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            That, friends, is the sum of my wanting.

Next to nothing, close to everything.

            
                

            

            —Pablo Neruda, “I Ask for Silence”
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            INTRODUCTION

            The Quest for the Holy Grail

         

         
            Attention is the rarest and purest form of generosity. Absolutely unmixed attention is prayer.

            —Simone Weil

         

         The word “essay” comes from the French essayer, to try, and though Barry Lopez wrote book-length nonfiction and short stories, he was in some sense always an essayist, moving toward an apprehension of the natural world and our relation to it. To try is to explore the outer boundaries of one’s own capacity as well as the world beyond oneself, and the meeting of these two things drives much of his work. Every essay is a document of the writer’s endeavor and an invitation to the reader to pursue their own explorations.

         This collection of his essays has, as well, scattered through xiit fragments of an autobiography, and in that autobiography are traces of a quest, another form of essaying. Though Barry chose in his writing to look outward more than inward, the two directions are never truly separate in his work. We learn from both what resembles and what differs from ourselves; we learn about being human from the nonhuman, though we may choose to learn about the nonhuman for its own sake and for the joy of enlarging our understanding and deepening our relationship to the world. Other essays are both windows that take you out of yourself and mirrors that show you back to yourself, and so a flight is also a return.

         The autobiographical passages in this volume are themselves a guide to the work and its aspirations. From them you can glean a practical sense of who Barry Lopez was and why he was so passionate about place, travel, and the nonhuman world. Embrace Fearlessly the Burning World contains two accounts of his long childhood ordeal of sexual abuse by a family friend, “A Scary Abundance of Water” and “Sliver of Sky.” In the first, he makes it clear that the natural world itself—what he could ride to on his bike, the flight of his tumbler pigeons and their daily return, the light and space and water of the San Fernando Valley, north of Los Angeles, where he then lived—was his sanctuary and his support when he otherwise so desperately lacked both.

         The first essay, which came out in 2002, had a huge impact on me. The sheer generosity of recognizing how unexceptional his ordeal was, of weaving it into a broader recognition of the suffering of others and of what is redemptive and beautiful in the world around us, suggested to me more than any book-length memoir what memoir could be, xiiand how the intensely personal and the larger world could be spoken of together in the same breath.

         The act of widening one’s focus is itself an act of generosity in situations like this, not as a way of ignoring one’s own life but as a means for connecting it with others’ lives. If disconnection is the devastation that allows an abuser to abuse, a family to deny, a child to suffer in silence, connection is itself curative. We might need to go deep, the piece seems to say, but we might also need to go broad, and it does that as well. Even in the titles of the two essays about this abuse—referencing water and sky—Barry reaches beyond, not to avoid, but to reach out the way a drowning person might reach for flotsam in the waves.

         In the earlier essay, rushing into the untrammeled space of the San Fernando Valley, when much of it was still undeveloped or agricultural, was running from something. It was also moving toward something, and journeying to that something would be what Barry would do for the rest of his life—to what he loved most steadily throughout two dozen books and more than half a century of writing.

         The love of place can sustain a life, and we usually talk as though it’s an unreciprocated love, a one-way street. These essays show why that is wrong. The places love us back in how they steady and sustain us, teach us, shelter us, guide us, feed us, and that old image of the Earth itself as a mother is a reminder that we depend upon the unearned bounty of the biosphere. So, in a sense, in learning to love the Earth and particular places in it, we are learning to love back what loved us all along. Learning to love these places, by studying and understanding them, was one of Barry’s lifelong tasks. xiii

         Those of us who write about the natural world cherish some sense of being fed and cared for and protected by places and the living things in them, of a communion with the nonhuman world that matters on corporeal, ethical, emotional, imaginative, and spiritual terms. Which is why we have often tried to talk about both how these realms are being objectively threatened—by climate catastrophe, extinction, exploitation—and disappearing from our consciousness, as human beings become more indoor, urban creatures, and what kind of loss the latter is.

         We have tried to provide readers with a sense of what it means to be connected this way, both to give them a chance to access this connection through our own recounted experiences and to encourage them to seek out their own experiences or to examine them in new ways. And in hopes that by encouraging attention to and finding value in the natural world, we might move people to recognize the many ways in which it is immeasurably important not only to our survival but also to our spirits and imaginations, to justice and hope. What gets called nature writing is sometimes about animals or encounters, but often as well about the land itself, about place itself, ultimately about the Earth itself.

         There’s a passage in E. M. Forster’s 1910 novel named after the country house at the heart of it, Howards End. That old house in the country gives the main characters refuge and a space in which to be themselves and to be connected to rural life and community. Forster wrote:

         
            London was but a foretaste of this nomadic civilisation which is altering human nature so profoundly, and xivthrows upon personal relations a stress greater than they have ever borne before. Under cosmopolitanism, if it comes, we shall receive no help from the earth. Trees and meadows and mountains will only be a spectacle, and the binding force that they once exercised on character must be entrusted to Love alone. May Love be equal to the task!

