Attachment “5”

Writing and Walking, Pilgrimage and Process: Working with the Essays of Linda Hogan and Henry David Thoreau

Curriculum created by Rebecca Chamberlain, The Evergreen State College and St. Martin’s University

Student Essays

I selected three distinct essays that evolved from these assignments in order to contrast the writers’ backgrounds, experiences, ages, genders, perspectives, and approaches to these assignments. Chase Dewit, a freshman at St. Martins was a beginning writer composing his first personal essay.  He wrote about his experience on a baseball field. Emily Ruff, a junior at Evergreen, was working to develop her voice in the personal essay as she recounts an adventure in the Olympic Mountains.  Taylor Pittman, a professional returning student at Evergreen, explores the challenge of living up to Thoreau’s ideals in a modern urban context, while innovating within the form of the creative non-fiction/personal essay.

After completing these workshops most students include quotes or develop passages that reflect and resonate with Thoreau, Hogan, or other writers. Kristine Kaneshiro, a first semester freshman St. Martin’s University summed up her experience when she said, “Reading Thoreau is like taking in a million thoughts in one breath.”  

Selecting these few examples of student work was not easy, as I there are dozens of memorable and worthy essays.  For those who are interested, sample student essays from The Evergreen State College, “Ecology of Language and Place,” Spring 2008, are available at <http://acdrupal.evergreen.edu/languageandplace/>.  An anthology of students’ work from St. Martins English 102, Spring 2006, is available as a PDF-file upon request.  Additional student essays from other classes are also available.  

Taylor Pittman

Adult, Returning Student, The Evergreen State College,

Re-Imagining the American Dream

June 2, 2005.
My Conversations with Henry
It’s Sunday and I’m out in my garden at 2313 Olympia Avenue Northeast. My tenant, Henry David Thoreau, is on his way up the street with a wheelbarrow full of burlap bags, half of them probably worms for his permaculture "lab," the other half bulk food from the Eastside Coop.  I am deep into tulip-think when he approaches me, “Taylor, 'It is not necessary that a [woman] should earn her living by the sweat of [her] brow…To maintain one's self on this earth is not a hardship but a pastime, if we will live simply and wisely. [p.67 ]' I trust you are having a good time. I have brought food and worms."
Henry and I are maverick urban scientists—experimenting as both observers and participants of life in a gentrifying suburban neighborhood in northeast Olympia. The year is 2005. Henry left his Walden 150 years ago; I left Sunrise Ranch, a community farm and spiritual center on the front range of Colorado some twelve years and an eon ago. Without knowing it, my favorite and essential activity while at Sunrise coincided with his: I walked. I walked in the Transcendentalist sense of the word, as in "sauntered gladly on holy land."[Walking, p. 2] Because this way of moving and being comprised most of my adult life up to that time--seventeen years, my entrance into the capitalist society along the I-5 corridor in the mid 1990s was an electrifying and colossally bewildering experience. 
After I moved into the little house numbered and named "2313," I found Henry David, an earnest, if somewhat opinionated, middle-aged man walking up the alley one da. He wanted to know if I grew beans, and if so what kind and how many. His intensity was captivating, so before we were through talking I asked him if he wanted to move into my shed and grow whatever he liked in my backyard. Of course, being familiar with his book Walden, I was curious about how he had come to be in Olympia. And beyond that, I wondered why he stayed. I asked him one day, while he was out turning the compost. “Like I said at the conclusion of Walden," he pointed out, 'It seemed to me that I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more time for that one. [p. 303] I had learned by my experiment (of living at Walden for two years) that if one advances confidently in the directions of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. [p. 303] And so you see, I have. I am in a small town, close to countryside, with a good Coop and a public transit system using biodiesel, working toward sustainability."

So while there were sharp contrasts between Henry and me, there were many deep similarities. Henry had moved to Olympia to BE with nature, not to work at a job.  Henry LIKED the weather, very much.  I had come for a job, albeit the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and from high, sunny Colorado. I had deplored the weather until the drought had begun to take greater hold. I was unaware of how dark and long a night could get in mid-December in the middle of a three-month rain shower in western Washington. 


