email came from Marrakech or Srinagar or some other
far away burg. You know her: she’s not the type to stay in one
place very long. I’m surprised she stuck it out with me as long as
she did. Where’ve you been?”

“I’ve been living mostly in the Philippines,
at the Cebu mountain home site, enjoying the tropical countryside.
I also spend a lot of time, maybe a third of the year, in Cebu
City.”

“What’s it like, gramps? I was contemplating
it as my next home after leaving here.”

“Cebu Island is long and narrow with a spine
of mountains running down the center. Our home site straddles the
ridge. In the one place it isn’t completely overrun with steamy
rainforests, we can see the neighboring islands on both sides. It’s
actually very close to the city and the beaches. Of course, in a
country consisting of thousands of islands, almost every place is
near the water.”

“I guess swimming in warm water is a whole
different species, isn’t it?”“Compared to here, where the water
never really warms up, you bet. Here the best I can do is dive in
before I have a chance to let the chilly water change my mind, and
stay in just long enough to wash the day off and cool down before
I’m practically repelled out of it. There you can lollygag around
in the nearly bathtub-warm water until you’ve half turned into a
prune before you think to leave.”

“I will have to get there some time. Right
now I seem to be fixed in place.”

“Not to worry, not to hurry; you’ve got your
whole life ahead of you.”

“Agreed. I’m feeling the need to get moving,
but ironically I seem to have a lot more theoretical interest in
new places than actual motivation to go and experience them.”

“The problem with seeing from a distance,
young man, is you get a very limited picture of reality. Tropical
and temperate lifestyles are more different than January and July
in the Northwest.”

“More different?”

“Think of it, we spend a lot of time outdoors
here in July, but still all of our structures are designed to
placate cold weather. In the tropics, everything is outdoors;
there’s much less distinction between inside and outside. Tropical
buildings do get closed off somewhat in the hot season to take
advantage of natural cooling processes, but it’s pretty minor
compared to what happens here,where we shut up inside to ward off
the cold.”

“Fascinating. That truly never would have
occurred to me.”

“Always more to learn.”

“I guess. What’s the draw of the Philippines?
Don’t we have special reasons for where the family has set down
roots?”

“I believe it was a combination of factors.
It had a long background as a polyglot, internationalist nation
with a mixture of races and fluency in English—don’t forget it was
spoken by only one-eighth of the world’s people back in the
twenty-first century—and had a tragic history brought on by severe
overpopulation that resulted in extreme wasting of the environment
and a very high death rate in EG—less than half their population
survived. It was like a laboratory of how to really mess up Earth
Mother and subsequently strive towards bringing the ecosystem back
to life. The contrast to our home in Costa Rica, probably the best
preserved tropical nation on Earth back then, couldn’t be more
stark, though today, with a millennium to recuperate, it’s
difficult to discern the difference simply through observation.

“Besides, belying its placid feel, it’s got
some big time volcanoes and frequent tropical storms—adds a little
excitement to life.”

“And here all we get is cold, clammy
rain.”

“Good for trees.”

“And for me, so far.”

“So what’ve you been up to?”

“Well…I’ve been hanging out, enjoying life,
mostly trying to discover myself. I figure at 22 I’ve got plenty of
time for accomplishment, for serving the world, or whatever oddball
or crazy thing might come to mind. Meanwhile, I’m trying to
understand how plants grow, how a stack of boards becomes a house,
the march of the seasons. I tend to feel small and reverent and
thankful here in the forest thinking I should be content, but at
the same time a little antsy to get on with something.” He
hesitated, “I…I’m ready, even a little over-ready for some type of
mission or endeavor to carry me away, but I also understand that
patience is the hardest and most important lesson for a guy my age.
As I say, I feel cemented in the ground here.”

“Believe me,” Max responded, “patience,
confidence in one’s self, faith in the future are lifelong
challenges. The only difference between young and old is we old
timers have been forced to live life and watch it unfold at its own
sometimes excruciatingly slow pace, irrespective of our own
longings for changes to come faster. I floundered in my goals and
wandered the planet for a long time and only felt that I really
started to come into myself at around the century mark. Of course I
thought I was pretty smart at thirty, sixty, eighty and a hundred
and even a few years ago, but at each milepost I invariably
discover that I have a lot more to learn. All I can say in
consolation is it does get better, or can get better; at least it
did for me.”

Tomas felt privileged for Max’s little
dollops of wisdom, thankful for the opportunity, forged by the
difficulty their culture, their world faced, to spend some time
with the crusty old man, “I sure hope I have as many answers by the
time I get to your age.”

“Hah,” a little too loudly. “Well, thanks,”
he never did take compliments unselfconsciously, “You may well
follow in the old man’s footsteps. You certainly impress me all
right; I see a great mind there, but of course I’m prejudiced. Hey,
I gotta go relax a bit. Just one thing: how many greats are you
anyway?”

“Greats?” Tomas took a second to catch on to
Max’s meaning. “Three: greatgreat-great-grandson. Make you feel
ancient?”

“You’re not coaxing me to kvetch about how
old and creaky I’m getting, are you?” Tomas chuckled. “But do let
me apologize for my aging memory. Family trees are so complicated
and convoluted there sure is no way for me to remember where you
fit in, but at least I should have recalled your name.”

“I forgive you.” They hugged and made
arrangements for a hike the next day.

 


 



Chapter 3


Iron Rice Bowl

 


Tomas stayed in a little cabin on the
‘outskirts’ of the settlement. About two-thirds of the permanent
residents live in these small houses either tucked into the woods
or on the edge of a clearing. Except for the village center
consisting of a cozy courtyard and the buildings that frame it and
the small houses that try their best not to encroach on natural
clearings, all reasonably level openings in the canopy are reserved
for gardens. Being on the top of a sunny south-facing ridge helps
for food production. There’s also a bit of terracing, but the
combination of minimal yields and the extra work involved has kept
the hillside in a mostly natural state. Extensive gardening and
preserving for the winter, combined with solar greenhouses to
extend the growing season allows the family to grow about half the
food necessary to feed its average thirty to forty permanent
residents.

There are always a few rock solid meat and
potato eaters, anachronisms from the twentieth century, and about
an equal number of zealous vegetarians, who occasionally have the
unlovable propensity to express self-righteous disdain for flesh
eaters. Scientific research long ago made it clear that
vegetarianism, when undertaken thoughtfully and conscientiously, is
healthier by any standard and a clear indicator of species
advancement. Meat eating is only important in the early stages of
evolution; as the human race progresses it only circumscribes
lifespan. Small amounts, however, have been found to have no
discernible effect on longevity. Ironically, the bad vibes that
sometimes intrude upon a vegetarian’s feelings toward flesh eaters
have been shown to be worse for that person’s health than eating
small amounts of meat.

In fact most people eat little meat, and when
they do they use small amounts, mostly as flavoring. Rather, except
for those minimal helpings, it’s consumed more ceremonially; that
is, partaken at feasts and gatherings. Here in the mountains, a
ritual hunt would take place for that purpose. Humans are
relatively few, and their need and desire for red meat is limited.
Concurrently, natural landscapes dominate the world. As a result,
game is plentiful, so plentiful their infrequent takings could have
no measurable impact on the numbers of wild animals. Depending on
the occasion, elk, deer or rabbit were hunted. For flesh eaters,
fish are also abundant and enjoyed frequently, something on the
order of once or twice a week. Fowl, mostly domestic, is eaten more
like once or twice a month.

They certainly could gorge themselves on meat
if they so desired. In addition to game—free for the effort and
easy to access—beef and pork are relatively inexpensive. With the
world’s population stabilized at 1.7 billion, and a majority of
those people either strict vegetarians or only occasional meat
eaters, the impact on the Earth’s ecosystems of meat production is
not just sustainable but light as a feather. There is no
destruction of the landscape from overgrazing—all domestic food
animals have ample space to roam in—and no need to allocate vast
fertile areas for feed crops. Arable land is abundant and lightly
used, with prime cropland frequently left fallow for regenerative
purposes.

All farming is organic, of course; the
mechanized, high intensity chemical farming typical of the
developed world having gone out nearly a millennium ago with the
last drop of commercially produced fossil fuel. In Y2K times it
took ten calories of non-renewable energy to produce one calorie of
food. They had giant machines to plant, cultivate and harvest; they
used little organic material on the land, and as a consequence, had
to depend on large doses of fossil fuel-based fertilizers. They
devoted vast areas to a single crop—monoculture farming— that
encouraged the proliferation of insect pests that they combated
with petrochemical pesticides. They applied herbicides, also mostly
petroleum-based, to eliminate competition from other plants and to
ensure that machines would harvest only the valued crop. At the
height of the petroleum-based economy, food staples were shipped
from one end of the earth to the other. As the largesse of
abundant, cheap, non-renewable energy was greedily consumed and
depleted, the entire food supply system crashed.

Today, what energy we use has to be produced
using expensive high-tech solar devices or has to be grown as
biofuel. All crops are the product of human effort. Even if
fossil-based chemicals were eternally plentiful, even if they
weren’t such a disaster for the health of the land and to the
people who ingested chemical residues and the resultant cancers,
there is simply no need. The land is fertile and highly productive;
all organic wastes—human, animal, and vegetable—are composted and
put to use enriching the soil. Also, industrial advances that have
allowed much to be produced with little human effort have shortened
the workweek and given people lots of free time for gardening. A
close relationship with the land—the understanding of how plants
grow, and the cultivation of one’s sustenance—is considered an
important part of life and learning in modern culture, an exalted
pursuit of the majority of humanity.

Now that most of the world’s largest cities
have shrunk down below 2 million, and are still shrinking, there is
always room for urban gardening. With the combination of urban food
production and belts of farmland circling every urban area, most
population centers have reached 50% food self-sufficiency. Food
imports are largely limited to grains, out-of-season fruits,
vegetables, and exotics—what would life be like without bananas and
mangos?

Nearly all of the Claim’s residents do their
share of garden duty, though there are no etched-in-stone rules or
strict schedules. About fifteen hours of work per person per week
is what it takes to keep the Claim going. Everyone is expected to
carry their own weight; however slackers are given a lot of leeway.
The needs of the community are easily provided and no one has to
toil excessively. So if an individual is going through personal
problems that cause them to resist their responsibilities, the
others endeavor to restrain any feelings of resentment,
understanding that they might well need a little space themselves
at critical junctures in their own lives.

Nonetheless, there are limits to the
community’s forbearance: if an individual is an incorrigible
shirker or just too off-the-wall to get the picture, they might be
drummed out of the family’s safety net. There are other not so
difficult ways to survive out in the ‘real’ world; expulsion from
the commune is not an implacably stone hearted or uncaring action.
The Claim has its own surfeit of wacky problems.

Exclaimer family members enjoy crib-to-eulogy
security. If they can only make their way to a family home site and
carry out their minimal responsibilities, they can be assured of
all of life’s basic material needs, and if they so choose, not ever
keep a penny on their person. The family as a whole has to deal
with a certain amount of money, but the individual has been
relieved of the burden.

There is no rent to pay. This particular
piece of land was originally a mining claim but it’s surrounded by
forest land that, along with 25% of the all the world’s public
property, and including ample space in every country, is held in
common for all the planet’s citizens. Within that 25% land base,
certain limited areas have been set aside for indigenous
homesteading. In exchange for the privilege of residing on the
land, its caretakers are given responsibility for stewardship of it
and the immediately surrounding watersheds. When all requirements
are fulfilled, including continuous habitation for 20 years, they
are granted an easement in perpetuity, that is, permanent use of
the land.

They are charged with maintaining trails over
their stewardship area and are trained and first on the scene in
case of forest fire and other emergencies. Generally they keep an
eye out for any problems that might arise. They are not allowed to
restrict access through the property; it has to remain open. They
can fence off individual garden plots and pastures and residential
compounds, but not the property as a whole.

In fact, the Claim’s gates are left open for
visitors; they are greeted, sized up for potential problems—never
know what kind of kook might show up—and asked to respect the
privacy of residents. Hiking is a great outdoor pastime, especially
in this part of the world, but the Claim is remote and few people
without business there wander up the trail. Most who come near
simply use the bypass trail around the compound, though in fact
visitors, depending on the occasion, are usually quite welcome.
Exclaimers are proud of the family’s accomplishments and its
history and the great lifestyle communal living affords. As a
result, they maintain a hint of the proselytizer’s zeal—absolutely
understated of course. Even after a millennium of the steady growth
of the communal movement, most of the world’s people still live
independently as singles or in nuclear families.

Most of the Claim’s buildings are centuries
old. Only maintenance is required to keep them habitable, so
ongoing costs are minimal. All were built using passive solar
designs for heat and hot water. The sun is easily supplemented by
wood during times of extreme weather. Electricity is provided by a
combination of photovoltaics, micro hydro projects, water pipe
pressure, rooftop water collection systems, and solar chimneys.

Solar electric cells are designed into every
south-facing roof—each ceramic tile is also a photoelectric
cell—and depending on the location they can provide up to half of
the building’s energy needs. Micro hydro power is an
environmentally benign source of energy: very small generators,
sufficient to produce a substantial part of a small building’s
power needs, can be designed into small streams without a
discernable trace of ecological harm. Rooftop waterpower is created
by directing rainwater onto downspouts that include tiny
generators—here in the Northwest a steady, albeit very minimal,
source of power during those dark, cool, rainy winter months.

Solar chimneys, also known as solar wind
tunnels, are included on almost every rooftop and in stand-alone
situations where power is needed separate from buildings. They are
simple devices that provide ventilation, air conditioning, and
electricity, or any combination of the three. It’s basically a
vertical tube, open on both ends, painted black on the north side
and transparent on the other three. Placed in the sun, the black
north face heats the air inside, which then naturally rises and,
depending on its length, creates a strong wind current.

To use it for air conditioning only requires
placing it on the roof much like a smoke chimney. Hot inside air is
sucked out by the force of much hotter air in the chimney; but
first, it is channeled through a basement or an underground rock
bed before entering the living area. The temperature six feet below
ground level in this region is always about 60ºF, and therefore an
unlimited supply of cool air is there for the tapping. For
electricity, wind generator blades are placed inside the chimney to
take advantage of the air movement. On sunny days a typical chimney
of the latest design can produce sufficient electricity to power
lights and motors, as well as providing total natural air
conditioning for an average house. Of course, electricity is only
used when it’s the most efficient and logical means to a task. No
longer is it used for space heating or air conditioning, nor to
heat water or cook.

Back in Y2K, energy from atomic fission had a
short-lived heyday before its dangers were fully realized or shall
we say experienced. It took several meltdowns, poisoning millions
of people and contaminating large areas of the globe, some still
off limits today, before its use was permanently banned. We’re
still forced to keep large amounts of radioactive waste under guard
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Science is just now
developing processes capable of disarming the harmful radioactivity
from that waste, but it’s still at an experimental stage and
requires copious amounts of energy, so we’ll have to live with the
burden for a while longer. Bad enough the Y2K generation nearly
destroyed the world; they also left their detritus for dozens of
generations to clean up.

People back then, at least those that lived
in the privileged, developed part of the world—the world then was
divided into two distinct camps, rich and poor—insisted upon, or
became accustomed to, absolute comfort and convenience. They
denigrated the use of the sun because they couldn’t deal with less
than 100% quality and availability. Solar energy is just not like
that; it’s a gentle energy that ebbs and flows on an hourly and
daily basis. A simple garden hose will make hot water on a sunny
summer day, but it’s extremely difficult for the sun to provide
100% of annual hot water needs here in this climate through the
cold, dark months.

In most parts of the world, a very simple,
inexpensive solar water heater can easily produce a substantial
part of a household’s needs. To produce 50%, sometimes as much as
70%, is relatively inexpensive; but as you near 100%, the cost
multiplies with every increment. It might cost ten times as much to
produce 90% of one’s annual hot water needs from the sun as it
costs to produce 70%, since an ever-larger system is required to
tide one through the cooler, darker times. The final
10%—full-service energy—comes at a cost that is truly
prohibitive.

So based on solar energy’s lack of absolute
fingertip convenience, and led on by a political leadership
beholden to powerful corporations that derived their profits from
fossil fuel extraction—which in turn was led on by the former
United States, the worst actor in that regard—solar power was only
modestly popular.

Its value was discounted until the fossil
fuel spigot ran dry, or rather became so fantastically expensive it
could no longer be used for such mundane work as heating water or
toasting bread. Today, every structure or cluster of buildings
takes what it can from the sun and natural energies, backing it up
with either biomass fuels or, especially here in the mountains,
wood burned in super clean, efficient stoves.

Most structures house a wide range of energy
generators: a building might have a passive solar water heater,
photovoltaics, and a solar chimney on the roof, a wood stove that
produced both heat and electricity inside, and maybe a windmill
nearby. If it were in a place like Southeast Alaska, where the sun
rarely shines and it consistently rains like hell, it would include
a windmill, biomass stove, and tiny downspout hydro generators
tapping the flow of rainwater funneling down into the drinking
water cisterns.

As with so many of the technological advances
of the modern age, the simplest solution has become the norm. So
the flywheel, a heavy, perfectly balanced wheel that spins in a
vacuum in excess of a hundred thousand revolutions per minute, is
standard for electrical storage systems and a fixture in most
buildings. As energy is generated in excess of immediate needs, it
is used to accelerate the flywheel so that it can be drawn off
later.

Buildings are rarely left in the dark: when a
system does run down, in spite of its multiple energy sources, or
breaks down, everybody just brings out the candles and makes do;
the sun, the wind, the rain are always going to come back.

Heading on towards the courtyard Max saw the
shop building on the right. It’s a multi-purpose building that
includes space for maintaining the Claim’s machinery and
facilities, for individuals to pursue their personal projects, and
a production facility for crafts that, when sold in the public
markets in town, help to pay for the settlement’s costs. It’s set
up so people, especially newcomers, can plug in at any time. With
food, shelter, energy and a place to do whatever work a person
might need to do to fulfill his or her share, Exclaimers are set
for life.

In spite of that ultimate security, a member
of the family rarely spends his or her whole life within its
compounds. In a hundred and fifty or more years of active adult
life, Exclaimers are bound to spend many decades outside the
communal homesteads, but they never feel estranged, unless they
wish to be, and consider themselves at one with their extended
family and are always welcome at its home sites. The same welcome
extends to Exclaimers living outside; a family member can, with a
high level of confidence, drop in unannounced on Exclaimers living
anywhere in the world and expect to be treated as an honored
guest.

 


 


 



Chapter 4


Courtyard Mandala

 


As Max reached the courtyard, having enjoyed
the classy new walkway, it opened into a giant mosaic mandala
measuring about 40 by 60 feet. It’s a work of art, laboriously and
lovingly constructed and maintained over the centuries. The
reduction of the time one needs to work for survival gives
everybody more time to create endeavors of passion, art or
whimsy.

Within the mandala there is a panoply of
colors. Many of the individual pieces were recycled from centuries
of lost projects—ceramic tiles last forever; others were fired up
specially for the purpose. Any one piece can be replaced when it
wears thin or loses its color. Over the five centuries since it was
first completed, a good part of it has seen piecemeal
restoration.

The centerpiece of the mosaic is a rustic
cabin flanked by forests that include depictions of every species
of tree that grows in the Cripple Creek watershed. This represents
the great diversity of existence and thus emphasizes the imperative
of preserving all extant manifestations of biological life as well
as the greatest possible variety of thought and lifestyle. It’s
only through the freedom to think, ponder and be different that
humanity can find its greatness and the individual can discern his
or her best road to enlightenment. No law, regulation, social
opprobrium or moral dictum can force people to follow righteous
paths. The more rules and restrictions they feel constrained to
follow, the less likely their actions come from their hearts.
Personal growth comes from life, learning, original thought and,
where appropriate, cultural experimentation.

Surrounding the central image are intricate
and painstakingly executed geometric designs that further represent
the infinite complexity of all life on earth and beyond. While the
challenge of existence is enlightenment, the reality is
unreachable. We can only strive for understanding, we can never
attain it as mere mortals. As angels? Spirit beings with the
perspective of the firmament and the gift of immortality? That too
remains to be seen, even higher beings existing many rungs up the
enlightenment ladder cannot be expected to encompass all
knowledge.

The Exclaimer family had its genesis in the
back-to-the-land movement of the 1960’s when a counterculture arose
that felt repelled by the degradation inherent in much of city life
as it then existed. Theirs was an attempt to find refuge from a
century of intense urbanization that had left the mass of Americans
in polluted, oppressive, dangerous and dehumanizing cities.

Concurrent with the first landing on the
moon, many communards— including some who had barely ever wielded a
hammer—found themselves building primitive shelters more typical of
earlier ages and learning to live without electricity and plumbing.
On their initial visit, newcomers were struck, within just a few
minutes, by the superfluous nature of those fundamental
accouterments of modern life; basic amenities which they previously
never imagined they could live without. Even after lives spent
wholly dependent on electric lights and flush toilets, they came to
see their absence as a minor inconvenience. Not that they wouldn’t
have enjoyed a bit of the ease that they provide, just that it
turned out to be an insignificant element in a much larger
picture.

The Claim was one of very few intentional
communities—in the parlance of the time, ‘hippie communes’—to erupt
in a land and culture that was absolutely alien to them. It was the
dream of many and an inspiration for countless more, but as a
lifestyle it was available, for a limited time, to only the bold
adventurous few.

The genesis of the Exclaimer name arose from
the original settlement, which was built on a silver and platinum
mine. In the absurdist mindset of the 19th and 20th centuries, all
natural resources were solely considered relative to their economic
value. As a function of that attitude, living space on public land
was granted to anyone who was interested in extracting its
resources. One had only to stake a claim and the minerals therein
were there for the taking free of any royalties.

The first Exclaimers purchased the mining
rights to an existing claim solely for the purpose of living on the
land. They had little inclination for the hardscrabble work of
mining or the desire to be part of the exploitative society they
had just escaped. They kept up the pretense of mining to placate
the authorities until the pressure against them from the prevailing
culture reinforced their own realization that they were too far
ahead of their times to maintain such a heady, iconoclastic
lifestyle.

As individuals, after months or years at the
Claim, they found themselves unwilling to continue sacrificing
their personal needs for this new way of life. It was easily
recognizable as a superior lifestyle: the love, companionship and
good times they had together were irreplaceable and unmatchable by
any ordinary living arrangements. Yet the hardships and
difficulties that grew out of taking a rangy, polyglot group of
misfits, outcasts, rebels, and those seeking an escape route from
the oppression of mainstream life and throwing them together in the
most abrupt and unorganized manner became untenable. The freedoms
we take for granted today were giddy with newness then. In the
process of learning, discovering and experimenting, the lifestyle
envelope was tested and pushed to its limits, and sometimes
beyond.

Once the buildings were finished and all the
gardens improved to the point of fertility and productivity, they
found themselves with too much time on their hands. The Claim’s
spirit began to ebb; it’s raison d’être withered. When it was young
it had the caSadeederie of creation to keep it together, but that
was lost when its denizens ceased to be challenged by community
needs. Without a cult of personality or meaningful goal, an
intentional community can degenerate into purposelessness.

As for society, it was not about to
countenance strange looking, law breaking, idol smashers in its
midst; especially not on public land. This caused the original
Exclaimers, after about a decade of experimental living, to
splinter into every direction. While a few of the communes of the
time survived much longer than the Claim, as a movement it shrank
tremendously from its heyday.

Today communal families offer a wide range of
locations and lifestyles so that members can pursue many different
careers and purposes in life while remaining within the family
mold. For many of the original Exclaimers, life in the woods became
too isolating. They felt the need to get back to the opportunity,
excitement and dynamism of the urban milieu. Through the years
we’ve learned how to keep communal family life goal-oriented,
functional and rewarding.

When the progeny of the original residents
resettled the Claim in 2015, more than forty years after their
parents and grandparents had dispersed, Exclaimer— with its dual
meaning—seemed an appropriate moniker for a reincarnated milestone
of the counterculture.

It was the first awakenings of the Age of
Aquarius: a time when the most outrageous lifestyles could
manifest, at least relative to the surrounding culture. Those
challenges to the status quo took root in only a small segment of
society for a very limited time. The masters of the passing Piscean
Age were not to be usurped easily by ‘flower power’, the symbol of
love and peace emblematic of the new paradigm. The window of
openness lasted for only a short space until the darkness and
repression of the prevailing culture could reestablish control and
stifle the nascent emergence of the Aquarian counterculture, the
harbinger of the new age. That, after all, was during the last
throes and greatest expansion of world commerce and corporatism and
before humanity’s near fatal brush with ecocide.

Defying all logic, as a lemming would dive
off a cliff into the abyss without consideration of survival,
corporate-dominated society was oblivious to all common sense,
environmental reality and consideration for the world’s future; it
was predicated on myopic greed if not blind avarice. Despite the
clear and obvious danger of worshipping the CEO gods, the lemming
train was unstoppable, until, of course, it crashed, wrecked, at
the bottom of the abyss.

It was never the same after that. The crash
of the corporate-ordained lifestyle, with the widespread disruption
and turmoil that resulted, opened the window once again and enabled
the progeny of the original Exclaimer family to recreate their
wondrous forest homestead. This is reflected in the mandala by a
phoenix which stands on top of the cabin. In reality, after the
desolation and wasting of EG, it took a century before the land
surrounding the Claim began to resemble its birthright, a healthy
natural forest.

The experience of a few thousand
mainstream-challenged, alternate-culture folks has over the
centuries been adopted by millions. From a few ‘freaks’, as they
self-mockingly termed themselves, began a movement that has grown
very slowly but steadily until today more than 100 million people
live in communal families. They span the globe and partake in a
wide variety of interests, causes and social services. Each has its
direction or focus; Exclaimers specialize in forest science and
wood crafts, mysticism and the occult.

The phoenix also represents the fiery and
difficult death of the ancient unevolved path, and rebirth into a
more social, spiritual way of life. Tucked into its right wing is a
sampling of the area’s indigenous healing herbs: mullein, comphrey,
pennyroyal, camphor, St. John’s wort, chamomile and lemon balm.
Standing on its left wing is a cherub looking up to the firmament,
a testament to the family’s inability to take itself too seriously,
but concurrently also an indicator of its focus on attaining
oneness with the spirit as the only true aim in life. We are
totally serious about our quest for higher values and a lifestyle
based on cosmic ethics. As in most extended families, as well as
the majority of the human race in the year 2999, spirituality and
godliness—the major tenets of all the world’s religions—are primary
lifestyle goals.

The incredible changes and wrenching
hardships of the early 21st century made believers of the greater
part of humanity. They cried ‘uncle’, they prayed to their various
gods, they asked for and found redemption and promised, if granted
survival, to treat Earth Mother a lot better from then on. The
Exclaimer family and its brethren are at the forefront of keeping
that message alive, lest humanity at large forget and backslide
into abusing the planet once again.

The cabin itself is bobbing, somewhat askew,
on a body of turbulent water, signifying a life journey that is
always going to be at least difficult, challenging and fraught with
uncertainty. People have always imagined and expected spiritual
advancement to emulate sweet, lugubrious, placid existences without
interpersonal tensions or tragic or regretful passages—earthly
versions of strumming a harp all day on cloud nine. They couldn’t
have been more mistaken. Nearly eight hundred years of a united
world at relative peace and harmony with itself has mightily
refined people’s response to mundane life, but it’s also made them
realize that they needn’t ever have concerned themselves about life
being too easy. Whatever has been eased up on the material and
social planes of being has only intensified the less tangible
ones.

Neither should they have embraced the fear
that the path to serving God and living a reverent life on earth in
a more enlightened time would include so many big, hard-to-miss
directional signs and easy-to-read road maps, that they’d be left
with life quests that were lackluster and boring. On the contrary,
there never has been or ever will be, at least as far as we can
project, a dearth of discovery and learning in mortal life. Being a
citizen of the world today doesn’t include any of the harsh,
demeaning, physical hardships that so many people experienced in
pre-transition times, and nothing will ever match the calamity of
EG, but mentally and spiritually, the challenge is equal or
greater. Of course 800 years is but a jot of time, and what society
will look like in 10,000 years or 100,000 years is beyond our
imaginings. We can predict however, based on the experience of the
last millennium, a steady improvement in understanding and a
movement toward ever-greater enlightenment on a planetary
level.

In the water at the center of the mandala
there are three starfish. Growing out of the three are a cannabis
plant, a psilocybin mushroom and a peyote cactus. The three magic
psychoactive plants signify the cosmic currents of the nether world
and the insights and inspirations of the dream world. They’re
usually reserved for special ceremonies of insight, transition
times of personal growth, and trying times when the individual
might need a helping hand from the spirit.

While cannabis is often used casually, the
mushroom and cactus are considered too intense and powerful for
their otherworldly energy to be unleashed indiscriminately;
however, as in almost all facets of Exclaimer life, there are no
hard and fast rules. The choice is a personal one, subject to
advice and/or admonishment from one’s peers should they see their
compatriot losing grip on mundane reality, but it’s still strictly
the individual’s decision.

In the sky are stars and galaxies
representing the vastness of the heavens and the unfathomable
distances to the beginning of time; the length and breadth and
depth of the known universe; the challenge of life and the goal of
eternity; the mystery of existence and the exhortation to learn and
understand and strive for truth and enlightenment. The sky also
holds a crescent moon, representing the psychic and transcendental
energies we use to make contact with, and try to understand, the
shadow world. It is the unseen that provides the insights. Through
the ages the afterlife has frequently been described with soft,
warm, fuzzy images of angels acting somewhat bored while lazing
away the ages in paradise. However, as far as we can tell, in this
life as well as the next, the embrace of spirituality and right
endeavor only brings weightier challenges and greater
responsibilities.

No rest for eternity?

 


 



Chapter 5

Time to Unwind

 


“Max,” Paolo called, striding over in his
ever self-assured gait. “How the hell are ya?” Wiry with a just
perceptible concave attitude, his bright eyes and easy smile shined
through a heavy speckled gray beard. Slight looking on first
impression, he was all taut and muscular. “Geez, it’s been almost
ten years, hasn’t it? Costa Rica, at the last gathering, right?”
The Costa Rica homesteads were the family’s most favored and ideal
for its decennial get-togethers. Their land, fronting on an
expansive and beautiful beach, could accommodate the whole family,
all 300 to 400 who would come anyway.

Eight of the family’s nine homesites pairs an
urban homestead with a rural or forestry site as a complement. Most
communalists are committed to the idea that everybody benefits by
access to both urban and rural experiences, that the combination is
fundamental to a full life. Most families also recognize that
having homesites in varying settings, climates and ecosystems helps
to satisfy the needs of different types of people as well as
individuals in different phases of their lives—most of us tend to
prefer warmer climates as we age.

“I try really hard not to miss them. Put us
all in one location and the vibes become palpable. What a gas,
every one memorable. Truth be known, until I received your message
I was figuring on trying to subdue my travel genie except for the
decennials. The older I get, the more prone I am to be content
swinging in my tried and true hammock.”

“Rousted you out of your equatorial doldrums,
did we? Get with it Max,” Paolo needled verbally. “You know life
isn’t all hot, lazy, torporific tropical hideaways. A little dose
of reality won’t kill you. This is your opportunity to take your
part, lend your weight, make a little difference for the
Earth.”

“Paolo, you sound like me at my lecturing
best…or worst.”

“Must be infectious. Anyway, I was just
throwing you a shovel for digging your way out of that pit of
lamentations I’m hearing about. Life is, you know, might as well
get with it.”

“Of course, of course, that’s why I’m here,
but I still rather imagine myself lazing away the days on a warm
saltwater beach, just watching the world saunter by.” Max was
getting dreamy. “After this crazy road trip I might do just
that.”

“Hah. Give me a break, you’re not dead yet.
Do you want to just vegetate the rest of your life away, let your
activist center atrophy in some steamy paradise… coconuts, mangoes
and nubile, scantily clad bodies?…mm, come to think of it,” he
couldn’t help breaking into a big smirk, “I might have to join
you.”

“Not your thing, Paolo, you’ll always be
working on that muscle tone, laboring on being a hardy old
soul.”

“You may be right. I see myself gardening,
fishing and chopping wood right here, right to the end. You know me
well enough, I’ve got to stay active and this is one of the
grandest places to live on this whole Earth.”

“Can’t argue with you there. Whine as I might
about having to hit the road, as soon as the decision was made—and
it took about an hour—I was tremendously looking forward to
returning and hugging my favorite trees. Besides, how could I
refuse your invite? Who can truly predict the outcome of these
strange times? Real confrontation seems so out of place, out of
synch with the dawn of the fourth millennium, but still, you never
know the lengths those people will go to in order to achieve their
aims.”

“You’re not expecting real trouble, are ya?
Blood, gore, miscreant behavior?”

“Well now, you’d think, wouldn’t ya,” Max
stretched the words out in an inflated oratory style, “with the
world united in a single, most times benign government, a full 800
years after the last serious military conflict, that such a
disagreement could be dealt with in a respectful and civilized
manner. But as I happen to know this LC Free who’s leading the
charge against Earth Mother’s righteous sinners…” He was outdoing
himself, his rhetoric getting way out of hand, and had to crash
back into reality, “I have to tell you, having run against him for
a seat a long time ago on the North American Assembly, I never did
quite trust the guy. He seemed sincere enough at times, but I
frequently had the impression I was witnessing someone well versed
in the newspeak of ancient politics. The words, the smile, the easy
warmth, but underneath…” his unfinished thought trailing off.

“He’s trying to turn back the clock a
thousand years. Can he possibly succeed?”

Max began thoughtfully, “People forget…”
trailing off again.

Paolo broke into the lull, “But the causes of
Entropy Gaia are all part of the historical record, broken down
into the utmost detail, demonstrated over and over with modern
science and available on every terminal on earth.”

“Yes, but there’s a lot of money and power at
stake, besides the situation is very different from a millennium
ago. We’ve got no cause for complacency. This movement has been
gaining strength for some time now and we just kind of sloughed it
off as an aberration, a minor irritant. We’ve been lax thinking
nobody would really take them seriously, but have you seen the
polls lately? It’s near 50% in North America as a whole and gaining
strength here.” With nearly everybody connected through the net,
polls give immediate feedback on all the important questions of the
day. Polling is not the determining factor—legislators still have
to vote—but it’s hard to buck the public weal.