         

         By “Love,” Forster means the feelings between human beings, and he argues that we need more than that, and portrays with tenderness and power what “more” can mean. “Help from the earth” is how places love us back, but first we have to connect to them. In the essay here titled “Love in a Time of Terror,” Barry writes, “Whenever I’m asked what I love, I think of the aggregate of relationships in that place that summer.” Which is to say the subject of what is often called nature writing is, inevitably, nature, but also love, and the latter means that what the writing academics tried to herd into a corral of that name is often something else. It might be geography or sociology or history or anthropology, but it is often also the values, desires, emotions, and orientations that make us human, and in that sense, quite often, it is theology.

         I often felt something intentionally priestly about Barry’s presence, when he spoke to audiences—a kind of formal way of presenting himself, but also an intention to bring us the way a priest might bring a congregation to something transcendent or immanent. He was unafraid of taking moral positions and stating principles, and he wasted no time on that chimera of neutrality that has bedeviled so many white xvAmerican writers. This committed stance is present in his work. When his mother remarried, to a man who moved the family to New York City and away from his abuser, he was sent to a Jesuit prep school. There’s a lot about Barry that remained Jesuitical or perhaps priestly—and as a young man he considered a monastic or priestly vocation. As he narrates it in “Madre de Dios,” he did not end up pursuing that path, and the former altar boy moved on from regular attendance at Catholic church. But also, he writes:

         
            In those many years of travel, long after I had lost touch with my Catholic practice, I continued to rely, anyway, on the centrality of a life of prayer, which I broadly took to be a continuous, respectful attendance to the presence of the Divine. Prayer was one’s daily effort to be incorporated within that essence.

         

         His writing celebrates that the “presence of the Divine” is to be found in many places and phenomena, here and now, not in some disembodied heaven. The work is in some sense a celebration of abundance, from the desert to the Arctic, and a warning about its erosion.

         He finds this presence in and as places, mostly wild and remote ones where the natural order seems intact, and as specific moments of witness, particular encounters. Places not as passive stages that life moves across but as the lives as well, as all the presences, living and otherwise, in a place, its animals, plants, weather, geology, and hydrology, the lay of the land, the human presence, and how they all interact. Sometimes he also describes the disciplines and rites of being xvipresent and regularly the other humans there, who are often guides of one kind or another.

         You could describe his as a lifelong quest for the Holy Grail in which the quest itself is the Grail. The Grail is the journey, the search for something, and the something is outside oneself—musk oxen in a blizzard or algae flourishing under Antarctic ice, or an image of a stone horse laid out in the desert long before white people came along, or the annual autumnal return of the salmon in front of his house on the McKenzie River. But in his writing, this cosmology, the Grail is not just the travel to these places but the stillness and patience after arrival.

         It is also the act of paying attention to these things, of entering a state of concentration, of focus, a state of being open to epiphany and rapture and communion. It is a seeking, so to speak, of the capacity to seek, with a kind of devotion that steadies the concentration. You arrive at a place, then you arrive at an awareness, then perhaps arrive at an understanding, which opens up the world to you and opens you up to the world. Finally, perhaps, you arrive at a relationship.

         One word appears over and over in these pages: “attention.” The word has the same roots as “attendance,” which means showing up, serving, and caring for, with roots in the French attendre, to wait. Waiting, attending to, and paying attention are in some sense the same thing, waiting to understand, waiting to know, staying until connection is formed, the taking-care-of that begins by taking notice of. Perhaps it’s all encompassed in the “continuous, respectful attendance to the presence of the Divine.” Attention is something xviiBarry admires in others, exhorts his readers to practice, and describes in his own interactions.

         One of the hallmarks of his writing is a sense of being unhurried, of the sheer luxury of time and the way that the old ways were the slow ways, and that this slowness is what it takes to know something, whether you wait for hours for the animal to appear or you return to a place over and over to know it under many conditions.* In that sense, it’s an act of resistance to our hurried, harried, distracted era. In the essay on his friend Richard Nelson, the Alaskan writer and anthropologist, he notes, “To be patient, to pay attention to the world that is not yourself, is the first step in the neophyte’s discovery of the larger world outside the self, the landscape in which wisdom itself abides.” Elsewhere he writes, “I do not recall a single day of attentiveness outdoors, in fact, when something unknown, something new, hasn’t flared up before me.”

         Often the word appears in the phrase “pay attention,” in which to pay might mean to give. You give your attention and you are paid back with whatever joy and knowledge you receive through that process. He portrayed learning as a holy and exhilarating mission. Perhaps attention is what we owe one another and the world first, and this writer wandered about, paying it out lavishly and writing down what he learned as an exhortation to others to likeways pay attention, not as a duty, not because we are in debt, though of course xviiiwe are in debt to the great complex web of life in which we are situated, but because attention brings epiphanies, orientation, fellowship, insight. Sometimes he was seeking the places to which he himself desired to pay close attention, sometimes he was seeking the people who already did so. Thus scientists and Indigenous people loom large in his work as practitioners in two schools of epistemology, different but not opposed.† 

