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A mystery beyond price.

Seeing is believing… but is that all there is?

Anton Bruckner tells more…

through his motet music.
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Preface

Previously in Tangier Gardens and Curious Tales, Books 1 and 2 of “The Landscape Architect” series, Christopher Janus, CJ, our protagonist was a landscape architecture student doing a term abroad design study in Morocco where, with the help of a couple esoteric botanists, he barely escaped from an abusive landscape.

CJ then graduated, earned his professional licence and in New Mexico worked for years in design/build/maintain landscape architecture. But devastating personal events smashed CJ. To get himself going again, he joined W Kurt Milligan’s Santa Monica California boutique landscape architecture firm.

SoCal (Southern California) has always been a design hub, the nexus of the “latest thing” in architecture/movies/television/media influencers and a small design boutique must be on top of it all. The professional design mood of Los Angeles, SoCal, is fiery—the competition is fierce. And so was CJ’s relationship with Kurt—a friendship built on intense debates.

In Book 3, Yenbo Palms, CJ went to live and work in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia where, for six years, he had been mystified by a landscape of chimeric sands. This fourth book, Crystal Vision, is narrated by Kurt who, trying to get clear on CJ’s mid-career conundrum, follows CJ as he wends his way through an inspirational landscape into the unimaginable.

In the very alpine landscape that has inspired Tolkien, Byron, Goethe and so many other authors, artists and musicians, CJ absorbs the multi-dimensional majesty of Switzerland’s Jungfrau Region. In those Swiss Alps CJ thinks he may have found the “holy grail” of landscape design.

I’ll let Kurt, CJ’s long-time colleague, friend and this book’s narrator, set in detail the Crystal Vision context in his foreword.

 

Edward Flaherty


Foreword

In my Santa Monica Landscape Architecture office, CJ worked for me. He first worked as a summer intern when he was still a student. Then years later, after he was a licensed and well-experienced professional landscape architect, he rejoined for five more years. We were colleagues for over a decade. We became friends. We had bonds. He was an awesome go-getter.

Together, we worked with all the prominent architects and artisans in the Los Angeles area. We were absorbed in SoCal design, art and architecture. We were successful—a large part due to CJ’s efforts. It was CJ who coined our office’s letterhead and elevator hook: Irresistible Elegance. That’s how we got on.

About seven, almost eight years ago now, when CJ, seeking much larger responsibilities, took on a new job in Saudi Arabia, I agreed to become his Executor.

Then in the last year, all hell broke loose. CJ died?! In Cairo? I couldn’t believe it! I had to get to the bottom of it. The story? A never-ending wave.

Ride with me.

Keep your stuff together,

 

Kurt


1-Kurt


How We Got Here

…from Kurt…

CJ, Christopher Janus, took an international job in a developing new town on the Red Sea in Saudi Arabia. Before leaving for Saudi Arabia, he asked me to be his Executor—in case something happened. He wanted someone, a designer, to take his diaries and design journals. Me? I agreed out of friendship.

I admired CJ’s fire. His cutting-edge design had done my firm well. Then eight years went by, not much happened between us. I ran my SoCal office. He performed his job in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. But CJ did send me, from time to time, twice a year generally, post cards from his R&R (rest and recreation—vacation) destinations.

Then about six months ago, I got a Special Delivery via snail mail from a bank in Amsterdam stating that CJ had passed away in Cairo. When, as Executor, I travelled to Amsterdam, I learned that CJ’s death was an administrative declaration. Officials in Cairo had not found CJ’s body. Yet, after a legally set period of time, six months, they declared CJ dead to clear their books. That shocked me.

I was sceptical. I wanted facts. I wanted truth. CJ had always been a source of energy and dedicated to the landscape architecture profession. He was a good guy—I needed more details.

As Executor, I emptied CJ’s safety deposit boxes at the Amsterdam bank. There I found and took possession of his diaries and design journals. I began reviewing those writings and became stronger in my feeling that CJ might not be dead.

In Yenbo Palms, I pieced together CJ’s activities through his departure from KSA and his quest to Thailand and Switzerland. At the end, CJ was in Geneva and totally bummed. I had never known him like that. He was depressed.