Max’s eye caught Marge coming over to greet
him. “Marge.” He gave her a power hug, lingering as long as seemly.
She was a tall and stately woman, almost regal, but her smile was
too broad to represent the dour seriousness of a true queen. She
was only a bit out of shape, though she was close to Max’s age, and
amazingly there were still strands of jet-black hair amongst the
gray.

He’d always cherish their moment of time
together, though it came out of a whirlwind and felt, much to his
sadness, like it lasted only as long as a lightning bolt.
Relationships in the modern world run the gamut. There’s lifelong
fidelity; a mighty accomplishment considering that might mean 160
or more years together. Then one step down the ladder, serial
monogamy, with the average person partnering five to ten times over
a lifespan. Still others maintain lifelong soulmate relationships
while enjoying lesser, more temporary loves—temporary in this sense
might range from one night stands to a decade or more—and there are
any number of other permutations, adaptations and combinations.

As in all ages, some people can never get
enough variety in their sex lives. At the very least the ignorance
and sexual hang-ups of the past have been almost totally
obliterated. This has given modern people a much freer, largely
untainted—that is, untangled in sappy morality—view of amour.
Technology moreover has eliminated all unwanted pregnancies through
what is undoubtedly the most intrusive act of world government. It
is universally accepted nonetheless because it only eliminates
underage and undesired conception. A simple device, essentially a
tiny electronically controlled valve, is implanted into every child
at puberty that blocks the passage of egg or sperm. The only way
the valves can be opened for fertility is if both partners
agree—the electronic key must be used by both. If either partner is
under 25, the valves can only be opened by special permission of
the family courts. Unwanted pregnancies are negligible, world
population is held in check, and enjoyment of sex is unencumbered
by fears of conception.

The spread of sexually transmitted diseases
has also been almost totally eliminated through medical technology.
This is applied directly to cures and indirectly through simple
scanners which make disease so easy to detect that carriers are
practically wearing bold signboards announcing their contagious
nature. Once again an intrusion into privacy, one of the rare
instances, that is tolerated by the citizenry.

Most people treat sex very
seriously: to the sensitive person, getting inside or letting
another inside one’s body is rarely a casual act. At the same time,
to all but the most diehard fundamentalists, marriage is no longer
considered a sacrament with lifetime fidelity taken as an absolute
good and transgressors inviting God’s wrath. The goal of lifetime
monogamy was under severe attack all the way back in the latter
part of the 20th century when people lived for only 70 years and
had a lifetime of forty-hour work weeks to keep them busy. Today,
with an active sex life stretching as long as 150 years and plenty
of free time to pursue the pleasures of the flesh, the ecstasies of
love, the concept of one sex partner for life has become an
absurdity if not impossibility for most people. Even the vast
majority who actually desire it are doomed to fail miserably. Life
is just not that simple. Ah yes…what a
noble thought…but how many people could, with intellectual honesty,
actually imagine attaining that lofty ideal when faced with a
hundred and fifty years of temptation, of the possibility of
strings of wonderful potential lovers flowing in and out of a long
life?

It’s impossible to spend all of one’s time
with one other person. Even in the midst of a lifelong committed
relationship, the individual needs independent activities and
personal friends; other people to spend his or her time with. In
Max’s mind, as long as one is away from that primary person, the
actual context of relating to another really doesn’t matter.
Talking, holding hands, kissing, dancing, petting and making love
share the same giddy, flirtatious continuum. Sex is strongest by
degrees, but it’s all part of the same universe of feelings.

He certainly understood the
different take that women have on sex—going inside another is far
less intimate than inviting another inside oneself. Still it seemed
an artificial barrier, a false dichotomy; after all, in some ways
kissing is more intimate than intercourse. If the feeling is there, why draw lines?

Fidelity is warmth, love, respect, enduring
tenderness. Truly loving one person does not necessarily have an
effect on, or connection to, how a person might get it on with
someone else, especially when considered outside the context of
ancient moralities and their residual guilt effects. It certainly
has no impact on the electricity that might arc between the two. Or
the irresistible drive. Or the consuming heat capable of turning an
old man into a young fool. In the end, it’s no big deal: it begs to
be taken seriously, but ultimately nothing to get bent out of shape
by; certainly no more or less than an integral and normal part of
ordinary life. Traces of jealousy and insecurity are bound to
impact nearly all relationships. Neither Max, in spite of his bold
views, nor the greater part of the communal culture could
altogether extricate themselves from those petty failings. They are
unevolved gut feelings that one needs to respect and learn to deal
with, and communal living gives people lots of opportunities to do
just that.

It’s easy to fall in love with one’s communal
siblings. Some relationships take a long time to simmer—they
require really getting to know the other person. Seeing someone
only occasionally might not leave enough space to bring a romance
to fruition, whereas living together in such close proximity gives
huggers a very different perspective on relationships. Trysting is
inevitable, as are the resulting very convoluted family
matrixes.

Max and Claire, mother of his first child,
had been friends and sometime lovers for more than a century,
though it was now 50 years since they had lived together. After
five years sharing the same bed, they’d be off and then on again
for a year or two at a time; that lasted for decades. She was
currently living on the farm in Bohemia near Prague, making
frequent trips to the city to study ancient mystical arts. They
visited only occasionally via hologram—Max had always preferred
communicating in person. They knew exactly how they felt about each
other; no amount of distance between them could dim their feelings.
The fire? Not much after so long but still possible to rekindle the
passion.

Each relationship has the intrinsic right to
be considered for its logical and greatest conclusion. Life is to
be lived. Zealous abstinence is no more than a cover for
self-flagellation, sacrifice, martyrdom.

Good sex, with a partner one feels love and
tenderness for—passion and attraction are a bit too easily come
by—is essential to a healthy outlook on life. Difficulty,
sacrifice, trials and tribulations might be good for a person’s
soul, but the gift of love and its deepest manifestation, sex, is
what makes the hard times tolerable. Sex ought to be treated with
the utmost respect but also partaken of at all healthy, honest and
sincere opportunities. Life’s greatest pleasure is free for the
giving. Why make a big deal of it?

It’s so great to see Marge,
what a woman. What ever happened between us anyway? The shortest
time together and the floor fell out from under us so fast I
couldn’t even talk about it and never did quite understand it.
Eighty years and it’s still a part of me. How we cling to the
stunning little episodes of life. “Did you
also come here to be part of the meeting?”

“Actually, I’ve been here for a few months,
enjoying the summer.”

“Yes, perfect time at the Claim. My, it’s
good to see you. It’s been a while.”

“Yes, it’s been a long time; I hope we get a
chance to talk. Unfortunately, I was on my way over to the shop; a
great idea just came to me for a painting I’m working on. Got to
pursue it while it’s fresh. You might like to grab a snack after
your hike, or head down to the river for a dip and sauna. Oh, one
more thing, considering the occasion, I thought we should give
Clyde a spin tomorrow night before the confab.”

“Now that would be cool,” responded Max. “I
haven’t done a cyberoracle for quite some time.”

“Hey, I was just heading down to the river,”
Paolo offered, “why don’t you come join the crew?”

“Sauna sounds great, but I think I’d rather
take a couple of hours to unwind, string up the old hammock in my
favorite spot and let the world whirl around me till I catch up
with it. Seven days of travel and I just want say ‘phew’ and lay
back. See you guys at dinner.” He ambled over towards the community
house.

 


 


 



Chapter 6


Village Center

 


The trail emerges from a mature forest into
the full sun of the south-oriented courtyard that sits just beyond
the shade of the big trees; the community house is located at the
far end of it. The mandala is framed on the north and south by two
rows of buildings in what can best be described as ‘hodgepodge
primitive’. The epitome of rustic, they are however perfectly
attuned to their surroundings: they’re constructed primarily out of
indigenous materials—except for the plumbing and electrical
systems—and designed to erode back into the landscape should they
ever be neglected for very long. No problem on the last point, the
oldest is more than 500 years old. If they were to be abandoned,
the melding back into the landscape process would be a lengthy one,
since they are brawny post and beam structures, built solid with
stout timbers and set on rock foundations. Of course, the majority
of the lesser structural parts had been replaced stick by stick
over the centuries; the Northwest’s monsoon climate is decidedly
unfriendly to biodegradable materials; however, quite a few of the
larger posts were original. Each building was built at a different
time and designed in the style of its era, but—in keeping with
Exclaimer tradition—always with a sense of whimsy. They sit at
varying heights, with clashing rooflines, and a second story added
here or there.

This is the ‘center of town’ and these
buildings are used as offices, studios, and workshops, as well as
apartments when needed. Space is flexible and adaptable—as more
people desire workspace, everybody compacts their own to
accommodate. The settlement is comfortable for about forty
permanent residents but population has a propensity to range from
half that amount in the depths of winter, when members are pursuing
the arts and comfort of the city or rainbirding to warmer climes,
to twice that amount in summer, when easy camping allows visitors
and family to come from near—the Portland Exclaimer community—and
far to create spontaneous gatherings and enjoy the easy season in
the ancient forest. When population gets much above carrying
capacity the overflow just drifts off to one of the family’s other
homesteads, or for that matter, anywhere in the world.

Tomas lives in the ‘suburbs’. Twelve
individual houses are scattered around the immediate area, but none
are more than one-quarter mile away, since it’s felt that the space
impacted by habitation should be kept to a minimum. Some people
will always prefer living outside the center of activity in
quieter, more peaceful settings. No part of the Claim could be
considered noisy, of course, but all things are relative: even in a
community of 40, the center is too bustling for some.

Individuals have their private spaces for use
on a permanent basis, but in reality domicile hopping is frequent.
Word of mouth lets everybody know who’s planning to vacate their
space and—based on a sort of natural selection, in which need,
appropriateness and seniority are tacitly weighed and tallied—who
goes to the head of the queue to occupy it next. All dwellings are
available to any member of the family. When an Exclaimer arrives
from elsewhere with the intention of staying, it takes only a short
time to sleuth the availability of housing. If all units are
occupied, then the individual can stay in the guesthouse until a
living space is vacated, or camp out if it’s summer. Residents tend
not to want to stay fixed in the same house too long, which
increases the frequency of vacancies.

Housing exchanges take place without legal or
official or written documents of any kind. Living spaces flow
between individuals in a natural, nearly unspoken manner. No money
changes hands, neither rent nor deposits, nor for that matter
rental agreements, are involved. Of course no one is subject to
credit or employment checks. Upon vacating space, a person will
take personal possessions, and occasionally furnishings that are
especially dear to them; otherwise all is left for the next
occupant—there are no moving sales or clean sweeps. This is the
essence of free territory—to be able to move when you desire
without external pressures to impact your decision.

This makes breaking up or separating with a
spouse or partner a simple and easy task, at least on the material
plane. One can leave in a huff, move a few possessions a mere fifty
feet across the courtyard, and not speak to the estranged partner
for months, all the while sharing dinner and other communal
activities with the entire family. Relationships are free of
mundane costs and exigencies; if the feeling ebbs, there are no
worldly contractual obligations that serve as inertia against
separation.

The central tenet of the Exclaimer family
philosophy is a belief in simple living. While many of the world’s
people still strive for material wealth, as in all ages, and family
members frequently leave the fold for their personal pursuit of
earned income, the world is a far different place than in the age
of consumption.

The necessities of life—food and shelter—are
provided in abundance by the natural environment with modest work
effort. With the return of the world’s ancient forests, the end of
chemical farming, the absolute elimination of all industrial
pollution, and the centuries of effort to clean up past pollution,
the land is almost completely healed. It’s still going to take ages
to return the planet to exactly what it would have been without the
despoliation of the era of growth and excess but, for instance,
fish have returned in such great numbers it’s literally impossible
for the world’s people to eat enough of them to deplete its marine
resources.

With a world population of only 1.7 billion
people, depleting forest resources is impossible as long as housing
is built to endure, that which doesn’t last is recycled to the
utmost, and all paper is made of hemp and other fast growing
non-wood fibers. The high cost of transporting heavy materials
mandates maximum use of indigenous alternatives—wood houses are
rarely built in the desert—besides the fact that they are
considered more appropriate. Most buildings are designed and built
to last centuries. Their cost, however, is amortized over just 20
or 30 years so that only maintenance costs are incurred
subsequently. Since population is stable, few houses need to be
built.

Finally, there is no artificial inflation in
the value of housing caused by rising population. Adequate
domiciles are thus available for all at reasonable cost everywhere
in the world. To those billions of the human race in the 20th
century who languished in poverty so extreme it’s barely imaginable
today, such basic living would seem posh and luxurious. With so few
people in the world and sensibility, sensitivity and the latest
technology put to use in the preservation of a bountiful terra
firma, the simple life is flush and fulfilling.

To many of today’s people, as at all times in
history, simplicity is not voluntary; it’s not the preferred
lifestyle. The lure of wealth fuels a reaction that is very
difficult for the average person to resist—age-to-age it remains a
powerful force. Its siren song is constantly pulling, enticing,
tempting—who but a zealot or ascetic or hugger could disparage the
idea of comfort and wealth?

However, to Exclaimers and the millions of
communalists spread around the globe, replete and low-stress access
to the necessities of life leaves ample time to enjoy the goodness
and pleasures of the world, pursue spiritual truth and, when called
upon, fight to defend the health and integrity of Earth Mother.

A short distance from the courtyard and
slightly downhill is a fire pit surrounded by carved wood benches
and chairs. Situated in full sun, it’s the place to gather on a
summer morning and catch some rays to soften the morning chill
while eating breakfast. Small fires are built in the morning to
assist the warming process. In the evening it provides a cozy place
to gab and sing songs or merely to relax and watch the fire. Rome
was built in less time than Max had spent doing just that. He could
sit for a whole evening, mesmerized by the ebullient dancing
flames, the pops, sizzles and catapulting embers, and remain in
place as the flames ebbed, leaving the hot coals pulsating with
energy. He’d often stick it out to the end, watching the last of
them flicker and die off.

He found two trees nearby perfectly placed
for his hammock and had a view past the next ridge to a distant
mountain. The clearing in front of him was a rocky outcrop covered
with chaparral and manzanita and peppered with small stunted trees.
‘Stop.’ admonished the old, gaily decorated traffic sign that stood
out prominently on the slope. An ancient icon, or shall we say
tradition, dating all the way back to the first Claim, and
faithfully replaced many times over the centuries, it has counseled
many generations of Exclaimers to cease contending, eschew
manipulation, and cast worries aside. Just stop, relax, live,
enjoy. Needless to say, the mantra we live by today was hardly
simple advice for our forebears to follow, whose major drive was to
escape from the oppression of mainstream society both physically
and mentally.

Being in southern Oregon
near the California border, this area has a long, hot, dry summer
to balance its equally extended and drenching winter. The intense
summer sun on its rocky south face gives its lands a distinctly
arid look, even though it is surrounded by powerful old growth
forests and looks out upon a visage of distant mountains covered
with an intense variegated green blanket— light airy greens of the
pines, dark dense greens of the cedars, and bluish greens of the
firs. It’s hard to imagine how all this
could be in jeopardy, after so long. What kind of insanity has
overtaken these people? How can they possible justify such a crazy
idea? It made him queasy and uneasy to
think how far the tree fellers would go to achieve their
ends.

The wind breezing through the treetops, light
as a feather, made a solitary untarnished sound, unburdened by the
ever-present white noise one finds in urbanity. Here it is broken
only by an occasional motor, or recorded music— in both cases
strong efforts are made to isolate and insulate all non-indigenous
sounds. Cyberspace entertainment infiltrates every corner of the
planet but Exclaimers are here largely to commune with the natural
world and have minimal interest in canned performances.

Some people spend most of their time in the
city, occasionally visiting the countryside, others only feel at
ease in the country, rarely living in or visiting the city. Max was
perfectly comfortable in both. City life enthralled him; whenever
he had the time, he’d spend hours in public squares taking part in
public forums or merely watching the great variety of humanity
stride, stroll or amble by. Conversely, if he weren’t able to spend
a significant chunk of his time in the countryside, some years
close to half, he’d be a mental case. He had to have access to the
peace and serenity of the country to balance the energy and
intensity of his time in the city.

Adjacent to the fire pit is the outdoor
kitchen, used all summer with solar cookers and ovens to take
advantage of the sun. Considering the long, gray rainy season,
Exclaimers were poised to take maximum advantage of the outdoors in
the soft, warm, easy time of the year. In this new age, everybody
by default is more in tune with natural cycles. There is no air
conditioning outside of what the sun and building design can
provide; it works just fine, but not with the 100% control and
comfort of the old, mechanical air conditioning systems.

Keeping warm is a bit more complex than
keeping cool: all buildings are superinsulated and poised to
utilize the sun and store its heat for extended times, but during
long cold or cloudy periods the only source of heat is burning
wood, biofuels, or non-recyclable scrap paper. Here in the forest,
cordwood is certainly no problem, though cutting it and moving it
can be a hassle. Even in the city, regardless of the abundance of
potential firewood, it isn’t that simple to call up a wood supplier
and have them deliver a load. Delivering from any distance and
paying someone else to do the cutting could be prohibitive.

Today we are in tune with natural cycles
mostly because we have to be, but also because we have made the one
energy source we have in abundance— the forests—essentially off
limits. On many occasions, even in the distant past, long before
early modern times, whole civilizations went under because they
mindlessly depleted their resources, at that time primarily their
trees.

Now we have multiple simple means to provide
energy for daily needs. We got there the hard way. The early
moderns learned no lessons from their past. They breezed into EG
absolutely oblivious or indifferent to the march of events. They
had no idea what was coming. Oh, there were multitudes of people
trying their best to get the world’s attention, striving to awaken
humanity to the danger, but even when the world community made
attempts to meet the environmental challenge, their efforts were
exceedingly feeble. They were totally lulled into complacency.

This indifference, extended to its logical
end, brought about the greatest Catch 22 of all time. In the United
States of the late 20th century—economic, intellectual,
technological, and military leader of the world—there was a great
and overriding faith in science and technology as the cure for all
ills and the resolution of all environmental degradation. No more
fossil fuels? We’ll invent something else. All the metals dug out
of the Earth and used up? We’ll mine the dumps and landfills and
colonize the heavenly bodies or figure out something even more high
tech to put in its place. As long as fossil fuels are cheap, solar
energy isn’t ‘economic’, so we’ll just wait until it is. That
attitude was pushed to the limit by powerful corporations who could
see no further than their immediate, short-term profit.

So they waited until the oil ran short to get
serious about developing and building solar energy devices, but
energy is required to produce everything and by then there was too
little oil left to build solar. By the time the last essential
minerals were extracted from the Earth and it was time to turn to
high tech alternatives, the fossil energy with which to make them
was precious. There was coal long after the oil grew scarce, but
considering the nasty pollution involved, not to mention the
increased carbon dioxide levels, even the crassest, most
irresponsible industrialists had a difficult time imagining the
world run at the same intensity of production exclusively on coal.
Today, in the year 2999, even most of the coal is gone. There have
always been plant substitutes capable of powering vehicles and
industry, but at the third millennial cusp, in a world of more than
seven billion people, where was the land going to come from to grow
massive amounts of organic fuels? Could the production of fuel for
the wealthy take priority over food for the masses?

All the waste dumps of old times have long
ago been mined for their small amounts of valuable metals. As a
whole, metals are still available, owing to their near total
recyclability. With the population at one-fifth of former levels
and a gentle use ethos across the world, there remain ample
supplies of iron and other common metals. The problem is that their
melting and reforming takes massive amounts of energy directly, or
indirectly in the form of complex expensive apparatus such as
powerful lasers or concentrating parabolic solar collectors that
require great amounts of energy to construct. From any angle, it’s
a costly proposition that precludes the use of primary metals for
trivial, inconsequential short-lifespan purposes. Their use is now
allocated to products that are meant to function and last for a
long time. People today stand incredulous when they first learn of
how our ancestors fashioned metal containers to hold small amounts
of beer or soft drinks and then blithely discarded them after one
use.

There is no shortage of green fuels but they
are all farmed in a labor-intensive manner and are therefore
expensive. Their use is not taken lightly except by the upper
classes; people whose need for personal comfort trumps their
relationship with the ecosystem. For most people, and especially
huggers and communalists, the extra margin of comfort is neither
warranted nor desired but merely a pathway to a less natural and
less healthy lifestyle.

Most wood is cut with hand or electric
chainsaws and moved in carts or small electric or hybrid
combustion-electric vehicles. Here in the rainy Northwest, there is
always wood to burn; it’s a challenge to keep the stuff cut back so
it doesn’t completely take over. But that means work—not so bad
really, an excuse for a little exercise. A myriad of methods has
reduced energy use for heating and cooling by 90%. Otherwise people
just get accustomed to the climate and the seasons and simply adapt
during extreme times. Cutting one’s own fuel also tends to keep
houses from getting too big.

Modern culture eschews the idea of climate
controlled lifestyles where the inside has to be exactly 70ºF
regardless of the season, reminiscent of early modern times when
people would go from air conditioned house to air conditioned car
to air conditioned office and be nearly oblivious to the 100º
temperatures outside. Buildings today are designed and built so
well they’re naturally warm in cold temperatures, and cool during
hot times.

The Claim is one of the best examples around
of living within ecosystem means. All buildings are constructed
exclusively of indigenous materials—by custom and common sense—and
designed to be unobtrusive. All of its structures nestle up against
the forest and blend seamlessly in; they are perfectly suited to
their surroundings. Exclaimers feel the utmost responsibility to
leave the gentlest touch on the land. Their credo encourages them
to live within Earth’s gifts and learn to enjoy whatever the
seasons deign to bestow.

 


 



Chapter 7


Manifestation

 


Being in the forest,
rendered serene by the exceptional beauty of it, always set his
mind buzzing. What does this backsliding
mean, this reversion to a dissembling, archaic, destructive
attitude? The world has been at peace for such a long time with all
basic sustenance enjoyed in abundance, and yet these people can’t
see beyond the desire to acquire, command and exploit the natural
world. How can any amount of wealth, comfort or power compare with
the peace one gets from the love of God, humanity and Earth
Mother?

Heaven on Earth—nobody wants that. Life has
to include challenge, quest, or ordeal. But why do we have to
create crises to understand what ought to be obvious, especially
considering the wrenching changes the world went through a thousand
years ago?

Cynicism is quite tempting under the
circumstances, I even feel a little escapist. Well, I can’t change
the world; I can only do my little part. This ground, these trees,
they’re transitory, illusory. The material plane, tangible and
imposing today, is passé tomorrow.

All I can do is reserve my ticket for the
heavenly express and encourage as many people as I can to come
along for the ride. With the rare exception, one person can’t
change the world. The best we can hope for is to change ourselves
and try to be living examples, prototypes for the spiritual way,
the higher order.

Everybody has to be free to blunder. What
good is free will if it can’t be used to make mistakes and cause
regrets? How can we fully comprehend what’s right if we can’t
witness what’s bad? Of course, you always know when you’re doing
something that’s truly evil, but there are multitudes of actions a
person can take in good conscience that someone else might think
are wrong and even more that fall in gray areas. Without living out
one’s feelings, there’s no possible way to really comprehend what
that action means.

If one is sincere and honest and dedicated
to higher values and not a complete wacko, then nothing is bad.
It’s good because you have to experience it to know it’s bad.

Max was beholden to live by his intuition: he
could never accept anything as true unless or until he believed it
from within. Every pronouncement from politician, guru or sage—even
statistician or scientist—was met with skepticism. Does it feel
right? Does it make sense? He was happy to listen to any old
theory, nutty or otherwise, but could only absorb it into his life
when it clicked deep inside.

Three kids up to age seven or eight came
running up the path on their way to the woods beyond the courtyard.
They were shouting and giggling, hooting and jostling, as kids will
always do. Running up behind as fast as his wobbly novice legs
would carry him was a tot of about two. He stopped when he caught
sight of Max; immediately distracted, he came over, pointed a dusty
little finger at him and said, “Uncle.” then proceeded with a
stream of unintelligible sounds only another two-year-old would
understand.

“Hey, what’s your name, little guy?” If he
knew, the kid wasn’t talking. “Wha’cha doin?” He pointed towards
the woods, blurted out some very animated verbalizations, and ran
after the older kids. Then he stopped abruptly at the edge of the
courtyard, paused for just a second, let out what Max would swear
was a fully fledged shoulder-drooping sigh, pointed at the woods,
and started yelling, something perhaps like, ‘come back’ or ‘wait
for me.’ The kid was sorely disappointed, but he really wasn’t
inclined to rush into the unknown. His experience did not go beyond
the courtyard—it was beyond his pale and he wasn’t going to test
his boundaries. It’s really quite fascinating how little kids
rarely wander into unfamiliar spaces. They know exactly how far to
go; they don’t need fences to keep them safely in place.

As he started back towards Max, an even
smaller one came crawling up to him. No parents were in sight, but
Max was here to keep an eye on the mini tyke. He picked up the
little one and proceeded to poke, snuggle, tickle, and pinch him
into an uncontrollable giggle. Meanwhile, the two-year-old was
tugging at his leg to get his attention and share the fun. Every
communal adult assumes responsibility for all the children.
Besides, after a millennium of living and procreating together,
that term ‘uncle’ was often correct enough—most Exclaimers were
obscurely related through complex family trees. Meanwhile, one of
this one’s parents was undoubtedly watching from inside a nearby
building.

The little ones rarely overstep their
boundaries. We’ve found no reason to restrict or restrain them and
they grow up as free and adventuresome spirits.

There are no vehicles or other similar
potentially dangerous situations to pose problems. Problematical
wildlife like rattlesnakes and scorpions rarely venture into areas
of regular human use. Within the kids’ range of movement, there are
no natural hazards—no sharp rocks or steep fall offs. They can fall
and hurt themselves as all children do, but the resultant bruises
are no more than an ordinary part of growing up.

Children cannot be watched and followed every
minute of their lives, besides—and most importantly—the pitfalls of
fate and karma are not negotiable. No amount of caution or
protection can guarantee safety; if anything, constant smothering
can only weaken the child and detract from an ability to take care
of themselves in the first place.

This life is obviously and truly a paradise
for little kids as well as a blessing for parents. Many young women
who arrive here, who hadn’t previously given parenting much
thought, are quickly taken with the desire to give birth.

The Claim is too far from public school to
travel every day, so the kids are home schooled—a little language
study, history, some math, and basic computer skills are
complemented by just living. At the Claim, that entails
understanding of community, the march of the seasons, the wholeness
of the forest ecosystem, and the pursuit of truth and the higher
spirit. On the other hand, some kids prefer going to school in
Portland or one of the other far-flung Exclaimer homesteads.
Exclaimer kids are independent-minded and capable of making
significant life decisions, often as young as seven or eight. If
they can get at least one adult in their chosen location to agree
to minimum guardianship—not an uncommon occurrence—their parents,
who might not be in a position to change their life venue,
ordinarily send them off with their blessing. They seldom stay away
from their folks more than a year or two.

The Claim is not without educational
opportunities; it’s as connected to the matrix, the flow of
information, as any place on Earth. Almost every bit of useful
knowledge that has been created from the beginning of the digital
age is available on every terminal in the world, but that doesn’t
always compensate for the need many kids have to be among peers and
learn in a cultural setting that’s more organized and
structured.

Every terminal, easily portable, connectable
from any point on Earth, provides basic computing, an audio and
video connection to every other terminal for direct communication,
and an entertainment library including a vast variety of
choices—nearly every movie ever made from the very beginning of
cinema is available on call, as well as digital copies of every
book ever published after the digital revolution, and every one
from before where a copy could be found to convert digitally—and
all is free. Millions of individuals and groups around the world
use the matrix to submit their talent and inspiration for all to
enjoy. They compete for attention with professional writers and
entertainers dependent on personal appearances for most of their
income, though writers do have earnings from the sale of hard copy
books.

However, the presence of computer
connectivity is so pervasive it has the ability to dominate and
warp human interactions. As the ultimate iconoclasts, Exclaimers,
as most huggers, believe that an important passage to adulthood
requires being out in the natural world and substantially free from
all worldly entanglements. It’s integral to their learning process
and very similar to what native Australians call ‘walkabout’. It’s
a self-discovery adventure that, at least in Exclaimers’ eyes, has
to be done with the lowest level of electronic connection. Digital
pulsations and emanations are all encompassing in the modern world.
It’s quite impossible either to know oneself or to understand
underlying natural rhythms while always plugged in. Walkabouts
don’t require surviving on a mountaintop or desert without food or
proper equipment, nor do they necessarily refer to the total
absence of electronics. They’re more like hitchhiking combined with
extended periods of wilderness backpacking.

One also might last for years. Considering
the average life span of 153 years, with people occasionally living
past two centuries, two, five, even ten years of wandering is not
out of line. There’s no hurry beyond the pressure young people
naturally tend to feel for early accomplishment. They’re beset by
the need to have it now; strongly motivated to make their mark and
prove themselves. They’re adults without much experience, striving
to become somebody. Young Exclaimers, no less pulled by those
inherent currents, are also steeped in the importance of being over
doing—karma over dharma. Be alive, be true to one’s self, be happy,
be aware, be experienced, and when the time comes to do, to
accomplish, to create, and to be recognized by society, it will not
only be obvious where one should be putting one’s energy, but the
individual will also be far better prepared to do it with
aplomb.

Max, inspired by legends of an ancient
forbear, was a master of the hitchhiking art in his younger
days—carrying no money, sometimes replete with only the clothes on
his back, even through a northlands winter. Being on the road—naked
and dependent as it were—is a constant test of faith. It means
putting one’s fate in the hands of strangers and serendipity. It
involves being open to the vagaries of angelic whims and the cosmic
need to face and overcome uncertainty and meet the challenges of
the moment. If your motives are genuine, you’ll find your needs
satisfied. The art of manifestation is central to the Exclaimer
family belief system—stated most simply and clearly by the
legendary 20th century rock band The Rolling Stones when they sang:
“You can’t always get what you want, but if you try sometime, well
you just might find, you get what you need.”

Most people spend a lifetime in pursuit of a
level of security that precludes ever having to wonder where their
next meal is coming from, where they would lay their head at night,
or where they might find themselves tomorrow or the day after. If
you are focused on the higher planes and intent on serving the
spirit by living it and being it, you’ll always have what you need.
If you yearn for wealth and comfort, you’ll either have it and lose
your soul in the process, or dissipate your spiritual energy on
futile longing. If, in contrast, you set your sights on the spirit,
you may find yourself rich, you may find yourself poor, but
regardless, you’ll never be hungry—unless it’s your karma and part
of an important lesson to be learned or a test to be
experienced.

Needless to say, the conditions of walkabout
today are far more congenial than in our distant past. Considering
the fact that all public transportation in North America is free,
long distance hitchhiking is no longer a matter of financial
necessity. Today we have to go out of our way to enjoy the
experience. The first Exclaimers went through periods when they
truly did not know where their next meal was coming from, whereas
we’ve advanced so far over the centuries we no longer get to enjoy
that test of faith.

The fundamental tenet of manifestation is the
belief that all things are connected and work for the best; that
all the hardship that you might need to deal with in the course of
living is cosmically ordained and designed to lead you towards
understanding and eventually enlightenment. If you embrace the
experience, you’ll learn from it and be ready to advance to the
next level. If you fight it, the problem or challenge can only get
worse. If you mold your existence for personal gain above spiritual
truth, then whatever is gained on the material plane is lost on the
spiritual. The only true and everlasting reality is the intangible
one that cannot be touched but only believed.

In the past, people were subject to racial or
national karma that trapped countless otherwise innocent
individuals in whirlpools of hunger, hardship or tragedy; but those
horrors are history. The tortures, wars, genocides, and man’s
simple inhumanity to man have left a permanent blemish on the human
record, but for the individual, no matter what the trial—as long as
she or he survived with faith intact, even just a smidgen of
faith—the heavenly gates were open, and the sacrifice and horror
that befell them paled in relation to the gift of eternal life.

Today, after nearly a millennium of universal
freedom to travel and live anywhere on the planet, and the
establishment and enforcement of the basic rights and humanity of
every person and ethnic group, we are now so intermixed that the
space between them and us has blurred. Bias and prejudice, with
rare individual exceptions, are history.

During Entropy Gaia everyone suffered the
karma of the entire world; no cosmic dispensations were available,
though certainly not everyone suffered equally. No matter that you
personally were a hugger, a practicing recycler, and sensitive to
the Earth’s needs, there was no escape. However, a fighter for the
environment and a believer in higher values might well have enjoyed
the gift of cosmic insight, as well as the earthly tools and
survival skills necessary to soften the steely madness of the
world’s slide into chaos. Those tuned in knew when to leave centers
of mainstream oppression, how to become incognito, where to
hide.

Today we still often feel tortured mentally;
maybe ‘put through changes’ is a better term. Probably only in the
distant future, in the final stages of enlightenment, will
humanity’s propensity to wallow in mental anguish be assuaged.

Manifestation provides sustenance through
faith so Exclaimers, having learned that lesson, try to keep their
sights above the material plane. By the same token, they have also
reached beyond the faith lesson and are now beholden to return the
favor. Having been guided and protected through cosmic indulgence,
it is now their turn to repay the largesse of the spirits, so they
do their best to earn their keep, in their own inimitably laid back
way of course. They are always ready to lend a helping hand or to
provide food and shelter whenever a stranger in need might appear
in their midst.

Moreover, having been granted what they
consider an exalted communal lifestyle and a spectacular setting
for daily life, they have pledged to keep it open to all who might
wander into their community. Besides, without the constant
interjection of new faces into the family, there might truly be a
problem of inbreeding. Almost everybody is related—genetically
intertwined—though the connections might be distant and barely
traceable. Family trees are all entered into a database somewhere,
but with people living so closely and freely and frequently without
paperwork—marriage certificates for instance—it would often be
impossible to tell parentage without DNA testing, which the Family
thoroughly eschews. In every generation some people leave the
family hearth, some permanently, some for half a lifetime, so new
people are easily accepted to maintain its homesteads at full
energy.

No one is turned away, though if you are
wigged out enough or so out of your element that you really don’t
belong, someone in good time will take upon themselves the task of
very gently sending you packing. Exclaimers consider it part of
their responsibility to show outsiders how communal living works,
but not necessarily to live permanently with every weirdo who
happens into their midst. With 200,000 large extended families
around the globe, and many additional smaller groups,
everyone—regardless of how estranged they might be from
‘normality’—who wants or needs fellowship, can find a like-minded
group of people to which they can attach themselves.