         In this book he states a credo: “Perhaps the first rule of everything we endeavor to do is to pay attention. Perhaps the second is to be patient. And perhaps a third is to be attentive to what the body knows.” That state of paying full attention is both the prayer and the communion that is the prayer’s answer. He pursued it over and over, found it over and over, prayed it, praised it, and urged us all to do the same, over and over. We are his congregation; these are his sermons. In them, loneliness is transmuted into connection, in which some part of what was broken is made whole. He made contact with these rare and vanishing and remote phenomena, like a priest reaching toward the divine, and then sought to share this communion as a writer, to turn it into a communion for us and with us.

         xixBarry often seemed serious, but he had a sly sense of humor in person and a capacity for delight. I met him for the first time when we were both staying in Galisteo, New Mexico, one summer around the turn of the twenty-first century, and an editor who knew both of us introduced us by email. When we met, I told him he should see the life-size bear petroglyph hidden in the hills beyond, and while I knew there were thunderstorms pretty much every afternoon, he insisted on writing mornings, so we set out as the white clouds gathered and began to darken into the color of a great blue heron’s wings in flight.

         We talked, we walked, he often paused en route to examine a plant or a stone; we admired the bear petroglyph and the others surrounding it, including two great serpents zigzagging like lightning, and then the lightning itself came, and the thunder, and a heavy rain that quickly soaked us to the skin. We crouched under a ledge during the most torrential minutes of the downpour, but it was impossible to stay apart from the rain, and easy on that warm afternoon in an otherwise arid landscape to yield to the delight of being—“baptized” is the word that comes to mind—in the storm. We had walked there on sandy soil, but we walked back on mud that turned our boots into clods.

         I wrote, afterward, about something that happened near the petroglyphs:

         
            I looked down to see he had left one perfect footprint, and in it lay a small potsherd, striped red and black. That the footprint was not a minute old and the fragment in it might have been lying there five hundred xxyears compressed two kinds of past into one dazzling encounter. The term “walking in someone’s footprints” instantly became literal, for this was a writer whose work had long ago suggested to me something of what I might dare to aim for with mine.

         

         I have my own paths now, but Barry helped me find them. Which is what we always want writing to do, and so perhaps I’m just here to say he did it.

         The footsteps that are these essays lead in many directions; all of them have older matter embedded in them. Some of you may want to follow them only as far as they go; others may find guidance for the paths you choose yourselves in exploring relationships to land and language, to the quest for meaning.

         
             

         

         Rebecca Solnit
November 2021

         
            * It should be noted that while Barry was a careful reviser of his published work, four of the essays in this collection were still in draft form at the time of his death.

            † It might be worth mentioning that Barry’s work talked extensively and respectfully about contemporary Indigenous people when that was unusual in mainstream American writing. Into the 1990s most settler-writers either ignored them or talked about them in the past tense, as people who were no longer part of the conversation, or never had been. If Barry’s perspectives there and elsewhere do not always seem of this very moment, the reason may be that while he helped shape the moment we now inhabit, it had yet to come into being while he was writing many of these essays.
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            CONVERSATIONS
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            Six Thousand Lessons

         

         when i was a boy i wanted to see the world. bit by bit it’s happened. In 1948, when I was three, I left my home in Mamaroneck, just north of New York City, and flew with my mother to a different life in the San Fernando Valley, outside Los Angeles. I spent my adolescent summers at the Grand Canyon and swam in the great Pacific. Later, when my mother married again, we moved to the Murray Hill section of Manhattan. Another sort of canyon. I traveled across Europe by bus when I was seventeen. I went to Mexico. I camped in the desert in Namibia and on the polar plateau, twenty kilometers from the South Pole. I flew to Bangkok and Belém, to Nairobi and Perth, and traveled out into the country beyond.

         Over the years I ate many unfamiliar meals, overheard arguments conducted on city streets in Pashto, Afrikaans, Flemish, Cree. I prayed in houses of worship not my own, walked through refugee camps in Lebanon, and crossed impossible mountain passes on the Silk Road. Witness, not 4achievement, is what I was after. From the beginning, I wanted to understand how very different each stretch of landscape, each boulevard, each cultural aspiration was. The human epistemologies, the six thousand spoken ways of knowing God, are like the six thousand ways a river can run down from high country to low, like the six thousand ways dawn might break over the Atacama, the Tanami, the Gobi, or the Sonoran.

         Having seen so much, you could assume, if you are not paying close attention, that you know where you are, succumbing to the heresy of believing one place actually closely resembles another. But this is not true. Each place is itself only, and nowhere repeated. Miss it and it’s gone.

         Of the six thousand valuable lessons that might be offered a persistent traveler, here is a single one. Over the years in speaking with Indigenous people—Yupik and Inupiat in Alaska and Inuit in Canada—I came to understand that they prefer to lack the way we use collective nouns in the West for a species. Their tendency is not to respond to a question about what it is that “caribou” do, but to say instead what an individual caribou once did in a particular set of circumstances—in that place, at that time of year, in that type of weather, with these other animals around. It is important to understand, they say, that on another, apparently similar occasion, that animal might do something different. All caribou, despite their resemblance to each other, are not only differentiated one from the other but in the end are unpredictable.