In Crystal Vision, I examine CJ’s writings during his eventful time in Switzerland until CJ departed for Cairo. I have used CJ’s diaries and design journals to clarify his landscape journey—and what a journey his time in Switzerland was about to become. Now it’s time for CJ’s own words.
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2-Zurich


Geneva to Zurich

…in CJ’s own words…

After a short tram ride from my hotel in Geneva to the Gare Cornavin, I found an express train ready to depart via Bern to Zurich. Just like that I was on my way. I was glad to have the frustration of Geneva behind me. It had hurt. I was at rock bottom. I needed… I don’t know… something. My first time on a Swiss train—my first time riding through the Swiss landscape.

The mid-afternoon train was quiet, clean, quick, smooth, comfortable, not crowded. It had large windows through which I absorbed myself in the healthy outdoor panorama. The Swiss landscape is large, diverse in topography and easy on the eye. The words magic and spiritual flicked through my mind. Why? I don’t know. I was weak and the landscape I saw felt healing. I thought more about it.

I had spent the last six years in a landscape devoid of water, devoid of soil, devoid of trees. Out my train window today. Water, soil, trees, green, spring. Magic. Spiritual. My eyes drank it in. I really needed that. Blue skies, nothing but blue skies! My senses told me one thing; but inside, I had nothing. The Swiss landscape nevertheless silently worked its magic.

As the train rose in elevation near Lausanne, I saw grapevines all the way down the steep slopes to the Lac Leman shore. I remembered the invigorating Swiss wines I had enjoyed in Geneva a couple nights back with Alex and Chandra after they had helped me find my suicided Yenbo best friend’s ex-fiancée, Kaytee. I thought about working with the landscape instead of dominating the landscape; but those thoughts were as empty as Kaytee’s response—empty—nothing but an emotionally blank chalkboard—nothing. Then soft daydreams surfaced—half-conscious, half-dreamland.

My daydreams became a sketchy review of my work and living situation. My world was weird. I needed shelter. When I was RIFed (Reduction In Force, lost my job) in Saudi, that truly deflated my cocoon, my constructed cultural bubble, my personal emotional shelter.

I became untethered from the imagined stability of my work cocoon… untethered… my feet were no longer on the ground… I was floating… in shock. This was the first time I encountered the realities of large international project contract work. I’d been smacked in the face… no job… no plan B… I wasn’t sure where to turn.

When my on-the-job, right-hand man and closest friend, Gordon the Canuck as I had called him, committed suicide in Yenbo, Saudi Arabia, I was shocked. Wasn’t sure what to do. Then shortly thereafter, I was RIFed. I was without an anchor. I was lost. At sea, no land on the horizon.

I found some kind of temporary balance in my quest for Kaytee, as I was searching for her, the Canuck’s fiancée, in Bangkok. I felt an obligation to tell her what had happened to her fiancé. In that way I was “closing the loop” for the Canuck—Gordon. It gave me some needed stability—even though temporary.

Then when I finally found and met Kaytee in Geneva… task complete… her reaction jarred me. Too much! She had already gotten on with her life—Gordon or not. It blew me away. I realized how important Gordon had become in my life before his suicide—how much I had been hoping for his personal recovery and success. The more I thought about it, the more I realized Gordon had become my guide, my signpost, my hope. How? Why?

Gordon and I both had disastrous personal losses in our lives—both of us had lost our wife and kids. I was always hiding from that reality—always weaving a protective cocoon around me—professional and personal. It was an internal boil that never healed. In Gordon, I saw hope. If he could get beyond the loss of his wife and baby maybe there was hope for me. I was his biggest fan. But not to be had, Kaytee had just tossed him away.

For me the impact was huge, a multi-headed hydra—Kaytee’s response, the impact from the Canuck’s suicide, being RIFed. RIFed? This was the first time I had lost a job. To get that job in Saudi Arabia, I had cut many connections to the US. Emotionally, professionally, I was hurt. Exhaustion, emptiness and distress choked me. I had no job… no home… no future… I had an emotional vacuum. I was not sure how to deal with it.

Then the soft daydreams slipped away. I entered deeply into a dark landscape marginalia between sleeping and waking… a bad dream, yet threads of “logical” thoughts. I was in the company of my Saudi Arabian colleagues Bertram, JeanClaude, Alan, Gordie… they swirled around me like djinns in an Arabian sandstorm.

Then I heard the threatening Sahara screams described by Bree, a strange young lady who had shared years ago her landscape life stories with me one night in a Casablanca hotel. And the spirit of West Africa overtook everything.

West Africa? Those were the old days in Morocco… Aicha Qandicha, marabouts and too many unseen fears, too many unexplainable realities, too many West African roots—roots that still constricted me, my thoughts. Those roots always seemed alive in my dreams, despite the New Mexico Shaman’s aural cleansing done years earlier.