Hitchhiking also teaches patience—it could be
two minutes or it could be two days until the next ride—and the
ability to enjoy uncertainty. What strange or wonderful,
interesting or crazy experience is next on the agenda? It’d been
half his life since Max’s last hitching adventure and much longer
since he’d traveled without money—thumbing is much easier when you
have a little cash in your pocket—but the knowledge that, on the
spur of the moment, without a cent to his name, he could be on his
way anywhere, was tremendously comforting.

I sure wouldn’t look forward to it at my
age; being young at heart just isn’t the same as being twenty years
old.

 


* * * * * *

 


Randi came walking out of the community house
pursuing her charge. “I see he’s been taking good care of you.” She
was in her mid-twenties with long, straight blondish hair and a
smooth, round, lightly freckled face highlighted by glittering
bright blue eyes. She was wearing a lightly textured full skirt
that let a hint of sun flow through, tantalizingly accentuating her
youthful swish—while stimulating Max’s weathered but still all too
active sensual taste buds. It was made of a hemp-cotton blend,
subtly and unpretentiously patterned in deep earth tones in a
spirit that blended seamlessly into the colors of the forest, earth
and rocks. She was sans top—it was a warm early fall day—with her
young full mama’s breasts swinging free.

It had taken a long time,
but he’d learned how to enjoy naked bodies as the natural thing
that they were without letting on to the whole world the roiling
effect they unleashed to rumble under his placid surface.
If I lived to be 500, I swear I’d never stop
enjoying the sight of beautiful young female bodies—especially
young mama bodies.

He had gone through an extended naked period
himself soon after he first arrived at the Claim almost 120 years
ago. He was one of those newcomers, people who arrive one day
without warning with the intention of becoming part of the family.
The Claim may be free territory but it still requires some mental
effort to barge right in and face an inquisition of eyes wondering
who or what has just arrived on their doorstep. It was a tumultuous
time of his youth marked by the psychological storm that
accompanied the trading of his past straight life— though frankly,
being a natural born rebel, it had never sat well with him—for the
life of a hugger. You never understand how easy it is to give up
your need for the security of possessions until you actually do it.
It was a time of love and offspring gained, and of love and
romantic illusions lost.

Whole summers had gone by without a stitch of
clothing adorning his body; in daytime at least—it would’ve been a
bit much to sit down at the dinner table naked. He was tossed by
anguishing emotional stress, feeling helpless to change the course
of his life. He felt naked as a babe, patiently waiting for
sufficient maturity and evolution to be able to get some clothes on
and get his life moving again.

The world takes a much more relaxed and
nonchalant attitude towards nudity than back in ancient times, but
the Claim, being so remote and private, is especially free.
Besides, this is family.

“Yep, the kids are great. I’m always amazed
at how expressive the face of a one-year-old can be, how they
exhibit the full range of human emotions. Everything they do is too
cute for words, except of course, if you’re the primary parent and
they’re intent on getting into mischief or just driving you crazy.”
He paused, thoughtfully, momentarily. “Much as I may cherish my
parenting days, I must tell you I’m sooooooo thankful to be on the
grandparenting side.” The little one started fidgeting, “See what I
mean?”

She laughed, letting the tot squirm just a
bit longer before picking him up and bringing him back into her
soft curves. “For me, birthing and parenting has easily been the
most important learning experience of my short life. I’m convinced
the urge to procreate had to be intended as much for the learning
as for the perpetuation of the race…” A smile crossed her face,
“well…gifting the human race with cheap thrills could’ve entered
into it also.”

“Yes, I’m sure that had something to do with
it.”

Ignoring Max’s droll humor she continued. “I
wasn’t all that centered and patient when he arrived, and still
have much to learn, but there’s something that just happens to you
when you begin to parent, when you feel the burden of caring for a
helpless infant. Of course the Claim makes it all so much easier, I
can’t imagine a better place to raise a kid, the little ones
anyway.”

“I agree, preschoolers hardly need or benefit
very much from the stimulation of urban life; they’re mostly
constrained and restricted there. Here they have free reign; they
can wander and explore to their heart’s content without us having
to fear for their safety. Joseph, my second kid was born and raised
here, that sure was a great ten years.”

Ah, yes…youth… Ha. What a crazy anguished
time that was, always striving, always feeling so inferior, always
determined to make something of myself in a hurry so I could feel
accomplished and equal to older men. I’m seriously wiser and well
enough respected but, smirking inwardly, still glad to be only
peripherally legit. Writing will always be an eccentric’s pursuit,
the domain of the solitary, if not lonely brainiac. Being a hugger,
how much more off-the-wall can you get? I can only live day-to-day,
minute-by-minute, and try to be real. Medals and honors are the
least important motivations in my life.

He considered himself fortunate that his
karma had precluded the temptations of wealth and power. They are
weighty encumbrances that exact their pound of flesh in exchange
for every moment of ease and affectation of luxury. How well can
free spirit function when wealth needs to be constantly protected
from thieves and scammers? And how can you tell if people really
like you or are merely being deferential to your assets? The CEO’s
of this world, even today, feel constrained to live behind guarded
walls, isolated from society at large. We huggers know about
privacy; but we get to live with family while the affluent reside
with their servants. And, my God, who wants to be spending a lot of
mental energy mulling over ‘investment opportunities’ and
constantly obsessing over how to obtain more and more and more?

Be Here
Now, a phrase coined by Ram Dass, a
spiritual teacher who began in the 1960’s, was Max’s mantra and
guiding principle. Be Here Now
admonishes one to live every moment in the present
tense, with the utmost respect for ‘right actions’ and ‘right
livelihood,’ two of the basic tenets of the Buddhist faith.
Wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, do it well.

He had always been on the outside, on the
fringes, living largely through feelings and beliefs. On the face
of it, to be so far out is a challenge. He’d had little money or
need for it as an Exclaimer, but he couldn’t get past the societal
reprobation, even today in the year 2999, towards people
uninterested in accumulating tangible material accomplishments.
Cosmic kudos should be enough, but they never quite are for our
dominant culture.

Overall, taking the very long view, they—the
social barons—are declining while we are advancing, but there’s
still a tension between us, exacerbated, or accentuated, by
emanations from the planet Uranus. The Age of Aquarius has been a
time of great spiritual awakening. The peace and consideration for
all living things that came as adjuncts of the new age are
fundamental to social progress, but concurrently it seems like the
closer society comes to manifesting the spirit on Earth, the
wackier we get, or a lot of us anyway.

It may help to understand that phenomena by
looking back to the dawn of the current age, since the world became
crazier and more violent along with the first explosion of
knowledge accompanying the digital revolution. As people’s minds
were freed from the dogmas of the past, and social changes started
coming hard and heavy, they seemed to lose it, they were unable to
make the psychic adaptations necessary for them to maintain an even
keel. Back then the result was wars and devastation; today it’s
contention within our minds and spirits.

The tendency to fall apart mentally is
magnified by the amount of free time enjoyed by almost everybody.
Fifteen to twenty hours of work per week is all it takes to supply
the individual’s material needs—wage and hour laws make it very
expensive to schedule people longer. No one is prevented from
working multiple jobs but society has ensured that one job provides
sufficient income for a life replete with material goods. It also
taxes the hell out of excessive incomes so that many people do the
extra work mostly for the love of it. The only exceptions are the
long hours worked by the leaders of society—the chief executive of
the World Council could hardly get by on fifteen hours a week—and
labors of love and conscience, work that is not necessarily
paid.

Moreover, excessive consumption is held
anathema by the majority of the population, not that wealth isn’t
still enjoyed by substantial segments of society— relatively
speaking of course; compared to the age of consumption, in which
the richest people on Earth held millions of times the wealth of
the poorest, the ratio is now about one hundred to one. However, if
LC has his way, all of that is about to revert back to the
disastrous mistakes of the past.

“So what’s happening anyway?” Randi
asked.

“You mean with LC Free and the wannabe forest
ravagers? Don’t know, not really. They’ve been working on this
pro-development scenario for a while now, but I can’t help thinking
there’s more to it than what we’ve seen so far. He’s got something
up his sleeve and here I am, not knowing exactly why, but what the
hell, maybe I can ferret some meaning or reality out of this
nightmare and add another voice to the din in opposition. I’ll be
paying that donkey butt himself a personal visit, and also try to
scope out a strategy for dealing with the North American Regional
Assembly. Actually, I’m quite confused myself about where all this
is heading.”

“Well, if anybody can defend the interests of
the ancient forests, I’m sure you can.”

Max, with a touch of sardony, beamed that big
smile, “We’ll see. Let’s hope so.”

 


 



Chapter 8


The Dinner Cycle

 


“I’m helping with dinner tonight, talk to you
later.” Randi excused herself, eased her child into a cloth sling
so she could carry him around and still have her hands free for
working, and then made her way over to the kitchen and began
gathering implements and preparing the counters. She then went down
to the root cellar to get potatoes and beets for the evening’s
dinner. The root cellar is a small room dug directly into the
ground where the land has a slight natural rise. Being underground
keeps it cool year round. It measures about ten feet by fifteen
with a low ceiling and is lined entirely in light-colored ceramic
tiles. It began as a simple dirt room, was then improved with
concrete, and finally the tiles were added; they help keep the room
clean, and because they are light-colored, make it possible to see
inside with minimal artificial light. As in all facets of Exclaimer
life, those tiles are the antithesis of a single utilitarian color.
There is a constellation of hand painted ceramics on the ceiling
and an ode to the lowly parsnip inscribed on one of the walls, as
well as many surfaces being decorated in screwy and irreverent
detritus.

There are shelves against both walls for
storage and a large space in the center where big vegetables like
pumpkins and winter squash are kept. It is sufficient to keep all
of their garden root crops and squashes for months after harvest
and far into the winter. It is also a good place to store their
home-canned fruits and vegetables. They utilize modern sterilizing
and cooking equipment that greatly reduces the time and effort of
preserving food. It’s still work, but there is no dearth of time in
which to do it, and no better food to eat than what you yourself
have grown.

By the time she walked over to the community
building to get the dinner’s more perishable items from the
refrigerator, several other dinner helpers had gathered and began
to work on the potatoes and beets she had dropped off. The fridge
is essentially a super-insulated cabinet attached to the north side
of the building in a shady spot. In this latitude the sun always
comes from the south. In both summer and winter the mechanical
refrigerator of old days had a wasteful and counterproductive
relationship with the interior of a house: in summer it pumped heat
into the living space, exactly where it wasn’t wanted and made air
conditioners work that much harder; in winter the added heat was
welcome but it also, in the process of keeping the room warm, made
the fridge’s motor work that much harder to keep its contents
cool.

In this ecodesign, the refrigerator has
automatic vents that open to the outside air during the cool winter
months so that for nearly half the year ambient temperature is
sufficient—no energy is needed for proper cooling. Even in summer,
cool mornings help reduce energy use. Electricity is used only as a
supplement to natural design, and when heat is produced in the
refrigeration process, it is released outside the living space. Air
conditioning is a thing of the distant past. All buildings are now
naturally cooled, so an indoor electric refrigerator could
definitely upset the delicate natural balance. It simply makes no
sense to expend the effort to grow fuel, only to waste it
performing a task that can be simply and elegantly accomplished
with good design.

Modern life has become a curious amalgam of
pastoral and futuristic, sleek and rustic—though it must be said
that the Exclaimer family carries that dichotomy to extremes. Their
style is borderline primitive, though they remain completely tuned
into world currents though cyberspace connections.

Finally Randi went out to the garden to
gather ingredients for the evening’s minestrone soup—fresh corn,
sweet peppers, tomatoes, zucchini, carrots and parsnips—and the
essential complementary spices—oregano, basil and marjoram. This
was pretty much the last of the season’s fresh outdoor-grown hot
weather vegetables, but the fall crops, the brassicas—collards,
cauliflower, broccoli, kale, mustard—as well as the spinach, celery
and lettuce, still had at least a month to grow. Greenhouses would
keep the summer veggies coming for at least three more months. The
dried beans for the soup had been soaked overnight and cooking for
a couple of hours. The soup would be heartily scarfed down.

Meanwhile, the courtyard area was beginning
to perk up with energy from people filtering back from an afternoon
by the river, or working in the shop, or personal projects, or
hiking in the woods. Everybody stopped by to say hello to Max,
exchange small talk, or tap his mind on the big issues before them
all.

Ring!!!!!! The twenty-minute warning bell.
Funky harmonics emanated from an old metal triangle and clanged
over the Claim. Dinner is the only time of the day when the whole
family gets together. Almost everybody comes, to enjoy the
fellowship, not to mention the privilege of not having to cook
every day. As is true of all the necessary work that is required to
keep the Claim functioning, cooking is largely voluntary, at least
in the sense of rulebooks and strict accounting of time and effort.
There’s a lot of flexibility in the system, but if you choose not
to take part in any of the work, then voluntary would gradually
morph into ‘this person has a socialization problem,’ and then
after a suitable time had elapsed for the slacker to adjust to
political necessity, ‘shape up or take your problem elsewhere.’

Some people like to work more than others,
some have talents that are more in demand. Not everybody is good at
everything, not to mention likes all types of work, so people are
left to choose where to put their energy. It certainly doesn’t take
a lot of time altogether to keep Exclaimers’ material needs
supplied, so it isn’t a great burden to compensate for someone who
is going through changes and is having a difficult time
functioning. Everyone understands the importance of the family’s
safety net and the reality that they might need it some day
themselves. Their recognition of the importance of life being as
spontaneous and unfettered as possible allows them to cut everybody
a lot of slack.

Though it has been many centuries since
gender discrimination has constituted a social problem, living the
pastoral life in the forest just naturally sifts the sexes into
somewhat logical work propensities. City life minimizes gender
differences, but here in the forest the nature of the work of
collecting firewood and craft wood forges clear tendencies. All of
the women occasionally share in the heavy physical work of
collecting wood for the experience and the exercise, but it’s the
men that do 80% of the woodcutting, while the women tend toward the
jobs in the kitchen and looking after the kids.

With the typical woman having one or two
children, usually before 40, but living for close to one and a half
centuries, the personal burdens—the time, energy and stress—of
having and raising kids is a minor part of her total existence. At
the age of 50 or 60, she has completed her parenting phase but
still has two-thirds of her life, a full century, to go. This
leaves lots of time to enjoy the generations as they come and
accumulate. Parenting is no less important, just a much smaller
part of life.

Here in the woods, living communally with
shared parenting, the burdens on women are even less. Communal men
also spend ample time with the children, and that, ironically, is
in spite of the reality that the kids actually need us parents less
than in an urban, nuclear family setting. Here a wide range of
adults is present and available for guidance and assistance.
Wherever the children wander, there’s a surrogate parent nearby.
Then they have each other; give a kid a rangy band of compatriots
to run around with, and they have little interest in us old
people.

This is a time when the arts can truly
flourish—people have a whole lifetime to pursue the esoteric,
esthetic side of reality. Besides, with the average workweek down
to 18.3 hours, everyone has ample opportunity to pursue and develop
their most cherished and longed-for talents and abilities. Here in
the forest, and especially being half a day from the nearest road,
daily maintenance clearly takes more effort than other lifestyles,
but still it leaves plentiful time for the homestead to be
beautifully adorned with works of art, whimsical pieces, inane
delights, and clever trinkets. Every time you round a corner
another precious artifact appears to induce a knowing smirk or a
lingering round of appreciation.

Almost everything around the Claim has a
homemade touch to it. Almost anything that can reasonably be made
out of indigenous materials is available. When there is a choice,
the local product would generally be the preferred one to use. We
have the time; it’s great to learn the skills—why not make our
own?

Certain things are always going to require
expertise and technology— comfortable shoes for instance—and there
is still no possible low-tech alternative to miniature electronic
circuitry. And it still takes large amounts of capital to build a
microprocessor factory. The central difference from ancient times
is that everything is now made to last ‘permanently’. Computers
long ago achieved all the capacity anyone could ever need, and
everything, by custom when not by law, is built to operate for
centuries. The family’s communications center is 150 years old.
There is always room for tinkering and improving technical products
and some things eventually just wear out, but there is no good
reason to replace a perfectly good working system.

With the material plane satisfied and plenty
of time to spare, the world has experienced a widespread spiritual
renaissance. We have time to ask the fundamental questions, and
delve for the answers. That is why we are here.

It’s the spirit that counts. One of the
easiest, clearest paths to understanding that axiom comes from
living and interacting in the organic world with its eternal
cycles, seasonal changes, and natural beauty. Amongst all others,
this Eden of exceptional wonder, with its giant trees that have
observed century upon century of human civilization pass by, gives
a profound boost to the spirit.

 


* * * * * *

 


By now the courtyard, which had only a few
moments before been buzzing with activity, began to empty out as
people gravitated towards the community building, a marvel of funky
superlative. As in all Exclaimer buildings, it is constructed
almost exclusively of indigenous materials—only windows, plumbing
and electrical systems and a few odds and ends were
manufactured.

Its most prominent feature is a free
standing, south facing, forty-foot-tall pyramid constructed out of
hefty logs measuring fifteen inches at the bottom.

It serves a the main entrance and includes a
greenhouse that faces south and a fireplace and
stage—side-by-side—facing north. The greenhouse plants are a
mixture of fragrant ornamentals, that sweeten and permeate the
building’s air with perfume that changes with every season, and a
wide range of healing and culinary herbs, all tightly packed in.
There’s something fundamentally healing and regenerative about
living with plants: our silent green companions brighten the
spirit, both mentally and physiologically.

The fireplace and stage are raised a few
inches off the ground and are wrapped in a semicircular
amphitheater set below the ground that can seat about 40 people.
When larger events are held, at least that many more can see the
stage from the periphery.

Hanging from the center of the pyramid is a
pendulum, a life-size brass turkey. The turkey, ugly and ill
tempered, but also plentiful and tasty, is a symbol of
recalcitrance and obstinance, qualities essential to iconoclasts.
It makes its swinging rounds every day, and whenever the sun shines
spreads its glittery lights with every pass.

The east, south and west faces of the pyramid
are sheathed in glass to capture whatever warmth the furtive and
feeble winter sun has to offer. To avoid heat loss during the more
common gray days, the pyramid’s high-tech glass is designed to
cloud up and provide a degree of insulation. Extending from three
sides, in acute angles reminiscent of a swept wing airplane, are a
body section and two somewhat shorter appendages. The body section
beams are attached to the pyramid’s uprights about fifteen feet off
the ground; the far wing sections are connected at ten feet. They
both slope down to an eight-foot ceiling at their furthest ends.
The structure has nothing resembling an ordinary or standard
roofline.

A limited number of posts, each cut from a
different tree species and boasting the carved remains of centuries
of doodling, hold up the beams, each of which are fashioned out of
a single tree. Hand hewn pine planks provide the interior paneling.
Its exterior is entirely sided with cedar bark up to six inches
thick for its insulation value, which gives it the shaggy look of a
bison. Every non-manufactured part of this structure is unique:
each post, beam and plank individual, created for its own special
place and purpose.

The whole theater-fireplace structure,
including a three-foot wall that separates the two uses, is made of
rock from nearby sources and serves as solar heat storage. The
southwest and southeast wings are lined with windows and include
heat storing tile floors and small, appropriately placed rock
walls. The overbuilt rock and tile heat storage areas still feel
warm to the touch hours after the sun goes down on those occasional
cloudless winter days, but that’s really a minor facet of the
building’s solar capabilities.

The pyramid also acts as a powerful solar
chimney and an important part of its substantial heating and
cooling self-sufficiency. In spite of its initial aura of
complexity, it’s actually a surprisingly simple, totally
self-contained, passive solar system; no supplemental electrical
energy is required to keep the building comfortable for the greater
part of the year. Moreover, its operation is completely automatic,
though it changes by the hour and the season, through natural air
motion and the use of heat sensing motors when vents need to be
opened or closed.

It has a rock-filled storage room in the
basement divided in two: a large very heavily insulated space
capable of storing heat for long periods, and smaller rooms used to
cool the building in summer. Considering how cool it is just a few
feet below the Earth’s surface, all that is needed to naturally air
condition a building is to start with an air intake on the north
side, which, since it never sees the sun, is always cooler here in
the higher latitudes of the northern hemisphere. This air is then
run underground through the rock storage to cool it further. The
last piece is a vent placed at the top of the building for warm
air, which naturally rises, to escape. When the sun hits the north
side of the pyramid, which is painted black, a strong wind draft is
created that pulls air up from the basement. Even on warm sunless
days, the natural rise of warm air through the system keeps the
community house reasonably comfortable.

Before the simple system of venting warm air
out of the top of the pyramid is used, the hot air created in the
greenhouse goes through a circular system where it is used to heat
the rocks in the insulated storage room. Heat gradually builds up
in the underground rock room until it reaches its capacity and then
the warm air is directly vented out. As the ambient temperature
cools, and the dark season clouds appear, it slowly releases its
warmth into the building’s living spaces for weeks after the last
hot sunny day.

The kitchen is in the east wing. The west
holds a cushy soft-seat lounge and the communication center, where
global holographic transmissions take place. This wing also houses
the Claim’s low-power radio station. No amount of worldwide network
broadcasting can replace micro-power community radio. These
stations are limited to a radius of 5 miles and though all are also
placed on the net for worldwide distribution, broadcasting is still
the simplest, cheapest, and easiest mode of local communication.
There are hundreds of broadcast networks, but each is limited to
three channels. No vertical integration is allowed, nor are the
networks permitted to own any other type of media.

The center section holds the big table,
capable of seating up to 40 people, which was hewn out of
five-inch-thick cedar planks; and at the back is the game center,
which includes pool, ping pong, and the latest virtual reality
setups—for people who can’t get enough from the other reality.

Adorning the walls are
hand-painted and batik wall hangings and hand woven carpets from
all over the world alongside mementos of the family’s colorful
history and the ever-present artifacts of whimsy. The question of
the ages is carved into a silvered wood plaque—‘What if the
hokey-pokey really is what it’s all about?’ The art includes an electronic rain
gauge-cum-light sculpture. Powered by the building’s downspout
generators, which generally are only sufficient for pin lights, a
sculpture in the shape of a raindrop grows in size, color, and
intensity as rainfall increases. It also includes a digital counter
accurately measuring precipitation by the minute.

The community building has graced its own
little corner of the universe for 363 years.

Ring!!!!!!! Second bell. It’s time to gather
for the Om, the chant of the first syllable in the ancient Tibetan
mantra—Om Mani Padme Hum. Clots of people who’d been gabbing and
gossiping began to quiet down and gravitate into place, encircling
the dinner table. They took each other’s hands, more or less
patiently waiting until the kids and the whole assembly achieved
the meditative calm necessary to begin. As soon as silence overtook
the group, it was broken by the rich, unabashed gusto of Paolo’s
basso Om. Some people are just naturally out there at the kickoff,
others always hang back till the first move has been made. Paolo
often began the chant.

Immediately the other voices chimed in. With
few exceptions, individual voices are indistinguishable. Small
voices or bold, hesitant or fanciful, unobtrusive or experimental,
the sum total of the spiritual energy created from the many parts
is far greater than the individual and personal contributions. Soon
the chanters, after each held his or her note as long as possible,
paused to breathe, dropping out and returning. The individual
voices began to flow in and out of the single indivisible voice.
The more adventuresome souls added trills and harmonics or
sometimes the entire mantra to the sounds of one collective
emanation. It then swelled to a crescendo with a vibe that
resonated to the rafters. Then slowly, after the participants had
taken several breaths, the Om began to ebb, taking on a mellow,
anticipatory tone as it faded gently into silence. A light hand
squeeze went around the circle preceding a sudden outbreak of
general cacophony as the logistics of everybody getting fed took
over.

It is said that the essence of the six
syllables in the mantra—Om Mani Padme Hum—is present in all of the
Buddha’s teachings. The first syllable—

Om—symbolizes the chanter’s impure body,
speech and mind as well as the pure exalted body, speech and mind
of a Buddha. Can the meager become the enlightened? The second pair
of syllables represents gradual transformation through Mani, the
jewel, which symbolizes the altruistic intention to know love, feel
compassion, and become enlightened. Padme, the lotus, represents
wisdom, the understanding of duality, the need to shuck tangible
reality for the ephemeral and mysterious, to exchange—in ancient
Buddhist terminology—the suffering of this earthly life for the
emptiness, absence of striving, of nirvana. Finally the syllable
Hum evokes the image of indivisibility between intention and
wisdom, the one consciousness that leads to enlightenment.

Through repetition of the mantra, one absorbs
into one’s being the essence of the words and concepts. Though we
may consider speech as intangible and lacking in substance, that it
simply comes and goes, becoming manifest and then disappearing into
nothingness, we actually relate to and understand it as something
real. Mere words, which have no ultimate reality, can bring elation
or dejection—speech truly has great power.

Or does it? Does repetition of the mantra one
hundred times bring enlightenment; one thousand times; one million
times? What does chanting one word or a few words in an ancient
language have to do with anything; let alone enlightenment? In
fact, everything and nothing, it really doesn’t matter. If chanting
gets us high, makes us feel good, invokes the higher powers within,
and helps us relate to the spirit world—irrespective of our
comprehension of the actual words—that’s good enough.

Regardless of the inscrutability of our very
tenuous connection to the chant, it emanates from deep inside and
ascends very high. It may take place over but a few minutes, but
it’s a moving and soulful incantation to the spirits that takes us
where we need to go.

Chanting the Om is the Exclaimer family’s
only outward, ostensible, ceremonial manifestation of spirituality.
As a matter of course, we reject all forms of institutionalized
religion or hierarchical structures. However, in the sound of the
Om we recognize a universal timeless vibration that connects us
with the soul of the cosmos and with one another. It may be our
only formal spiritual activity, but it’s hardly the only facet of
our quest for transcendent understanding. Through all the angst and
craziness, the petty resentments and changes wrought from
day-to-day living in such a close-knit communal family, mysticism
and afterlife speculation are never far from ordinary life
conversations.

The family also possesses a surprisingly
replete library of spiritual and occult texts that date all the way
back to the early modern era. The first Exclaimers brought as many
as they could when they resettled in the mountains. Today, several
of our members are somewhat renowned as astrologers, diviners and
occultists.

On rare occasions when the feeling, the
reverence could just not be assembled, the Om would be skipped, but
that seldom happens, since this is after all the only time the
family makes a formal group connection to the spirit world.
Exclaimers shun all hard and fast rules: nothing, at least on the
material plane, is sacred. As true of every individual, every
communal family has its trademarks, directions, focuses and
peculiarities. Some families act as structure freaks, with strict
accounting of time and effort, working on the basis of exacting and
sometimes voluminous rulebooks. We Exclaimers on the other hand,
epitomize the unorganized, unstructured and freewheeling ideal. Our
view of advanced social order is big on flexibility and
adaptability. We strongly hold to the philosophy that everything
happens as it is supposed to: life unfolding through the grand
cosmic plan. Therefore it makes no sense getting bent out of shape
trying to put everything in its place if in fact, in the end, it
may not be the right place for it. Without a high degree of
going-with-the-flow, there isn’t sufficient mental, physical or
social space for an individual or a group to glean the correct or
ideal spiritual path.

The more we are tuned in as socialized
individuals, the less we require that life’s parameters be handed
down from delegated authority. The closer humanity moves to
enlightenment, the less government or any type of regulation is
required to keep society running smoothly.

Freewheeling though the Claim is, no
intimation is made that it is conflict-free, only that its
day-to-day operation is almost always accomplished informally. Even
if organization and structure might make living together a bit
smoother and more efficient, it isn’t anywhere near as
‘educational’. That isn’t necessarily the prime motivation behind
our propensity to exalt the art of informality, but at the same
time it really isn’t that far off.

The Aquarian Age symbolizes the guiding
philosophy of the family: to be free, to be quirky, to be
unfettered, to be ultimately responsible for oneself. To bring
light and compassion to the world, but never impose its own
personal taste or will. Aquarius, often characterized as the mad
scientist, is brilliant and incredibly far-sighted, with a mind so
far divorced from the material plane that rationality and
functionality are essentially immaterial. Engrossed in the arcane,
Aquarius doesn’t relate very well to the mundane.

Structured or otherwise, many families have
their own guru—maybe an international spiritual leader, maybe just
one of their own. All recognize that without the draw of cultish
cohesion, no matter how subtle or even subliminal, no family can
survive through many generations. A central belief is necessary to
overcome the inherent centrifugal forces in extended family living,
or the community would soon lose out to lifestyles based on
individuality, that are far simpler and less mentally
demanding.

Communal life is secure and enriching beyond
any individualistic lifestyle, but it’s also anything but easy.
This is family. A person can always choose their friends, family
you have to deal with. It is akin to being married to thirty people
at a time: all of the petty issues that rise up in a marriage to
cause it to bob in tempestuous waters are magnified tenfold. If
there isn’t some mighty strong magic to hold the group together,
the tendency to disperse is irrepressible. Security and fellowship,
cultural and social motivations are all necessary parts to a
successful communal family, interlocking pieces of the picture, but
without the glue of the spirit, of a belief in some greater value,
a sublime purpose, a revered leader, they are seldom enough to
ensure survival.

Exclaimers struggle more than most communal
families for the very reason that their mystical base is so
ephemeral, subsurface and intangible. There are no enforceable
rules or rulebooks one can consult, only traditions based on
fairness, logic and their fundamental spiritual beliefs. In every
generation, leaders arise spontaneously; the family cannot function
for long without them. Yet there are no elections or formal
inaugurations of any kind.

Every so often, usually several years in
between, a problem arises at one of the family’s homesteads that
requires meeting as a group. Each homestead is autonomous, so the
times when the whole family meets on an ad hoc basis, as would
happen tomorrow night, is exceedingly rare, maybe once a decade.
The business part of the gathering is minor.

After the tumultuous and fast changing times
of the 20th and 21st centuries, the Aquarian Age has settled into
an era of peace, fellowship and world citizenship. The world at
large is now united in a single non-intrusive, non-controlling
government. Switzerland became the last nation to join in the year
2240 and only three times since then have nations seceded:
Uzbekistan in 2332, the Maldives in 2357, and Liberia in 2398; but
none stayed out very long: the odds of success and prosperity
outside of the Alliance are just too great.

Still, the right to secede is an important
test of the voluntary nature of the Alliance. Peace is rampant;
there are no standing armies. This fact alone affords a vast amount
of government services across the planet. War is waste, as is all
associated with it. The last local coup attempt was more than 600
years ago. The right of self-determination and unique national
identity is unquestioned and unabridged. It was, in fact, a
prerequisite to the formation of the Alliance. World government
keeps strictly to those momentous and overarching questions that
absolutely cannot be dealt with on a national or regional
level.

Only the smaller of the original nations
remain intact. All of the larger ones have been broken down into
their constituent units: there is no longer a Canada, US or Mexico.
Rather Quebec, Manitoba and British Columbia; Florida, Michigan and
Montana; Jalisco, Oaxaca and Yucatan are all now sovereign entities
within the Alliance. The functions of the former federal
governments are now under the jurisdiction of the North American
Region, which functions within the Global Alliance. However, the
individual states now wield far more power than under the ancient
patterns of countries like the US. Today after nearly a millennium,
national borders have begun to fade along with national languages
and identifiable racial characteristics. Everyone now learns
English as the world’s lingua franca, though all other languages
are also kept alive through widespread study and usage. No people
or individual was ever forced to relinquish their linguistic
heritage. The dominance of English that began to manifest near the
end of the 20th century was part of an inexorable trend.

International culture, boosted by the
cyberspace revolution, favored a single language and English merely
had a head start because of the strength of the former US and the
wide range of its progenitor, England. It also has always had an
adaptability and breadth of vocabulary unmatched by any other
language.

Now barely a third of the world’s people are
clearly identifiable as a single race. A thousand years of global
travel and communications has left the majority an almost
indistinguishable amalgam of races—we are one: one race, on one
planet. Some people have darker skin, others lighter; some clearly
have South Asian or East Asian or African or Amerind or European
markers, but they are subtleties, small parts of a big mixture.

Outwardly, reflecting the material plane,
life is harmonious, gentle, considerate, but concurrently, personal
changes are endemic, the mad scientist offers little internal
tranquility. This is paradise on Earth compared to all previous
ages, but the satiation of basic material needs and the ample time
and total freedom enjoyed by the world’s people only opens up a
Pandora’s Box of mental quests, searches, trials and tribulations.
The hard working common people, the sheep of former times, are no
longer absolved of responsibility for thinking higher thoughts,
acting on greater values, and making difficult choices.

Times are easy compared with the grinding,
hardscrabble, tumultuous times of the past. It is much easier to
recognize the spirit within the trappings of today’s mundane world
than in the times before the transition, when so many people’s
lives were pure, unmitigated suffering. Hunger, disease,
exploitation, and teeming overcrowded cities were endemic across
the world. The old plaint— ‘How can a beneficent God countenance
such widespread human suffering?’— no longer applies. Humankind is
no longer buffeted by famine, war, pestilence and pandemics; the
wrenching hardships and sorrowful degradations of the early days
live on solely in the history books. The Earth is once again
bountiful and in perfect balance with its population of 1.7 billion
souls.

As in ancient times, salmon now inhabit the
rivers of the Northwest and many other places in such abundance
that the old saw about crossing the rivers on their backs is
figuratively true again. With enjoyment of the outdoors a prized
part of most people’s lives, they have all the fish they can eat or
salt away with hardly any efort. Nearly everyone on the
planet—urban as well as rural—has access to garden space and plenty
of time to grow food with the short workweek. Cultivation of the
soil is considered an exalted pastime. The understanding of the
process of growing plants and the relationship with the changing of
the seasons give gardening a high standing in the fields of
learning and endeavor.

With all the pressure off the land because of
low population, space is not at a premium and shelter is easily
available to all but the disabled, who are generously provided for.
Much land, in city and countryside, is held in common; certain
large areas are set aside and made available for the public to use
for any reasonable purpose. You can camp out anywhere in the
commons for any length of time, but of course you are responsible
for keeping the immediate vicinity clean and disposing properly of
all waste.