         In Xian once, where Chinese archaeologists had recently uncovered a marching army of terra-cotta soldiers and 5horses, and where visitors can view them in long pits in situ, I studied several hundred with a pair of binoculars. The face of each one, men and horses alike, was unique. I’ve watched herds of impala bounding away from lions on the savanna of Africa and flocks of white corellas roosting at dusk in copses of gum trees in the Great Sandy Desert in Western Australia, and have had no doubt in those moments that with patience and tutoring I could distinguish one animal from another.

         It is terrifying for me to consider, now, how television, a kind of cultural nerve gas, has compromised the world’s six thousand epistemologies, collapsing them into “what we all know” and “what we all believe.” To consider how some yearn for all of us to speak Mandarin or English, “to make life easier.” To consider how a stunning photograph of a phantom orchid can be made to stand today for all phantom orchids. To consider how traveling to Vienna can mean for some that you’ve more or less been to Prague. How, if you’re pressed for time, one thing can justifiably take the place of another.

         During these years of travel, my understanding of what diversity can mean has evolved. I began with an intuition, that the world was, from place to place and culture to culture, far more different than I had been led to believe. Later, I began to understand that to ignore these differences is not simply insensitive but unjust and perilous. To ignore the differences does not make things better. It creates isolation, pain, fury, despair. Finally, I came to see something profound. Long-term, healthy patterns of social organization, among all social life-forms, it seemed to me, hinged on work that maintained the integrity of the community while at the same 6time granting autonomy to its individuals. What made a society beautiful was some combination of autonomy and deference that, together, minimized strife.

         In my understanding diversity is not, as I had once thought, a characteristic of life. It is, instead, a condition necessary for life. To eliminate diversity would be like eliminating carbon and expecting life to go on. This, I believe, is why even a passing acquaintance with endangered languages or endangered species or endangered cultures brings with it so much anxiety, so much sadness. We know in our tissues that the fewer the differences we encounter, wherever it is we go, the more widespread the kingdom of death has become.
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            An Intimate Geography

         

         it was night, but not the color of sky you might expect. The sun was up in the north, a few fingers above the horizon, and the air itself was bluer than it had been that afternoon, when the light was more golden. A friend and I, on a June “evening,” were sitting atop a knoll in the Brooks Range in northern Alaska. We had our spotting scopes trained on a herd of several hundred barren-ground caribou, browsing three miles away in the treeless, U-shaped valley of the Anaktuvuk River. The herd drifted in silence across an immensity of space.

         Sitting there, some hundreds of feet above the valley floor, we joked that the air was so transparent you could see all the way to the Anaktuvuk’s confluence with the Colville River, ninety miles down the valley. The dustless atmosphere scattered so little light, we facetiously agreed, it was only the curvature of the Earth that kept us from being able to see clear to Franz Josef Land, in the Russian Arctic. I braced the fingers of my left hand against a cobble embedded in the 8tundra by my hip, to shift my weight and steady my gaze. The orange lichen on the rock blazed in my eye like a cutting torch before I turned back to the spotting scope and the distant caribou.

         Years later, at the opposite end of the planet, I was aboard a German ecotourist ship crossing the Drake Passage from the Falkland Islands to South Georgia. The vessel was yawing through forty-foot seas, pitching and rolling in a Beaufort force 11 storm, one category shy of a hurricane. Dressed in storm gear and gripping a leeward rail outside on one of the upper decks, I stood shoulder to shoulder with a colleague. The surface of the gray sea before us had no point of stillness, no transparency. Veils of storm-ripped water ballooned in the air, and the voices of a flock of albatrosses, teetering in incomprehensible flight, cut the roar of the wind rising and collapsing in the ship’s superstructure. In the shadowless morning light, beyond the grip of my gloves on the rail, beyond the snap of our parka hoods crumpling in the wind, the surface of the ocean was another earthly immensity, this one more contained, and a little louder, than the one in the Brooks Range.

         
             

         

         in april 1988 i was traveling across China in the company of several other writers. In Chongqing, in Sichuan Province, we made arrangements to descend the stretch of the Yangtze River that cuts through the Wushan Mountains, the site of the famed Three Gorges, upriver from Yichang. At that time, years before the completion of the Three Gorges Dam, the Yangtze still moved swiftly through the bottom of 9this steep-walled canyon, falling, as it did, 519 feet between Chongqing and Yichang.

         Despite the occasional set of rapids, the water in the gorges teemed with commerce—shirtless men paddled slender, pirogue-like boats down, up, and across the Yangtze; larger passenger vessels, such as ours, plowed through; and we passed heavily loaded lighters and packets laboring against the current. The air was ripe with the smells of spoiling fish, fresh vegetables, and human waste. The scene, a kind of Third World cliché, didn’t fully engage me—until I caught sight, unexpectedly, of great runs of vertical space on the right bank, variegated fields rising straight up, perhaps nine hundred feet, into a blue sky. The terraced slopes were as steep as playground slides, a skein of garden plots and traversing rice paddies, dotted with sheds and houses. These images might be visible between sections of bare cliff for no more than thirty seconds as the ship passed them, but the convergence of cultural and physical geography was spectacular. The boldness of the farming ventures made my heart race. And in that mute, imposing gorge I discovered a different type of seductive earthly immensity. I wanted time to ferret out all the revealing detail in those densely patterned clefts. But our riverboat bore on. I inhaled sharply the damp perfume of human life around me, and gazed instead at the bolus of light shattering endlessly on the turbid water of the bow wave.