So many landscape experiences, beyond provenance, had overwhelmed every thought and dream I had about landscape architecture design. I saw landscape as recorder of human culture—as influencer of human culture. Was it also a destroyer of human culture? Relationships between landscape and human culture… a realm so much larger than design. My dreams frustrated me. Unsettled, I tried to regain partial consciousness—partial control of my thoughts.

I had one straw of mundane stability… one certainty… my last duty in Zurich for my friend from Ban Muang, Vrndadevi—return the Hermann Hesse and Thomas Mann books to her colleague. I’d do that.

On my quest for Kaytee in Thailand just ten days ago, Vrndadevi had alluded to the Swiss landscape as perhaps being the source of portals? And she suggested that when I find the true portal of transcendence, I might never need again a cocoon for hiding.

I was still tired. I became drowsy as the train zipped along…

Swiss landscape. Ban Muang gardens. Before I knew it, design took over my head. SoCal design—no permaculture there. It was an old cocoon. I approached design—planting design with utmost practicality. Planting design? My axiom was “right plant, right place”. To this I added an obsession for maintenance to assure the health of every plant. That was the horticultural component to my design. But that was just a part…

I had based my core design approach on the basics of the sense of sight. My SoCal landscape architecture design work explored plant rooms. These were outdoor rooms using 100% plants to define naturally the floors, walls and ceilings. That is why the Ban Muang Obelisk Garden, essentially a plant room outdoors, so overtook me.

But what had most interested me was the concept of sequences of adjacent plant rooms. Connected sequences of garden rooms—each room like a chapter in a book. This had been my dream. For me, it was logical—it was the architecture part of landscape architecture.

Plant rooms. Transcendent Ban Muang garden room memories… Ban Muang? I dream-walked them again. Those garden experiences refreshed me. I remembered the best of my Hibiscus House lessons from Tangier gardens. Everything blended together without rhyme or reason—a carousel of sorts.

I gained full consciousness for a moment and recalled my youthful fantasies… imagining I could build gardens like the Oval Garden in Tangier and assure clients the experiences that lay ahead for them. The realities of paying-client desires and following government regulations put paid to all those fantasies. But for my own real-life experiences recently in those Ban Muang gardens—blissful—a cocoon like no other.

And then I fell into a solid sleep. I was in… barren—no plants—no water—the KSA (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia) Red Sea… mountains—my home for six years—a nothingness of ochres, red-ochres, drifting sands overtaking the buck-naked rock mountains. I squirmed and turned… restless and unsettled… something was missing.

When I woke, we were between Bern and Zurich. The train was fast. I watched the changing green landscape—chartreuse green, forest green and more green! I was awake in the bounty of healthy green and productive. Then I thought about my finding Kaytee and her cold-hearted answers—a solar plexus hit. Hurt and short of breath.

I thought about my cocoon in Yenbo. I could have carried on… the Canuck would have been replaced with a new Contract Administrator. And the new employee would have gradually erased the Canuck memories. I would have repaired the team and made it strong again. That part was clear… but… I couldn’t get his loss of wife and child out of my mind.

I thought he had learned to live with it. He gave me hope that someday I would live with the loss of my own wife Sachy and our three kids—but now?

I should carry on, in his memory; I should carry on.

Looking out the window into the green panorama, I was re-energized by what I saw—the Swiss agricultural hill and forest landscape—moist, green, diverse, healthy—rich with promise and so deeply pleasurable to my eyes. Was I feeling their curative aura? Hope for my future?

***


Zurichberg

…in CJ’s own words…

After a three-hour ride, my train from Geneva arrived in Zurich toward the end of the day. From the Zurich Hauptbahnhof, I grabbed a taxi to the Dolder Waldhaus, the hotel recommended by my Los Angeles bookstore friend. First time in Zurich! I felt the growing thrill of discovery.

As the taxi drove across town, I compared the Zurich downtown to Amsterdam, the town I had visited so regularly during my six years of R&Rs from Yenbo, Saudi Arabia. Like I had seen in Amsterdam, I saw in Zurich, through their decades, centuries-fine architecture, clear historical evidence of successful business. The richness of form, colour, materials and details told me about the proud people of the city and their gracefully dignified urban culture.

Approaching my destination, I saw the Dolder Waldhaus sitting proudly elevated, well up on the Zurichberg, a small mountain on the northern edge of the Zurich downtown. To my surprise and satisfaction, the hotel was not only adjoining well-established residential neighbourhoods, but also located on the edge of a dense, mature woodland stretching up the mountain. I liked the “feeling” of a rural forest landscape penetrating the city.