You can build a simple shelter made
exclusively from indigenous materials as long as no permanent
foundation is used. The worst that can happen if it’s abandoned is
that it will naturally and inexorably melt right back into the
landscape.

You can stage a large gathering or a small
picnic or stake your goat in the meadow to graze, but should your
actions degrade the commons, you are responsible for bringing it
back to its original condition. There are many limits on use of the
commons—commercial use is not tolerated—which confine its largesse
to the personal level and mandate that all its impacts be gentle
and sensitive to the land. In a world of 1.7 billion people, there
is never a fear of public land being degraded by excessive demand.
There is plenty of space for everyone. Population is also more
evenly distributed than before. Some areas, those that were
seriously underpopulated before, have actually grown over the third
millennium.

People are on the honor system until they
screw up. Common lands are held in the highest esteem and afforded
the greatest respect. One would be going strongly against the
community and the culture to treat the land in a cavalier
fashion.

Many people consider such a
lifestyle—tranquil, close to nature—to be a necessary rite of
passage; an initiation to the grander, more profound aspects of
life. It holds special importance when lack of ownership—to
relinquish one’s self interest in shelter and sustenance—is part of
the picture. To be substantially free of earthly entanglements and
accouterments for at least some period of time is considered
fundamental to the understanding of the essence of spirituality.
One has to be experienced in living without and beyond the material
plane, and beyond caring about personal possessions, before one can
be truly entrusted with their bounty. Until you are free of
possessions, you will always be afraid of losing them, and that
fear will guide your life. In the grand spectrum of belief systems,
the Exclaimer philosophy is at the forward, some would say far edge
of spiritual understanding. We’re as far as you can get—excepting
pure kooks—from the cultural norm, and proud of it. Average,
ordinary, normal are epithets in our worldview.

Most people are so tied to the material plane
that they cannot conceive of living au naturel for extended
periods. Something close to twenty percent of the world’s citizenry
have spent between two and ten years in a natural environment,
living primitively, in close harmony with their surroundings, in
search of God, peace, truth, whatever. The majority, as in ancient
times, focus on comfort and ease throughout their lives, worry
about retirement, are anxious over trivialities, and studiously
avoid dealing with the truly important facets of life. Either way,
the satisfaction of earthly needs having been put to rest, the
challenge becomes an inner challenge, a test of one’s spirit.

Om Mani Padme Hum

 


* * * * * *

 


After the moment of silence
at the finish of the Om, everybody made their way to the serving table, grabbed
utensils and earthenware, and helped themselves to fresh
corn-on-the-cob and a thick, rich minestrone soup—in separate pots
for vegetarians and meat eaters—and a garden salad. Almost
everything on the table this early fall comes directly from their
gardens and their own labors.

They grow their own herbal teas, keep their
own honeybees, brew their own beer and ferment their own wine. They
have to buy sugar, salt and pepper, cooking oil and grains, as well
as specialty items such as coffee, black tea, spirits, exotic
fruits and nuts. They keep chickens and otherwise depend mostly on
fish and wild game for the non-vegetarian part of their diet—what
they don’t hunt and fish for themselves, they are able to trade for
at the weekly markets in town. Eating small amounts of meat, one or
two helpings per week used as little more than flavoring, is common
today. Even devouring a hefty steak on a rare occasion is not going
to shorten life seriously. It has long ago been accepted knowledge
that a very large part of people’s current 153-year average
lifespan has come from eating a balanced, healthy, largely
vegetarian diet.

Of course all food is now itself clean and
healthy. The early modern people’s propensity—no, mania—for
adulterating their food supply for the sake of increased production
turned out to be a backhanded method of population control. They
were fooled into thinking their denatured food was healthy because
the changes came simultaneously with increased lifespans, not
realizing that longevity would have increased much faster with a
clean, natural food supply.

They protected their food crops from insects
with toxic pesticides and from competition from weeds with even
more poisonous herbicides, so that consumers were daily ingesting
small quantities of toxins. Their practice of monoculture, covering
vast areas with a single crop, required heavy doses of chemical
fertilizers that depleted the soil’s natural fertility and left it
hungry for organic material. In addition, the use of giant machines
compacted the increasingly lifeless soil. Their food was further
adulterated as it was being processed with carcinogenic
preservatives designed to keep it looking good for long periods and
with artificial chemical flavorings designed to emulate natural
flavors.

In the ultimate insanity, in order to control
insect pests, they began genetically modifying food crops with
genes from totally alien species. They literally placed poisons
within the food itself, nonsensically asserting that ‘food’ that
killed insects when they ingested it would not harm people.
Naturally, once those unnatural plants were let loose in the
environment, they tainted large natural food-growing areas with
toxic genes, in turn creating super-bugs and super-weeds nearly
impossible to control. Even more insidious were the plants
engineered to produce drugs, since when they spread naturally, and
inevitably, it meant large numbers of people were ingesting clearly
dangerous prescription drugs with every meal.

Genetically modified organisms turned out to
be one of the primary causes for widespread food shortages during
Entropy Gaia. Introduced into the world’s ecosystem before proper
testing had been done, the authorities merely accepting the word of
the GMO manufacturers that these new foods—dubbed ‘Frankenfoods’ by
their opponents—were totally safe. By the time real research had
been done, it was too late: natural forces had spread their poisons
so far and wide, that across the planet where biotech crops had
been planted, people saw virtually entire food supplies grow
unsafe. They continued to eat these tainted foods, and were forced
to by shortages, all while knowing they were slowly being poisoned.
Sanitizing that defiled land of its grotesque genetic monsters took
decades.

Not only were the great majority of the
wealthy people of those times heavy meat eaters—unhealthy on the
face of it—but their methods of raising animals— once again based
solely on profit and without regard for natural systems—also caused
fundamental health problems. Pigs and chickens were raised en masse
in factory farms, kept in stalls or cages not even big enough for
them to turn around in, then doctored with heavy doses of
antibiotics to compensate for their terribly unhealthy and
unnatural living conditions. This in turn, when ingested farther up
the food chain, directly impacted the human immune system. People’s
bodies were so accustomed to the antibiotics they were eating every
day that when they were needed to cure illness, they no longer
worked. Synthetic hormones given to cows to increase their rate of
growth and milk production were in time found to cause cancer.

Moreover, in one of the most ridiculous
absurdities from that era, they fed processed cow parts back to
cows, essentially turning them into cannibals. This eventually
resulted in the wide spread of an incurable ‘mad cow disease’ which
could never have occurred if simple and reasonable methods of
animal husbandry had been followed. Through all of their
machinations, the corporations pushing these ‘technologies’ refused
to consider that the toxins being fed to people might have
cumulative effects and long incubation periods. By the time the
impacts of their actions were fully realized, countless people had
suffered and would continue to suffer long after they ceased these
insane practices. All of those inanities were totally eliminated
nearly a millennium ago.

Of course, diet would never have been enough
by itself to increase longevity if the entire Earth hadn’t been
cleaned up. Industrial air pollution has now been almost totally
eliminated. With a greatly reduced population consuming far less,
and so much of the world’s needs supplied organically—through
renewable energies and safe industrial processes—toxic pollution is
negligible. Potential land pollution is now totally isolated from
human contact. What small amount of degraded air does surface is
cleansed and filtered with a full forest cover. All inland
waterways were painstakingly returned to pristine quality long ago
and have been kept that way. An exhaustive detoxification of the
oceans is still impossible; it has to happen naturally over very
long periods of time, but even there efforts have been made to
locate ocean waste dumps and neutralize their worst aspects.

Exercise as a fundamental part of daily
living, combined with the end of long hours of debilitating working
conditions has had the effect of keeping bodies trim and healthy.
The widespread goal of humanity at the cusp of the 3rd millennium
was for soft cushy lives of ease and comfort, which especially
turned America, at the forefront of world culture, into a land of
fatsos where half its citizens were overweight and unhealthy.
Simple lifestyles, which by their nature require more physical
effort, are today promoted and widely embraced. Our ancestors
created and insisted on lugubrious lifestyles devoid of all
physical effort only to try to compensate for their inactivity with
expensive exercise equipment.

Finally, it’s been realized a healthy mind is
at least as important as a healthy body for longevity. The love of
God—whatever your personal view of the heavenly parent, or of
humanity if you’re a doubting humanist—and the pursuit of higher
goals relieves people of massive amounts of unproductive angst,
tension and stress. Even back in the late 20th century, researchers
had discovered a relationship between depression and disease—as if
research was needed to see something so obvious. One cannot
possibly heal without looking at and treating the whole person.

Sitting across the dinner table, Marge, whose
sparkling brown eyes and wide grin were always a bit unsettling,
broke through Max’s contemplation, “So, how was the trip, Max? Did
you take the boat?”

In between bites, he told the story. “To tell
you the truth, I love being on the ocean. Flying is also pretty
great, but I’m not sure I would have flown this time, even assuming
I had cared to spend the money. It costs a fortune and I had plenty
to think about on the journey over. When the news caught me, it put
my mind in turmoil, and there’s no better place to contemplate
potential courses of action than on an ocean voyage. Besides,
you’re able to relate and get close to a range of people you aren’t
likely to come across in the course of daily life. It becomes an
impromptu, temporary community.”

The biggest cost of flying is fuel since it
all has to be grown organically and also be highly refined.
Besides, with 153 years to live, those extra five days in transit
are rarely a detraction; especially when the slow alternative
involves being on the ocean where sea life can often be spotted.
Flying can be fun, but there aren’t that many times when the
average person is really in a hurry and needs the extra time.

“The new sailing ships are really fascinating
in their ability to capture natural forces. It’s almost shocking
how fast they can go. I took a beautiful, very wide
cataSadeen.”

“What’s a cataSadeen?” piped in one of the
kids.

“Well, young fella,” Max was nearly always
disposed to accommodate a kid’s curiosity, “it’s got three feet
instead of one; that’s so it doesn’t tip over so easily.” Expanding
his focus to include the adults, he continued, “CataSadeens are
naturally more stable, but the great forces that the giant sails
are subject to would easily overwhelm an ordinary cataSadeen so
they designed the floats themselves as extra wide. They’re shaped
like giant water skis, and once they leave port they’re extendable
to twice the boat’s length, a total of 600 feet for a 300-foot-long
ship. In addition they are set far apart, about 200 feet. A tidal
wave would have a difficult time overturning that boat.

“As for the sails, they’re arrayed on 12
masts aligned in a V shape. They’re designed to funnel the wind and
concentrate its force. It really moves when the ship is getting a
good tail wind. And of course the sails as well as the entire
surface of the boat also double as photovoltaic collectors. They
provide all the onboard electricity plus the motive power to give a
boost to its wind-driven speed. One way or another, all the bases
are covered. That boat is going to reach its destination, though
it’d just barely poke along if it got stuck in the doldrums on a
dense cloudy day. An unexpected turn of uncooperative weather might
add a day or more to a Pacific crossing. There’s even a combustion
motor on board powered by hemp oil, but it’s just for
emergencies.

“It’s essentially self-propelled; all it
requires is maintenance, and you know, when I compare that with
flying, which requires obscene amounts of fuel, I can’t justify
winging it unless there’s a pressing reason. On or near the
surface, science can do wonders using technology to minimize fuel
use, but up in the air, defying gravity, there isn’t much
scientific advancement can do to significantly reduce the need for
high-power fuels or energy-guzzling laser propulsion capable of
attaining lift. Maybe in a distant sci-fi future; but not with the
technology and resources we have on hand today.”

Tomas spoke up, “Isn’t this concept, the
scientific basis for a self-propelled boat, kind of simple physics;
I mean they had wind-powered boats before they had machines. And
the wind as propulsion has been around since the way before EG.
Seems like it took us a long time to upgrade the idea a little for
modern times. It’s the same idea, isn’t it?”

Paolo entered into the conversation, “Once
the pre-moderns discovered fossil fuels, that they could power
bigger ships faster, they totally discarded wind in favor of much
more adaptable and powerful old dinosaur bones. By Y2K they had
also allowed just a handful of the richest corporations to control
the lion’s share of the world’s oil supply. The fabulously wealthy
controllers of those oil companies were into growth because it
increased their profits, and they put a lot of advertising dollars
and marketing technique into promoting the unlimited use of their
product. It wasn’t just a few oil companies; really it was the
whole world’s leadership, propelled by indifference, ignorance and
greed. Perhaps they believed the direction they were taking
humanity was proper and beneficial to all; whether or not they were
being deceitful is an altogether separate debate. It certainly
benefited very few, though they had to breathe the same air as
everyone else.

“The world was locked into a curious economic
philosophy that some termed ‘grow-or-die’. They were into growth at
all costs in all circumstances. They had no conception of carrying
capacity, balance, stability, perfection, excellence, or the legacy
they’d leave for posterity. The majority of people were convinced,
helped by a media concentrated in the hands of a few corporations,
that it was in their best economic interest; that they would enjoy
increased wealth and a better life if the fat cats were given free
reign over policy. So they put the thought out of their minds that
oil was a finite resource, and that it would eventually be
completely depleted, and nonchalantly proceeded to use it up as
fast as possible. Used sparingly and only where it was really
necessary and important, that onetime resource could have lasted
100,000 years. As it was, it didn’t quite take 200 years to exhaust
90% of the economically available supply.

“So yes, there were big changes and social
upheavals but we adapted to very minimal oil, and life is hardly
lacking in true wealth, fellowship, sisterhood and brotherhood; it
isn’t even that difficult either. Besides it’s just the material
plane— it comes, it goes; sometimes it’s bountiful, sometimes it’s
stingy. Ultimately, it really doesn’t matter.”

Santos broke in, “Life isn’t supposed to be
comfortable anyways; you can’t really get to the essence, the
fundamentals, the heart of why we are here, get close to
understanding the meaning of life when it’s too plush.” He was a
caricature of father time—epitomizing the air of gloom that
occasionally inflicts the compounded Capricorn soul, gray hair from
the time of his mid twenties, sad cavernous eyes, mottled skin,
hardscrabble karma. Santos was as spaced out and otherworldly as a
person can get and still function in the day-to-day.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Marge exclaimed, “life
also has to be light and cheery; it can’t all be toil, darkness and
tribulation. It’s much harder to conceive of the spirit, to strive
for perfection, when you’re desperate and hungry.”

“I don’t think Santos really meant that,
Marge,” Max interjected, “he’s only saying that life is just fine,
sometimes even better without the extra padding. Aren’t we better
off living this simple life? Whatever was once under the ground has
no meaning for us.”

Paolo concurred, “This whole question is
moot. If it had taken 400 years instead of 200 to deplete our stock
of fossil fuels, they’d still have been virtually eliminated by
now. For us the question has no meaning. If we’d exploited those
resources over a conscientious 100,000-year period, it would have
only been used experimentally anyway. For the people who lived
through the turmoil and hardship of sudden, unexpected scarcity, it
would have made a difference; for us it’s of no import.

“This is our life; this is what we were
given. We’re in the middle of it so it really doesn’t seem that bad
to us. Ultimately what went before doesn’t matter.”

Marge had to get in the last word, “I’m
hardly implying that this life is dissatisfying, I was just
objecting to Santos’s negativity. Who needs to look for struggle?
It may add soul, but it probably clips off a good chunk of life in
the process. After all, we’re a lot healthier and we live twice as
long as early moderns, so we must be happier even if we are too
close to it to see it ourselves. We’re too involved; we’re too much
a part of it to have a clear perspective. Every generation has to
go through the same soul-searching changes, but we certainly have
little to complain about.”

Max continued
reflecting. No doubt, this life is awesome.
It can’t be said to be so easy, but it’s hard to imagine in this
day and age how it could offer more warmth, more love, more
companionship, more peace, or more true comfort. Everyone in the
world is living longer, enjoying the peace of the new age, but
still we huggers have the edge on nuclear family lifestyles. Once
you overcome the little difficulties of living together, extended
family life is incomparable, magic. To us anyway, it’s clearly the
only way to live and undoubtedly the way of the future. No amount
of wealth or power or influence could possibly equal the health and
spirituality of communal living.

 


 



Chapter 9

Jammin’ After Dinner

 


By now most people had finished dinner and
washed up their dishes; the counters, tables, and cooking area were
cleaned up and a few began to wander off. Max walked over to the
solar greenhouse that sat a short way down the hill to look in on
the tomatoes, green peppers, eggplants and basil that together
would make an excellent vegetarian spaghetti sauce. Greenhouses
designed with the sun in mind, especially in the Claim’s marine
climate typified by a long cool season punctuated by only rare cold
snaps, allow warm-weather plants to be grown all the way to
Christmas with minimal backup fuel. In this design all the windows
are on the south of the building; windows on the north allow
limited indirect light, but that is by far counterbalanced by the
amount of heat they allow to escape. The north side of the
greenhouse is a heavily insulated wall. The heat storage in front
of that is a large water tank painted black to absorb the sun’s
rays.

A few hours of sun hitting the tank stores
enough heat, which is then released slowly after the sun goes down,
to keep the building warm throughout the night. As darkness
approaches, an insulating blanket automatically covers the windows
to prevent heat loss. Also, just as important, heat storage keeps
the greenhouse from getting too hot. The greenhouse of old employed
fans to keep it from getting too hot in the day and then heaters to
warm it at night, when all they needed was good design. The initial
cost of solar is greater, but the operating cost is far less.

After a few kind words to
his plant friends, Max wandered around until he came across a very
comfortable canvas chair ideally poised to take in the
sunset. Mountain living with its restricted
vistas denies its denizens the glorious sunsets typical of oceans
or plains but to be sure it’s no less heavenly to be here in the
midst of the ancient forest, watching the sky turn its pastiche of
purples, reds and oranges. I’ll take the mountains any
day.

Max was a bit run down from an active day and
would have nodded off but for the chill that settles over this land
almost as soon as the sun goes down— eighty degrees turns to sixty
degrees in the shortest time. The chair was the kind that is so
comfortable it’s hard to get out of, but in this case the chill
provided the motivation to wrangle himself, obligatory grunts and
all, out of its soma grip to amble over to the community house.

Sandi had brought out a guitar and was
quietly, but oh so melodiously, in her wondrous soulful voice,
singing songs of the ages, from Bob Dylan of the 1960’s to Patti
Membré of the 2750’s to our own Billy Blake, a minor music
personage here in the year 2999, who was now living in the family’s
San José, Costa Rica homesite.

Now almost everybody who could play picked up
an instrument. Tomas grabbed a bass, Max and Sadu picked up
guitars, Rich brought over a conga drum and found a comfortable
spot; others grabbed mouth harp, harmonica, and tambourine to fill
out the ensemble. After a short warm-up, their sounds began to
intertwine and meld. They had made music together for so long that
the sounds flowed like hot maple syrup—sweet, smooth, and
sublime.

They hadn’t jammed together as individuals,
of course, since the inhabitants of the Claim were ever changing;
Max hadn’t even been around for years. Rather, with a nearly
millennial tradition, they meshed as a group, moving and going
through changes and delving into each other’s riffs to create a
single balanced sound, a distinctive Exclaimer voice. Connecting
musically with one’s brothers and sisters is a magical experience;
our goals are to vibe and resonate together, to feel each other’s
rhythms and harmonies, and blend naturally and spontaneously. No
spoken words or overt signals are necessary. Shortly after the
music begins, with a short transition until we tune into each
other’s moods and energies, we become as one—one entity, one
passion, getting high together as one spirit. Nothing compares with
being part of live music—actively creating—and each time it’s a
unique experience.

Of course, nearly every piece of music ever
recorded is available for instant download, with a sound quality
very close to being there in person. In most cases a life-size
hologram can accompany it when desired. Copyright protection is
limited to six months and that is hard to enforce. Anything—films,
books, art, music—that can be digitized can be duplicated so easily
that any attempt at regulation or control is an exercise in
futility. Most musicians and entertainers are either pleased or
resigned to gifting the world their talents. They earn money from
live performances. Otherwise, they live on the same unostentatious
but comfortable level as the greater part of humanity. Music is now
made for the love of it, as books are written for the enjoyment
and/or edification of all.

The family’s music doesn’t compare with the
greats. Enjoying their music has its place. People are still
singing songs written more than a millennium ago. Yet
participating, being in the midst of it, makes it, when it’s right
on, a spiritual, nearly cosmic experience. The individual self
disappears and is made an inseparable part of the music. It’s our
personal creation and one of the strongest attractions of communal
living. It’s an axiom that the gathering of energies multiplies
their impact, the whole being far greater than the sum of its
parts. Nowhere is that more vividly displayed than in making
music.

As separate individuals we can never attain
equivalent heights of feeling, expression or compassion. Our joie
de vivre is an outgrowth of living together, working together,
loving and learning and struggling together. It takes the wondrous
good feelings engendered by close-knit living when all is
copasetic, to balance the petty frustrations of dealing with things
like strewn-about dirty socks and sundry foibles of one’s communal
brothers and sisters.

At about the time the musicians were nearing
their first break, Santos brought out the water pipe. He sat down
on the carpet in the space behind the amphitheater and in a very
slow and deliberate, almost reverential manner, set down the sack
of herbs and the pipe, all wrapped in a hand-woven silk scarf.
Opening the scarf, he laid out the parts and accessories. The pipe
is shaped in a V; the main section is a bamboo piece about a foot
long. The bowl section, about a third as long, is a carved piece of
Chinquapin, a deciduous tree unique to this area, with a beautiful
white and pink wood. Finally, the kit includes the mouthpiece,
carved of the same wood, spare screens, and a homemade brush.

Santos chanted quietly,
almost under his breath—Om Shiva Shankara,
Hari Hari Ganja. Once again the mystical
utterance Om, also
known as Aum appears. Here it reflects the ancient Vedic tradition and is
understood as an expression and affirmation of the totality of
creation. On the human level it represents consciousness.
Enter Shiva, one of
the greatest of the Hindu gods but also one of the most
enigmatic—his nature at once transcends and includes all the
polarities of life. He is both terrible and benign, the destroyer
and creator. Can creation be possible before the old is destroyed,
rendered impotent? The foundation of the new must be built on the
ashes of the past.

Ganja however, now in
widespread use around the world for at least six millennia, seems
destined to be forever laden with baggage of consternation and
fear. What is it about cannabis, in relative terms so ostensibly
and scientifically benign, which evokes such a miasma of doubt?
Feels too good to be worthy and true? Why can’t you get high on
life? What do you expect to get from the weed that doesn’t already
exist inside? Do you want to be forever dependent on outside
substances? Those questions can never be suitably answered. If you
are one of the minority whose life is enhanced by the experience,
then let Shankara destroy and dispel all doubts. Hail, hail ganja.

Santos was wont to use the ganja chant to
embellish the smoking rite with solemnity, but for Exclaimers as a
whole it’s more tongue-in-cheek; respectful of the cool power of
the herb but hardly an icon for worship—should ganja be treated as
deity?

He then carefully and meditatively cleaned
the stem and bowl, removed, stretched out and cleaned the screen,
then proceeded to assemble the pipe. When prepared to his
satisfaction, he filled it to the proper level with water. Water
pipes filter out the tars and other nasty things that hitchhike
along with the psychotropic and healing herbs. The large sack of
herbs was opened and spread out on the scarf. Santos pawed through
the little sacks from inside to see what was available. While
cannabis was the primary ingredient of the mixture, it had long
been his personal tradition to create a blend of herbs. He picked
out a couple of thumb-sized sticky buds and broke them into
smokeable pieces.

Ironically, considering its checkered and
nefarious history, ganja is the easiest of the herbs to cultivate
or obtain. It’s so hardy it can be grown almost anywhere, so big it
towers over all other annual plants, and so prolific there can
never be a shortage. A small patch of 50 mature plants grown in
full sunlight can provide a year’s supply for the Claim’s own use
and a decent income from sales at the weekly produce market held in
the nearby town.

To the cannabis was added a pinch of tobacco,
also grown at the Claim. Enigmatic tobacco, scourge of society
since its introduction to European settlers of North America in the
1600’s, is still in use, albeit on a radically different scale.
Longevity is only achieved through a respect for one’s material
temple, but an occasional pinch of organically grown tobacco has
never been shown to constitute a health problem. Surely, tobacco is
one of those substances that require self-control; regular use has
clearly deleterious effects over any period of time. That’s rarely
a problem for Exclaimers or for that matter society as a whole. No
advertising, packaging or marketing of any kind is allowed.
Moreover, tobacco is now clean—untainted with additives or
adulterants of any kind—and it can only be purchased in bulk at the
public markets, much as ganja is obtained.

Life in the year 2999 is easy and laid back,
material plane suffering is history, external tension is minimal.
There’s still plenty of mental wackiness, but few people look to
nicotine to salve inner pain. However some still do get hooked on
tobacco. Long ago it was decided that everybody has a right to
choose his or her own poison. It’s not the business of society to
regulate its citizens’ personal behavior, only to encourage
preferred outcomes through education, or to bring people back to
healthy lifestyles with rehabilitation. Once society had advanced
sufficiently to reflect true values in daily life in place of the
crass lowlife commercialism of early times, there was no longer
logic or rationale to ‘big brother’ social control. Purists we are
not; life is too complicated to get anal retentive on every
detail.

Alcohol, which we also enjoy, is absolutely
the worst when it gains control over an individual—turning one into
a slobbering, slovenly, pee-in-one’s-pants heap of incoherency—but
can still be beneficial in reasonable amounts. Its intrinsic
benefits to the body are nominal. Perhaps its benefits come from
merely allowing the individual to relax. Maybe its use would really
be unhealthy for a truly enlightened person totally tuned in to the
higher planes. Maybe being there already the sage would only be
brought down by substances that help ordinary mortals relax and
cope. On the other hand, Jesus drank regularly and it’s hard to
imagine that he needed a couple of drinks to get through an
especially trying day. Who knows? Maybe he was only being polite,
drinking wine to be one of the guys.

Santos then crumpled in a little wild sage, a
touch of eucalyptus from down south, and clove imported from Asia.
Each mixture was different—several other herbs could be added upon
the mixer’s wish, depending on season, occasion or whim. When his
preparations were finished, he moved into a lotus position, closed
his eyes, and let the music flow through him until the musicians’
energy began to wind down. At the end of the tune, everybody who
wished to be part of the circle, about half of those present, sat
down on the carpet.

The pipe made two rounds. As it finished its
travels, the mood momentarily turned quiet and meditative. Fuzzy
smiles erupted everywhere. Meanwhile the nonsmokers, most of whom
preferred alcohol, had tapped a new keg of home brew. For Max a bit
of both was the perfect combo.

Thereupon the band reassembled and everybody
had a rousing good time: dancing, playing, singing, hooting,
clapping, and enjoying. About 10 pm, Max felt the draw of fresh air
and figured it’d be a good time to serious up a bit. Invigorated by
the cool evening air, he looked out from the porch of the community
house over the Claim to ancient forests silhouetted against a
clear, moonless mountain sky and marveled at the intensity of the
myriad stars splayed above.

 


 



Chapter 10

Gray’s Place

 


Some people are going to get up at the crack
of dawn regardless of when they go to bed, but Max and quite a few
others slept in after the party. Except for the Claim’s resident
night owls, people generally keep a lot closer to the natural daily
sun cycle than the typical urbanite. We have electronic
entertainment equal to that found in the city to stimulate
nighttime activity and sufficient solar energy to keep the bulbs
lit when the occasion arises, but out here it just seems more
natural to follow the sun. When the sun goes down around 4:30pm
near the winter solstice, many people might be ready to turn in
after a long stretch of darkness, only to discover it was only 8:30
or 9pm.

The Claim’s guesthouse has four small rooms
radiating from a semicircular central living space. When the four
rooms are occupied, additional visitors sleep on the living room
furniture or the carpeted floor. In summer, some camp out when
indoor space becomes short. Southern Oregon’s climate of bipolar
extremes gives it a long hot dry summer to balance an equally long
cool wet winter. It’s unusual for it to rain more than once or
twice during the heart of the summer—July and August—and when it
does come down, it’s generally a light dusting that passes quickly,
so large gatherings which might temporarily increase our population
by as many as 100 people can be safely planned. If one of those
unlikely weather patterns insists on dumping on our party, well we
can always double and triple up and find shelter for our guests
somewhere. We Exclaimers turn laidback adaptability into an art
form.

The private rooms are grouped together in
twos and designed as appendages to the main part of the building;
that enables them to have windows on two sides. As Max awakened,
light was streaming down through the skylight, and with its big
windows opening to the forest he felt surrounded by green and brown
earth tones and enlivened by the sparkling golds of the sun’s
still-oblique rays breaking their way through the leafy canopy.

Each of the rooms is paneled with one of the
area’s indigenous woods. His was covered in the subtle beiges of
tan oak, a broadleaf evergreen common to this area. As most all of
their buildings, it’s decorated with wall hangings, masks and
assorted trinkets made or inspired by ancient tribal peoples. The
cathedral-roofed central area is paneled in a hodgepodge of almost
every hardwood tree that grows in this region. In addition to the
tan oak found in Max’s room, there’s Oregon white oak, Oregon
myrtle—that produces the pungent bay leaf, used widely as a
spice—and big leaf maple. There’s also madrona, another broadleaf
evergreen with an exceptionally beautiful wood that ranges from
white to purple; red alder; cottonwood, that grows along the
riverbanks; flowering dogwood; and chinquapin, prized for its
colorful wood.

The occasional tree cut for lumber or
firewood in an old growth forest in a world with a multitude of old
growth forests, has no visible or measurable impact on the life or
health of the forest ecosystem, or the planet’s balance and
harmony. Of course, trees of any stature or age are rarely cut,
though exceptions are made for understory hardwoods. If they are
fated to be overshadowed by much larger adjacent conifers, and then
fall into decline, cutting them is acceptable. Exclaimers, not your
typical world citizens, feel compelled to offer every tree we fell
a tribute and a prayer.

Half the world’s forests are held in
wilderness preserves, where no human interventions of any
kind—excepting of course the construction of simple trails— are
allowed; this guarantees natural progress and succession, and the
ability of science to witness and study it. Nature cannot be
improved upon in the long run. Another quarter is equivalent to
parkland; machines and roads are welcome, but only if they enhance
the natural experience. The remaining quarter is available for very
limited cutting—basically thinning—on very long rotations.

No amount of cutting for ‘normal’, currently
acceptable use—normal as opposed to LC Free’s grandiose plans—could
degrade the world’s forest resource base. All paper is made of hemp
or other annual crops; the vast majority of that is in turn
recycled. Structures are built sturdy and designed to last
indefinitely. Demolition is absolutely prohibited; every building
is carefully dismantled, every usable stick recycled. Finally, the
planet’s stable 1.7 billion population, in the context of a vast
forest resource, keeps the use of wood on a minimal and sustainable
level.

The room is simple and unadorned but
comfortable in a relaxed, mellow, unpretentious way. Nobody would
consider it luxurious either today or in the past, but compared
with the ticky-tacky plywood or particle board
barely-morethan-straw houses constructed in this part of the world
just before EG, it exudes an incomparable sense of solidity,
warmth, comfort and natural beauty.

Max was not one of those early risers who
eagerly and daily catapult out of bed with a smile on their face.
Maybe occasionally a hundred years ago, but after a long trip and
fun homecoming evening and with a long trip ahead, today was for
sleeping in and resting. He’d have to take a leisurely hike;
unthinkable to miss the opportunity on a visit to the Claim.
Otherwise it would be an easy day.

He finally made his way over to the outdoor
kitchen at about 9:30 to enjoy the last of the coffee. He could
never get past the smell and taste of morning coffee. Besides, it
was sufficiently defanged—decaffeinated that is—to minimize its
health impacts. Through informed willpower, such stimulants have to
be strictly rationed to aid longevity, not to mention to live out
one’s life without diseases, debilitations and disorders—it’s far
preferable to die healthy of simple old age.

Tomas was there hanging out with the late
morning crowd. Max said his ‘mornin’s’ and sat down next to Tomas
and contemplated the new day and the mountains in a silence broken
only by the rustle of wind in the trees, the buzz of insects, and
the songs of birds. Rural life settings allow silence,
contemplation and meditation to be a natural part of living, in
contrast to one of the essential attributes of urban life—which by
its nature, envelopes one in white noise, the background sounds
that are always there—that every conversational space has to be
filled. Though cities are incredibly more mellow and peaceful than
in pre-transition times, there remains an unwritten and near
absolute taboo against lapses of silence.

But how can you hear what other people are
saying, not to mention Earth Mother herself, if you are always
talking? Always putting things out instead of letting them sink in?
How can you ever understand the energy swirling around you if you
are always part of it? If you can’t be silent, if you can’t be
still, you can hardly rise above the fray sufficiently to see it in
its wholeness.

Tomas broke the silence by asking Max,
without pleasantry or preliminaries, “Say, Max, need a traveling
companion?”

Slightly taken aback—not because it was an
unusual or unlikely request, only because it hadn’t occurred to him
and because he liked to have a little time to think about
anything—he responded, “Well, now, I can’t see right off why
not…hey, we were talking about hiking yesterday, I was thinking of
a trek up the hill to Gray’s Place; why don’t we discuss it on the
way?”

“Gray’s Place?”

Surprised that Tomas wasn’t aware of the old
homestead, he answered, “Yeah, it’s an old abandoned cabin, sits a
couple of hundred feet off the Cedar Gulch trail, maybe three miles
up.”

“I’ve been that way many times. How have I
never seen or heard of it?”

“It’s tucked away in the trees. The first
time I saw it, I had wandered off the trail looking for mushrooms.
Besides, I often tend to get off the beaten path anyway just for
the feel of it, and there it was. I had heard about Gray, but had
no idea where his cabin was until I stumbled onto it that first
time a hundred years ago. It had already been abandoned for quite
some time. By now I’m sure it has pretty much melted back into the
forest. Let me take care of stuff and I’ll meet you here at noon
for a hike.”

“Sounds good.”

 


* * * * * *

 


The trail went up a gentle
grade. It only fueled a tolerable increase in heartbeat, even for
Max. It isn’t the same being 143. The old
machinery is undeniably winding down, getting creaky. The parts
just don’t fit as well, and the whole contraption is subject to
short-fused fatigue. Probably be good to have a fit young man
around on this trip. Down near the creek,
he spotted a small clump of Port Orford cedars, their symmetrical
bluish leaves on graceful branches swept the ground in a perfect
circle. It’s a tree that only grows here in a small pocket of
America’s West Coast. Its beautiful white wood has been prized for
centuries, which, as you can imagine, nearly led them to being
wiped out in the early days.