         
             

         

         like other persistent travelers, I have often viewed the surface of the Earth from high-flying aircraft, but those 10intangible expanses have rarely had the emotional impact of the stillness I experienced that night in the Anaktuvuk River valley or the more circumscribed view I had later of the chaotic Southern Ocean, let alone the detail and animation of the Yangtze River scenes. What’s missing in views from high-flying aircraft is the sensual immediacy of a place. The sound and the smell of it, the press of tempered air on the skin that accompanies what one sees. It’s the full reach of the landscape that’s not apparent, what you could call the authority of the land. The impression of distance in the valley of the Anaktuvuk that night was intensified by seeing the brilliance of a few lichen-covered rocks close to my hand, by being able to make a connection, in that same instant, between the near and the far. Also, a ground-level view, unlike the view from a plane, has both a foreground and a middle ground—my yellow gloves grasping the rail of the ship and the albatrosses flying between the ship and the horizon. Or the gardens rising from riverbank to canyon crest.

         I don’t mean to imply that someone can never establish an intimate connection with the Earth from an airplane, though this seems to happen only at low altitudes and slow speeds. Many years ago, when I was doing research for a book about the Arctic, I flew regularly with a bush pilot named Duncan Grant. He traveled routinely and widely in a twelve-passenger Twin Otter across Canada’s Queen Elizabeth Islands, north of the North American mainland, ferrying scientists and their gear to and from remote summer campsites. Most bush pilots in that country tended to fly in a straight line from point A to point B, cruising at an unvarying altitude of three thousand feet. Duncan flew zigzag 11courses, like an Arctic fox searching for something to eat, always at an altitude of about three hundred feet. As his passenger, you never quite lost touch with the Earth. He would habitually follow leads in the summer pack ice, hoping for a glimpse of narwhals. He’d throttle the aircraft back nearly to a stalling point so he could pass a flock of snow geese more slowly.

         I learned from Duncan, who maintained close visual contact with the varied and active surface of the planet whenever he flew, what Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Anne Morrow Lindbergh, and other writer-pilots meant by the phrase “the romance of flight.” It was not freedom from the Earth they sought as much as a release from the tyranny of distance. And what they discovered, what was genuinely new in their explorations, was a different kind of intimacy with earthly places, both the ones they were already familiar with and those they were seeing for the first time.

         Books like Saint-Exupéry’s Wind, Sand and Stars and Beryl Markham’s West with the Night held my attention because of the pilots’ allegiance to the physical Earth, including their own trackless paths through the atmosphere. Their descriptions revealed more deeply the complex relationships to place that are the hallmark of strong human feelings about geography. They particularized the dull abstractions—the purple plain, the shining river, the amber waves of grain. They enlivened and humanized them.

         
             

         

         when i think of my own attempts to maintain intimacy with the Earth, what first comes to mind is not any arduous 12encounter with the terrain or a deliberating hour on my hands and knees somewhere, but the Paleolithic cave complex at Altamira. In the spring of 1991, the director of the local museum offered me a private tour of this underground gallery of early human art, in Cantabrian Spain. Accompanied by a guide and with no limit on my time, I was able to move through its various sections at my own speed, grateful for the guide’s patience with my slowness. I observed each tableau of animal life, studiously altering my perspective before each one, feeling all the while the damp closeness of the walls and the darkness crowding in. I speculated, like any visitor, about the meaning of what was before me, but these intellectual efforts were the least important thing going on. Surrounded by this vivid, riveting evidence of human imaginations at work, and with the humid silence exaggerating the paintings’ starkness, I felt a tenuous identity with its creators. In some sense, these people were my Cro-Magnon ancestors. Holocene history—the domestication of wheat, the codification of law under Hammurabi, the emergence of the Chinese dynasties—none of that entered my mind. All I could see was this glistening testament that Magdalenian hunters had left behind, and myself standing before it, the staring, slow-breathing, distant relative.

         When I exited the caves on a promontory and looked out across a Mondrian patchwork of kitchen gardens, corralled stock, and simple two-story houses at the edge of the town of Santillana del Mar, I felt a surge of empathy for all humanity, as if the paintings and the cultivated soil before me had been created by human beings separated by no more than a few generations. 13

         
            [image: ]

         

         intimacy with the physical earth apparently awakens in us, at some wordless level, a primal knowledge of the nature of our emotional as well as our biological attachments to physical landscapes. Based on my own inquiries, my impression is that we experience this primal connection regularly as a diffuse, ineffable pleasure, experience it as the easing of a particular kind of longing.

