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Everybody has to be someplace

On a windy pass, two days' hike
from the end of the road, I met
a friend who, as it turned out,

had hiked in three days from the other
side of the divide. As I recognized him, I
had a sense of unreality. It was too
perfecra coincidence.''What the hell
are you doing here?" I asked, somewhat
rhetorically. He grinned and shifted the
weight of his pack.
"Everybody's got to be somewhere,"

he replied.
When we talk about bioregions, we

are talking, in the most specific sense, of
our personal somewheres. Only in the-
ory is life a quantity that floats free-each
event - each kiss, each heartbreak -
occurs someplace. We say, with uncon-
scious insight, that it "takes place."
That this should seem insight rather

than everyday truth shows how we have
split our consciousness of life from that
of place. We now know more - quan-
titatively at least - about the earth than
in any other time. We are also capable of
engineering the greatest harm. Factors
other than consciousness play a large
part - population for instance - but
our ability to conceive of ourselves in
terms so separate from those of the
planet we live on argues that some great
change has transpired.
When Smohalla, a Nez Perce,

responded to well-armed insistence
that he and his people learn farming, he
said, "You ask me to plow the ground.
Shall I take a knife and tear my mother's
breast?" My first reaction is that he was
romanticizing. Some inner voice
whispers, 'We can't live in legends. We
have to live in the real world"
Smohalla was stating what was to him

a self-evident truth. For me, it is harder
to grasp. The characterization of the
land as one's mother runs deep, as any
book of myth or anthropology will tes-
tilY, though in intellecntaI terms. My
feelings for my own mother are strong .'
She ,fed me, took care of me, nurtured
me. That without the earth she would
have had nothing to feed and no place in
which to nurture is inescapable, but I
have to think about it instead of feeling
it' intmediately and spontaneously.
These days, it is respectable, even

mandatory, to have a vague love for the
land, to approve of "Nature" in general
terms. For those of us transfixed and
baIIIed by lives which bring money and
diversion .accompanied by little real
spiritual comfon, the thought that there
are places untouched - wildernesses
- is tranquilizing, like a Valium before
bed.
The ability to nurture this vague love

is too often bred in the luxury of not
having .to deal with nature's specifics.
To admire the elegant sweep of dunes .•
while choking on blowing sand takes
both imagination and hard-won endu-
rance. Nature as a goddess on a pedestal
resembles the classical Venus: lovely
but incomplete. The aims are missing
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that, while they can caress, can also deal
a stinging slap.
As a college freshman, I joined friends

to climb a peak that loomed almost
10,000 feet above the desert. We car-
ried more wine than food and were
dressed more likepirates than'mOWltam-
eers. We reached the sttrnmit in a state
of drunken hilarity and bellowed our
glee, our huge love for nature as we saw
it revealed below us. An ice storm blew
in from the west and suddenly we were
engaged in a struggie. Our c1othesfroze,
our hair froze and we began to stumble
down the long, broken ridge to safety.
One of my partners in the ecstasy at the
summit turned and bleated, eyes wide
with realization, 'We could die up
here!"

I:retrospect it's easy to come up
with snappy answers. I could have
.d, paraphrasing a later encounter,

"Everybody's got to die someplace." At
the time, I muttered something like
"bullshit" and prodded him on. But the
thought gripped me. I stared at the gray,
shattered rocks that we traversed and,
abruptly, each one had the exact shape
and weight of such a death. I knew that
place as I had never appreciated the
forgiving shade of the elms in my par-
ents'y.ud. .
I've not been back to that ridge in the

fourteen years since, but I can still recall
the details: the scrape and clatter of dis-
turbed cobbles, the frescoes of lichen
on a huge boulder, the buffet and bite of
the wind and a lost red felt hat spinning
and tumbling into the blue obscurity of
the storm. Though I left that place in a
hurried, suffering stagger, in some ways
it has never left me. In the same way that
we are supposed to remember the loss
of physical virginity with particular viv-
idness, I carry the picture of the place in
which I lost my spiritual innocence of
nature and realized that what ! had
loved in the abstract could kitl me, with
indifference.
Nature wasn't only green meadows,

blooming flowers, serene lakes, but also
that bleak, sleet-bitten ridge. Elsewhere
she might be Venus, but here she
became Kali, dancing on a heap of rocky
bones and rattling her necklace of
skulls.
In the wake of that moment, Isaw the

ridge with ncr eyes. The naked shapes
\

of the rock, the vivid lichens, the storm-
filtered light all took on a beauty and
significance difficult to express. The
closest I can come is to say that I recog-
nized myself in everything I saw and felt
everything I saw was somehow in me.
My life and that place were no longer
separate. If they ever had been, it was
through my inability to see and to feel.
Moments such as that pass and are