The water in the gulch was down to a gurgling
trickle after the long dry summer. There’d been a few light rains
since mid-September, but not enough to get the stream moving again.
During flood times it could turn into a raging torrent able to take
small logs and rocks downstream with an awesome force. Now it was
as soft and lazy as could be.

Tomas broke the silence. “Not much water
today; you should have seen it last February. We had a three-foot
snowfall, heaviest in forty or fifty years, which then abruptly
changed to rain. The combination of heavy rain on top of the stored
water in the fast-melting snow made the creek a spectacular sight.
Ol’ Cripple was moving so fast a person caught up in its power
would have had nil chance of survival.”

“You’re probably aware that just such a
tragedy did happen, must be five or six hundred years ago by now.
Young kid, maybe eight years old, mesmerized by the rushing waters,
tried to jump onto a rock at the water’s edge, but it was too
slippery or he just lost his balance…once in the soup, he was
history.”

“I do remember that story…sad…must’ve been
hard on the parents, the whole Claim.”

“I’m sure it was, but that’s what life is
about, isn’t it? It’s always a gamble, and always out of our hands.
The worst mistake, especially for the children, is to respond to
that kind of fear by being overprotective.” Tomas, always
thoughtful, “It’s not that cut and dried, is it? The kids are our
responsibility; we don’t just cast them off and let them drift,
hoping they’ll find shelter in the storm of life.”

Max responded, “I tend to exaggerate, I admit
it. We’re certainly beholden to equip them with caution and smarts,
the tools of survival, but they need to experience the storms, just
as the world needs the storms. Every drop of water coursing down
the gulch, even the lazy languid waters of late summer, causes its
minute amount of erosion, its imperceptible changes in the
streambed, but a hundred years of lazy waters doesn’t equal the
erosion caused by a single great storm. In just a few hours such a
storm might have the power to change the very course of the stream.
So it is with us, one emotional storm brings more changes to the
individual than decades of mundane living. Needless to say, unless
you’re a total dolt, every day brings its learning and insights and
growth, but the true fulcrum of change comes once or twice or three
times in a lifetime when a Category 5 typhoon-of-the-mind blows
through.

“Try to shelter the kids from the natural
course of events, and ultimately you do them no favor. Mortal life
is merely a testing ground for the life of the spirit to come. If
you believe in the afterlife, then the quality of the love, the
truth, the service one brings to life on Earth is far more
important than the length of time one resides here. Not to imply
that one should ever purposely shorten one’s life or take
unnecessary chances. That kid will be sad he was called to leave
this Earth so soon, but as he gives his all in the world of the
spirit, his fate will not cause him to double guess God.

“Moreover, the ability to enjoy a comfortable
life at the expense of others’ well being, even to be the richest
person on the planet, cannot possibly be a worthy trade off for an
honest spirit.”

Tomas probed, “Why is this spirit you’re
talking about so hard to see, so hidden and cloaked in mystery? I’m
surely not afflicted with the great desire to amass wealth or
manipulate life to my personal advantage. I understand exactly what
you’re saying and that’s pretty much how I live my life, but
somehow the spirit eludes me.” Tomas was infected by seriousness
beyond his age, grayness often overshadowing his sincere smile.

“Forget it young fella, not to worry. You
keep up exactly as you’re doing and the big picture will show
itself soon enough. Maybe the reason why it’s hidden so well is
that it wouldn’t be worth nearly as much to the soul if everything
were plain, clear and obvious. If free will isn’t involved, if the
individual cannot see and feel the spiritual plane through the
stone wall of the material, one just hasn’t reached far enough.
Above all, the beauty of the message is that you don’t even need to
know it’s a message. If you live your life in a halfway reasonable
manner—‘do unto others…’ etc—you’re set.”

“I take some comfort in what you’re saying;
ultimately I’m not that worried. Basically, I’ve been doing my
thing, trying to be reasonably productive, waiting for something
exciting to happen to bring me out of this quandary, these
doldrums, maybe the better word is the morass of pondering and
questioning I’ve been stuck in lately. Well, gramps, what do you
say about a traveling companion? I could use a change in
scenery.”

A woodpecker broke the momentary
silence—‘rat-a-tat-tat…rat-a-tat-tat’— and they stood still to
listen and try to locate the direction of the sound, not an easy
task in a thick primeval forest. Back on track, “Sure,” not having
needed much time to consider the question, “I’d be happy to have
you aboard.”

“Thanks, my spirit is really aching for
movement, any kind of change or meaningful challenge.”

Stopping reminded Max of how out of breath he
was, “Hey, why don’t we find a spot to sit down for a few minutes?
They wandered on a bit to a tiny clump of soft grass that backed up
against the trunk of a downed tree that stood about chair level.
Max chose to use it as a chair back and gave his obligatory grunt
as he settled in on the grass. Tomas sat a few feet away.

Off to their right about twenty feet on the
other side of the trail was an 800year-old Douglas fir, about 10
foot diameter. Craning his neck to see the top, it looked to Max to
be about 240 feet tall. Just a few feet away was a western hemlock
about 400 years old and seven feet across, and down the hill to the
left a grand fir, in the white fir family, that was four foot
diameter and maybe 250 years old. Interspersed among the towering
evergreens were spindly—because they received so little sun under
the conifer canopy—examples of early succession hardwoods: big leaf
maple and the shrubbier vine maple and alder, chinquapin,
elderberry, and dogwood.

In natural succession after fire, landslide
or other natural disaster, not to mention clearcut logging, the
hardwood trees sprout first and act immediately to stabilize the
ground. As they grow bigger, they fertilize it with their leaves
and fallen branches—the alder in addition is a natural fertilizer
as it fixes nitrogen in the soil. Meanwhile, the first Doug firs
have also seeded, and been quickly overshadowed by the very
fast-growing hardwoods, whose broad leaves provide good ground
cover. They continue to grow, only more slowly, which in turn makes
their rings closer and wood stronger and better quality.

Douglas fir is the king of Northwest trees,
notwithstanding that the redwood tree, which grows nearby to the
south but not in the immediate vicinity, has much greater stature
and 2,000-year longevity. Rather the Doug fir earns its title from
its stamina and adaptability, which has made it the most widespread
species, as well as the second in size. Of all local conifers
except the pines, it’s the one that can best thrive on dry, rocky,
even mistreated soil. The others, the grand and noble white firs,
Shasta red fir, western hemlock, incense cedar, and Port Orford
cedar all await the Douglas firs’ preparation and enrichment of the
land and the shade they provide before they can begin their own
life’s story in a healthy way.

Very curiously, Doug fir is not a climax
tree—the greatest is really servant to species that might live only
half as long—and will not grow easily under a dense canopy. Climax
species are less susceptible to disease and more adapted to cool
moist ancient forests. Douglas fir’s adaptability to roughshod life
after clear-cutting or natural disaster is reinforced by its
superior commercial qualities, which often made it the only species
that was planted during pre-transition times of crass cut-and-run
forestry. Its minor susceptibilities, greatly exacerbated by the
practice of even-age monoculture tree farming, caused it to be
frequently hit with infestations and disease, resulting in the loss
of whole forests when the Earth’s environment got totally stressed
out at the apex of transition in the twenty-teens.

They headed back up the trail that began to
ease away from the creek, then skirted a small meadow that was
invisible through the thick trees. Max had a feeling that the cabin
was close by—the original trail that led to it hadn’t been
detectable for the longest time. He hadn’t been in this spot in
more than a decade. He hesitated…pondered…and tried to scope out an
easy way through the underbrush. “Let’s try this way.”

It was slow going—ducking overhead branches,
fighting off ferns almost their height, tripping over downed
branches, climbing over fallen trees that stood in their path. Then
the first inklings of a sunlit clearing appeared through the trees.
The meadow was only a couple of acres surrounded by tall trees. It
only allowed the sun to invade its coolness at its daily peak, and
was covered with waist-high grass turned brown after the long
summer drought.

The cabin was situated on the north side of
the meadow, facing south to take advantage of whatever sun might
show up. They turned left and in a short time came upon the
remnants of Gray’s cabin, though it was so well hidden by the
encroaching forest they nearly passed it by. The meadow was slowly
contracting and there were now trees growing in front of the house,
which once stood in full sunlight. The natural, cyclical,
biodegradable detritus of more than a century had nearly covered
the rock foundation. Tall shrubs and grasses were growing out of
cracks in it, while the remaining structural timbers had so far
degraded towards their essence they were barely distinguishable
from the indigenous organic material.

The International Homestead Act of 2232 set
aside specific areas within public lands for homesteading, with
only a few restrictions: no permanent foundations are allowed,
fencing is limited, no tree larger than eighteen inches in diameter
can be cut without special permission, and the land cannot be sold
or transferred in any way; it always resides in the public domain.
Many individual jurisdictions had opened their public lands
previous to the Homestead Act. However, it took until the 23rd
century before the world’s population had declined to less than
four billion, thus making it small enough for free homesteading to
be possible on a planetary level.

It was originally allowed as an escape valve
in transition times. The collapse of mechanical, chemical farming,
which happened, historically speaking, in a breathtakingly short
time, created a sudden and overwhelming need in the developed world
to repopulate the countryside. Besides, at about the same time the
fossil fuels necessary for factory farming became too expensive,
their cumulative effect, over half a century of intensive use, had
seriously poisoned, depleted and compacted the soil. The marginal
lands no one would have considered to use for crops previously were
the only lands not poisoned and trashed, so they were pressed into
use to feed the world’s billions.

Today, homestead lands are reserved for
hermits, naturalists, huggers, and people who just need to get away
from civilization and society for a while. It’s as easy to be
connected through cyberspace here in the mountains of Southern
Oregon or the summit of Mount Everest as it is in Manhattan or
Shanghai, so hermitage as the ultimate getaway is strictly
optional. Most of the people who choose this lifestyle are trying
to prove something; they are typically here for not much more than
a year or two. They tend towards doing without the electronic
connections knowing their escape is temporary.

Living rough in the woods is a highly
regarded endeavor in the year 2999. Much as going to college to get
an education to boost financial rewards was the cultural norm in
1999, going into the woods to get an education to learn about the
essence of life is one of today’s norms, for we huggers anyway.
Ultimately there is no more important pursuit in life. Max was
eternally grateful, or so he often conveyed to the gods, for the
many years he’d had the pleasure to spend in the forest.

“What was Gray’s story?” Tomas asked.

“As I remember it, he died some twenty or
thirty years before I first came to the Claim, so it’s about a
century and a half since he lived here. In stories I heard, he’d
come by the Claim every few months to pick up supplies and get just
a smidgen of news and public affairs. After an hour or two, he’d
get fidgety and have to hurry back to his cabin. Exclaimers would
pick up store-bought necessities so he could avoid leaving the
mountain. He was wild, untamed-looking, and Ichabod Crane skinny,
with a mustache that completely covered his mouth, merging into a
beard that hung down past his chest.”

The Aquarian is extremely tolerant of
quirkiness and estrangement. As long as no one else is hurt in the
process, individuals are free to be as wigged out, loony, or just
plain outer spacey as they wish. The Aquarian Age exemplifies free
expression married with the most profound altruism. Sadly the water
bearer often exacts a high price for that gift of freedom; many
cannot make it as socialized beings. Reclusive behavior is their
only option.

Tomas was struck by the image and spoke up,
“I’d say ‘That’s weird, who could live that way?’ except I can’t
help feeling a tinge of that escapist mood myself at times. It
comes in waves; I can barely control it. I mean, why are we here?
What’s the purpose? I know it sounds strange but I can’t help
thinking this life is just too easy. The world is incredibly
beautiful and impeccably maintained. No one goes without shelter or
is hungry who didn’t choose that condition; there’s no human mind
that hasn’t benefited by as much education as they either desired
or could make use of; there’s no one who has to work hard,
sacrificing their personal lifestyle choices solely for mammon.
Society has advanced immeasurably since the times of warring and
despoilation…the hard work and courageous endeavors have all been
done. In ancient times, people were challenged and tested, they
fought, they struggled, they triumphed or lost all, but most people
didn’t have time to think about all the wherefores and whys.”

“I understand what you’re saying. I’ve taken
a lot of stands in my life that were controversial or
iconoclastic—breaking the rules, sticking to my beliefs— but I
often think about the dark days when people were routinely
imprisoned or tortured or killed simply for their beliefs. Would I
be as brave, I wonder, about speaking my mind if that meant twenty
years in prison or horrible physical abuse? Yes, I believe that
those individuals able to keep their spirit intact under duress
were grateful for the experience, once they reached the mansion
worlds on high. Their strength serves them for eternity. At the
same time, a great many potentially good souls did not make the
cut. Life was sometimes so harsh and unforgiving they could become
blind to the spirit before them and lose the gift of eternity.

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking that they
weren’t likely to question life’s purpose,” Max continued. “Neither
should you assume that our life is too easy just because we’ve
tamed the material world. The ancients thought about life plenty,
perhaps in simpler, more basic terms. We, however, have ample, if
not greater, mental torments. Our inner trials don’t shake the
Earth, but they do shake our Earth. It’s very similar to olden
times, when the richest people were often the craziest. We are all
rich today in the highest non-possessive sense of the word, but it
only ratchets up our potential for personal estrangement to another
level. The mad scientist is alive and well in the year 2999.”

 


 



Chapter 11


Riverside Sauna

 


By the time they returned to the settlement,
Max’s old bones were crying out for a sauna and swim. After they
had searched out a lunch snack, they headed down to Cripple Creek
to the family’s swimming hole and primitive sauna; the perfect
place to get clean and hang out on a warm sunny day.

In contrast, the bathhouse, which sat a short
ways from the courtyard, is usable in all weather. Beautifully
done, it is replete with a jacuzzi that accommodates eight people,
a separate single-person tub, a fine cedar-paneled sauna and a
hand-painted tile shower large enough for two.

Simple solar collectors are used to heat
water; a parabolic collector that focuses the sun’s energy onto a
bed of rocks heats the sauna. The rock bed can be isolated from the
sauna to allow the heat to accumulate and be stored for later use.
A high efficiency wood stove provides backup—the time when a hot
bath is needed the most is also when the sun’s energy is weakest.
In the same building, but accessible from a different entrance, are
the Claim’s laundry facilities. The solar water apparatus is quite
extensive, so it makes sense to combine uses. The greatest demand
for baths is morning or evening, whereas laundry is often done
closer to midday. Every dwelling unit has a solar powered shower
but it would be considered extravagant and environmentally
overbearing to have a tub in every house. Besides, the jacuzzi and
sauna are good opportunities for the family to get naked and come
together. Needless to say, in warm weather it’s a lot more fun to
be outdoors down by the water.

In great contrast to the bathhouse’s
craftsmanship, the creek-side sauna is a simple, primitive wickiup
design dug right into the sand of their tiny beach.

Eight supple young tree branches were bent
into semicircles and poked into the sand. Above the rounded
branches three layers of translucent covering are placed—to reduce
heat loss. Up to ten people can fit comfortably, sitting on the
sand. Adjacent to the sauna is a parabolic collector and storage
unit, which can keep the rocks hot for several hours after the sun
sets, similar to the one in the bathhouse. Since creek-side saunas
at night or in winter are uncommon, wood burning is seldom
required, but, of course, there’s no problem finding wood on those
rare occasions.

Early fall makes it warm enough to hang out
by the water, but not to drive one into the stream the way a really
hot mid-summer day would, so there were relatively few adults there
mingled among the complete kids’ contingent. The slow gentle
end-of-season water was just beginning to cool from its hot summer
maximum. It was still nowhere near warm enough for Max’s taste, as
the tropics had settled into his bones. Coming down off the high
mountains, sheltered from the sun by big trees, and with only rare
pools to allow it to warm up, Cripple Creek is always cool when it
isn’t teeth-chattering cold. However, no matter how cold it is,
there’s never a problem getting in after a bone-melting 190º sauna.
That was actually the only time it was easy for him to embrace the
cool water, though even then it was hardly a long encounter.

They crawled into a full-bore sauna; it was
as hot as they get. Greg and Barry, nicknamed the ‘sauna boys’, who
seemed to live inside the wickiup for months at a time, prepared
and kept it warm on a daily basis. A sprinkle of water can cool you
off a bit to help prolong your stay. Also beach sand is gently
rubbed in one’s body as a cleanser. Paolo, who was also inside, had
collected herbs—camphor, mullein and sage—dipping them in water and
setting them on the hot rocks, from which a blast of healthy
aromatic steam erupted and pervaded the small space. When you
simply cannot stand it any longer, you stagger out, run over and
jump into the river. After the intense heat has opened your pores,
the cold water washes away all sweat and toxins and closes them up
tight. There is nothing more cleansing or refreshing; it takes
hours for the glow of health to fade.

“Paolo, it’s been great being back and
hanging out with you again.”

“You can come back and stay after your
trip.”

“Whoa, not that great.” Max offered a knowing
smile, “Different times for different phases. I’m now in the laid
back tropical mode. Old bones are fond of balmy climes.”

“That part I have to agree with, but I’ll
probably never want to give up the challenge of warding off the
weather. I’ve spent plenty of time in the tropics for the sheer
experience, but this just feels better to me now.”

“It’s pretty great that we have so many
choices. All around the world and still at home.”

“Hard to imagine, isn’t it, how so many
people are still tied to job and mortgage and fixed in place. What
a strange way to live.”

“Still, we’re such a small minority. Go
figure.”

Tomas spoke up, “I sure wouldn’t question the
spoutings of a couple of wizened old grubs, but I often wonder if
it wouldn’t be easier to be mainstream. Look at my mom: if this
life wasn’t so free and easy, if she actually had to work and
function and be responsible, she might not have gotten so
crazy.”

“You’ve got a point there, ” said Max, “but
the obverse impact of living that simple and straight life is the
limits it places on the individual. If it reduces craziness, it
also constrains innovation and advancement. If you’re free to be
crazy, you’re also free to accomplish a lot more.”

“What you’re saying may all be true, but it
doesn’t ease the pain I feel being rejected by my own mom. I’m even
more peeved about her irresponsibility in mating with a man who had
no interest in being a father.”

Marge spoke up, “But Tomas, many children
living in nuclear families get along terribly with their parents,
whereas you’ve had dozens of surrogate parents to relate to.”

“Of course, I would never want to demean or
belittle everyone’s love and consideration for me; I don’t mean to
give that impression. But unfortunately logic doesn’t always enter
into it. It’s like being adopted—many adoptees never get over the
feeling of rejection.”

“All I can say before I crawl out of here,”
Max was reaching the limit of his heat tolerance, “is that
fortunately for me I felt totally rejected by society, found myself
here, and have counted my blessings since. Thankfully, I was always
just a little too weird to be able to snuggle up to the normal
world.”

At which point he dragged himself out of the
sauna and half disoriented, ran over to the creek and dived in,
knowing full well he would loudly broadcast “YIKES!” when that cold
mountain water acted like it was going to seize up his spine. He
stayed in just long enough to wash off the sand he’d spread over
his body and catch his breath, and went right back into the sauna
for a second charge.

It was good to be home. Max had spent more
time here, about 40 years altogether, than anywhere else on Earth.
Add the 30 years he had lived in Portland and, when people asked
where he was from, Oregon would always be his answer. On the other
hand, ‘everywhere’ would also be a reasonable answer, considering
the fact that during the other 73 years he’d lived in 15 or so
other places on every continent, in addition to all nine family
homesites. Once he had fully grasped the freedom inherent in the
hugger life, he knew there’d be few limits on how much of the
planet he could travel. The world is there for the taking; it’s
sitting there waiting for anyone who possesses even a mediocre
spirit of adventure to come and see and enjoy and experience. Max’s
wandering spirit was irrepressible.

After the sauna, Max dallied on the
postcard-sized beach with his family, friends and sometime lovers.
Relaxing here on the Claim’s semi-private beach— semi-private
because all riparian zones are part of the commons—he was struck
anew by the great privilege of hugger life in contrast to straight
life.

Could any amount of money, status or power
secure a healthier, more beautiful setting for daily life? The
Claim is hardly the most spectacular or dramatic or wondrous place
on Earth, it’s more a simple straightforward beauty, but it’s free
for the asking, there for the taking, waiting in the wings for
anyone capable of tuning in. There are plenty of reasons people can
conjure up for accumulating wealth, but on the most fundamental
level, nothing could buy a better place to live or sweeter place to
get naked and sweaty.

Meanwhile Tomas went back up to the
settlement to wrap things up for an indeterminate absence. There
was no way to tell when the coming adventure would end. Though he
easily carried his weight in the shop and general upkeep, his
departure wouldn’t really impact the daily workings of the Claim.
Each is an individual, yet indistinguishable and wholly dispensable
participant in a fluid, ever-changing whole. With no job to ask
leave of, nor living space to make payments or rent on, nor
pressing family obligations, nor possessions to store or dispose
of, he could leave with confidence in an hour’s notice.

The Exclaimer family has a
life beyond any individual. Or so we’ve
come to believe after all these years…but really…the Claim is no
more permanent than the wind, no more lasting than a snowflake in
eternity. Isn’t there some arrogance in presuming, as we often do,
that it will never die? It can be awfully easy to get complacent
after surviving, or rather prospering, for a millennium. The world
has experienced a very long period of peace, harmony and
fellowship; could it be that turmoil and trauma are next on the
cosmic agenda?

 


* * * * * *

 


Max lazed around till the long shadows of
late afternoon cast a pastel glow over the swimming hole. He had
brought his hammock along and had strung it between two small trees
a short distance from the rollicking kids and still active sauna.
Close enough to still be part of the scene, just far enough to
create the space to observe it from and be able to meditate upon
it.

Marge spotted him and came by to talk and
keep him from getting too separate and into his own thoughts.
“Well, Max, how’s it feel to be wrenched out of your staid, soft,
semi-retirement?”

“Ambivalent? I’m really not sure. One side of
me is prone to fatigue-beforethe-fact feelings.”

“You mean you get tired just thinking about
traveling and such?”

“Yes, something like that.
Any big project or endeavor will do that to me, but what also comes
to mind is, ‘What better thing do I have to do?’ I’d hate to
pretend I was terribly busy or into anything of import. I haven’t
published a book in more than a decade. The
Lollygagger’s Guide to Enlightenment is
hardly a seminal work, though it is somewhat ironic that I would
write about the need to see life as easygoing just before it does a
180 degree flip and forces us to juice up our batteries and charge
into the fray.”

“Max, you can’t expect to
duplicate the success of The Profits of
Doom every decade, or even
Slice of Life, your book
about that wiggy circumcision cult that appeared a couple of
decades ago.”

“I didn’t even fully realize it at the time.
Wouldn’t you say that it and all the other cults that have surfaced
recently have turned out to be a harbinger of even crazier times
ahead?”

“I guess, but why pick on poor foreskins and
smegma for exorcism? Foreskin is good, that extra skin wiggling
around adds to women’s pleasure, and smegma’s a good
lubricant.”

“Do you like the taste of smegma?”

“Not especially, though it’s just a little
salty and gooey textured.”

“Probably like come then?”

“You’ve never had the privilege of tasting
it?”

“I’m afraid that aspect of sexuality is one
I’ve always shied away from experiencing.”

“You’ve never been turned on by other
men?”

“I can’t say that. I just feel it’s a book
best left unopened, an unnecessary

psychic rollercoaster that I don’t need. I
have no moral or philosophical objections to it; it’s just not for
me.”

“I’m glad I don’t have that problem.” Marge
loved needling Max a little.

“Problem?”

“Forget it. What was that cult about
anyway?”

“They’re expecting the return of bad-boy
Satan and all of his sidekicks and want to have their act cleaned
up.”

“Well, now isn’t that apropos. What else is
happening in the changes we’re going through besides the return of
evil incarnate?”

“You got it Marge, biblical prophecy about to
come true again.”

“Well Max, there’s your next writing project,
a modern day sequel to Doom, drawing parallels between the
corporate mindset that brought on EG and the attempt to recreate
those same conditions today.”

“Sure, I could write it as a projection, a
prediction.”

“Or why not a novel? Fiction nearly always
has a wider reach; you could even write it as a look back from the
future after it’s all been sorted out and the world has returned to
normal.”

“That’s been done before, but still you may
have a point, might be the best angle to approach it from.”

“We know it’s all going to work itself out in
time. This is a temporary glitch, a slippery patch of black ice, a
momentary backward slide.”

“Marge, that realization is what keeps me
going, what shields me from getting too depressed about it
all.”

“Are you glad to be back in spite of the
pressure of circumstances?”

“It’s home. Of all places it’s the piece of
Earth I’m most attached to. Besides, there’s nowhere on the planet
like the Pacific Northwest. I’ve explored dozens of natural forests
in every climate zone on every continent; everything else is
anticlimactic. No matter how beautiful and impressive they are, I
always ask, ‘But when are they going to grow up and become big
trees?’ Regardless, for me, for now, the tropics harbor a special
fascination. Besides, I never have to wear a long-sleeved
shirt.”

“What is it about jungle habitats that draws
you? I’ve spent plenty of time in those settings, but I always feel
like a visitor. It just doesn’t pull me in.”

“The essence of equatorial rainforest is its
excessiveness; it’s overdone, an embarrassment of riches, it’s too
much of a good thing.”

“Max, you’re speaking in riddles.”

“That’s actually a good way to put it. What
does it take to make things grow? Warmth, moisture, and sunlight,
and yet ancient trees in the tropics, where all three are found in
abundance, rarely live more than 300 years. When you wander
through, you see few large ones. Perfect hot humid growing
conditions are also great for rot, for insect infestations and for
lianas, the many varieties of vines, some very heavy, that envelope
and eventually bring down many trees.

“Then there’s the rain, typically in much
greater amounts than we experience here, relentless in undermining
tree roots. The trees that do manage to get old in spite of
everything generally have buttress roots, the kind that snake above
the surface, sometimes extending 40 or 50 feet from the trunk, and
act as stabilizers, otherwise they just couldn’t hold their ground.
The torrents of rain that crash down also leach nearly all the
nutrients out of the soil, so it’s very thin and clayey, nothing
like the thick, spongy floor of a temperate conifer forest. The
only plant foods at their disposal are the continually dying and
decomposing leaves; they biodegrade so quickly under those perfect
conditions that they often don’t even cover the ground.

“These conifer forests are staid, spacious,
even orderly compared to the tropics where everything is a riot of
growth. Twisted knots of lianas hang everywhere. Palms, rattan, all
manner of plants and trees vie for space wherever the sun has been
able to reach the surface after a large tree has fallen.
Interestingly, the major plant activity is up in the canopy, where
entire ecosystems crowd the treetops, providing habitat for small
animals and birds as well. Mosses, epiphytes—plants that need no
soil to grow in—and others that make do with soil they are able to
create themselves high above the ground, fill the notches and
completely cover the wide surfaces of large horizontal
branches.

“Tropical flora is so incredibly diverse only
a person devoted to learning identities can come close to mastering
its inherent complexity. You’ll be walking through the forest and
spot a tree with an easily identifiable fruit, and then maybe walk
for miles before you see a second specimen, compared to here where
you only find a dozen or so different trees in any square-mile
patch of forest. I once, naïvely, thought I’d pick up a tree book
on my way into a tropical forest trek, to see if I could learn a
few of their names. I learned pretty quickly it was no task for an
amateur.”

“So you still don’t know any names?”

“By now, quite a few actually…well if you
consider 30 or 40 quite a few. Compared to the hundreds of
different trees you might come across on an hour’s hike, not many.
I’ve had help identifying and tagging the major species around the
Cebu mountain homesite from a professional arborist, but
remembering their characteristics to identify other specimens is a
slow and laborious process.

“To give you an example of the challenge, one
of my favorite spots is Mt. Kinabalu Park in Sabah State on the
Southeast Asian island of Borneo. Picture this: at the 6,000 feet
level is a forest that includes 40 different oaks. Imagine trying
to tell them all apart. Then go a bit higher up the mountain and
you see a dazzling display of orchids covering almost every tree
branch. Most amazingly, there are 1,400 different varieties
dispersed around the mountain. Add 25 species of begonias, about
the same number of rhododendrons, and loads of other flowering
plants and your eyes feel assaulted by a stunning and wondrous
melee of colors. And I love the ferns; the 450 different species in
the park range from tree ferns to the tiniest, daintiest specimens.
In one or two square meters of trail cut there’ll be more varieties
on view than are present in all of Southwest Oregon. There are even
10 different carnivorous plants. Mt. Kinabalu is special even
compared to the average tropical forest, so much so that I keep
going back. It would take a lifetime to really understand what’s
happening there botanically, but I keep plugging away a little at a
time.”

“I’m glad you can do those kinds of things.
I’m almost embarrassed for saying it but as long as I’ve lived in
this forest I can’t do much more than tell if it’s fir or pine or
cedar.”

“It kind of surprised me when I first arrived
here how so many of its denizens could live amongst these trees and
only occasionally get interested enough to go out and learn about
them or even just hike in their midst. They’d always be puttering
around the compound, whereas I’d feel compelled to get out and walk
for miles nearly everyday.”

“I guess I’m one of those
hang-around-the-hearth types. Maybe because I’m so surrounded by
the forest, I don’t feel the need to actually go out into it.”

“That must also be a bit like what’s
happening on a global scale: the trees are everywhere so why worry
about this patch or that.”

She returned with a sardonic, “Seen one, seen
’em all.”

Max played along, “As long as I get mine, I
don’t care what happens after I’m gone.”

“If God hadn’t wanted us to cut them down to
make picket fences, He wouldn’t have put them here.”

“Those eco-freak extremists care more about a
bunch of half rotten old trees than the welfare of the human
race.”

“Besides, there’re so many trees you can
barely see the forest.”

That cracked them both up.

When they recovered, he asked, “What about
you, Marge, how’s life? And Hernando, where’s he at and what’s he
been up to?”

“Get this, at the age of 135 he’s decided to
become an acupuncturist.”

“So he must be off to China.”

“Yep, Shanghai, right in the heart of
it.”

“Why not? Good excuse to travel and
experience life elsewhere; however, after partnering for 110 years
you must be pining for him every minute of every day.”

“Not quite, my friend, though I do often
ponder the amazing fact of living more than a century with one man.
At the age of 25 I could scarcely have imagined what has actually
transpired.”

“You did have your wild side.” He longed to
add, ‘And I did sorely want to share more of it,’ but thought it
better to let the instant dissolution of their short-lived tryst
live on in mystery than indulge in curiosity over such ancient
events.

“Thankfully,” Marge responded, “else I’d
always be wondering what I might have missed out on by fastening
onto one partner so early.”

“You could’ve done a lot worse. I’ve always
looked up to him as a paragon of calm—steady and centered. Contrary
to my own tendency to unravel and flail about, to absentmindedly
walk into lampposts, he always seems to be spot on.”

“Looks can deceive, Max, he’s toting around
lots of psychic baggage.”

“Sure, but it never ruffles his feathers,
he’s always steadfastly whistling a tune and floating above it all,
or at least projecting serenity. That has never ceased to impress
me. Acupuncture seems a perfect fit for him. You sure wouldn’t want
me poking needles into your forehead. What about you, Marge?”

“Art, astrology, family, the kids, the good
life—same old, same old. With all systems in order and all
necessities provided for, where is there to go?”

“Be careful what you yearn for, Marge, ‘same
old’ may soon be no more; part of a droll but fondly remembered
past.”

By now the sun had descended below the ridge
on the far side of creek and quickly prompted a chill breeze trying
to balance the air pressure and temperature of the still-warm ridge
with the cool, sheltered ravine. This prodded them to move along.
Max took down his hammock and they walked slowly up the steep
embankment through a thick patch of small scrub oak and cascara
trees. The sun soon warmed them again as they reached the
settlement clearing where its oblique orange rays would extend for
another half hour. Before parting to prepare for dinner they hugged
and lingered to share a last few words, thankful that they had
found the time to hang out together.

Dinner was simple fare of millet topped with
sautéed broccoli, collard greens, brightly colored flowering kale,
cauliflower, and homemade but not homegrown tofu—there isn’t enough
space in a mountain setting to grow staple grains and beans. For
the carnivores, there was the addition of pan-fried trout caught
fresh that day. It all was topped off with a honey carrot cake
dessert. Once again, unbeatable eats.

The talk at dinner focused on cyberoracles.
As with any dalliance with psychic questing, one cannot allow their
use to become commonplace or addictive. Oracles will always speak
with multiple layers of meaning and can be suspiciously ambiguous.
They cannot, will not, ever give definitive answers but rather
limit themselves to enhancement of the individual’s reasoning
powers and cosmic insights. Thus for those desperate for answers,
excessive use of the oracles diminishes their value and further
obscures their meaning.

This is even truer of computer-based visions
than the systems of old based on fixed points of reference. The I
Ching, for instance has eight trigrams, sixty-four hexagrams, and a
few more than 1,000 possible combinations, each with its particular
meaning. Not so for the cyberoracles since their range is only
circumscribed by the limits of the mind that’s making the inquiry.
The possibilities are nearly infinite; the potential for
misinterpretation equally so, since they work by using the
combination of conscious and subconscious mind to manipulate the
electrical charges that course through the oracle’s digital
passages.

Somewhat akin to dreams, they can, at seminal
times, be prophetic. They’re more likely to be a jumble of barely
decipherable images conjured up by the subconscious trying to break
through the conscious mind’s thought controls. It’s all very
similar to dreamwork in which, in most cases, all cognition is lost
upon waking. The clarity of the answer depends on the concentrating
ability of the operator’s mind, as well as the purity of the
question asked.

Cyberoracles first became truly functional
around 2300 when scientists first got to the heart of how the mind
works and how thought waves could be used to manipulate material
presences. All science, this field included, had been set back at
least a century by society’s decomposition during EG and its long
aftermath. The resources simply did not exist to advance very far
along technological lines. The first century after EG was spent
picking up the pieces of a world shattered into countless minute
particles and trying to puzzle it back together again.