As the taxi pulled into the porte cochere, I noted that the hotel had the appearance, the feel of maybe a five-star in its day, but a strong four-star now, with its early 1980s textured concrete, solid modern architecture.

The lobby was quiet. The check-in effortless. I found my own way along the single loaded corridor to my sixth-floor room. I threw my case on the bed, opened the terrace door, stepped outside and breathed in the evening mountain air. Such a pleasure in a city, a dense urban area—didn’t happen in my last two recently visited “big” cities—Geneva and Bangkok.

I relished the fresh cool air amidst nearby lakes, rivers and forest-covered mountains. I recalled how the strange, salty… the wretched Red Sea humidity, the lifeless landscape and burning temperatures that were my daily life in Yenbo, often felt like they were strangling me. Oh, was I glad to be here!

It appeared from the building layout that every one of its rooms, on all nine floors, had a south facing terrace… with a view of the city on the lake surrounded by mountains. The sun had just set. Below me in downtown Zurich and in its suburbs across and along the Zurichsee, evening lights softly twinkled.

The terrace, still holding the warmth from a full day of sun, soothed and calmed me. Far to my distant left in the clear evening air, the rows of snow-covered mountains were softly illuminated by the last rays of the already-set sun. The mountain peaks were beautiful, in pale, yet luminous orange tones, set against the dark blue-black eastern sky. A cool breeze gently swept across my terrace, refreshing me in its own way. I inhaled deeply and my lungs were happy.

Taking full advantage of the balcony terrace, I stretched out on the chaise lounge and thought what should be my plans going forward. A bit dishevelled from the shock of it all, I was still scrambling. What the hell had actually happened to get me to that point? I had completed a task, the quest for Kaytee; but, because of her words, I still felt empty and I had not yet fully escaped my Yenbo problems, especially… no job.

My running-around quest of the last two months seemed like yesterday. And the Kaytee meeting event of yesterday seemed to have lasted an eternity. I knew one thing for certain, I was glad to have finished with Geneva. The “close the loop” burden had finally been released. It was somewhere past. It had vanished around some corner that I could no longer see.

But I felt, in its distancing, it had left awkward emptiness. Internally it still had an uncomfortable grip on me. When Kaytee showed herself to just be using my suicided friend who was deeply depressed from the hospital death of his young wife and newborn baby, I took a body blow. My own hopes for recovery from my disastrous loss of my own wife and three kids… those hopes disappeared with Kaytee’s words. That was my new emptiness. My professional and personal future? Empty.

I stood up and stretched. Once again, recent events briefly took over my thoughts. They dropped in and I shuddered. Overcoming even the echoes of the recent past, the cool evening air—fresh and clean on my face—in my nostrils—began to purge me.

I breathed deeply. With my lungs full, my burdens floated away as unnoticed as an exhale. I thought, this had to be the mountain, forest and lake influence. In Yenbo, I had the stirring sands, their dunes and the Hijaz Mountains but… without topsoil, without plants, without fresh water… the humidly hot salty Red Sea air never refreshed.

Over the years, on my R&Rs from Yenbo, I had two special places for proper landscape retreats from Yenbo: the English Lake District and Scottish Highlands. At both of them there was some magic in the air. Magic that when I took a deep breath, I would immediately feel refreshed, recharged. That is how I felt standing on my balcony terrace, surrounded by forest and looking out over the Zurichsee. Fresh water lakes and healthy plant-dominated landscape must emanate a special magic. At least, that is what my lungs told me.

I sat down again, recalling why I came to Zurich in the first place. Vrndadevi had asked me to return the Hesse and Thomas Mann books to the Hare Krishna Temple here in Zurich. I’d do that first thing tomorrow morning, then look for Krauthammer, a bookstore specializing in design, art and architecture, one of the world’s best, according to my LA bookstore friend.

I thirsted for those types of books. I longed to hold them in my hands. I would touch again great books, text and photos. These were the types of things totally absent in Yenbo. Tactile design, art and architecture things always generated fresh thoughts, new directions, design inspirations. They were my garden of new ideas. Dependable art and architecture bookstores had always been a large part of my repeat visits to Amsterdam. Krauthammer would be my test of Zurich. Tomorrow would tell that tale.