My job with the FWS as an educator and communicator had also turned out pretty well. The job was pliable and amorphous enough to become rather irregularly but pleasantly shaped around my nascent attempts at living in the modern world. At times though, I wanted to live out the alternative as Henry put it, and "to adventure on life now," [taking] a "vacation from humbler toil [p. 15]." I had asked myself--as Henry had asked of the world during his Walden experience-- "Why has man rooted himself thus firmly in the earth, but that he may rise in the same proportion into the heavens above?

[p. 15]" 

In further discussion, I found it impossible to get Henry David to transcend the bureaucratic aspects of my government job in order that he might rally around the mission of it. "I am not responsible for the successful working of the machinery of society, [Civil Disobedience, p. 684]" he would say. ‘The US Fish and Wildlife Service can’t protect Americans from their own brutish natures. 'You know laws –[even the Endangered Species Act]—never made men a whit more just.'” [Civil Disobedience]

He went even farther to accuse me of being “an agent of injustice” because of my association with the feds. “But Henry, the fish and I need to survive.  Are you suggesting I do nothing for work?  What could be better livelihood than working for fish and wildlife preservation?  I admit, working for the feds can be discouraging and weigh heavy on my conscience at times, but given my social nature, I think changing things from inside the agency is about as effective as I can be. That may be the crucial difference between you and me: I feel a part of a bigger societal, human whole from which I receive and to which I give. It's one of the fundamental dynamics of life as far as I can tell: a creature interacting with their ecosystem in a symbiotic way." 

At this point, Henry had noticed a spider web in the grape vines and turned to contemplate it. I waited to resume conversation but he proceeded to retreat to the shed and shut the door. I could see having Henry for a companion wasn’t going to be an exactly peaceful alliance. 

I tried to think of the root of my current situation; where, when or why I'd come to be a part of a scientific government agency pushing a lot of paper and speaking a lot of words for the hopeful preservation of fish, wildlife and the habitats they depend on? I looked up from my driveway and my grandmother's driveway came to mind, a short graveled curve around three crepe myrtle trees and a grassy lawn on the side of a gracious, white house she and my grandfather had lived in for over forty years in Norfolk, Virginia. 

In my memory, my four-foot-eleven-inch grandmother is standing in her just-below-knee length lavender linen dress and her white leather laced shoes, waving to me as I head off to Oregon in a cream-colored 1968 VW bus with my boyfriend, Andrew. 

I have decided to go with Andrew to Oregon after months of tumult. I had my first real job that summer in Steamboat Springs Colorado, working at a ranch for kids and young adults high in the alpine meadows of the Rocky Mountains. Here, I "heard" nature for the first time. The sound--more like a musical chord being struck inside of me-- came through the bottoms of my feet. In that moment, I felt the chord go off in my belly.  The numbers and colors of wildflowers in the alpine meadows seemed incomprehensible to me. The sight of them brought my chin to my knees.  Around every craggy corner my jaw would drop and my heart would burst open even further. By summer's end, I was a different person than the discouraged, disillusioned, cranky nineteen year-old that had arrived there two months before. I had become a real person, striding up fifteen mountain-miles a day, ten eleven-year-olds in tow, my heart singing overhead.

The adventure and the country must have been calling me loudly to be heard over the din of both my internal and external arguments as Andrew and I traveled west in the VW bus. Halfway through Nevada I felt explosive. I had to get out of the enclosed space. I thought about “sitting” in the desert until the inner conflict resided was my best course of action. This was like an emergency Walden, a resolution to retreat into sanity, myself, until I had clarity. I told myself if it took all night, a week, a month, I wasn’t budging. Andrew was my patient witness.