diluted by the flow of average, habit-
propelled days. But if the brief flashes of
unexpected knowing teach ~ything, it
maybe that the "real" world is not as we
thought, that perhaps legends are
necessary and it may be better, at times,
to live in them. The grave dangers at-
tached by "ignorant savages" to the cut-
ting of a sacred tree are not as much a
matter of fear of a certain spirit's
revenge as a metaphor for the danger
inherent in the attitude of the cutters.
Smohalla knew that he was capable of
plowing the ground, but he saw the vio-
lation outweighing any good to be -
gained from it. Our manipulation of nat-
ural process need not be avenged by
. demons wielding flaming swords. A
nuclear blast has the same effect. Myths
and legends carry the burden of many
years of human trial-and-error. We need
not accept dragons or giants to heed the
lesson about ourselves which they
convey.
The lesson is evident in many old

tales, for instance that of Midas and the
Golden Touch. King Midas felt, in his
misguided greed, that his power to turn
all things to gold by a touch of his hand
could not fail to make his life better. But
the food that he reached for became
gold - inedible - and the water that
he sought to quench his thirst solidified
into gold as it touched his lips. When he
touched his beloved daughter, she
became a golden statue; precious, but
without life. The realization of his short-
sighted desire made the world, for ,
Midas, unlivable. His power had
exceeded his wisdom and everything he
touched suffered, as he eventually did.

~

ience has given us a modem
equivalent of that Golde? Touch
d the current obsession with

cost/benefit analysis attempts to
change, or at least express, the' realities
such as water or unspoiled land or
uncut trees into dollars. The fixation
with dollar values and the use of them as
justification for the manipulation of real
values - drinkable water, land that pro-
duces food - is a sign that we, like
Midas, are victims of a fundamental dis-
tortion in our view of the world. A dollar
has value because we agree that it does.
But for starting a fire, a, real warming
fire, a handful of ones works aswell as a
.handful of fifties. One page of this paper
would be better than either. "
To bring/this back to-the terms 01 life

and place, It may be best to translate a

pseudosciennfic word - bioregion.-
to its simplest form. Regardless of such
concepts as .river drainage or altitude,
rainfall or species change, the most
immediate meaning of bioregion is
lifeplace.
Where do you live? I live in a cabin

between the Wind River Mountains and
a wide basin where rivers from snow-
fields and glaciers are thin threads
across plains of sage and short, tough
grass. Big Piney, across the basin where
the rolling plain begins to rise to the
foothills of the Wyoming Range consist-
ently reports the lowest temperatures
in the lower 48 states. As I write the
thermometer outside the window reads
ten below zero. By dawn it may drop to
twenty below and I'll wake up to find, as
I did this morning, my teakettle fuJI of
ice.
This place, in all its beauty and adver-

sity, is impossible to ignore. Eating
breakfast, I look out the north window
to see a single stem of leafless blackcur-
rant pointing up at Fremont Peak, forty
miles north and 6,000 feet up, its dark
buttresses and ice-white couloirs
etched with razor precision through
forty miles of clear cold air. Increas-
ingly, my love for nature begins at home.
The river that grows and shrinks with
the seasons. The bald eagle that flew
past this afternoon. The old cotton-
woods of the floodplain. Raucous mag-
pies. The wind.
In a small way, I characterize this

place. I cut wood and haul water. My
goings and comings wear a - path
through the willows and currants to the
river. My car leaves tracks in the snow.
In other ways this place characterizes

me. Sun and wind mark my face, low
pine boughs scratch it as I ride trails.
Besides beans from Idaho and oranges
from California, I eat antelope that I
hunted over the shortgrass desert. The
necessities of weather and mountains
engender a kind of practical attention to
detail: snug cinches, saddles oiled
against the rain, slicker rolled and tied
behind the cantle. Living in New York I
might be more concerned with avoid-
ing muggers, choosing the right party
for a weekend evening, a garbage strike.
The substance of life and a sense of
place come from the everyday details
rather than vague generalities.
Is a sense of place - a link between

bios and region - vital? One of Ameri-
ca's greatest afflictions is a feeling of
homeJessness, estrangement, anomie.
We accept these as modem axioms. A
book like Roots fascinates us, reflects a
need to anchor our lives in the knowl-
edge that we came from some certain
person in some place. Mobility has both
advantages and costs. Even given this
longing, we may regard a person who
has lived for seventy years in the same
small town as being deficient in: curios-
ity or ambition, perhaps in courage.
Even though he has worked hard, reared .