The first cyberoracles either used the old,
standard keyboard—using words, phrases, or random scratchings—or a
touchboard with the inquirer’s hand or finger movements as half the
input necessary. That is melded in the computer with the
individual’s thought emanations, to create a dynamic scene, either
on a three-dimensional screen or, as most people prefer, simply
from an aesthetic viewpoint, in a modern day crystal ball. There
are numerous different hardware setups and lately—well, within the
last 200 years—systems that are totally mind-manipulated have been
introduced. However they don’t seem to work as well. Their messages
come out too strange and jumbled, too much like raw, cryptic
dreamwork. There’s something about the grounding of tactile inputs
that moderates the antics of pure mind and produces a clearer
picture.

The Claim’s oracle, dubbed ‘Clyde’, resides
in one of its greenhouses. Any form of static
interference—superfluous noise, wayward thoughts—can skew the
vision so it must be placed in a quiet, meditative location. For
the Claim’s oracle, nothing could be more appropriate than being
enveloped in warm, green, living plant vibes. Marge would operate
Clyde, accompanied by Max, Paolo and several others. The observers
have to remain in the background and keep their minds clear and
open.

Complementing its touchboard and mechanical
components, its digital circuitry, is a fairly large egg-shaped
crystal. Resting on its fat end, it stands about 18 inches tall. In
preparation for the session, the lights were dimmed and after a few
minutes of quiet were maintained, Marge’s fingers, taking on a
sentience of their own, began slowly tracing two circles, starting
in the center, then heading up and out and back. At these first
movements, crackly light streams began coursing through the
crystal. As her finger movements quickened and began putting
increasing pressure on the board, the crystal was filled with a
brilliant angry stroke of lightning, bright as a photoflash.
Momentarily, it let out a thunderous crack with a sound as loud as
the machine could make. They were taken aback, stunned by its
intensity: no one present had ever seen such a display.

Marge was shaking, her heart
was racing, and though her fingers were resting, the crystal
continued to emanate subtle light shows. There was lightning, but
in the distance, and it remained difficult to tell what was being
illuminated. Once her heartbeat subsided a bit, her fingers began
to move again, but this time they swung from one side to the other,
slowly at first, but then wildly, then intertwining and then
erratically. All the while the crystal remained curiously dark
until an image of the Earth appeared in the midst of a devastating
quake. The scene was so powerful they could almost feel the earth
rumbling under their own feet, and then, ‘r-i-i-i-p’—a large fissure opened up
in the ground.

Then, with Marge’s fingers barely moving, a
serene idyllic scene appeared. Yet there was something grotesquely
amiss. It was an almost too perfect, too nice, too innocent
landscape of mountains and forests set off by a calm and aloof blue
sky. As the view began to zoom in, they realized that all the trees
were lined up in perfect rows and identical, to the placement of
every leaf. Their fruits—my, they were strange indeed. Giant
talking prunes in eye-smarting phosphorescent colors all loudly,
insistently babbling at once, as best the astonished crystal
viewers could make out, ‘eat me, love me, take me home, I’m
yours.’

Marge pulled her fingers from the board and
the crystal abruptly shut down. The strange fruits were silenced
and the seekers were speechless. Powerful, literally earthshaking
images mixed with terminal wackiness. The oracles are not
necessarily known for surety or clarity; as with dreamwork, nothing
connected to the human subconscious could be so, and yet these
images were compelling and dramatic. They unmistakably conveyed
great power.

Under normal circumstances, only when
life-threatening situations are at hand do dreams convey direct and
obvious images. Only then can they break through the mind’s
protective shell. One is not supposed to ‘know’ the future— outside
of those exceptional circumstances. The oracles are limited to
guidance, to insights that help the seeker towards proper decision
making—were they too direct, might the privilege of free will be
usurped? Tuning in to the cosmic mind will not, cannot supply
winning lottery numbers at the behest of the supplicant, only at
the discretion of the cosmos.

After a suitable and heavily weighted
silence, “I’m finished.” Marge was fried, her voice trailed off,
her wavy hair was practically standing on edge.

“But Clyde isn’t,” commented Paolo, “I’m
convinced he has more to tell us.” All were surprised at Paolo’s
insistent tone and sat expectant as he took over the driver’s seat.
After a suitable few moments of meditation, his fingers began to
move, tracing the same circles that Marge had started with, but
this time the crystal remained mysteriously dark for an unusually
long time before distant, muted arcing lights began to appear.
These continued erratically for several minutes until a similar
bolt of lightning appeared, and though it’s inherent strength was
equivalent, it also was somehow muted. Their own images observing
the lightshow appeared in the crystal.

A very strong feeling was also conveyed that
they were witnessing a scene that was both past and future and that
was true on two levels, as observers of the crystal as well as
observing participants in it. Very strange. At that point a
powerful lightning strike hit their cherished ancient stop sign and
turned it into a pillar of fire. Wow. And even more perplexing and
enigmatic, their images within the crystal were simultaneously
nonchalant and devastated by its spectacular and fiery end. Paolo’s
fingers began increasingly erratic gyrations, culminating once
again in a massive fissure opening in the earth, except this time
it was in the center of the Claim. It abruptly closed up again, but
the two sides were not at the same elevation. Exclaimers were seen
almost playfully scrambling up and sliding down the nearly sheer
surface of the fissure.

At that point the scene abruptly changed to
show Paolo’s representation in the crystal walking through the
plantation of strange, talking-fruit trees except this time they
were showing signs of disease and rot. They were all weepy and
whiny, saying to him, ‘We offered you the world, we gave our all,
but you treated us so heartlessly; you’re so naïve, you selfish
creature,’ at which point the crystal went blank and all further
finger and mind entreaties fell, as it were, on deaf circuits.

If Marge’s session evoked stunning
apprehension, the two together left their thoughts and feelings in
a profound state of foreboding. Yet there were still touches of
optimism embedded within the images. One absolutely certain aspect
of the oracle was that superlative changes were ahead. It
unquestionably was going to give them loads to digest and ponder
for a long time afterward.

 


 



Chapter 12


Satellite Transmission

 


Individual holographic signals can be beamed
to the various buildings in the complex, but only the community
building can handle multiple transmissions. The meeting would take
place in the large open central living area where room could be
made for the eight holograms from each of the family’s other
homesteads. It is being held at this late hour to accommodate
others in far-flung time zones.

Most family homesteads come in pairs, urban
and rural. This allows an easy exchange of produce from the country
to the city and reciprocally the extra people from the city needed
during planting and harvesting. People flow back and forth easily;
some spend an equal amount of time in both, others skew wildly
towards one of the two lifestyles. In the two temperate homes,
Oregon and Bohemia—formerly the Czech Republic—people tend to
gravitate towards the country during the summer to enjoy the quiet
and ease of living, then head for the culture and comforts of the
city in the winter.

Portland, an early example of a green
ecological city, is companion to the Siskiyou mountain home, the
original Claim, and is, at 300 miles apart the most distant of the
pairs; Prague, one of the world’s premier cities of antiquity and
intellect, is paired to the Bohemia farm, 25 miles outside of town;
Cebu City in the central Philippines is only 40 miles from the Cebu
mountain home; San José, capital of Costa Rica, one of the best
preserved countries in the world, is an hour’s drive away from the
beach-farm homesite.

The exception to the pairing rule is a small
compound of three houses in Pokhara in central Nepal. It’s a small
dreamy town, surreal in its awesome beauty, that sits on a
sparkling lake at an elevation of 3,000 feet with a backdrop of
Annapurna—at 26,000 feet, among the world’s tallest
mountains—looming over it. The trail that surrounds the mountain
has over time become part of the family’s ceremonial rite of
passage. It requires more than two weeks and the traverse of a
17,600-foot pass. The family is partial to lush forest or mountain
hideaway settings, as opposed to airy, wide-open desert, savannah
or plains.

The transmitter will pick up interactive
signals from the nine stations and beam life-size, real-time
holograms in a three-quarters circle with the local crew in
attendance taking up the remaining quarter. The people in San José
saw the circle in the perspective of their hologram’s placement.
These holograms were looking at holograms, eye to eye, observing
the scene as if they were there in person. They looked so real one
could almost be fooled at times. Only a few people from each site
would be able to participate—there simply would not be enough room—
though nearly everybody else would observe from the background.

At a few minutes to eleven, the first
transmission arrived from the seaside farm in Costa Rica. Mister
Jack, bearer of his famous and infectious cackle, came barreling
into view. “Yo, Jack,” said Max, “how’s it going?”

“Must admit, I’ve been taking it easy lately,
but that only means I’m more rested up for the rumble. I’m ready to
scrap.” Jack was one of those indefatigable and unshakable
defenders of the arboreal world, or for that matter anything to do
with the environment. He could fight for the life or health of
every single threatened tree and never slack on optimism.

“Don’t worry, you’re the first one in the
battle plan loop.”

The beauty of this man is his ability to
never get discouraged, to never let setbacks threaten either his
determination or his absolutely sincere mile-wide smile. Yes, I’m
good enough at smiling, and I always seem to know how to return
from disillusionment, but Jack’s got a secret, some kind of chant
or meditation or drug that keeps him serene, angelic, above it all.
Hope he’s up for this biggest challenge of all, that it doesn’t
dampen his enthusiasm or resolve. Especially after tonight’s
oracle, my own optimism is under extreme duress.

Bohemia popped into view, followed quickly by
Cebu Mountain, San José, and Portland, and a hearty chatter
erupted, many people not having spoken to each other for years. The
ability to connect to every other person in the world in full-life
representations rarely inspires a need to actually use that
capability—with exceptions of course. For most of those akin in
spirit to the Exclaimer family it engenders just the opposite. The
Y3K generation, but especially Exclaimer types, cherish ‘in
person’, non-virtual reality. One stays in touch electronically but
leaves the visiting for real life. Everybody takes off at least one
month per year for an extended vacation and travel; for the
majority it’s closer to two. Conventional wisdom also strongly
urges everybody to take an extended sabbatical at least every ten
years.

Travel is highly regarded and in the context
of extended human longevity everyone has ample opportunity to visit
and explore the world. Virtual hugs?

They’re just not the same. Technology is
there for humanity’s use and edification, a tool to enhance human
contact, not to skew and control it. It is there to serve; a great
gift, which if not sufficiently respected and understood, has the
potential to create disaster—as the Y2K generation so harshly
learned. Personal contact is cherished; virtual contact
abjured.

However, harbor no misconceptions, Exclaimers
are hardly mainstream, normal, average or middle in regards to
anything political or social, so their haughty disdain for
techno-dependency isn’t widely shared by the masses. They are a
part of a lifestyle, a culture, members of a clan that with
extended connections encompasses 100 million people. For a
millennium at least, many communalists have predicted that the
mainstream is destined to become us. Realistically, it still is far
from happening. Still, if one takes a long enough view, one can
certainly see how society has continually, albeit slowly, moved in
our direction. Concurrently, perhaps we’re always raising the bar
because we always seem to be just as far out of it, just as removed
from the main currents.

However much technology and society as a
whole has progressed since the transition, modern lifestyles would
undoubtedly impress Y2K’ers as primitive, pastoral, even quaint.
The 20th century’s sleek skyscrapers? Most that remain have been
turned into monuments, which, as irony would have it, has turned
out to be a more cost effective approach than dismantling them.
Many great buildings have been built since the breakdown, but they
are temples to God or tributes to the exaltation of some earthly
endeavor—learning, science, entertainment or sports. They are not,
as in the reckless past, exclusively temples to profit, each more
luxurious and self-promoting, crowded together, devoid of logic or
feeling or understanding of human needs.

Nonetheless, the influence of the communal
movement is far greater than our numbers. We represent the
activist, the true believer who is capable of and ready to mobilize
on a moment’s notice to defend Earth Mother. We represent the
conscience of the natural world and make it impossible for the
exploiters to have their way, or at least have their way without
repercussions and serious discussion, in mistreating the planet.
Now we are pressed to bring our cumulative forces to bear on saving
the planet’s collective heritage.

Paolo called the group to order, “OK folks,
why don’t we get started?” He had to give everyone attending five
or ten minutes to say ‘hello’ and exchange gossip. “Really good to
see everybody. Our forests are faced with a grave threat. We’ve
gathered tonight—this time rather; I always forget it’s only night
for some of us—to organize, inform, solicit ideas, and just gab.
We’d like to try to wrap up in about an hour and a half. Why don’t
we let Max start and fill us in on what’s happening.”

“Grapevine has it that the North American
Legislature, at the behest of LC Free, is working on legislation
that would authorize forest harvest with clear-cutting. There’s a
feeling their interest stems from recent research on the conversion
of high-density wood into high-intensity fuel. Right now we’re
working strictly on hearsay. The stakes are big and they’re trying
their best to push their logging plan through before too many
questions get asked or we huggers get organized.”

Jason from the San José farm piped in, “This
reminds me of one of the prime factors behind the historic
decimation of the American forests: the discovery of industrial
processes that allowed paper to be made from wood.”

“The wood pulp process was certainly a factor
here,” Jonas spoke up from Prague, “but deforestation was a problem
long before the industrial era—whole ancient civilizations went
into decline after their ecological heritage was wasted. Forgive me
for bringing the Bible into this discussion, but the Old Testament
is full of references to God taking vengeance on wayward, sinful
nations by turning their land into thorns and thistles. The old
Christians, even some fanatic contemporary ones, take that warning
literally, but what it really speaks of is the certain outcome when
a nation treats Earth Mother with indifference and arrogantly
assumes personal desires and wants, not to mention greed, take
precedence over the health of the planet. Scrape off the topsoil
and lay bare the land, in effect tormenting the ecosystem, and what
you get are thorns and thistles. They’re the first plants to grow
back in poor quality, disturbed soil.”

Miriam from the Bohemia farm chimed in, “How
can we possibly go backward after all this time? Don’t all forests
have full protection?”

“Not really,” said Max, “I believe it’s
actually more tradition and social pressure than hard-wired
statutory protection. As I understand it, by the time humanity
could pull itself together enough to take stock after the climax,
or shall I say, nadir of Entropy Gaia, which left only ten percent
of the world’s natural forests intact, they were so shamed by what
they had done that the bulk of the world’s nations placed strict
prohibitions on the cutting of any tree anywhere—well, let’s say,
any tree of any stature—depending on the circumstances that might
include something like trees that were more than 12 inches in
diameter or 30 years old.

“By the time many of the forests had
returned, taking a minimum of 50 years, and they could once again
theoretically be exploited, the tradition of protecting them was
the prevailing pattern. Besides, with extremely limited resources
to tap—only small trees available to cut for that half a
century—they’d been forced to develop alternatives. The disaster
was also still fresh in global consciousness and almost five
billion people remained on the planet, so the dire consequences of
returning to the times of wanton deforestation were all too fresh,
immediate and clear.”

Paolo, the Exclaimer family’s resident de
facto legal advisor, offered his understanding of the legal
question, “As I remember it, the law prohibits any change liable to
have a significant, or maybe the wording is measurable, impact on
the biome. I hate to say this but, considering the world’s current
population of 1.7 billion, taken in the context of the vast extent
of old growth forests that now grace the planet, the number of
trees involved is not going to have a discernible impact on
climate, or any part of the macro environment, not for many
decades, at least not at the rate that’s being talked about. The
same goes for local ecosystems, as long as their plan is minimally
sensitive to the surroundings.

Of course the clear-cut itself will look like
a disaster zone, but if they stay a good distance from streams and
they aren’t too big…”

“You sound like the devil’s advocate,” chimed
in Lola from San José, irate and emotional, “we’re talking ancient
trees…”

“Hey, relax, I’m only describing what we’re
up against. I fell into a stupor for hours when I first heard the
news, I still can’t believe it,” exclaimed Paolo, becoming
emotional himself, “it’s unreal, it makes no sense…exploit
paradise? Egads.” Regaining his composure, “Of course, we know once
they get their foot in the door with their paeans to
self-determination, that will all change.”

Another voice interrupted, “And start the
whole growth, overload and then disaster process once again.”

“Exactly.” Paolo took back the floor, “It’s
more than just cutting forests. It’s a whole philosophy of growth
and exploitation nearly identical to the prevailing culture of
crash times, and it looks like Free has convinced a lot of
ever-fickle Demopublicans and even a few wacko Zealots to join with
his Libertarians on this matter. He’ll have a clear majority even
without the minor parties. His goal is no less than to start the
‘grow-or-die’ development pattern again.”

“What’s the party breakdown now Paolo?” asked
Randi.

“Here in North America, we Greens have 24%,
Demopubs 36%, Libertarians 20%, Zealots 12%, Socialists 5%, and the
remaining three are divided up amongst three minor parties. We have
no chance if the DP’s sign up to his agenda.”

Marge took an opportunity to get in to the
fray, “LC Free’s rap is so alluring: freedom, self-determination,
personal liberty, individual rights to wealth and prosperity, free
will. What could sound better?”

“I agree,” said Max, “It’s seductive; a song
of the sirens, harboring certain disaster. He’s playing on the
typical Joe’s desire for wealth and comfort; according to him, ‘The
world is tired of being run in the image of a bunch of
un-reconstituted hippies espousing a philosophy that has never
appealed to more than a radical fringe of society.’ In reality he’s
not considering anything but his own political and personal
gain.”

Tomas questioned, “No benefit of the doubt,
huh, that he actually believes what he’s saying?”

“He must in his own demented way but …”

So the debate raged on.
Though only a diminutive set of cogs in a complex global mechanism,
they would send out a worldwide bulletin to all kindred spirits.
The gears they set in motion, the alert that was to get bells
ringing in every communal outpost in the world, as well as among
individual environmentalists everywhere, would stir up an outraged
polity and morph into a formidable political movement. This has the
potential to instigate demonstrations the order of which hasn’t
been seen on the planet in a long time. Civil disobedience would
not be out of the question: tree sitting, chaining, getting in the
tracks of and staring down irate loggers. This could get exciting.

They would personally contact everyone
outside the Exclaimer family with whom they had connections. Maybe
they could help organize a giant rally and concert in Washington,
the ancient capital. Zeus Bucket would probably play; a million
people on The Mall; that would make a difference. Should they so
desire, everyone has ample personal time to be involved. Some
people are workaholics; they simply cannot relax, no matter what,
as is true of every subculture on the planet. Not surprisingly,
since our very lifestyle is orientated towards less stress and
therefore less work, we have more time personally to participate.
Since we share so much, we can send large numbers of activists into
the fray; the ones remaining behind can easily take up the slack.
Besides, as the forest is our home, we have the strongest
self-interest in protecting it. No effort will be spared; all of
our forces will be mobilized.

No matter his community’s
enthusiasm, however, Max was not optimistic. Something else is happening here; the deck is stacked against
us. People at large have been lulled by the ease of life in Y3K
into forgetting the awful consequences of disrespect for Earth
Mother. LC is preaching comfort, wealth, expansion, a new era of
growth for humanity…it’s baloney, pure baloney, and no different
than the attitude that led to EG in the first place. They even had
an excuse back then: they didn’t know better. It’s been too long;
people don’t want to remember.

He wasn’t going to infect the group with his
doubts and pessimism. Their adversaries were on the move already.
Rather he informed all of them that his road trip would be
continuing. This was a time to make personal connections, develop
strategy, and coalesce forces. He was on his way to Portland and
then probably directly to Santa Fe, the capital of North America,
and then to the East Coast and maybe beyond. His itinerary was open
and anything was possible.

 


 



Chapter 13

A Lift to Portland

 


After a leisurely breakfast, hugs and
farewells all around, Max, Tomas, and Santos, who would give them a
ride to the interstate corridor, headed down the trail to the
highway. The way back was considerably more downhill and less
taxing. Since they were in no hurry Max took time to hug and say
farewell to several of his favorite crusty, thick-barked old
trees.

The family owns a small multipurpose piece of
land at the trailhead where they maintain a storage shed for
supplies headed up the trail, a garage to park and work on their
vehicles, and a small cabin for overnight stays. They have an
arrangement with a nearby friend who keeps horses they can use to
pack their bulky needs up to the Claim—once or twice a month was
usually sufficient. Neither their place at the trailhead nor the
Claim itself has adequate pasture for horses. Max wasn’t especially
fond of riding; otherwise he could easily have ridden one up the
trail. Besides, he enjoyed the solitude of being alone in the
forest. His own hard breathing was enough of a disturbance to the
natural ambiance; being accompanied by a large animal would have
totally changed the experience. He relished the challenge of a
strenuous hike as well, and more to the point, dreaded the day when
he would no longer be capable and independent. He was committed to
pushing his envelope…but not too hard, mind you; overwork is worse
for longevity than being lazy.

The three Exclaimer community-owned
vehicles—a pickup, a van and a small car—have a really nice home in
which to stay dry or go under the wrench. They have no need for a
bigger vehicle since their wares, which they sell for sustenance,
are necessarily low bulk, high value. The garage is an airy,
high-ceilinged pole, beam and big plank building with lots of
windows and skylights. It has all the requisite passive solar
mentality, but no attempt was made to make it always cozy like a
living space, so it’s not well insulated. When it’s cold outside,
it’s cool inside if the sun has not made a sufficient appearance
that day. It’s just a garage; it rarely gets frigid here and their
vehicles are very well tended so there are few times when emergency
repairs need to be made. In other words they can almost always wait
for a sunny day to do mechanics. Besides, the vehicles don’t care
all that much.

The cabin is a simple affair, with a look
similar to the garage, but built tighter as a living space needs to
be. The length of time it takes to walk the trail makes the trek
problematical when people arrive at the trailhead late in the day
or when they need to be in town early. Inclement weather will also
encourage some to wait out the storm in the cabin. It has bunks to
accommodate several people as the need arises. Occasionally an
Exclaimer with business in town will make an extended stay, but
overall it might not get used for weeks at a stretch.

When they reached the trailhead Santos broke
out with, “Well, I do believe we’re riding the beater Benz today;
looks like somebody’s got the Aries. Actually, I kind of like the
old tank; it has certainly gone around the mountain a few times and
done its share of hard work.”

“Sure enough looks the part,” commented
Max.

“Last time I looked, it had 1,142,000 miles
on it. A lot of that was jouncing around rangy mountain roads and
even blazing a few trails. Probably every piece of metal’s been
replaced at least once.”

“2814 model, isn’t it?” asked Max.

“Nope, built in 2809, one hundred-ninety
years old and still groping along.”

“Hey, it’ll probably still be tooling around
the Siskiyou byways long after I’m gone,” added Max. “You know, I
just don’t see the new car thing. This bucket will get you there in
the same time and do it with a little character. When you think
about how much work it’d take to pay for one, it just doesn’t
compute. Why put in years of work to own four new wheels? Whoa…I
can think of a lot of things I’d rather do with my time than toil
for a shiny hunk of metal.”

“What makes new cars so expensive?” asked
Tomas.

Max responded, “The biggest cost of producing
a new car today is energy, and that’s true whether you use good
old-fashioned steel or a synthetic structural material. Obviously,
the metal itself, in the form of scrap, is cheap and plentiful, but
it takes a lot of juice to get steel hot enough to turn liquid. A
big chunk of all of the iron ore that’s been mined in history is
still around—the world’s declining population has turned it into a
surplus commodity. It’s just reforming it that is the problem. So
once you go through the trouble of melting it down, once it gets
made into something new, it has to be made to last.”

“Are their special rules that manufacturers
have to follow?”

“Very stringent rules, in fact. International
standards, in place now for several centuries, mandate that all
mechanical parts be designed to last at least half a million miles.
Moreover, all manufacturers are required to meet interchangeability
standards. Every transmission made for a certain size and type of
car has to be adaptable to fit every similarly sized car. The
insides can be completely different as long as they mount the same
way. That makes parts very easy to find and since design changes
now happen on very elongated timetables, some parts have been
interchangeable for hundreds of years. There’s also a requirement
that vehicles be easy to fix, and when their time is up, quick and
simple to dismantle. Every ten years the International Auto Design
Standards Committee meets to discuss proposed improvements, but
lately the changes are few.”

“Why is that?” asked Santos.

“Well, think about it: how many improvements
are possible? After you include the latest in aerodynamics, the
greatest efficiency in motive and power plant design, and getting
the most out of structural materials, then what’s left to do? It
takes an easily calculated amount of energy to move a certain
amount of mass a specific distance—the second law of
thermodynamics. Maybe the angels can transport themselves without
ostensibly consuming any terrestrial energy, across town or through
vast stretches of space in nanoseconds, but on the material plane,
as mortal beings, at least at any level of development that we can
conceive of, the fundamental laws of physics cannot be
abrogated.

“The first one hundred years or so of auto
design development saw it go from slow, boxy, unreliable and
uncomfortable to sleek, fast and powerful. In less than fifty years
from the assembly of the first smoke-belcher, cars were able to go
as fast as can be safely driven. What good is speed technology
after that?”

Ancient sci-fi writers pictured private
flying machines; technically no problem, they’re in limited use
today, but impossible in congested city settings, and they’re true
fuel guzzlers. The concept of remote controlled highways was also
in vogue back then and small prototype sections were installed in
the most congested corridors. Once again, the added technology made
the system far more expensive than an ordinary highway and its
utility was marginal.

Beginning at the virtual disappearance of
fossil fuels in the early 21st century, technology has concentrated
exclusively on safety, recyclability, fuel efficiency, and
self-produced motive power. Nonetheless, all the advanced
technology in the world doesn’t change the fundamentals: psychics,
magicians, teleportationists and angels may be able to roam the
ether at will, but for the rest of us here in the material plane,
when we want to go from point A to point B, we are forced to take
one lumbering step at a time. The best we can do is to try to
approach the theoretical limit of efficiency. So now the cars we
drive are built stout and sturdy to last and be safe even at the
cost of using extra energy. All energy is renewable, though
some—the biofuels—require a lot of effort to produce.

Cars today are based on complex multifuel and
multistorage systems. The Claim’s old beater has four electric
motors, connected to each of the wheels, and the entire body is
coated with solar photovoltaics. It is a simple matter to build a
car that runs solely on solar power if the array is made big enough
and the car is light enough and it only needs to be driven when the
sun is out. Those cars are available but they really don’t cut it
for most people who, even if they live in the desert and only want
to drive in the daytime, are concerned about the safety issue of
driving an ultralight vehicle.

The Benz’s solar collectors produce about one
quarter of the vehicle’s motive energy needs during sunny
weather—on a flat surface, that is, and at a reasonable speed—and
they produce and store energy whenever the sun is out. The main
storage is a flywheel, a very simple storage technology for all the
energy that the car doesn’t immediately need.

A second source of power is provided by a
small combustion engine, which as long as you’re willing to pay the
price, produces electricity and gives the car unlimited range. The
Benz has one further unusual and rarely used energy source, a hand
crank attached to a hefty spring that spins the flywheel. The crank
is geared way down to make winding the spring a minor effort,
albeit a heavy time consumer. Twenty minutes of cranking will get
you a good bit of exercise and another few miles down the road.
It’s used mostly in emergencies. One way or another, that vehicle
will get you where you’re going.

Santos checked the vital fluids and kicked a
tire just for show. He had signed out the vehicle and would be
responsible for any damage. The Benz hadn’t been used the day
before so the sun had fully charged the flywheel. They hopped in
and wiggled around till they found comfortable spots in the
thoroughly timeworn seats. The original upholstery had frayed
through half a million miles ago and been replaced with a
succession of blankets, rugs, and other sturdy fabrics. Trinkets
and baubles hung from the roof and panel and added their wind chime
songs to the structural rattles that were present on even the
smoothest highway.

The morning clouds had already dissipated so
the sun was on their side, but it was 40 miles to the train so they
would either need to use fuel or get cranking. As long as the sun
is shining, the car would move, but ever so slowly without
secondary power. In fact, Santos was just the type to poke along at
15 miles an hour. Traffic is light in this sparsely populated part
of the world, but still most people would go a little crazy going
that slow.

From the trailhead they glided downhill—using
the motors as brakes to slow the car down and generate
electricity—on a narrow winding road. The trees on both sides were
so large they created a nearly complete canopy over their heads,
only speckles of light filtering through. “I wonder if they’ve got
their eyes on these trees we’re passing through?” mused Tomas.

The thought made Max’s heart sink. “Really
hard to say…but big trees and so close to the road…they’d be easy
pickings.”

“With all us huggers around?” exclaimed
Santos excitedly, “They’d be asking for ‘muchos problemas’.”

“They might choose to start here just to
challenge us and flaunt their power, or they could as easily start
somewhere more remote and try to sneak up on us. There are plenty
of trees now, so they really don’t need to be in our faces. One
thing for sure, we’ve been complacent, enjoying our own little
paradise, thinking it was inviolate and too important to be in
jeopardy…but there are likely to be interesting times coming.”

The road straightened as they reached the
valley and drove through a medley of pasture and cropland
alternating with patches of forest. The dry season had turned the
grass and weeds by the roadside golden brown but new shoots of
verdant green were again showing up after the first rains of the
fall.

Oregon land use rules mandate at least twenty
percent of each rural parcel must be left natural, including a
minimum of 200 feet on both sides of every streambed, including the
intermittent ones. All permanent fish-bearing streams have long
been in the public domain, or at least easements secured to allow
unlimited access, and nearly every stream corridor includes a
bike-pedestrian trail. The stream corridors are further connected
with natural strips so as to interlace the entire state with
protected green corridors. Public easements also allow many trails
to be cut through natural areas on private property.

When it comes to the commons—public
access—Oregon is now and always has been a leader in protecting the
people’s natural heritage. The only exception to that rule,
ironically enough, was the forests. Their great value and the
immense pressure to cut them in the rapid run-up of world
population to 7 billion people around the cusp of the 3rd
millennium led to almost the entire state being turned into a tree
farm. Big trees of the stature one can see everywhere today were
venerated back then as individual museum pieces; the few larger
parcels of big trees that survived the devastation intact were very
remote and nearly inaccessible.

As they cruised through the valley they could
see the cornfields had been harvested, the stalks cut and left on
the ground for mulch. The hemp still had a short time to go. ‘No
till, no burn’ farming is the order of the day. Only slow,
lightweight solar-powered machines are utilized for planting and
harvesting, though hybrid solar electric/combustion engine machines
were also needed at times—the sun cannot always be depended on.
Farming is intensive, each plot carefully cultivated and tended,
but not intense—fence post-to-fence post planting on vast acreages
using monster fuel-guzzling machines is both unthinkable and
unnecessary.

Today fields are seldom planted two years in
a row and only the most fertile lands are cultivated; there’s
simply no need to commercially farm anything but the highest
quality land, except for the requirements of self-sufficiency.
Nitrogen-rich cover crops are sown in off years to maintain the
soil at high fertility, and domestic animals are raised in
reasonably natural surroundings. Farming today is sensitive to its
milieu and makes sense in a fundamental way.

Rural population in this part of the world
has not changed much from Y2K times even though total world
population is now only one-fifth its former high. During the crash,
people spilled out of the megacities to repopulate the countryside.
Rural land here had been poisoned, depleted and abused similar to
conditions everywhere, but it had never been as intensively
exploited as the Great Plains or California’s Central Valley. At
least here one’s labor could scavenge shelter, scrape up food, and
grow fuel.

The world had to be rebuilt from its
foundation. It wasn’t easy; it took a good century for Gaia to
settle down into a livable functional pattern, especially with the
Earth’s population still up in the stratosphere at nearly 5
billion. At least they had finally recognized the necessary markers
for a more balanced and spiritual life and could see the way of the
future.

At the junction of the country road with the
main highway sat a small city, the market town for the surrounding
valley. Strict land use laws mandate that every urban area,
including towns like this that have only 2 to 3,000 people, be
compact and efficiently designed. The preservation of farmland is
not the motivation, though it was in the past. Smooth, efficient
functioning is critical to the thinking behind the laws, but even
more importantly, compact design is conducive to community feeling.
The center of town is medium density, up to four-story buildings,
and largely auto free and is surrounded by neighborhoods of
single-family houses. Singles and seniors tend to live in the
multistory mixed-use buildings in the center of town giving it a
lively air, while most families live in the single-family housing
on its periphery. That way, even a small town can enjoy community
and exhibit a little excitement.

They skirted the town on the highway bypass
and headed straight up towards the interstate corridor. The right
of way on either side of the highway leaves plenty of space for a
natural area with thick stands of trees and includes a bike/
pedestrian path on both sides. In the same way that the old
interstate highway system allowed a motorist to cover the US
without ever stopping for a traffic light, a bike rider today can
cover North America without ever having to share the road with
cars. It is promoted heavily by the regional government as a
totally safe and pleasant, not to mention healthy, way to travel.
Nobody pretends that bicycling can supercede other modes of travel;
only that anyone who chooses to travel via bike does the world a
favor by making it a healthier place.

They made a leisurely run to the interstate
corridor propelled by a full sun utilizing minimal fuel. Small
farms were intermixed with patches of old growth set against
densely forested hillsides. It was an overwhelmingly bucolic and
pastoral scene. Max broke through the silence, “If there was truly
paradise on Earth, it couldn’t look any better than this.”

Santos couldn’t resist, “No way, paradise
could not possibly be so gray, cold and rainy so much of the
year…unless it’s a special paradise for ducks and masochists.”

“I did say look like paradise.” Max feigned
seriousness. “Besides, do you think paradise is only for humans?
Trees have spirits too.”

“OK, OK, I can’t argue there…they’ve
certainly been around a lot longer and seen a lot more than we
have…but who knows if they don’t look forward to a ‘warm dry
afterlife’?”

“I just hope they don’t have to go
prematurely.”

Tomas, always thoughtful, who had studiously
been avoiding the silly conversation, said, “I’m always impressed
at how lush and crowded it is with green life. If you don’t watch
out and continually beat it back, it takes right over. You only
need to respect the forest and it’s a never-ending cornucopia…it’ll
always take care of you. How is it then a people who could be so
advanced scientifically could simultaneously be so blind to the
destruction they were wreaking on this perpetual gift?”

“I see it,” said Santos, “as a combination of
ignorance, undue influence of privileged elites with a personal
stake in deforestation, and the pressure of a huge population. It
crept up on them: you know, start with a small population and take
a little here, a little there, and there is no discernable problem;
it looks like the resource will last forever. However, as you grow,
you’re already into a pattern that’s hard to break when it’s no
longer environmentally supportable. Societies rarely change without
the impetus of crises: inertia rules.”