Fortunately, maybe twenty minutes into my fiery meditation, something happened. The flame inside my chest mellowed and dropped into my gut, warm and solid, it spread through my waist and lower spine. My neck relaxed. I felt resolved. I stood up and went back to the bus.  Andrew and I drove to Oregon. From that moment on, for months of transition, I was peaceful.

I was peaceful while we looked for housing in Corvallis, moved into an apartment building in the middle of a converted field, worked outside for a filbert farmer in the incessant November rain. I was peaceful but sad when our dog was shot chasing the neighbor's sheep. Even when Andrew, usually the calm and happy stalwart, threw a plate of fried duck eggs at the wall in his frustration to “find himself,” I was peaceful. When he left me with the VW bus, the bicycles, the little place we had rented, and went south to practice meditation and yoga I was peaceful. A feeling began to grow in me: What I had been looking for all my life was about to show up.  

Henry's voice broke into my thoughts. He was back in the yard, squinting at me from under his straw hat. “The western frontier has run out. We have no choice now but to sit with one another and create a ‘civil’ society, a full-bodied, robust civilization.  You’ve got all these scientists sitting at their desks working on regulating what people do to rivers and trees, animals and insects. But what kind of civilization are you and they creating in the meantime? I mean, what should the rest of us be doing while they promulgate a world based only on what can be seen? We are most interested when science reports what those men already know practically or instinctively, for that alone is a true humanity, or account of human experience. [p. 199] ‘I found in myself, and still find, an instinct toward a higher, or, as it is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and another toward a primitive rank and savage one, and I reverence them both. I love the wild not less than the good. [p.198]’  When you think about it, modern science, without other human faculties and methodologies added in, stands as the basis and protector of materialism, counting and accounting for what can only be seen.  When does our conviction to share the planet with other species count? When do people understand that this accounts for something large and essential? You must read to them from Walden, Taylor, the chapter called 'Higher Laws'".

"Henry," I burst in, "You know you're right, and the funny, awkward thing about the FWS, and many other environmental & governmental organizations is that we care about the species being studied, analyzed, politicized, but we don't have an institution or a language that will account for both the science and the caring we do as humans. I ask myself every day, are we starting to build a transcendentalism that takes current science and politics into account?  Is what I'm doing a part of that?"

At that moment, a large blue heron flew over our heads.  There it was, over our heads in suburbia, 2005.  Its long legs and elegant wings extended to form a dark feathery cross in the blue sky. The sun on its underside gave it a metallic look, a crossroads I think. Here we are: neighbors, agencies, animals and birds, all at a dark and mysterious crossroads. There is no limit to the sky, to the immense complexity of the unknown and the unlived. Can we sit in the metaphorical desert of our individual and cultural partiality and resolve to watch, work and wait for the peace of wholeness to come? Close to home, in fact in my backyard, I think Henry has shown up so I can do just that.

Taylor Pittman has revised and edited this essay since she was in Transcendental Visions in 2005.  Although I have asked to include her original work, a copy of her most current essay is also available upon request. Additional student essays from “Transcendental Visions,” are also available.
Chase DeWitt

Freshman, Personal Essay, English 102 St. Martin’s University

Jan. 29, 2008.
The Peaceful Dirt and Grass
A song of the good Green grass?

A song no more of the city streets;

A song of forms—a song of the soil and field.
--Walt Whitman, “A Carol of Harvest, for 1867,” Leaves of Grass
My thoughts are twisted and tied in a knot. I can’t sit still, my legs are shaking, and I don’t know what to do. The battle-ground baseball field fills up the empty spaces in my mind. A baseball field is the most beautiful place to relax and sort your thoughts. Everyone has a place that makes you feel whole and complete. You can relax and reflect on how your day, week, month, or year has been going. It’s a place where you can think back on your life and ask yourself, “Have I lived the way I want to?”