I looked at the range of brochures the hotel supplied to the guests. They were useful, filled with insights into Swiss daily life and history. I looked through each one and before long I noticed…

Night had settled in quietly over Zurich. The songbirds finally went to sleep; but, after I climbed into bed, my thoughts returned, about what had just finished in Geneva, and… what had not finished. No job, no home… and no cocoon? Finished, but not finished?! And deep inside? I was unfortunately still unsettled.

***


ISKCON Zurich

…in CJ’s own words…

My worries and dreams disappeared as I fell into the deepest sleep. When I awoke the next morning, I felt the eagerness to explore, to discover the lay of the urban landscape known as Zurich.

I went online to find the Hare Krishna Temple. According to the online map, it was probably only a ten or fifteen minute walk from the hotel, most of it downhill along a brook within a forested green corridor. Before heading out, I checked my email, looking for something from my company, regarding the reinstatement of my job in Yenbo. Nothing.

On my way out, I inquired at the front desk about public transportation and found, as I had in Geneva, an economical day pass that would give me unlimited use and access throughout a generous central city zone. I had a couple stops in the central city I hoped to make. So, I purchased one at a transport kiosk conveniently located next to the hotel.

Displayed in the kiosk was a network map. From it, I saw I would have to change once to get to the stop closest to the temple. I decided to walk.

I liked to get the feel of the places I visited. And on foot, my senses could have direct contact with the Zurich natural and built environments. It was end of May, early June—peak spring weather, peak spring foliage, flowers and fragrance. The day? Sunny and calm, a walk would be fantastic.

Besides, Yenbo New Town and Tangier were both walking towns. And recently Bangkok, Ban Muang and Geneva had been all about walking. I was accustomed to measuring urban areas by their walkability.

After about three minutes’ walk, I found the forest corridor, the brook and the path alongside. The forested green corridor was no more than fifty metres wide, enclosed along both sides by rather dense, single and multi-family residential neighbourhoods. Along the path, daycare providers were walking groups of young kids. Nice little playgrounds were tucked in at sunlit and shade-dappled places along the way in this civilized finger of forest. In this beautiful, forested landscape finger reaching right into the heart of the largest city in Switzerland, I found the walk very pleasant, with no human threats.

I recalled my landscape architecture efforts in Yenbo, with its proposed green wedges of “natural” landscape, pushing in from the desert greenbelt around the town, part of the continuous network of pedestrianized, shaded, garden corridors. If Yenbo’s green pedestrian ways could look and be used like this in thirty years, it would be a success.

In less than fifteen minutes, I found the Hare Krishna Temple street and was at their front door. Nobody answered when I rang. I rang again. Again, no answer. Then I saw a sign, reading, “Visitors please enter and take off your shoes”. I entered, saw a shoe room to the right, and what looked like a small store counter a few steps in front of me.

After taking off my shoes, I stepped forward toward the store counter. At the store display case, I saw all kinds of oriental or Indian looking things. Ban Muang resurfaced briefly in my memories when I saw carved items and incense. On the wall, behind the counter, were shelves filled with religious-looking books, having covers with colourful photos of traditional Vedic characters, as Vrndadevi had described to me in Ban Muang.

Just then, from the above floor, quietly down the stairs came an older lady chastely dressed in a sari, just like I remembered on Vrndadevi. The sari fit in well in rural Thailand; but in urban Switzerland? I was surprised; but I figured it must be part of the ISKCON scene. She asked if she could help.

I explained, “I’ve got these two books from Vrndadevi, in Thailand. She asked me to return them here at this temple.”

“Vrndadevi? I know Vrndadevi. She and I were in Ayodyha a couple years ago. My name is Laxmi. She emailed me that someone might be calling. Are you CJ?”

“That’s me. Pleased to meet you. Can you take these books?”

“Sure.”

I mentally ticked the last to-do task from my journey. Then, while handing the books to Laxmi, I said, “Please let her know that I gave back the books. Better yet… can you share her email address?”

“Sure, I’ve got it right here. Do you have a pencil?”

“Yes, just a minute.”

Laxmi gave me the email address, then offered, “When Vrndadevi wrote she told me that you were fond of citron sandesh. Can you wait here for a minute, we have something similar—a snack you can either eat here or take with you.”

I was willing and waited next to the counter of incense, carved wood, stone and brass oriental things. She returned quickly with a small paper plate of sweets—what she called burfee and halavah.

Laxmi said, “We have a guest room next door if you’d like to sit for a while?”