I
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Myths and legends carry the burden 'Of many years of
human triat-and-error. We need not accept dragons or
giants to-heed the lesson about ourselves which they
convey.
a family, endured accidents and trou-
bles, we mal' say that he has not seen the
world. That his grasp of his limited
world may be more complete, more ful-
filling, more intimate than our grasp of
the wider world we inhabit does not
seem to temper our judgment. The
mark of a place on a person is too often
seen as something to be overcome.
A philosopher, George Santayaoa,

observed, "To me it seems a dreadful
. indignity to have a soul controlled by
geography." , .
Santayana was speaking more of a

kind of blindness engendered by
excesses of nationalism I but the burden
of the thought is on the word "con-
trolled." It seems that our souls are too
much controlled by the artificial geo-
graphy we have imposed on the land
and too little governed by the land itself.
As an index to reality, what could be
more factual, more dependable, more
believable than the land we inhabit? As
another thinker, Francis Bacon in tbe
17th century, observed, "Nature, to be
commanded, must be obeyed."
The bedrock on which our view of

the land and human affairs should rest is
that the conduct' of our lives should be
shaped and vitalized by rhe land as a.
starting place. To accomplish this in
political or social or economic terms
from our current state is like legislating
the adoption of the metric system: a
good idea whicq is difficult to put into
.practice because it fails to consider the

habits, customs and sheer inertia of the
collective American mind.

so rather than proposing. pro-
grams, we might do well to begin
ar home, in the privacy of our own .

hearts. To begin by learning some of the
character of our bloregion, our life-
place, as 'we might study tbe face of
someone we intended to marry. Soil,
weather, animals, tides, phases of the
moon. Knowing where our food comes
from, our drinking water, our heat and
power. Paying the bills on time is no
. longer enough to ensure our survival,

In the process of accumulating facts,
it is also necessary that we develop a
capacity to feel, to sense the land's
moods and expressions. A deeper
acceptance of the glow one might feel
after va long winter to be walking in
warm sun over moist ground, seeing the
first bloom of glacier lilies at the melting
edge of a snowbank, hearing the songs
of birds returned from the south as they
weave bits of grass and twig to begin a
nest. To recognize and value. our life-
places as a source and a finn ground for
emotion.
I recall; in the same way as Imight,rest

my hand on the cornerstone of a house,
a trip I made into the then newly-
designated Canyonlands National Park.
The road to the Needles District was
still unpaved and, hitchhiking with my
brother, it took several rides to reach

the road's end and strike off up Salt
Creek under an achingly blue spring sky,
. The long, winding din road and the
fact that we didn't have a car combined
to, give me a sense of isolation. The
forms of sandstone cliffs and arches had
a strangeness which promised rhythm
and meaning while resisting my attempt
to ,decipher them. .
There were tiny Anasazi granaries in

low alcoves close to the trail and later,
after I learned to focus on form rather
than color, I saw ruined villages set in
seams and under overhangs high above
the creek bed. In the deep shadow of a
niche there were prints made by placing
a hand again~~ thecool.rough stone and
blowing pigment to leave a silhouette.
More than tile cliff villages, the hand-

prints gave the place a human dirnen-
sion and I extended my hand and
touched the largest of the prints, then
turned my gaze on the overhanging cliff
that vaulted from stream bed to rim-
rock. I could not focus on my hand and
the facing wall of sandstone simultane-
ously.When I concentrated on one, the
other became blurred. As my eyes
changed focus, my mind grasped at that
instant between the clear and separate
visions of the sunburnt hand and the
rock.
The realization that, to those long-

absent people who had placed their
hands against the rock, this place was
home brok e over me like a wave. In
these canyons which were, to me, a

shrine and a mystery they had grown
food, smiled at babies, argued and sung
. on winter nights when snow mantled
the rimrock, had grown old and died
and been laid under the soil of the
floodplain.
Measured against their experience of

this place, mine was a small one: a few
days as awide-eyed tourist. My feeling of
transience didn't diminish the wonder.
My life was marked by a later time and
deeper ambivalence, but I hungered for
the intimacy they had with these silent
corridors of stone and the knowledge
that came, not from conscious study but
from simply being there every day of
one's life. I

It is not a simple time in which to love
the land. Farmers and ranchers counsel
their sons to study accounting. The
media inform us of troubles in lands
that, to our ancestors, were far over the
horizon.
Near me, the wind moves the bare

"limbs of the cottonwoods into an
uneasy dance as a semi dropping from
the butte to the East Fork bottom gears
down with a roar for the black ice on the
bridge. In Afghanistan the shots of snip-
ers echo under winter stars, answered
by the bright streaks of Soviet tracer fire.
I can barely comprehend the world as

an entirety, let alone resolve its hurts,
But, at the very least, this place and my
acceptance of it give me some finn
ground for my feet. I have to be some
place. A starting place .