On the field, I play short-stop and second base. These spots are intense because I am extremely focused and determined to pounce on the ball when it is hit up the middle of the infield. There’s no better feeling than when I turn a sweet double play, or make a diving catch to win the championship game. When you come into the dugout, you feel like you’re on top of the world. There are many different positions in the game of baseball. I have played in the outfield, but it seems like I stand around too much and I’m not involved in every play. But at short stop and second base I have more responsibilities that keep me on my toes every pitch of the game. One of my tasks is to back up the pitcher as the catcher throws the ball back to him. Another is covering second base and tagging the runner out.


I tend to play my best ball when the weather is dry and overcast. The perfect temperature 60 to 70 degrees.  I like it when the infield is all dirt.  One type of dirt I don’t like on the field, and that is sand.  I am not able to get enough traction when trying to field the ball. Most of the newer fields these days have an Astroturf infield. I don’t mind turf, but it is not my favorite. The ball skips too much and becomes too bouncy. However, dirt fields feel amazing under your cleats, and most of the time you are able to get the right traction. Also, grass in the infield needs to be short, not as short golf course, but not as long as your lawn after it grows for a week. As long as the ball doesn’t skip too much on the grass and doesn’t slow down, then it is the right length. When the field is in this condition, I can play baseball to the best of my ability and the day should go great for my team.


My spot on the field gets my mind away from the real world and all my worries seem to disappear. It’s just me, the field, my team-mates, and the other team. When I have a bad day, or if I am upset, I want to go out and play baseball. Sometimes I even go to the baseball field at night to think and clear my mind. The stars in the sky make me feel relaxed. Nights like these that calm me so I don’t feel “down.” This happens when I’m playing because I am concentrating; however, at night, it is more relaxing and peaceful. 


The time I spend at short-stop and second base is similar to the time that other people spend at their positions. Besides going to the field at night. I usually spend at least ten hours a week at my positions. To me, it seems like it is enough because I usually find a balance with everything else throughout the day. I need to find time to stop by my spot. If I don’t, I can’t refresh my mind. I have to think clearly or I will be a mess. That is why it is important to for everyone to have time to be at a place of their own.


Now that I’ve revealed my spot on the baseball field, you know why it is important for me to go there. The baseball field isn’t just an ordinary place with bases.  It is a place that has a special meaning to everybody who plays the game.  It is a place that creates a sense of belonging.  It is more than just ordinary, it is everything but ordinary.

An anthology that features other students’ work from St. Martins English 102, Spring 2006, is available as a PDF- file upon request.

Emily Ruff 

Junior, The Evergreen State College

Ecology of Language and Place, Spring 2009

The Crossing

The ranger told us there would be a ford about sixteen miles in, but that the rainfall earlier in the week had not raised the water levels by much. We wondered, “What’s a ford?”, and started on our hike. 

My boots were bright and clean against the gravel trail as we started out, and the pack was heavy on my shoulders. I was carrying enough food for six days, and I wasn’t used to wearing so much weight on my back. I felt great though-- a week ahead of me with just my boyfriend, Shawn, and the woods. We were hiking in the Staircase area of the Olympic National Forest, on the northern tip of Lake Cushman. Our goal was to reach Marmot Lake, which was about a three day hike from the ranger station. The first part of the trail was through the sort of northwest forest that looks prehistoric. The trees were huge, and covered with moss that hung off the branches like mussels’ beards. Gigantic sword ferns cut arcs through the air to the left and right of the trail, and the air was so thick it was difficult to breathe. 

We set out with confidence and the joy of freedom that comes from a flat path winding through beautiful scenery. As the day got hotter and we got slower, the trail slowly started to ascend to higher ground. We stopped to drink, and to look at the rushing river below us to the left. The ranger we had registered with hours ago came stomping up the trail at an incredible speed, and in seconds was out of sight, just a blaze of ability and experience. We hauled our packs back onto our shoulders, put our water bottles back in their holsters, and set off again up the dusty trail. 

We crossed the river on a small steel bridge that had been damaged in a recent storm. The middle of the bridge was bent towards the water like a v; we had to climb it almost down to the water, then up the other side to safety. We took turns posing for pictures on the precarious construction, laughing at how dangerous we looked. 