         I recall diving on a nameless seamount in Dixon Entrance, near the southern tip of Prince of Wales Island in British Columbia’s coastal waters, a kind of flooded landscape. I was working with a team of ecologists surveying benthic communities in the area. Diving is a highly charged form of human inquiry and many divers become aware of a renewed sense of intense, amorous contact with the Earth almost immediately upon entering the water. A limit on the supply of air you can take along lets you know that your time here will be relatively short. The resistance of the water tells you that you won’t be going very far. And the projecting frame of your mask suggests, like a monk’s cowl, that much will likely go by you unnoticed. Gravity, however, will clearly not be a restraint on your desire to examine things here, where you are “out of your element.” You can swim up and down the face of one-hundred-foot cliff walls, and if you have good neutral buoyancy skills, you can suspend yourself a few inches from a wall and scrutinize every movement a tiny creature makes, minute after minute, while it feeds.

         That day, diving at Dixon Entrance, I felt like an astronaut, untethered, on an extravehicular excursion. The seamount, 14 which rose to within sixty feet of the surface and was only about two hundred yards in diameter, fell away into abyssal darkness on every side. While our mother ship, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration vessel Alpha Helix, floated overhead in station-keeping mode, the six of us split up to inspect the complicated contours of this isolated formation. Predictably, in these cold, nutrient-rich waters, the mount was thickly covered with sponges, hydrocorals, anemones, tubeworms, basket stars, and brilliantly colored nudibranchs. Crustaceans appeared in nearly every crevice, and one of us saw an octopus. Small fish darted about, larger fish lumbered past. The scene was generally familiar from other cold-water dives I’d made in the Pacific Northwest, until I passed within a few feet of a hole about the size of my fist. The blunt head of an eel protruded from it—an ancient, bald, almost terrifying face. A wolf eel, I realized, and I pulled back sharply. Later, I encountered another wolf eel, this one about three feet long, undulating across the expanse of the seamount in its eerie, limbless way. It triggered the same sudden alarm in my mammalian cerebellum, but the rocky field of bright color over which it moved, pale greens and dark browns, dappled with the shadows of surface waves and accentuated by luminous spots of chartreuse, apricot, carmine, and lavender, gave the eel a kind of innocence and vulnerability with which I identified, suspended there in the open ocean.

         
             

         

         i feel fortunate to have been able to experience so much of the physical world directly, to have had time to linger and 15observe, to ask questions, and to listen while someone explained some subtle characteristic of his local landscape. I have felt pulled since early childhood toward the raw materials of geography and toward its local interpreters, though the pull has not always been toward unpopulated places like those I’ve been describing here. On a visit to Kabul, in the fall of 2007, my host offered me the services of a Pashtun driver and a battered car, which gave us a lower profile. Over two days the driver and I made our way through virtually every quarter of that blasted, crowded, dust-choked, and heroic landscape. I had told my host that I wanted to see what was actually going on in the streets of his city. What were people really doing in this place?

         I watched men in open-air foundries taking infinite care as they hand-peened pieces of scrap metal into parts for cars. I watched a man sell a single pomegranate from a tiny tray of pomegranates, the entirety of his wares. I watched herdsmen moving their goats through reeking heaps of street-corner rubbish—and recalled a dinner conversation I’d had a few days earlier with one of Afghanistan’s ministers, a man anxious about plans for his country’s economic survival and development. It is from observing the interplay of minute details like these within the larger, overall picture, sensing the tension between the revelatory particular and the general condition, that the written stories we most trust about life begin to take shape. For me, those stories have very often been about human drama in specific places—Herman Melville’s Pacific, William Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County, Saigyō Hōshi’s Honshū, Nadine Gordimer’s Johannesburg. 16

         Geography, some scholars believe, has subtly but directly influenced the development of our cultures, our languages, our diets, our social organization, and to some degree even our politics. Whenever I travel in remote or in still largely tribal places, I’m often conscious of watching for something modern humans might have misplaced on their way from Altamira to Rome and Tenochtitlán—specifically, the understanding that geography was central to any idea of their destiny. Once, I can easily imagine, we each had a fundamental sense of well-being that grew directly out of our intimacy, our back-and-forth, with the profundity embedded in the places we occupied.

         
             

         

         from time to time i’ve been asked, as a traveler, which landscape I favor most. Would it be, the interviewer inquires, the Tanami Desert in Australia’s Northern Territory? The terraced hills of Bali, or perhaps the intracoastal waterway of southern Chile? I always respond in the same way, saying no, it would be my home in western Oregon, where I have lived since the summer of 1970.

         The house is situated on a bench above the north bank of the McKenzie River, in mixed old-growth forest. The valley here is too steep for farming, so human settlement has been light. Industrial logging has taken a toll, sweeping the mountain slopes clear of trees in many places. But Chinook salmon still spawn in front of the house and, just glancing out the windows, I’ve seen bobcat, mink, and black bear. Elk and mountain lion are nearby in the woods, as are coyote, beaver, river otter, and black-tailed deer. I often come upon 17their tracks. From the river, I regularly hear ospreys and belted kingfishers call; and from the trees, ravens, pileated woodpeckers, and a host of other birds—warblers, tanagers, and thrushes among them.