Parts of this valley, though it floats at
about 1,400 feet in elevation in the lush and verdant Siskiyou
Range, have an almost incongruous parched desert feel because of
the long hot summer. But then wander just a few miles into the
surrounding hills and you come upon a dense home of giants. The
contrast is made all the more striking by a flora exceptional in
its diversity. This area had poked its way out of the Pacific Ocean
eons before the coast or inland ranges to both north and south, and
so there are plants and trees unique to this area that are
throwbacks to ancient geological times. This area also sits in the
middle of two distinct climates—wet, cool Oregon and hot, dry
California so it interposes ferns and rhododendrons with
desert-like manzanita and chaparral.

“You know,” said Max sardonically, “this area
was a favored haunt of late 20th century survivalists. Cults
preaching ‘the end of the world’ in one form or another permeated
ancient American culture, and they were egged on by Armageddon
stories that were rife in the entertainment media and among
fundamentalist Christians and many other groups. The survivalists
stocked up on food and firearms and got themselves psyched up for
the culture’s unraveling.

“It really did have some advantages on that
score: most of its air supply comes fresh off 9,000 miles of
ocean—that didn’t totally exempt the area from worldwide pollution
problems or individual events but it sure helped; it’s nearly
midway between the major population centers of Portland and San
Francisco and was always relatively sparsely populated; far from
any sort of nuclear plant or military base, its mountain topography
allowed many people to squirrel themselves among the trees, creeks
and valleys.”

“So this area has always been a home for
kooks and crazies of all sorts,” commented Tomas.

“Yep, we fit right in.”

“I guess it turned out just as chaotic as
they predicted.”

“They were spot on. Worldwide food shortages
gave birth to roving bands of hungry and desperate people.
Unfortunately for them, with 40 million Californians just to the
south suffering far worse droughts and shortages, it really wasn’t
remote enough. The fact that the culture’s detritus, humanity’s
flotsam and jetsam, might have to walk a thousand miles to find
something to eat or steal was not a serious deterrent. Still, being
cached away in the mountains and protected by ample firearms did
offer some protection.”

While the entire world experienced a severe
multiyear drought, it wasn’t like it never rained. Naturally dry
places like much of California suffered far worse than marine
Oregon where the normally wettest areas still received a little
rain—it wasn’t really sufficient, but it was something. In
California, they’d already nearly tapped out their groundwater,
mining it down to the last few drops, so they had no place to go
for water when the skies dried up. Oregonians, on the other hand,
just had to dig their wells deeper; their ground water had barely
been touched. There was quite a sizeable amount of food grown in
backyards and small lot farms—areas that had not been
agriculturally poisoned. Many of the overused large farms had such
low fertility their productive capacity was dismal. It took many
years of organic farming to get the chemicals out and the quality
and healthiness back into the food. Agriculture reverted back to
earlier, pre-petroleum times when all food was organically grown as
a matter of course.

They cruised through a lush valley then rose
up through forested hills and back down a few times, and now they
were headed into Grant’s Pass—a nondescript market town of about
10,000—and the interstate corridor. They drove up to the station to
check the timetable; trains could be as much as an hour apart.

The station sits at the north end of town,
elevated above the city with a great view of the entire valley.
Commonplace as the city is, the size of the trees laced through the
landscape undoubtedly gives a lift to the spirit. Even with very
strong land use laws that limit urban development outside of urban
boundaries, which provide for a clear delineation of urban and
rural, the city and its environs are seamlessly intertwined—wide
stream corridors and green transportation corridors bring the
natural world into the heart of the city.

The train was due in a few minutes, time
enough to say their goodbyes and good lucks. The sleek,
aerodynamically designed eight-car train eased quietly into the
station. The North American train system uses a combination of
common electric motors and lasers for propulsion. These Laserlift
trains use light only when it’s the most efficient motive force. On
the straightaway, in the flatlands, the fundamentals of
thousand-year-old high-speed train technology can’t really be
improved on much. However, the utility and efficiency of using
standard track changes drastically when trains need to traverse
mountainous terrain since high-speed trains require track that is
perfectly level and nearly straight.

Very wide turns require a great deal of
space, and in the mountains, and even rolling hills that requires
extensive and very expensive tunneling or viaducting. Laserlift
trains solve that problem by lifting the trains as much as 100 feet
in the air, essentially up, over and around natural obstacles.
Wings sprout when they’re up in the air to help with lift and
stability. Instead of a track in those areas there is a large cable
near the ground containing the power and the laser force. Mostly
the train runs pretty close to the cable since the motive energy
required grows with the distance from the cable. Using lasers to
lift and propel a heavy train takes a lot of energy, but
counterbalanced against the need for vast tunnel systems it has
been deemed worth it. So it operates as an old-style train in the
flats and as a laserlift when needed. Either way, it dashes along
at between 250 and 300 miles per hour.

Maglevs, referring to magnetic levitation,
are used in a similar way in other world regions. In the flats they
use simple technology where magnetism lifts the train just a tiny
distance above the track but in rougher terrain it becomes a
supermaglev and runs above the ground similar to laserlift
trains.

The ease of construction allows many more
high-speed train routes to be feasible. Almost every city in the
world of more than half a million people is now connected to the
system. Portland to New York now takes a bit more than 13 hours
with stops. Not fast enough for some, but since train travel is
free and air travel is very expensive, good enough for most. The
high cost of flying, based on heavy taxes and extreme fuel costs,
makes it a travel mode for the few.

Structurally, the cars are made of metal but
the interiors make use of wood and other natural materials. There’s
no substitute for the strength of metal for carriage and
infrastructure, but no need for the extra expense of it when other
materials, because of reduced energy costs, are so much cheaper to
fabricate. Besides the use of low tech materials allows every car
to exhibit individuality— the seats in each car are covered with
different fabric, their wood trim finely carved—no two color and
design schemes are alike.

The 260-mile trip to Portland would take only
one-and-a-quarter hours, shooting past meadow and cropland in the
flats, flying through canyons and over mountain passes. As they
were settling in, enjoying the world flowing by, a woman, well
dressed, with an important bearing and a vaguely familiar look,
caught Max’s eye. He turned to Tomas, “Isn’t that
Joyce…something…state senator from this area?”

“I believe so; Joyce Beatty.”

“Let’s interrupt her privacy and see what she
has to say.” Max walked over—

Tomas followed, observing—and asked, “Excuse
me, got time for constituents?”

“Of course,” she answered. He couldn’t tell
if she really meant it but she was a politician and under any
circumstances knew well enough how to feign interest. In his
characteristically forward manner he led right off with, “I’m
concerned about LC Free’s logging plans. To me it seems to set a
dangerous precedent.”

She sized them up, correctly, as huggers. “I
understand how you feel. There’s nothing like an old-growth forest,
but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to be inflexible and locked into
tradition. Some people consider the forests as sacred ground and
they’re willing to fight jihad for their sake, but we also have to
be practical. They’re too valuable for nearly all of the trees to
be left to rot in the woods. People are important too.”

“But people suffered dearly when they lost
respect for the trees and their needs. We seem to be doing very
well as it is. Why make such a drastic change now after all this
time?”

“I’m getting a lot of pressure from small
land owners asserting their property rights; they feel that
environmental rules are too extensive and oppressive. They say
we’re sitting on a goldmine. Why not take advantage of it? Besides,
at the rate Free is talking about cutting, it’s really not a
significant problem.”

Max was not able to
completely control and mute his emotions; her convoluted logic was
freaking him out. “That’s what they said a thousand years ago, but
then they continued to cut until it was too late.” In his
worldview, calm and cool was the only way to get into and be part
of such a contentious discussion. You probably aren’t going to
change their minds under any circumstance, but you only make it
worse when you become strident. I’d better
get out of this before I lose it. “I can
tell we’re not going to agree on this one. Thanks for your time.”
And they wandered back to their seats.

It was not a good omen, but not totally
unexpected. The average person, especially relatively
simple-thinking country people, still do not see the long-term,
even at the end of a nearly two-century lifespan. ‘The forests are
endless so what could be the problem? There’ll still be vast
forests after I’m gone so why should it matter?’

The planet is turning against its roots,
hellishly bent to destroy itself again. It isn’t just the trees;
it’s looking at the world for its exploitability rather than for
its ability to create personal warmth and stimulate spiritual
quest. What are we here for anyway? This moment of time we spend in
material life is so fleeting…just think…to spend a lifetime
accumulating things and never realize the absurdity of the
trade-off you make. Can 200 years of the most luxurious life on
Earth be equal to life everlasting?

Jesus put it most succinctly three thousand
years ago when he said it’s harder for a rich person to get into
heaven than it is for a camel to go through the eye of a needle.
Surrounded by wealth and its personal prerogatives, the individual
has no need to depend on faith. Strangely enough, having it all
seems to inure one to the needs and sufferings of others. Against
our best interests we strive for riches and discount what’s really
important in life—the quest for greater truth.

Growth is the new byword: growth and
prosperity will somehow transform the world and uplift all of its
citizens. However, once the expansionary mindset is allowed to take
over from life in harmony with the environment, it might set in
motion once again the seeds of its own destruction—overpopulation
and resource depletion. It took several centuries to bring our
population down to a healthy and sustainable level. It makes no
sense to turn back the clock to the failed policies of the
past.

Tomas saw Max’s ordinarily chiseled-in-place
smile fading, “Hey, don’t look so unhappy.”

“Don’t worry young fella; it’ll pass.” He was
dismayed to realize his dark mood was so visible. Imagining what
might happen to the forests he saw all around him out of the
train’s big windows, he said, “I can’t control this feeling of
foreboding I have for the world; anyone with half a heart has to be
affected by the strange vibes afoot. But…I can only do what I can.
Personally, I’m winding down…don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to be
part this classic fight… but, I uh, I was getting ready to lollygag
away the rest of my life.” That brought the smile back.

“Hey, three greats, this could be
exciting.”

“I know, I know, the old Chinese curse ‘May
you live in interesting times’ come to life. It wouldn’t matter
anyway; I’m just taking one day at a time. There is no question in
my mind that this is where I’m supposed to be…you know, going with
the flow. I have to do my part, I’ve never learned how to live any
other way.”

“For me it’s very different; I really haven’t
figured anything out yet. I’ve lived a short, sweet life—no
problems, outside of the mental realm of course, no big decisions,
just waiting for something to slap me in the face. This is my
opportunity to get my butt in gear and maybe do something and learn
about the world outside the mountains of the Northwest.”

“Glad I was the catalyst to get you
motivated.” It was great to see Tomas so in tune with the
program.

 


 



Chapter 14


A Natural City

 


The train stopped only once between Grant’s
Pass and Eugene, Oregon’s second largest city. In that leg it sped
over old-growth-covered mountain passes and descended into small
valleys that were blanketed with the dry golden grasses of early
fall and punctuated by savannah-like hills scattered with small to
mid-sized oaks and madronas. The dry, airy lowlands stood in sharp
relief against the deep greens of the dense cadres of giant
conifers in the surrounding mountains. The rain clouds coming off
the ocean pass over the interior valleys, husbanding their payloads
for the higher ground blocking their eastward movement.

The interstate corridor is an average of a
fifth of a mile wide and includes the freeway as well as the train.
This corridor actually runs all the way from Anchorage, Alaska to
Punta Arenas near the southern tip of South America, though
high-speed trains only serve the Vancouver, B. C. to Santiago de
Chile section. Slower trains in the 80 to 100-mph range serve the
more sparsely populated extremities of the corridor. The
construction of the worldwide train system is a function of the
Global Alliance, though operated independently by the regions.

There are many reasons to own and drive
private vehicles, even for long distance trips; how else would one
get off the beaten path, into the nooks and byways of the
landscape? For some there will never be a substitute for the
convenience of a personal vehicle.

On the other hand, there are indeed
alternatives to driving for enjoying the countryside. Narrow-gauge
tourist trains connect all of the more important attractions to the
cities in the interstate corridor and that is truly enough for most
people to partake of the backcountry and its natural sights.
Narrow-gauge tracks allow for relatively sharp turns, and enable
trains to reach remote beauty spots that would be impossible or
prohibitively expensive for standard-gauge trains. On the
straightaway they can move as fast as the big trains, but there’s
no need to design them for high speeds so they run at less than 80
miles per hour.

For getting from one urban point to another
the trains are so fast there is no comparison to driving and since
they are electric, deriving the greater part of their energy from
solar or hydro power, they are considered worthy of subsidy to
minimize road use. It’s more than that: world culture exalts
travel; all citizens are encouraged to see and experience the
planet’s natural wonders and cultural diversity. It isn’t the
wide-ranging diversity of old times, but within the one world
context, individual cultures are encouraged to keep their heritage
alive. Whatever cyberspace has done over the centuries to wipe out
the space between cultures and connect all peoples, nothing can
ever replace the personal contact of the travel experience.

The last half hour of the trip they raced
through the Willamette Valley, blessed with some of the world’s
most fertile farmland. Every city, every bioregion now produces the
majority of its food supplies. Minimal population and advanced
organic growing techniques enable almost every locale the ability
to grow the bulk of its sustenance nearby. Yet every place likes to
or needs to have something to export. Since this valley is perfect
for growing specialty items—hazelnuts, grass seed, and nursery
plants, amongst others—its agricultural bounty appears the world
over.

They made brief stops in the university
cities of Eugene and Corvallis—the emphasis today on the pursuit of
learning, understanding and higher truth gives them a much greater
prominence than in times past.

“Tomas, have you thought about attending
university?”

“I guess everybody does, but I don’t seem to
be ready. Just the mere fact that I’d have to live in a city is a
major deterrent.”

“Well now, Corvallis is pretty small, and
Eugene at 100,000 people is hardly a metropolis.”

“Granted, but compared to being a half day
from the nearest road? Besides, there’s nothing about higher
education that I need right now; what difference does it make if I
wait 50 or 100 or 150 years?”

“It’s not a question of need but more the
breadth of understanding that

university imparts. I don’t think I’ve ever
actually ‘used’ my degree, but I’ve

always appreciated it, if that makes
sense.”

“Are you saying you’re happy you did it even
if it has no value?”

“On the contrary, it’s had lots of value in
my life in terms of pure learning,

just nothing to do with jobs, earnings or
prerequisites for any activity I desired to pursue.”

“Then why not study on your own.”

“Distance learning and self-study have their
place, but you don’t absorb as much or get the wider eclectic view
of life that participating in the halls of learning, and the
constant debate and questioning that an academic lifestyle
brings.”

“I’ll consider it…at some future date, but
not a foreseeable future date. I’m not ready.”

“It’s your life, but it’s also my job as
three greats to encourage and motivate you.”

“And lecture me?”

“Enough said.”

Max was happy for the opportunity to spend a
little time with his distant progeny. Parenting never ends, or
should never end, but as families are so spread over the world
today, and especially communally oriented families, it’s seldom one
gets the chance to make close contact. He hoped he could help
Tomas, but also realized that the younger generations always have
something to teach their elders.

Only about ten minutes after leaving
Corvallis they stopped in Salem, Oregon’s capital. Next up was
Portland, the state’s primary metropolis with about 800,000 people.
Local trains serve the smaller population centers along the
route.

As they swept into the urban area in the
wide, north-south interstate corridor, Max reflected on the history
of one of his favorite burgs. Its deep decline and redevelopment
had become a model for cities in many regions of the post-EG
planet.

Pearls of urbanity appeared in the form of
largely self-contained neighborhoods. Whether in the flats or
tucked into hillsides, all were cozily surrounded and
differentiated from each other by dense forest greenbelts. Green
strips at the city’s periphery are as wide as the neighborhoods
themselves and encompass between 50 and 60% of the land area. The
closer you approach the city center, the smaller the greenbelts
become, but in no case does green space account for less than 20%
of a neighborhood’s land base.

As most cities today, Portland has its own
distinctive look: peak-roofed, wood frame houses, wood-sided with
ample trim—many remaining from ancient times—are replete with bay
windows and alcoves and big front porches. Newer houses,
constructed with care and craftsmanship, are virtually
indistinguishable from the ancient. They’re all colorfully painted
yet tasteful and subdued, melding seamlessly with the gray cloudy
skies that pervade this area for the greater part of the year.
Every one is different, only rarely can similarities be noticed,
even between adjacent houses. The one clear break from the past:
all have permanent tile roofs. What sense would it make to build a
house intended to last centuries using the 20th century composite
tarpaper-aggregate roof designed to last only 20 to 40 years?

The city’s taller buildings, some up to six
stories, of brick and metal, run the range from ornate early
twentieth century style to modern, but they’re always, similar to
the single-family houses, understated and unpretentious. Downtown,
though it of course exhibits much the same activity and energy of
the past, has been drastically downsized from early modern times.
The lifeless alienating skyscrapers of old have either been
demolished or converted into monumental reminders of mistaken
striving and social dysfunction and disaster.

Each separate community has a miniature
‘downtown’, a neighborhood core consisting of mixed use,
multi-floor buildings up to 6 stories high that comprises about 10%
of its land area. A complete streetcar system connects each of the
mini downtowns to the others and since half the city’s population
lives in the compact high-density centers, the local streetcars
provide excellent service. Moreover since its routes are so dense,
public transit can be economically operated on intervals of five
minutes or less.

Each of the neighborhood centers is
surrounded by a narrow greenbelt. These smaller green strips are
designed to separate the high-impact uses and traffic of the
community’s core from the superblocks of low-density single-family
houses that encircle it. This separation ensures a safe and quiet
environment for raising children and for those other people who are
not comfortable in the energetic bustle of the center.

Traffic flows easily both in the greenbelts
that surround the neighborhoods as a whole and those that separate
the interior superblocks. This community design facilitates easy
movement for pedestrians and bicycles but for cars it’s more akin
to a maze. Autos get around the city with ease but within the
neighborhoods one is much better off using foot or pedal power.
This serves to keep vehicles and all of their negative qualities in
residential neighborhoods to a minimum.

Natural cities laced with wide green strips
and free-flowing streams have become the world norm over the
centuries, but the giant trees of Portland’s natural greenways make
it a world unto itself. Here you have a compact and vital urban
lifestyle and yet every inhabitant is within a five-minute walk, no
more than a quarter mile, of dense forest in which ancient trees
over 200 feet tall are commonplace.

Today’s cities would be unrecognizable to
Y2Kers: the massive, dense, crowded, tension-filled and often
unbearably ugly cities of the past were commonly despised by many,
if not most, of their residents. People felt trapped in their
concrete canyons and oppressed by the daily grind of spending hours
every day moving around on their inadequate and/or dysfunctional
transportation systems.

Olden cities were creatures of capitalism run
amok, of the power of economics above all other values—human needs
counted for little or nothing. The creators of those massive and
inhuman agglomerations of people, the corporate controllers, often
chose to live in grand landscaped estates out in exurbia, far from
the hell they created for the less fortunate of humanity.

It must be said, however, that Portland’s
leaders strove in early modern times to create a more sensible,
sensitive urbanity and it was more successful than most in
emulating a healthy lifestyle. The grow-or-die mania of the times
nevertheless infected and impacted the city’s livability, even if
its negative effects weren’t as pronounced as in many urban
areas.

The immediate depopulation of the cities at
the time of EG, followed by the slow but steady downsizing of the
entire world population over the succeeding centuries presented
planners and civic leaders with an opportunity within a
predicament. Based on everything they’d ever learned or believed or
strived for— growth at all costs; growth as the be all and end all
of civic life—their world was crashing down all around them.
Simultaneously, depopulation, if looked at with an open mind,
offered the opportunity to create an urban life that people could
actually like, one healthy for both body and spirit, one that
didn’t exact a feeling of sacrifice amongst those forced to live
there because of economic or family exigencies.

Max could feel his hometown pride growing as
he pointed out familiar sites to his very distant offspring. As the
urban pace quickened, so did his thoughts.

At one point the city, as a way of life, came
close to unraveling, but its reasons for being never disappeared.
Cities are enablers of personal interaction and development; they
bring creative talents together around the forum of urban life to
discuss and debate, plan for and create the future. However, for
optimal health and livability, the stresses inherent in the manmade
world must be compensated for by proximity to the natural world.
The melding of country and city is akin to living one’s life in
both places.

The country has elements of the city in its
direct connection to cyberspace and the world’s political currents,
but if you want to sing in a concert choir or go gallery hopping or
create political change, you’ll have to live in a city, or do some
long distance commuting.

The opportunity to create higher expressions
of culture requires doing time in urban spheres of influence.
People at the leading edge of change and social advancement have
always gravitated to the city, but up to the beginning of the third
millennium, urban life, necessary as it was, extorted a heavy
mental toll. How is it possible to spend one’s time in a noisy,
polluted, crowded, expensive, dangerous and stress-laden place and
not become eccentric or just plain weird?

Now every resident of Portland lives close to
a natural area wide enough to make it difficult to see across to
the buildings on the other side. The corridor might have a
boulevard and possibly a passenger rail line going through it so it
isn’t necessarily quiet or pristine in any pure sense. Nonetheless,
with its ancient trees, it looks and feels natural. The
thoroughfares situated in the greenbelts are built below grade
level to minimize noise and facilitate pedestrian and bicycle
crossings.

Alternatively, natural green space might be a
stream corridor, wetland, or simply a natural drainage—an
interlaced weave of quiet green not trespassed by local street
crossings. Where they are necessary, they are done with bridges to
avoid breaking the continuity of the greenspace. As expected, both
stream and transportation corridors are replete with bike and
pedestrian paths—and the two are separate whenever traffic
warrants.

Where pedal traffic is heavy—trunk routes, as
it were—bikeways are covered from the rain and sheltered from the
wind with simple structures unique to each neighborhood. Fashioned
of brick, wood, glass, or ceramics, they’re the expression of
community culture and art. Safe and ubiquitous, the bike path
system is a major reason why two-wheelers now provide 30% of all
personal travel in the city. Every house is within two minutes of a
greenbelt bike path and every bike ride is now a positive and
enjoyable experience as well as an important supplier of salutary
exercise.

This urban area was once home to more than
twice its current population. Very little of this green space
existed back then, though it must be said that Portland’s houses
were always accompanied by trees. Still, streets and buildings were
everywhere, covering the greater part of the landscape. As urban
population ebbed after the great turmoil, property values plummeted
and that in turn led to the abandonment of lower quality
housing.

As it was becoming redundant, much of the
city’s land base, including the housing that once was located in
the greenbelts, was turned over to the neighborhoods as a community
resource. Community-owned housing is available for people in some
type of need, usually experiencing some social or cultural
difficulty, who have the option of working in exchange for rent. A
full 15% of the city’s housing is community owned.

Within the context of the worldwide movement
towards less government and greater self-reliance, the
neighborhoods, since they are closest to understanding the needs
and will of the people, have been given semi-autonomous status
within the city’s governing structure. It’s neither necessary nor
beneficial for the minor details of community life to be regulated
by a distant city government. It’s not even possible for that
larger government to truly understand the desires of its many
disparate communities. Each is unique and special and deserving of
its individual electoral voice.

For the first time Max could see Mount Hood
looming above the city to the east, with the green corridors
emanating from the glimmering Willamette River settling his
soul.

Empowerment of the neighborhoods has
significantly reduced public expenditures and excised most of the
anger and mistrust that large numbers of people once felt towards
government. It makes a big difference to have one’s elected
representatives living within a few minutes’ walk, easily
accessible, and part of the community. Besides, the more that can
be done at the neighborhood level, the less disruptive traffic and
related aspects the city has to deal with. Every individual who
takes care of business within a short walk or bike ride benefits
the city as a whole. This urban design maximizes that
potential.

As the population contraction continued, the
dwellings that exhibited charm and character were protected. With
so many lesser quality buildings being abandoned, the end result
was individual houses scattered around and about, eliminating the
packed-in density of early times. The old pedestrian-style shopping
areas better served by public transit remained largely intact for
quite a long time. Now that has all been changed.

The immense retail stores and auto-oriented
shopping centers predicated on unlimited supplies of cheap fossil
energy became redundant. The collapse of the vast distribution
networks needed to supply giant store chains turned them into
worthless hulks. With globalization turned on its head,
manufactured items produced close to home have the inherent price
advantage. There is no great wage disparity anywhere on Earth to
compensate for the high cost of transportation. Therefore, global
production is no longer economic in terms of lowest cost.
Substantial trade takes place in the world but it’s in the form of
specialty items which a state or culture is uniquely qualified to
produce: low bulk, high quality, high value items.

The question of how to deal with the land
slowly being vacated as world population dipped to the present 20%
of its former peak was a long-time challenge. The city would have
looked strange and been dysfunctional with half-deserted business
areas and low-density housing scattered everywhere. At that point
both the stream and transportation corridors began taking shape.
Since many surplus buildings existed, new construction that did not
fill important or exceptional needs was prohibited, as was all new
construction in designated corridors.

After the dramatic decline in energy
availability, the virtues of walking and biking were easily
acknowledged. They became essential requirements of urban design,
making the further reconfiguration of the city around neighborhood
scale natural and obvious. By definition neighborhoods are small
enough to put everything within walking distance. Over the decades
and centuries, as unneeded housing was demolished, the remaining
homes were drawn into neighborhood clusters. Greenbelts became
wider and the developed area became more compact. In that way
relatively dynamic and exciting urban life—utilizing only the best
quality structures—could be preserved in spite of steadily
declining population.

The relatively dense urban neighborhoods, now
surrounded by wide greenbelts, remain from times past as do some of
the former suburban centers. Sprawling suburbia, that lifestyle
totally dependent on private vehicles, became untenable. Much of
that land has now been turned into very wide greenbelts and farm
belts capable of growing a large part of the food consumed in the
city and nearby region.

Having population centers separated by wide
greenbelts does not increase travel time since electric trolleys
are able to move very fast across the green spaces on their own
right of way. Though the total urbanized area has not significantly
changed in the past millennium, it takes much less time to traverse
the space than when urbanity was dense and congested and was spread
evenly across the landscape.

Now urban dwellers enjoy both a vital and
exciting urban life as well as fingertip access to the natural
world. They have all the variety and diversity and opportunity that
city life has to offer, with no trade-off of safety or sanity or
peace of mind. All is accessible on totally safe and bucolic
bikeways. When the big changes came, Portland, nearly always intent
on good government, was at the forefront of seeing and planning for
the future. It shows today in the holistic effect that vision has
had on the city.

 


* * * * * *

 


They got off the train in downtown and caught
the trolley over to the family’s enclave just across the Willamette
in Southeast. They were traveling light; small backpacks were
plenty for their needs.

The Exclaimer Portland commune includes 12
houses on one large city block. Seven of the houses are over 500
years old, a couple more than millennial. It evolved slowly as the
family grew—properties purchased one at a time over a 200-year
period starting about 2050. Over the centuries, many houses or key
components have simply worn out and needed to be replaced; in those
cases, they were carefully dismantled and the usable parts recycled
into lookalike replacements, so technically one can say they live
on. As each additional single-family house appeared, backyard
fences came down to create an extended family enclave. Outwardly,
to the unaware, it looks like any typical inner city neighborhood,
but through the backdoors it is alive and teeming with community.
The block is fenced to the outside primarily to keep little kids
from wandering afield, but also to ensure a relatively private
space for barbecues, gatherings and whatever.

One house serves as community center with a
large kitchen, social area, sauna, hot tub and transmission center;
its upstairs space is used for offices, studios and overflow for
guests. The other houses are all utilized and partitioned
differently. Some are small enough to be appropriate for one
nuclear family unit, while others are quite big: two to three
stories, equivalent to three to five bedrooms. Those are either
divided into two or three separate fully equipped apartments, or
are organized as communal houses where individuals have their own
bedrooms but share kitchen and bath facilities.

Everybody has different needs and desires
that also change over time. Within the enclave, many possible urban
living arrangements are available. As at the Claim, all family
members are entitled to occupy any space that is open and
appropriate. As a result living spaces change hands easily and
fluidly. Similar to the Claim, it all happens without the formality
of paperwork or involvement of money.

Construction costs were amortized centuries
ago, so it takes only maintenance to keep them going. Members have
the option of paying rent or labor in lieu of rent, which provides
most of its personnel needs. While most work at the enclave is
rent-exchange, certain jobs that require special knowledge or more
than a simple maintenance share are paid. As at the Claim, the
Portland homesite includes a multipurpose shop building that
provides employment for Exclaimers. Quite a few members work at
outside jobs or pursue education on the city’s many campuses. It’s
a commune within a community within a city.

The trip was hardly demanding in any sense of
the word except old-timers just naturally like to take it easy even
if they don’t really have to. It had been a long enough day and Max
made no excuses for heading straight for the community building and
a comfortable chair to relax in. Tomas headed straight over to the
shop to see if his friend Danny was around.

Max entered the community house; the first
floor had long ago been opened into a single large space with a
living room area replete with soft seats, a dining area large
enough to accommodate the entire community of about 35, and the
community kitchen.

The room was quiet except
for, oh no, Ellie
preparing dinner. She was his height, borderline pretty with rosy
cheeks of health and spiritual oneness offsetting slightly
imperfect skin and country girl features. She was solid with the
classical shape of an East Asian woman, small firm breasts and
delicate, delectable, unobtrusive derriere. And she was incredibly
soft and yielding, perfectly matching her incomparably tender
heart. Her demeanor was quiet and sensitive though she jealously
guarded her independence and constantly challenged her fears and
self-consciousness.

She was also one fifth his age but that made
no perceptible difference to the power it had had over them both;
it created no meaningful or logistical obstacle to their sharing a
bed for six months. Two consenting adults, each fulfilling a need
in each other; and besides she melted his heart and jump-started
his libido, his touch set her skin aflame and her speech tremulous.
Even in his advanced state of decrepitude and with the experience
of probably a hundred—two hundred?—different women over 125 years
of adulthood, she taught him much about the essential tenderness
and sensitivity of the female gender, attributes which men could
indefatigably strive to understand but never more than remotely
approach.

Like the experience of orgasm, men can only
appreciate and envy the depth and power of women’s passion. The
waves of energy that overtake her as she reaches her few moments of
rapture can never be adequately described by a mere man. Of course,
we’re not just innocent, dispassionate bystanders—over the ages
stories abound of powerful men who sacrificed their very kingdoms
for the love of a woman, even a very young woman. Still, for we
men, as pleasurable as it unquestionably is, it remains a largely
vicarious experience. While we are a very big part of the process,
at its best it’s akin to a great musician playing a fine
instrument. He inputs all the passion, feeling, sensitivity, and
technique at his disposal but it’s the instrument that reverberates
with the music. Ellie was unmatchable on that score.

Needless to mention, there
was no dearth of snide remarks—speckled with knowing smirks for his
supposed stamina—or shortage of backhanded derogation of his
unseemly puppy dogging of such a young woman. Certainly he was
powerless to hide or control the shit-eating grin that marked her
presence. Meanwhile, there was no way he could partake of such a
relationship absent inner deliberations that seemed endless. Is it
right? Two consenting adults, how can it be
wrong? Can it be good? If so, why the widespread and general social opprobrium
against such a conjoining? Are you afraid
of relating to a mature woman? No way, I’m
attracted to women of all ages. I just have to do whatever comes
next. Is sex all you care about?
Hell no, but I sure don’t have the fortitude or
ability to look askance when a spectacular young woman wants to
share her precious, tender shoot of a body and wide-eyed springtide
warmth with me.

There was no important step that Max could
take in life—and every relationship deep enough to include a sexual
encounter has some import— without understanding what he was doing
and believing it was right. There was also no possibility he could
not do what he believed in regardless of the social cost. It was
his life to live and his call to choose the proper pathway. He had
to be true to his own beliefs. There was no level of social
pressure capable of moving him off of his principles.

He had comfortably inserted himself into one
of the soft seats in the living area without attracting her
attention from across the room. His heart was beating, his gonads
astir…was the flame to be rekindled? Just then, sensing his
presence, she turned, surprised, “Max,” she flushed deeply, “how
long have you been sitting there?” and started sidling slowly over
to him.

“Long enough to catch my breath and calm
my…uh …you know.” He couldn’t get over seeing her and wondering if
he might be blessed again with the taste of her slippery, pungent,
delicious yoni.

“I guess I do know. Saw you at the meeting,
night before last. You looked good. I started looking forward to
seeing you.”

Egad…His sixth chakra was rumbling. I
can’t believe my good fortune. “Well, I’m
mighty surprised to see you here. How long since you left Costa
Rica?”

“Only a few months. We sure had a good time,
didn’t we?”

“Must admit, over the last couple of years I
have frequently flashed on our little tryst and wondered if or when
our paths might cross again. And here you are and you’re happy to
see me. What a deal.”

“Of course I’m happy to see you.” She plopped
down on his lap and gave his cheek a kiss. He was in heaven. “How
long are you going to be in Portland? What’s your plan? Will you
stay with me tonight?”

“Three questions at once…probably two nights
on the first; I’m really not sure on the second, it just seems like
I’m supposed to be taking this road trip; and absolutely on the
last.”

“Do you think you’ll be able to make a
difference?”

“Not with confidence, especially after last
night’s session with Clyde. It’s not really clear what I’m doing
except my writing has given me some standing in the community and
I’m good at making speeches. However, it feels like I’m on the
right wavelength so I’m going with it. Organize, lobby, protest…of
course, but how will that change the march of events? I’m not
terribly optimistic in the short run, but that’s not going to sap
my energy or prevent me from doing my part.”

“I really admire you for that, I get
discouraged so easily in these dreary situations.” She had her hand
inside his shirt and was tweaking his nipple. “I’ve never seen you
slack off.” He also had a little tweaking on his mind and his
roaming fingers were heading in that direction…

“Later,” she said, “I need to get back to
work.” As she began to get up Tomas sauntered into the room.

“Aha gramps, getting comfortable right quick,
I see. I checked out a place for you to stay tonight but it doesn’t
look like you’ll need it.”

“Very perceptive.” He introduced the young
’uns, and it looked like ten thousand volts arced between them. She
flushed double; he acted nervous… interesting. “Hey, I think I’ll
check out the sauna.”

“I’ve got to get to work on dinner.”

“I’ll help,” volunteered Tomas.

Max, feeling a little like he’d just become
invisible, went down to the basement where the sauna and showers
were located; the hot tub was outside behind a high wooden fence.
He shed his clothes and took a quick shower, just enough to rinse
off for the sauna. The shower was large enough for two—all tiled in
hand-painted and fired ceramics. Like all Exclaimer facilities, it
was a cross between art and artifact, wisdom and whimsy. The sauna,
cedar paneled, was large enough for six or eight people.
Considering the energy costs, it was rarely fired up before late
afternoon.