At dusk, we set up camp, and eagerly tucked into some sandwiches we had packed for the first night. We had packed in whiskey too, which we mixed with some tang and drank with pleasure. We named our concoction whang, and decided we were extraordinarily witty. Satisfied, we fell asleep swiftly in the damp forest air. 

I awoke suddenly in the night, gripped with cold. I had brought with me a sleeping bag left behind by an old boyfriend. It was an expensive brand, and I thought it was great because it squished down so small into its stuff sack. It was not so great, however, in the chill of the night, even completely dressed and with my head all the way inside the bag. 

By dawn I was ready to go and get moving, to warm up on the trail after a quick bowl of oatmeal. We soon moved into a different terrain—here, the hemlock trees were thinner, and spaced farther apart from each other, and the ground was covered in pine needles instead of ferns and moss. The trail was steep, and my hip and knee joints were shot with pain. I could barely breathe, and stopped frequently to rest and drink. As the morning turned to afternoon, I walked the switchbacks back and forth across the hill, learning how to place my feet as I hiked, to maximize each push, and land each step with less strain. I developed my “trail zen”, where the discomfort I felt melted away into the rhythm of the hike and the sights, sounds, and smells of my surroundings. I could hear my heart beating behind the scent of the needles I trampled, and the buzz of the air in the sun. 

We reached the top of the hill, emerging from the forest to witness a valley open beneath us. The mountains across the divide looked purple and green with swaths of snow cascading down the slopes that were too steep for trees. The valley was green, but treeless, and was cut here and there with small brooks. I sat down in the sun and breathed in a way that I hadn’t felt for a long time. All the small stuff, the stuff that so easily rules in a busy life of this world, took its rightful position in the back seat of my consciousness; and the immensity of my surroundings, with every insect, breeze, and shadow took over my awareness. 

We walked down into the valley and across the meadow with the still dewy grass brushing our calves. The forest began again on the other side of the expanse. We hiked a long, long ways down another hill until we were at the same elevation we had started at the day before. The sun was hanging low in the sky, so we decided to set up camp, and get an early start the next day. 

We were goofing around in our tent, drinking some whang, when we heard someone entering the camp. We got out to meet our neighbors for the night, and were surprised to see a woman who was hiking alone. She wore a pack the size of a goat, carried hiking poles, and gators covered her boots. She was well into middle age, and looked like she really knew what she was doing. She said she had been hiking for two days, and that she had another day to go before she hoped to meet up with a group of hikers that were coming over Anderson Pass. We all chatted for a bit, then said goodnight. I thought about what it would be like to backpack solo. I imagined the meditation with nature that I had experienced earlier would be amplified without the distraction of another human. But how lonely! Not to mention the danger of it. Who would know if she broke her ankle and couldn’t hike back out on her own? 

When we woke up in the morning, the woman had packed up her camp and was about to set out on the trail. Shawn helped her tighten the straps on her pack, and wished her well, saying we’d try to catch up by lunch, as we were hiking in the same direction. It didn’t take nearly so long to meet her again. Shawn and I had grown into hiking pros in the past 48 hours, and swept through that trail with unprecedented speed. We found her again on the banks of the Duckabush River, and she explained that she was calculating how best to ford it. So this was a ford! We all surveyed the challenge together, and she crossed first, using her poles for balance. She waved goodbye from the opposing bank and started hiking up the steep hillside. 

Shawn entered the river first, using a big stick to steady himself as he crossed. When he got to the other side, he tossed the stick back to me, and I took my first step into the icy water. There were large, round stones under my bare feet, which threatened my balance at every step. I couldn’t feel my feet for the cold, which complicated the process further than the slimy surface of the rocks already had. I made it over, where I took a minute to dry my feet in the sun before lacing up my boots. 