         Douglas firs, cedars, hemlocks, and big-leaf maples surround the house so tightly they take away the horizon. Sometimes, when their crowns sway in the wind, I have the sense that I’m living at the bottom of a kelp forest. The expanse of this montane forest, like the expanse of the Pacific Ocean, is something I feel, and against this volume of space I array the details of life here: the late-night caterwaul of a gray fox, so like the wail of a terrified child; claw marks on the broken boards of an outbuilding, dismantled by a black bear; a rubber boa, pale as the stem of a mushroom, curled up by the kitchen steps one morning; the glint from an obsidian spear point, a broken section of which I unearthed one evening with a trowel while laying a brick walk in the forest.

         Over the years I have seen, heard, tasted, palpated, and smelled many remarkable things around the place. I do not recall a single day of attentiveness outdoors, in fact, when something unknown, something new, hasn’t flared up before me. I’m kept from the conceit that there is anything remarkable in this, however, by steady streams of weekend tourist traffic that speed past the house, en route to recreation areas in the mountains or to launch points on the river. To most, my landscape, I have to think, must appear innocuous, ordinary.

         Still, I’m happy in this undemonstrative, rural place. In my conversations with it I know, once more, who I am. It inundates me continually with mystery, because its nature is too complex to be fully known. If I want the comfort of 18intimacy with it, of integration and acceptance, my only choice is participation—to learn from it by participating. I imagine my choice here is very like that of Magdalenian cave painters in their time, one of stepping into the physical world as fully as circumstances permit. Of not opting for the expediency of detachment.

         Accelerated global climate change, an abstraction around elements of physical geography, has become an inexorable force in the alteration of the Earth’s biological fabric. As climatic change begins to affect long-range strategic planning for human survival, as the Earth’s stocks of pelagic food fish plummet, as dry-land aquifers are drained, we can easily believe we’ve been shortsighted in a loss of intimacy with place, in largely ignoring the impact geography has on our daily lives. As humans in Africa and Asia migrate today from their derelict lands in search of ground more habitable—or simply in search of gainful employment—we can even wonder whether, in not providing a central role for geographical awareness in the shaping of our country’s domestic and international policies, we’ve erred fatefully.

         
             

         

         the jack hills in western Australia lie about four hundred miles north-northeast of Perth. There, in the 1980s, scientists found a lode of zircon crystals that at the time represented the oldest known bits of the Earth’s crust. One of these extremely hard and durable crystals was dated at 4.27 billion years, about 250 million years after the formation of the planet. After reading in Nature about the discovery, I felt compelled to see the region. I didn’t want to spirit away any 19specimens. I just wanted, if I could, to become for a moment a part of the flow of time there.

         From the regional airport at Meekatharra I drove overland in a rented four-wheel-drive about two hundred kilometers to a sheep station near the site of the find. The next morning, the manager of the station offered to fly me slowly over the section of the Jack Hills I was trying to reach, to help get me oriented in a roadless area. Employing that overview, and using a hand-drawn map given to me by one of the geologists involved in the research, I located by midmorning the dry wash in which the crystals had first been discovered. I parked in a copse of eucalyptus trees and walked slowly uphill, studying the ground closely. Distant, almost mythic events in the Archean Eon came to mind while flocks of small, bright, green-and-yellow budgerigars zoomed close overhead. Galahs and crested cockatiels called from trees in the distance. I sat for a while at the edge of a dry watercourse and, from time to time, studied open sections of the broken, hilly country with a pair of binoculars. Nothing moved. I saw no sheep, no feral cats or goats, only the arid contours of a brittle land with little soil, one that carried few footprints distinct enough for me to read.

         By early afternoon I was satisfied that I’d located the precise spot where the crystals had first been noticed. The geological exposure was unequivocal. I lingered there for an hour, viewing all I saw in light of the tiny crystals glittering in the rock formation at my feet.

         On my way back to the truck I stopped to focus my binoculars ahead on a small flock of gray-and-pink cockatoos with white crowns—galahs. The late-afternoon light inflamed 20their pink chests and I could now easily distinguish female galahs, with their red eyes, from brown-eyed males. The heated air buzzed with their raucous calls, erupting from the upper limbs of the eucalypts under which I’d parked. From the upper end of the wash, my line of sight carried out over the crowns of those trees into a plain beyond, a sun-drenched expanse of savanna under a massive, pale blue sky. It was too far off, on the plain, to catch and identify the voice of any bird there, but perhaps, just then, birds unknown to me were announcing themselves in that welter of space.
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            An Era of Emergencies Is Upon Us and We Cannot Look Away

         

         we’ve lived for generations in america with our promising tomorrows waiting for us just up ahead. Despite world wars and ceaseless warfare, despite backbreaking (for some) economic depressions and recessions, despite a history of slavery and genocide and being plagued by regular flare-ups of malfeasance and corruption in government, despite the oceans of filth and poison that hang menacingly in suspension in our air and water, we continue to believe in deliverance. We believe in the eventual triumph of liberal values—the passage and enforcement of equitable laws, comity in all our daily affairs, affordable education, probity from our politicians—the full embrace of which will allow us finally to dismantle entrenched bigotry and injustice.