He was lucky. Jenny, Rube, and a third fellow
who he didn’t recognize had already brought it up to maximum
intensity. Rube welcomed him, “Well, speak of the dervish,” came
out breathless and languid from the overwhelming heat. Sweat was
cascading out of his every pore. Overweight, lying on his back,
sienna-toned skin, he was the very picture of a basted turkey. “So
what’s the old geezer’s prognosis?”

“Well, you know, it’s hard for me to be
pessimistic because it’s just not my nature, but it’s even harder
to shake off the feeling that we’re going to lose this one. I do
see a powerful political force coalescing—grapevine has it a big
demo is planned for The Mall in DC and we could have a million
people, maybe more, raising a ruckus. However, in the halls of
power, we’re clearly outnumbered. It seems to be a classic contest
of global responsibility versus individual rights and freedom—a
peculiar philosophical predicament for us.”

Jenny entered the conversation as Max
sprinkled a little water on the hot rocks, creating a burst of
steam. “Very true, it is an odd position for us to be in, since we
are easily on the libertarian side in most other respects except
caring for the environment.”

Heaving himself slowly up from the lower
bench, nearly faint from the 190º heat, Rube said breathlessly,
“It’s a ploy, a subterfuge, doublespeak for the masses. We’re
focused on the forests, but the thrust of their message is creation
of wealth, a return to the ‘good old days’ when energy was
unlimited. Conversation to be continued; I’ve got to get out of
here before you have to drag my hulking mass out.”

Max was beginning to get warmed up on the top
bench; he liked to start up high and only descend to the lower
bench when he began to reach his limit. Jenny was splayed out,
breathing hard, immobile. He asked her, “Isn’t Rube gaining weight?
He’ll never make it to the century mark if he doesn’t exert some
control.” The widespread obesity of the 20th century is a joke and
a curiosity today. With advances in science and medicine, the
restoration of a clean and salutary environment, and the
institutionalization of healthy lifestyles, obesity, however
limited in numbers, is now the major cause of limited life
spans.

“ ’Fraid so.” Jenny’s kinky thick black,
gray-speckled hair protruded like a fan, framing a mature
olive-skinned beauty likely to remain with her right to the grave.
Her body was in great shape as it reached the century mark. The
tautness and forcefulness of youth had indeed eroded; but overall
the gentle folds, beginning wrinkles and the effect of gravity on
her breasts were in her case the sign of a graceful and easy aging
process.

“You’re in pretty good shape.”

“Yeah, I stay active, ride a bike everywhere,
work hard at my nursing job, and try to stay focused on the
divine—as we all know, healthy spirit is the number one
prerequisite of a healthy body. Even surprises me how I’m just
barely slowing down.”

“Give it a few years, it’ll catch up with
you.”

“Oh, sure, in no time at all I’ll be decrepit
just like you…hey, let’s hit the hot tub.”

They staggered out the door—he was almost
faint from the intense heat— and into the showers to rinse the
sweat off before getting into the tub. Big enough for eight, the
wooden tub was surrounded by a high cedar fence, just in case a
visitor unaccustomed to nudity might be around; restraints or
modesties amongst Exclaimers are exceedingly rare.

The tub had two jacuzzis and Max trained one
on his lower back and reveled in the water massage for as long as
he could stand it. The three of them talked over old times and
caught up with the far-flung whereabouts of brethren they knew in
common. They also rehashed the sentiments they all felt so deeply
about—the cutting of ancient forests and the general growing
indifference to the environment, reinforcing their resolve and
putting a moral foundation to their efforts—which led to exchanging
information about coming demonstrations and actions. Max was slated
to speak the following afternoon at a downtown rally; his first
speech in what might become a Sadeethon. By the time they were
finished it was nearly dinnertime.

It was time to Om, traditional in all of the
family’s home sites—probably the only way to quiet the rambunctious
tykes—and time to break homemade bread. The connection to the
cosmos through the chant of this universal spiritual syllable and
the tie to the Earth through sharing with family reinforced Max’s
wistful, thankful feeling that their lifestyle was special. It was
comfortable, it was home, it was humble, but it was also high as a
kite—one that is capable of credibly, coyly testing the strength of
the cosmic ceiling, occasionally poking through the envelope, an
instant, an inkling, at a time.

There has to be a connection between extended
family lifestyles and the ability to recognize the needs of and
need for wild, unadulterated wilderness ecosystems and the
imperative to take part in political action. We are taken care of;
our only true mundane financial concerns are those we bring about
ourselves and material-plane needs are served and satisfied within
the natural order. Our local social systems are sympathetic to the
aspirations of the human species, much as the ancient forest
sustains the myriad creatures that live there. They aren’t just
trees and grasses and squirrels and bugs and fish; it’s a whole
organic system governed by a great spirit. Most of society still
has trouble seeing the true value of that world because it is still
caught up in material pursuits, bedazzled by bangles and trinkets.
It’s still challenging its fate, testing the material limitations
of the spiritual plane.

The conversation was humming. John, an old
timer like himself, brought him out of his reverie, asking, “So
Max, what do you expect to accomplish on this road trip aside from
making blustery speeches? Or are you out just for fun?”

“Oh sure, at my ripe young age, all I need is
adventure. However, I must admit, it has already been quite fun in
spite of my grousing about being old and wearing thin. More to the
point, maybe, just maybe, if I get myself to the halls of power and
stick my nose right in the proverbial hornet’s nest, they’ll see
the superior logic of our position and simply fade away. As you can
imagine, however, I’m not terribly optimistic. Still, if you expect
to ferret out the truth, possibly discover collusion or
malfeasance, you’ve got to go in person. Besides, you have to do
what you can, futile or otherwise.”

“You probably just want to go for the
millennial demonstration.”

“Sure, the more the better and no question, I
love gatherings—a million people create an awesome vibration. But
no, I see this as a last ditch effort, for whatever it’s worth, to
change minds.”

“Even so, it’s not the end of the world. It’s
stupid, crazy, mercenary, and myopic, but it’s not the end of
civilization.”

“If it was, old farts like us wouldn’t be
around to see it anyway. It just seems idiotic to discard all the
obvious lessons of the past and set in motion a chain of events
certain to disrupt the Earth’s natural patterns and doom us to
repeat our sordid history.”

After the sauna, and the pleasure of Ellie’s
fine cooking, it was time for music. Jenny sat down at the piano,
Max squeezed in next to her to do the left hand bass. Music was one
of the great joys of Max’s life and over his many years he had
dabbled in a variety of instruments, playing many well, none with
great aplomb. Rube brought out his piccolo—why is it the biggest
people always play the littlest instruments? They were fleshed out
with an upright bass, several guitars, and assorted percussion.
Exclaimer sounds, with only subtle differences between homesites,
tend toward the jazzy and lyrical, with occasional hard driving
rock tunes as counterpoint.

Ellie played a mean violin,
but she and Tomas were out walking the streets and stream
corridors, in abject thrall no doubt. Will
she keep her promise to sack up with me tonight? I guess I won’t be
too surprised or disappointed, or rather let on that I’m
disappointed, if she doesn’t.

The music went on till eleven, at which time
they retired to an animated hour or so of conversation. When Max
did get into bed he was all giddy, jittery with anticipation, and
had a hard time nodding off, wondering if Ellie—the supple and
great—would grace his evening. Sure enough, late as it was when she
snuggled in under the covers and started fiddling with his
instantly awakened diddler, there had been no need to fret or feel
dejected. However, from the looks of things this reunion would
probably not be repeated soon. Good enough: a gift is a gift.

 


* * * * * *

 


After breakfast the travelers and Ellie
walked downtown, only a mile or so away, through an idyllic stream
corridor framed by giant trees and past East Portland Lake, now the
center of a spectacular park. They crossed one of the three
exclusively pedestrian-bicycle bridges that span the Willamette
River and provide an awesome view of the city’s heart. Along with
the reestablishment of the lake, which in early times had been
completely filled in and built over, the east bank of the river has
been reconverted to its original wetlands.

They were headed over to the offices of the
Concord Coalition, an umbrella group of environmental
organizations, where Max could talk over timing and plans for his
speech, as well as participate in general strategizing. The young
folks took the opportunity to volunteer for basic data-entry and
flyer-preparation.

Once their business was finished, they
stopped for lunch at a sidewalk café on a quiet pedestrian-only
street and enjoyed a bout of people watching—the styles of
Portland’s young people can get pretty colorful, not to mention
fru-fru, wacky and weird—and then, with several hours to kill
before the rally, took a short trolley ride to the nearest Forest
Park trailhead. With its ten square miles of pristine ridgeline
forest, broken only by numerous trails and a few maintenance roads,
it has always been one of the largest natural preserves within any
city anywhere. Being so close to the center of town and with more
than a millennium of gracing the Portland landscape, it has
provided a respite from dense, immediately adjacent urbanity for
many generations. It clearly meant a lot more in early modern times
when the surrounding city contained pervasive elements of tension
and oppression. Though one can occasionally glimpse buildings in
the city through small breaks in the ancient forest, it could just
as well be in the remotest part of Oregon for how it feels. During
the decades Max had lived in Portland, the Park was a minimum once
a month, regardless-of-the-weather excursion.

They’d walk for an hour or so and then rest
on one of the many benches provided along the trail. Its many small
spring-fed streams had nearly all dried up after Portland’s typical
long summer drought—the first rains of September had only begun to
replenish near-surface aquifers. Hot as it was in the open sun this
midday, here under the great canopy of giant trees it still felt
cool and moist. The thick duff of composting vegetation covering
the ground and acting like a sponge that collected water all winter
was still releasing its musty odors and traces of moisture.

Max was amused by the binds that had already
tied the two young ones together. How much more obvious can love
get? Or is it just the infatuation, the inevitable crushes of
youth? No matter, it sure had them in its all-enveloping thrall. At
times the three walked together, but mostly Ellie and Tomas, in
their youthful exuberance and obliviousness to the world around,
would race on ahead and then stop and wait for Max to catch up. No
way he could keep up with their pace or would even want to. What’s
the hurry? The forest is a meditation. He never needed a companion
to walk in the woods.

They headed back in time for the start of the
demonstration at four. Most people would be off work by then. The
short workweek has pretty much eliminated what Y2Kers called ‘rush
hour’. With minimal hours, flexible schedules, and a lot less
traffic overall—it’s much more spread out over the day with nothing
resembling serious congestion.

The organizers were originally going to hold
the rally in one of the several public squares that dot downtown,
but wisely they chose Waterfront Park, which could accommodate much
greater numbers of people. Portland’s huggers and sympathizers came
out in force. Probably twenty or thirty thousand protestors had
showed up. And this was only the beginning; should the threat come
closer to being materialized, their numbers would grow
exponentially.

If ever a city symbolized the spirit of
protest, going all the way back to early modern times, Portland
would be it. There are always demonstrations here, but for the
longest time they’ve dealt with the minor, the peripheral, the
details; nothing of this scope, this magnitude, precipitated by an
issue of such import has been seen in many generations. As it
directly affected their state, it had double the impact for those
who gathered.

As the three approached the waterfront, they
caught the last of a preliminary parade that had snaked its way
through downtown’s streets, drawing attention to the mass assembly.
Bearing giant puppets and wearing zany costumes, carrying sarcastic
signs and shouting slogans, its festive air and smiling
participants belied the seriousness of the occasion. As they
reached the park, they realized that the turnout was significantly
larger than had been expected.

Max was awed and humbled by the wonder of the
event, not to mention the honor of speaking before such a large
crowd. The first two speakers, broken up by an interlude of folksy
protest music, warmed up the gathering with pep talks, rallying
cries, and shouts in unison. The crowd was as much energized and
impressed by the happening itself—such an unusual event—as by the
matter at hand.

After a glowing introduction, Max mounted the
podium to sustained applause. His books regarding EG, until now
merely interesting historical expositions, had taken on a new life
with the Earth’s sordid past seemingly eager for a return
engagement.

“My friends, my compatriots, my brothers and
sisters, my fellow day trippers on the road less traveled,” the
last bringing scattered snickers from the crowd, “I think it’s fair
to say that strange vibes are afoot in our land. The greatest of
all earthly arboreal landscapes has been targeted for exploitation.
Our magnificent trees have been deemed expendable for the purpose
of heralding in a new era of growth and prosperity.”

Max’s deep, warm, earnest speaking voice held
the crowd at close attention. While strong emotion and raised tenor
were not completely alien to his speaking style, he shied away from
fire-and-brimstone oration, partly because that artifice wasn’t
necessary to keep his listeners involved and make his point.

“Though I currently reside in Southeast Asia,
when people ask where I’m from, the answer will always be Oregon.
The 70 years, nearly half of my life, spent here has forever
stamped its special wonder on my soul. While there are good people
everywhere on this Earth, and every corner of every landscape has
its unique beauty, in no way can those truisms be allowed to
minimize the greatness of the natural world we have been gifted
with here.

“In my sojourn on this planet I’ve enjoyed
the singular privilege of hiking through and often living in
primary forests, in nearly all types of ecosystems,Y3K in many
settings on every continent. Though no person could ever have the
time in one short life to see them all, I can nonetheless testify
that until you’ve personally experienced the forests of the Pacific
Northwest you have no idea what the natural world is capable of.
Everything else is the opening stanza, the overture to the main
event.

“Whenever you have the good fortune to be
able to roam through ancient forests, wherever you happen to be on
this planet, you feel the grace of the great and venerable arboreal
spirits around you. They shelter, sustain and enrich the land, as
well as the myriad other creatures who find their home in the
unique habitats they provide. They breathe for us, serving as the
planet’s lungs; they create stability, harmony, and natural
balance. They tie Gaia together and make our lives and the life of
the planet whole. They are an essential element of a bounteous
world of beauty and perfection for which no measure of wealth can
ever compensate.

“Every one is a great spirit; every tree
that’s managed to survive for centuries has a story to tell, and by
its mere existence says, ‘I’ve learned to adapt and thrive;

I’ve seen many seasons and lesser lives come
and go; I’ve created intrinsic and inherent value and contributed
to the health of the Earth and all its creatures.’ And yet, every
other big tree in the world becomes dwarfed when it stands in
comparison to ours, which are taller than any other tree by far.
How could the greatest, grandest, most imposing not have spirits
commensurate with their stature?

“And so I ask you,” emotion surging into his
delivery, “shall they be felled for fence posts, 2x4s, toothpicks
and toilet paper?” The demonstrators’ close attention turned to
raucous howls of protest.

“Can our pristine Eden be coldly,
heartlessly, slashed and burned, exploited for pocket change?” Once
again the audience returned with hoots and hollers—

“Hell no.”

“Can our worldly paradise be trashed for the
immediate gain of a manipulative few?” “No, no, no, no,”
reverberated through the assembly.

It certainly looked like, what with
Portland’s long tradition of civil protest, this crowd required
little encouragement to constitute a briar-patch gauntlet for the
tree-fellers. They were energized, they were stoked, they were
riled up, and they were having a great old time. The exigencies of
these strange days have brought forth a special caSadeederie, a
sense of togetherness that could not have fully manifested without
some coalescing instigation from outside, and they were ready to
enjoy and take full advantage of it.

“In the past, social advancement and forward
movement towards enlightenment, however grudging at times, was
almost always accompanied by catharsis. It’s a natural human
propensity to strive to maintain comfort and complacency, to avoid
wrenching bouts of instability, to wallow in safety and security.
Yet as we advance, we must recognize that fundamental changes in
the human psyche rarely happen without a precipitating crisis.
Entropy Gaia transformed the human race, brought it to its knees
and its senses. That once-forall-time calamity engendered a
paradigm shift in consciousness, took the people of this planet to
a new level of understanding, provided a window, an insight, into a
new way of thinking.

“So it is with today’s world. We have been
exceedingly successful in warding off the discomfort of changes, in
vanquishing insecurity. We’ve made our everyday lives so peaceful
and fruitful and tolerant and respectful, so reflective of higher
meaning and greater values, that we have been lulled into
forgetting as a society that actions always engender reactions,
that serious transgressions of basic natural truths can bring
cataclysmic repercussions. The lessons of the past have become
ancient history, a curiosity that may well come back to haunt
us.

“Is the Earth destined to relive its worst
horrors? Become caught up again in sick and sordid depredations?
Only time will tell. However, we should never lose sight of how far
the human race has progressed and our own great impact on that
forward movement. Can our leaders take us back to the inane and
deranged days of Y2K? They are trying mightily, but their success,
if at all, will be fleeting. However, do not rest easy: they are
attempting to unleash forces way beyond their imagination or
control. They are reaching for the tail of the dragon, but if
successful, all of us will suffer its fiery retribution.” This
brought boos and derision.

“Even so, you should not lose heart if we
don’t win every battle, for this may be a long, miring slog. Be
confident; in the larger scheme of things this can only be a
discordant interlude. There can be no question of the correct
position on this issue for any thinking, compassionate human being:
our magnificent arboreal wonderland must not be violated, nor any
ancient forest on this Earth.”

After sustained applause he concluded, “I
urge you, I entreat you, I implore you: keep your spirit clear and
your energy unflagging for this is the conflict of the millennium.
Standing united we can, and will, make the difference.” And half
drowned out by applause, “See you in Washington, DC for the biggest
demonstration in forty generations.”

After the devastating message of the oracle,
every bit of optimism he could muster had to be tempered with
realism. Could they actually turn back the juggernaut? No matter,
they had to try. He could not let on to his own sense of
foreboding.

When they returned Jenny mentioned that Maya
from the Cosmic Arts Family in Boulder had caught Max’s speech and
asked him to stop in on his way East. Cosmonauts and Exclaimers are
closely aligned philosophically and have had an enduring
association that goes back hundreds of years. Max had heard of
Maya—in the last twenty years or so her teaching had become highly
recognized in communal circles—but they had never met. As often as
he had dropped in on the Cosmonaut home in Boulder while out on his
travels, he had hoped or expected to come across her, but chance
had consistently intervened. He was therefore pleased to get her
message and was looking forward to seeing for himself if the
reality was going to equal the myth that had grown to surround
her.

It was great to be back in Portland, his home
of so many years, and in the Exclaimer homesite where nearly every
corner of every building was as familiar as yesterday. He had
probably lived in every room of every house in the compound. Who
could even remember? He could see his handiwork in much of the
basic remodeling that had happened during his long residence, and
admire his contributions to art and whimsy—his favorite being a
kinetic, water-filled, Rube Goldberg glass sculpture that when hit
by the sun lets off all types of pops, glugs and gurgles as the
water courses through its passages, even while it provides a small
measure of solar heat storage.

After dinner, Max, Jenny, John and a few
others walked over to the neighborhood movie theater to catch one
of those locally produced low-budget brainteaser flicks for which
Portland is famous. Sure they could have seen it on a small
projection in their living room, but it’s not the same as enjoying
a night out in the community and watching it without distractions
in an auditorium setting. Besides, the three-dimensional experience
works so much better in a larger-thanlife projection.

What point is there in living in the city if
you don’t take advantage of the special cultural offerings and
opportunities for personal interaction it provides? Afterward they
stopped at a local tavern for brews and banter and animated
discussion of the film they’d just seen. And, perfect timing, old
friends that Max hadn’t seen in decades showed up at the club and
kept the conversation going for hours, catching up with happenings
in their respective lives as well as mulling over the great issues
before them.

Meanwhile, in states of helpless immersion,
Tomas and Ellie had spent the second night of their entanglement
pounding the walking trails completely captivated in non-stop
mutual enamoredness, educating themselves about each other. And, no
big surprise, she had already broached the idea of adding to their
traveling party before she even left Max’s bed that first
morning.

Very interesting. Why not?

 


 



Chapter 15

Ellie—Tomas

 


Ellie was happy to see Max again. Her life,
excellent as it was in all of its outward trappings, had of late
been uneventful and unsatisfying. Her somewhat amorphous desire for
purpose and meaning was stalled in befuddlement, and the crazy old
man was always good for an encouraging word-cum-reality check.

It seemed strange and she was a bit
disbelieving when his intentions had first surfaced there in Costa
Rica. “You want me? What for?” was her initial response, as if a
man of his worldliness and stature couldn’t possibly consider her a
worthy partner.

“What for?” he repeated, somewhat taken aback
by the directness of her question and needing the space to collect
his thoughts. “You’re a tender morsel that…that just turns me to
mush. I want to be with you, hold you.” She was incredulous, of his
words, of her own value. He went on, “Commitment? Partnering?
Family? No, unlikely. Those are for the sunrise years, for when I
was your age. For me that’s a whole lifetime ago. But I can love
and cherish, comfort and teach; be a friend and companion.”

They were sitting close on the sofa, bodies
touching shoulder to thigh. She was heating up, imagining herself
purring like a cat basking in the hot sun. The old man had a sexy,
knowing aura, but in all the time they’d spent together in the
family milieu, he had never occurred to her as a lover. Of course
she’d enjoyed his company and they’d spent considerable time
talking. She couldn’t help herself being intrigued by the idea.

She learned a lot from him;
he was philosopher, counselor and sage. While his tendency towards
preach-to-the-choir redundancy could occasionally get tiresome,
there were always delightful tidbits of insight to compensate. He
was father figure, mentor, guide and confidant—even when she had
toyed with Manny he’d been solidly unpossessive. Manny affected her
in a way that was almost beyond her control, but even the most
limited relationship was not possible with him. What a psychic gamble that was…the very image of the
powerfully magnetic stranger who seemingly comes out of the ether
for a romantic liaison that is as irresistible as it is mysterious
and short-lived.

It was a bold and even dangerous thing to
do, but Max understood the power involved, and always encouraged me
to take a chance. He never tried to control, dominate or
manipulate; on the contrary he took great pleasure in my romantic
pulls and pushes.

I came to feel, as Max would expound, that
love and relationship come in many levels, forms, and intensities,
that you have to take advantage of the rare times when the cosmos
offers amour and absolutely refrain from prejudging, from deciding
ahead what is good or right, and positively not to let your actions
be determined by the prejudices of others. Maybe once or twice in a
lifetime, a love comes in a flash and goes just as quickly. Maybe
love lasts a few months, maybe ten years, maybe forever. Each has
its value and every mere tryst is a gift of the gods and appears at
its cosmically appointed time.

Some people still believe in the idea that
all courtship and relationship has the single purpose of securing a
lifetime partner and subsequent procreation, and that one should
remain a virgin until the sacramental consummation; then stay fixed
and faithful for the next 140 or 150 years. It was all so noble and
romantic, and also so fanciful, unrealistic, and even depressing.
I’ll even concede that the fantasy actually works for some, a very
rare few, but I can’t conceive of the woman I’d be if I’d never had
an affair. I tend to agree with Max’s assessment that lifetime
monogamy might have been the best way in the distant past, when
lives were shorter and more chaotic, and possibly it’ll be the
preferred way once again in the distant future, when society nears
enlightenment. But today culture is still young like myself:
novice-like, in flux, ever searching for knowledge and
understanding. As such, monogamy is far too limiting—our minds are
too active, our savvy too immature.

What if I married an inexperienced dud, and
was forced to cope with frustration and stress that I wouldn’t
understand the origin of…for a lifetime? At least with some
experience I’d know what I was getting into. Sex isn’t all that
important in and of itself, and I doubt if I would ever base a
relationship solely on it, but at the same time, fulfillment takes
the hard edge off of life, it just makes everything that much
easier to deal with.

In my limited experience of sexual liaisons,
I’d have to say that age counts, that it counted for Max anyway.
Young men are an unfortunate combination of insecurity and
impatience, each inadequacy feeding on the other. How did Max put
it? He couldn’t believe how long it takes for a woman to come when
he first learned the secret. He had to focus his slippery tongue on
that demur little protuberance immeasurably longer than he could
have previously imagined. It was a lot of work at first, a labor of
love of course, but effort nonetheless.

Aside from an exceedingly rare magic moment,
with few exceptions men are not going to glean the secret
‘naturally’ without being very open to their inherent insufficiency
and possessing an eager willingness to learn. Very hard for the
male ego—to admit you are inadequate when you are young and trying
so hard to prove yourself constitutes a giant hurdle—not that it
isn’t a challenge for all male egos; just that the contrast is
sharper for the brash neophyte. As a youth, Max went through great
changes and had to plumb the depths of despondency before he got
the message that he had nearly everything to learn about sex, and
then needed to spend a couple of years painstakingly rebuilding his
psyche and self-confidence.

Now here comes Tomas…did he see my face turn
crimson? What a rush, I could feel the juices trickling down my
leg. I love his handsome, slightly blemished, rough at the edges
look—what an absolutely cool, unassuming, unpretentious hunk. He
feels like instant comfort, no need to hold back. Here he is
talking about how he was feeling when Max showed up, his lack of
direction, and quandary of what to do next in life, taking the
words right out of my mouth.

People started to meander into the community
house, including yelling and playful kids running around, making it
hard for she and Tomas to think, let alone converse. Exclaimer
philosophy requires giving the kids the greatest possible leeway,
but they sure can get on your nerves at times. She was definitely
not ready for a screaming tot of her own. She was happy with her
art and fidgety from the need for adventure and excitement—there
would be plenty of time for kids.

She and Tomas talked like ancient friends who
needed hours to catch up with a century of personal changes though
they’d only met an hour earlier. Both were too unsettled by their
encounter to take much of a part in the dinner’s animated
conversation and disappeared together right after eating to walk
for hours in the nearby forest corridors. Momentous changes would
soon sweep them up, but for the moment they saw only each
other.

She asked, “How hard was it to up and decide
to drop everything and traipse off with Max?”

“There was nothing really to hold me at the
Claim. I was putting in my hours in the shop and puttering around
on an inlaid wood mandala project; I’m using slices of the various
types of wood found in the area. It’s incredibly intricate work and
I’m really happy about how it’s going. It’s perfect meditation for
me, but it’ll wait till I get back.”

“Sounds great, I’d love to see it. How long
have you been working on it?”

“Two years or so—it’s not steady, just an
hour or two when the mood strikes. I’ve been spending a lot more
time hiking, begging and praying for change.

Meanwhile there’s no girlfriend, no
responsibilities, nothing to obligate me beyond the demands of the
moment. Besides, I was even becoming reclusive and uninterested.
How about you? Are you content?”

She became wistful, “I guess I should be,
there’s nothing I can think of to complain about. I do my share of
family responsibility, I love everybody dearly, and earn outside
money from my paintings. I don’t ever expect to be a great artist,
but it’s tremendously gratifying to know that people care about my
work and that I can get paid for something I love to do. Not
everyone can say that. But there’s still something missing; maybe
it’s just too easy and I need a challenge. I still feel inadequate
and insecure, so I dread changes as much as I also pray for them.
Maybe I could make your traveling party a threesome.”

 


* * * * * *

 


Tomas had spent nearly his entire life in
Oregon. He was born and raised at the Claim, then moved to Portland
at the age of eight, when Juliet, his flighty, feathery mom
disappeared. Vanishing without a trace, it was years before she
reestablished contact. He felt an emptiness staying at the Claim,
there was something missing about being there. Besides, Roger and
Amy in Portland had been very kind, had shown him more love and
tenderness than his wayward mom ever could. His father was a
non-entity; Juliet had always been somewhat vague about him; he
lived only in Tomas’s imagination. In Portland he wouldn’t feel so
all alone. He could attend school in the city and be more a part of
the wider world and hopefully have some of his escapist feelings
wrung out. It was very important to make some separation from his
past, the dark memories and sadnesses. At the age of eight, the
logic behind changing life venues was unambiguous.

He hadn’t really traveled much, unless you
count the many off-hand excursions Juliet dragged him around on in
his early years. She thought parenting would be just the ticket
when she conceived him but the train turned out to go to all the
wrong destinations. She needed to move, to ambulate, to explore,
but this thing she was toting around with her was like a heavy
stone that constantly nagged at her independence and heaped on
pressure for time and attention. She felt love for the cute little
tyke, but had no idea how to translate that into caring for him.
When she’d arrive at a family destination, or even other communes,
she would mostly let him wander around on his own, often dropping
him off in the care of strangers, sometimes without even bothering
to ask beforehand, and disappear for days. He played the part of an
unkempt and snot-nosed waif.

She was searching for something outside
herself that was missing on the inside, an exercise in certain
futility, and Tomas was the object of her projected need, the
outside salve to slake her inner confusion and deficiency. She had
wanted to have a cuddly baby to play with from the time she was
little, and would have conceived as a teenager except for the
control of the family courts. As soon as the youth restriction was
lifted at the age of 25, she had sex with every man she could
collar who would send his sperm her way. It was only her beauty,
charm and sexuality—she was a stunner—that would let her get away
with such a wacky scheme. Though she never let on to Tomas, it
wasn’t at all clear who fathered him.

While he missed her sorely when she left—you
always strive to love your parents, irrespective of how poorly they
treat you—it hardly made a substantive difference in his life: he
was as much in the hands of surrogate parents before she fled as
after. The bad taste left by the frequent movement of his early
days gave him an aversion to travel and changes and instability, so
that accompanying Max on this road trip was very out of character
and going to be a challenge and an adventure.

Before he could even settle in to the changes
of merely being in travel mode, his reality was confronted with
Ellie. She seemed to be his perfect complement; her unpretentious
beauty, depth of emotional response, and calm, relaxed demeanor
riled up his hormones like no other female had; he was instantly
smitten. All it took was a couple of hours with her, easily the
scariest part of all. He was simply not prepared to flip over so
quickly. He felt magnetically overwhelmed by wanting to be near
her, but simultaneously repelled and frightened by the weight of
getting involved.

He had made love a few times as a youth, but
couldn’t deal with the superficiality of casual coitus. He’d pretty
much set aside further thoughts of sex for something more—marriage?
He wasn’t sure, but somehow he knew romancelite was not his
style.

What am I doing? I thought a change of scene
would roust me out of my doldrums but I’m afraid I may be reaping
more than I bargained for. Of course, I can’t run away now. It
really is a lot of fun and exciting and really good for me, but
it’s also deeply unsettling. I’ll carry it through. I really have
to lighten up. I’ve got to stop wearing sadness as a badge.

What of Ellie leaving me to sleep with Max?
Isn’t there something perverted about such a liaison? What would a
worldly old man see in so young a woman besides sex? And vice
versa? How does she relate intimately to a man who’s old enough to
be her grandfather three times great? Can they really have anything
in common? Can there be anything meaningful, let alone enduring
about such a relationship? Am I so different to want depth and
seriousness in love? I don’t understand it at all, but I really
need to try to refrain from judging. I’m certainly in no position
to question her feelings and motives. I’ll have to keep my
discomfort inside and try to let things be.

She’s precious, but can I maintain?

 


 



Chapter 16

LC Free

 


As always, LC was in
control, and that was just the way he liked it. As majority leader
of the bioregional house of the North American Legislature he had
finally outmaneuvered the huggers. I have
to give the ecofreaks credit, they are tenacious and passionate.
Unfortunately they’ve become anachronisms, mired in the past in
their own little fantasy world. The people of today are ready for
big changes.

He ran his fingers over his
golden calf. It was 3 inches tall, almost solid gold, one of
several in his precious metal menagerie. There was a snake and a
fox and a billy goat, a monkey and a raven and others but the calf
had special significance for him. Didn’t
the ancient Israelites worship a golden calf? And haven’t the
Hindus revered the cow for millennia? Well, it’s time to trash
today’s sacred cows. Oppressive,
confiscatory tax laws make it difficult to accumulate large amounts
of capital as well as engage in excessive consumption. His golden
animals provided meager compensation for the loss of the personal
freedom to earn and spend as he wished. Once an individual’s net
worth reaches the millionaire plateau, the 95% income tax rate
kicks in and there are no deductions. Even all income above one
hundred thousand is taxed at 60%, leaving, in LC’s mind, precious
little reward for one’s efforts and a truly paltry income for the
leaders and movers of society.

People have a right to pursue opportunities
presented to them and be compensated for their talents. Why
penalize those citizens who work the hardest and have the most to
offer society? Why choke off all incentive to create new
wealth?

And why place off-limits the one resource we
have in abundance? Progress has been hampered too long by a false
sense of reverence for the earth. The loony belief that trees have
spirits and feelings, that they are somehow sacred and that their
protection is sacrosanct is absurd. It’s our bailiwick, we humans
were put here to utilize the planet’s bounty to our advantage. It’s
our privilege, our right, our destiny. Moreover, it makes no sense,
it is simply inane that we who are alive today should allow
ourselves to be ruled by paranoid fears over events that transpired
a thousand years ago. It’s time to remove those arbitrary and
superfluous restraints from human endeavor, to free us from our
balls and chains.

His house sat on a bluff, several miles out
in the country, overlooking Santa Fe. After a long and exhausting
process, it was chosen as the North American region’s political
capital because of its history as one of the oldest cities in the
new world, its special beauty, its exceptional sophistication
considering its small size, its relatively central location and
especially its unique ability to bridge the Spanish, English and
Amerind cultures.

Administration of North America is scattered
over the entire area with major offices in 12 different cities.
Electronic connections obviate the need for centralized workspaces,
moreover with the entire population of the region— encompassing the
former Canada, United States, Mexico, Central America and most of
the Caribbean—stabilized at 225 million and the individual states
autonomous in most facets of government, the bureaucracy has been
drastically downsized from old times. As society has advanced, the
need for government has in tandem diminished. As people become more
enlightened they decreasingly require regulatory oversight from
above.

LC’s house, at 5,000 square feet, was one of
the largest in the area. It certainly wasn’t altruism that kept him
from having a larger house, the size he wanted and felt he
deserved. The problem resided in a taxation system designed to
discriminate against the construction of more spacious houses.
Annual real estate levies are based on dwelling size: the bigger
the space, the higher the tax rate. Small units under 1,000 square
feet pay only land taxes. Up to 2,000 square feet, improvements are
taxed at 1% of value but by the time you go past 5,000 square feet
rates shoot up to ten percent of value, a sum that makes the cost
of maintaining large homes extremely dear. The cost of energy also
has an impact since the larger the domicile, the more difficult it
becomes for renewable energies to suffice.
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