There was a steep climb through a humid meadow, a brief hike through a grove of vine maples, and then. . .Marmot Lake. The land opened up into a sort of bowl, with patches of snow on the ground in places, and few trees. The lake was large and blue, with a tiny island in the middle, and was surrounded by sheets of rock. We hiked around and around the lake, looking for a good campsite, but none of them appealed to us at all. We looked in our trail book, and saw that there were two more lakes we could try, just a few miles further. 

We hiked along narrow paths beside steep ravines, with the full range of the Olympics on view beside us. The trail wound around outcroppings of rock with scraggly little pine trees, and tiny little ponds filled with insects. Within an hour we had reached Hart Lake, and we knew it was where we would stay. There were rocks jutting out into the crystal clear lake, and a nice spot to put our tent. We were filthy and hot, so we stripped off our clothes and splashed into the water. I launched from a rock, and when my body hit the water it almost turned me inside out from the cold, and the gasp of breath I took upon surfacing was like the first I ever took in this world. 

We dried in the sun, and cooked some dinner on a flat rock. On one side of our tent was a view of the mountain range; on the other was the magnificent lake. We said we would take some amazing pictures at sunrise, and peacefully slept in the most beautiful place I had ever been. 

In the morning we woke to a thick fog. We couldn’t see the mountains at all, and could barely make out the lake just a few yards away from the tent. The plan had been to stay at Hart Lake for another night, do some day hikes, and rest. It was nasty out, but we wanted to see Lake Lacrosse, which was only a mile away. We hiked, miserably, saw the lake, turned around, and came back to camp. The sky had started to drizzle on our walk, and my pants were totally wet. When we got back to camp, we got into the tent and read books well into the afternoon. 

And then the rain started for real. The water came down like in Noah’s day, and we discovered that we had not picked the best spot for our tent. Although it was on high ground, there was a slight dip in the middle that collected the rain and made our tent into a water mattress. The seals were holding, so far, and we were still pretty dry inside. Shawn wanted to pack up and move camp somewhere better-- there was an emergency shelter back at Marmot Lake. I wanted to stay put. I didn’t want to hike in that weather, and I was already cold and damp from our earlier excursion. 

Another hour passed, with constant seam-checking and increasing distress as the puddle under our tent became a pond. It appeared that we might wash away before dark, so I relented, and we packed up camp and hiked out as quickly as possible. 

Marmot Lake was close, and we got there in good time. Unfortunately, a giant tree had fallen on top of the emergency shelter, and we could not get it open. After a quick conference, we decided to push on, and hike down to the camp where we had first met the woman. The walking was difficult. My clothes were totally water logged, and my feet were starting to get wet. I couldn’t see past the water in my eyes, and I had a persistent lump in my throat. We slashed our way through the brush in the meadow, and stomped our way down the trail through the forest. We hiked into the dusk, determined to get to that camp. 

We carefully lowered ourselves down the last slope before the Duckabush River, and were shocked at what we encountered. The river we had forded the day before had been only a foot or two deep at most, with a moderate current. The river we returned to was churning with white water, and looked to be at least four feet deep in places. We started to wade in along the edges of the river, looking for a good place to cross. I could feel the water tugging at my legs, inviting me on a trip downstream. Shawn grabbed the stick we had used to cross before, and ventured a step or two into the flow. I could see his body waver under the force of the current, and his pack was almost in the water. Forever, he stood in the river, feeling for footing where his feet were invisible. I waited, at the edge, begging him in my mind to make the right decision for us both. It occurred to me that this is how people die. They make stupid choices, and then they die. They are ill-informed, under-experienced, they take the wrong step, and then they die. 

I knew that if the river was just a little stronger than he was, or if he lost his footing even for a second, that he would be washed away. I knew that even if he made it across, that I might not be able to, and I could be washed away. I waited in the river, my boots filling with water in the darkening day, waiting for him to choose. 

He turned towards me, and waded back to my side; it was too deep, too swift. I would have sighed with relief but I could barely pull in a full breath of air for my fright and the cold. We headed back up the slope to find a makeshift campsite for the night. 