         As I write these words I’m compelled to say that I see no sign of such a salvation on the horizon. This is not to imply that the situation in the United States is hopeless—even considering the wealth gap, widespread environmental degradation, institutionalized cheating in business, the many 22biological and economic problems associated with advancing climate breakdown, and the social inequity created by, say, male privilege—but only to suggest that we have been kidding ourselves about there being, just up ahead, a clear path to the other side of all this. Our children and grandchildren, seeing how tentative our response has been to global climate disorder and to whatever else might conceivably be coming along—the sudden collapse of an international financial institution like Deutsche Bank or a pandemic for which there is no immediate cure—have framed already their objections: Why did you not prepare? Why were you so profligate while we still had a chance? Where was your wisdom?

         Many of the pictures in the 2021 book American Geography: Photographs of Land Use from 1840 to the Present speak to questions about our survival as a species. Some reflect our sense of grief about what has happened. In others you can feel the photographer’s bewilderment at the same time as his or her wonder. For some viewers, these pictures might prompt feelings of anger and condemnation. If you imagine the project as a whole piece of cloth, you could say that the larger question here is: What have we done?

         For me, who began my professional life as a photographer as well as a writer more than fifty years ago, the stance American Geography takes is one of direct confrontation. The volume dispenses with sentimentality and nostalgia about our once-primal landscapes and is, further, not compromised by iconic photographs of the beautiful. Also, for all of its pictures from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the project is much less about our past than it is about our future. American Geography persistently questions the value of 23the “fruits of progress” (or the lack of them) and also the putative ethical foundation for Manifest Destiny. To go on like this, the photographs suggest—to continue to applaud the individual quest for substantial personal wealth at the expense of others, and to continue to promote the puerile dreams of some to secure positions of social and political advantage over others—would be suicidal.

         When the curator Sandra S. Phillips first invited me to discuss the ideas behind this project, I urged her to consider, along with the pictures of cultural imposition she had already located—the boot prints, if you will, of the colonial invader—other, perhaps more welcoming photographs of the enduring biological, geological, and botanical integrity of American landscapes, pictures not marred by clearcuts, toxic settling ponds, transmission towers, contrails, open-pit mines, stalled traffic, sprawling feedlots, and the rest of humanity’s infrastructure. These pictures of unmanipulated land, I thought, would contrast sharply with scenes of economic hardship and the heedless marauding that drove the westward movement. They would make the ethical debacle documented in many of these photographs more apparent.

         But I came around to her point of view. Crudely put, it is that we can no longer afford to carry on in a prolonged era of polite reflection and ineffective resistance. An Era of Emergencies is bearing down on us. We must now consider, for example, how to organize the last industrial extractions of oil, fresh water, natural gas, timber, metallic ores, and fish in order to ensure our own survival; and we must consider, of course, what comes after that. We must reckon with the Sixth Extinction, which will remove, for example, many of our 24pollinators and one day, probably, many of us. We must invent overnight, figuratively speaking, another kind of civilization, one more cognizant of limits, less greedy, more compassionate, less bigoted, more inclusive, less exploitive.

         It is startling to encounter in some of the earlier photographs in American Geography the capacity of women and men, many decades ago, to recognize and capture on film juxtapositions that expose the potential for natural and cultural disaster in what, for so long, we had considered the normal order of Western progress.

         The courage behind curating American Geography, for me, is the decision to address unflinchingly the troubling future, to prompt a reconsideration of what will work for us now, what we will freely abandon, and what we will hold on to at any cost. In contemporary art today, internationally as well as here in America, I have noticed opposition to entertainment for its own sake and a burgeoning desire to create art of consequence, art that does not trifle with us or exploit our grief. More prominent in the arts now than the desire to inform and to illuminate our predicament, or to indict its causes, is the desire to probe it, and to identify previously unconsidered approaches to managing it, to offer metaphors that open out onto workable solutions. With this different kind of orientation it is then possible to regard the dark underbelly of the Industrial Revolution and understand that that radical change in social organization, alongside the sheer scale of industrial production, is now presenting us with a medical bill for all this change, for the treatment of mesothelioma, black lung, pollution cancers, and the rest. To consider that the honeybee and the wild horse have their own 25integrity and perhaps even their own aspirations, and can no longer be viewed as subjects, willing to participate in the construction of a world built to serve the needs and desires of human beings alone.

         At the heart of the lifework of many artists I have known is a simple but profound statement: “I object.” I have studied what we have done to the planet and I object. I object to the exploitation of, and the lack of respect for, human laborers. I object to the frantic commercialization of the many realms of daily life, I object to the desecration of what is beautiful, to the celebration of what is venal, and to the ethical obtuseness of the king’s adoring enablers. I object to society’s complacency.

         I would ask you not to give in to the temptation to despair, not to retreat into cynicism or settle into disaffection, but to recognize in these photographs the resilience, determination, and concern for the fate of humanity that these photographers possess. And I would ask you further to consider how integral to American Geography is the idea of an ensemble of work like this. While there is individual genius behind many of these pictures, it is the community of artists, the absence of overbearing individual sentiment, that stands out here.
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