We found a small clearing off the side of the trail, where we could still hear the raging of the river below. I struggled, setting up the tent while Shawn pumped water at the river to cook our dinner with. By the time he got back, I was thoroughly shaking with cold and was not able to control my breath, which was coming out in a staccato shudder. Worried, Shawn told me to get out of the rain and into dry clothes while he made me some soup. I opened my pack only to find that everything inside was wet. I found a shirt that was only damp, and put that on. I took off my boots, now saturated from wading in the river, and wrapped my feet in another shirt that was only wet on the sleeves. The bottom half of my sleeping bag was wet, so I sat up in it, just covering my legs. 

Shawn, outside cooking in the rain, kept calling to me, “Em, you all right? You all right?” and I would shudder a response saying that I was still alive. He told me to sip some whiskey, so I did. The warmth spread out in my chest, but could not penetrate the chill of the rest of my body, and was soon overtaken by the persistent cold. A hand shot into the tent, holding hot soup, saying, “Here.” I drank the soup, and my body released itself from the tense shiver that had possessed it. By the time Shawn got into the tent with his own soup, I felt better. 

We snuggled close for warmth and comfort, and confessed to each other how scared we were. What if it rained for days? Our clothes, tent, and sleeping bags were wet; we would run out of food. There was another way out through Anderson Pass, but that was a much longer hike than the way we had come; and we didn’t know where it let out, or if it also had rivers to ford. I fantasized about a helicopter rescue, I didn’t want to be in the woods anymore, I didn’t want to hike. I just wanted to be at home where it was warm and dry. 

It was barely dark when we got into the tent, so we had a long night ahead of us. The whiskey bottle emerged from a pile of soggy socks and t-shirts to provide us with some entertainment and the illusion of warmth. We passed the bottle back and forth, slowly recovering from our fear, and gaining a sense of humor about our predicament. We cursed the ranger who sent us out to meet our doom, and called wildly into the night, demanding he come rescue us at once. 

I was giggling madly when Shawn signaled me to be quiet, “Something is out there.” I listened, and just above the roar of the river, I heard what sounded like a hoot, a human hoot. A signal for contact. “RANGER!” I yelled, laughing hysterically. Shawn popped his head out of the tent like a Mere cat, hooting in response to the call. The call and response tightened by the minute, and then a figure emerged from the mist. 

I popped out of the tent to witness a man stomping up the trail, screaming with maniacal glee, shaking water off his clean shaven head, his teeth flashing in the night. He had come from the direction of the river. 

“Did you just ford?” 

“Yeah!” 

“Where you going?” 

“Marmot Lake!” 

“Good luck with that.” 

And off he went, up the trail, and out of sight. 

Eventually we settled down again, and slept in five minute fits throughout the night. As soon as there was a little light in the sky we packed up camp, made some oatmeal, and hiked down to the river. The rain had stopped sometime in the night, and the river we returned to was the docile waterway from days ago. With little difficulty we forded and continued our hike back home. 

We hiked with determination and speed. We stopped for no vistas, we barely stopped to eat. The heat of my moving body dried the clothes I was wearing, but my boots still squished like I was hiking through mud. We trekked all day, spent one more night in the woods, and made it back to our car the next day. 

As I dragged myself down the last mile of trail, I thought about my experience in the forest. I had set out with great confidence in my ability and strength, but I never thought about what could go wrong. Weather, injury, or obstruction never crossed my mind when I thought about my capabilities for the journey. I had only asked myself, was I fit, did I have the right gear? I thought about the solo hikers we had met. Did they know what they were capable of; did they know what the forest was capable of? 

I raised my eyes from the toes of my boots and the parking lot was in view. My exhausted face broke into smile, and I started running towards our truck. I was only ten yards away, skipping with glee, when I twisted my ankle. 

Other student essays from The Evergreen State College, “Ecology of Language and Place,” Spring 2008, are available at <http://acdrupal.evergreen.edu/languageandplace/>.  