She opened a door to a room filled with plants, books and a couple comfortable looking seats with end tables. I couldn’t say no. She led me in and offered me a seat and a napkin. Then she described the sweets she had just given me. She sat quietly with me as I sampled the bite-sized, enjoyable light brown piece of burfee, a sugary milk sweet, in texture like a soft caramel fudge.

I was surprised when she began to tell me in detail what Vrndadevi had written. She said, “I understand you have most likely completed your objective in Geneva, no?”

I acknowledged and asked, “How did you know?”

“Vrnda wrote me all the details. She wanted to make sure you were well received when you arrived.”

I thanked her. She spoke softly and with a certain detached care. I wanted to get on to Krauthammers; but the sweets were wonderful and she was engaging.

She said, “Vrnda wrote that after Geneva, now is time for you to act appropriately in regard to your spiritual realities.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Vrnda wrote that you were seeking transcendent realities through your work with plants, right?”

“That’s right.”

“And we too seek transcendent realities. There are many paths a person can follow on this search. Didn’t you and Vrnda talk about Karma yoga?”

“We talked about a lot of things—a lot of yoga.”

“She asked me to elaborate on Karma yoga and answer any questions you might have because Karma yoga suits your condition in life.”

Laxmi had respected me as a guest and I felt obligated to listen.

She said, “I would suggest you should make an intelligent choice about which activities to pursue in life. You could choose whether to perform your activities in any of three modes of material nature: goodness, passion or ignorance.”

This had always been difficult for me to understand—all of material nature fitting only into three categories? So I asked for clarification. She answered, “Here is the essential background. The modes of nature are subtle forces that influence our behaviour as well as every aspect of our physical, mental and emotional world.”

“Okay, I follow.”

“The effects of mode of goodness can be seen when our life and environment are filled by an atmosphere of peace, serenity and harmony.”

“Uh-huh.”

“The effects of the mode of passion can be seen in lives dominated by insatiable desire for temporary things, a striving for more and more of them and perpetual dissatisfaction.”

“Yes.”

“And the effects of the mode of ignorance can be seen in lives dominated by laziness, depression, intoxication and insanity.”

“Right.”

Laxmi continued, “The modes of nature are defined in Sanskrit as ropes. And as ropes they bind us through the law of karma. Karma is uniquely human. For every action there is a reaction. It is cause and effect. It is based on the intent behind the action. Good actions bind us to good results. Bad actions bind us to bad results. As you sow, so shall you reap. It is a cycle of entrapment. With material actions, good or bad, they are all binding and continuous. The human becomes entangled and re-entangled—in actions and reactions—in happiness and distress—continuously.”

This was going way too deep for me; but I nodded as would a gentleman who was following it all.

“Focus your seeking, your activities in the mode of goodness and gradually you will come closer to your transcendent goal. But you will still be bound by material karmic laws.”

She continued, “But there is a way out. This yoga is a disciplined way to break that cycle and gain transcendental knowledge, transcendental experience, transcendental life. Your efforts, your work, your quests can become karma yoga simply by you becoming detached from the results. You need to understand that God is in control and the results are God’s.”

Well, now we were in new territory.

Laxmi added, “Karma yoga is very subtle; but your transcendent goals can be realized if you take on four personal disciplines in your life—no intoxication, no gambling, no illicit sex life and no meat eating.”

“That’s a stretch.”

“Did you enjoy those sweets?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, the idea is you have to taste something better before you give up something less. That is the first step on the best path in this age to reach transcendent goals.”

“That’s interesting; but I have to get going.”

She still had more to say. “You might reduce uncertainties and tensions in your life by considering work as rendering service. You could then reach your professional and design quests in the mode of goodness. That could be your path toward karma yoga.”

Her speaking reminded me of Vrndadevi—both with philosophically heavy words. Heavy words with peaceful resonance. The word, service, stuck with me. Do-gooding? Vrndadevi had spoken about service, if I remember correctly—true loving service to plants; but I was anxious to move on.

I said, “Thank you for everything; but I’ve really got to go.”

We both stood up. Laxmi made a reverential wei and said, just like Vrndadevi had, “Hare Krishna, Hare Bol.”

I put my shoes on, said goodbye, then walked out the door. My thoughts were elsewhere, my next destination, Krauthammers! I loved books, especially art and architecture books; and this store had been recommended by my old friend who, himself, ran a famous Los Angeles art and architecture bookstore.

***


Landscape, Art, Architecture

…in CJ’s own words…

From the ISKCON Temple, I had to walk only two minutes to the nearest bus stop, noting, on the adjacent placard, the bus schedule and the central Zurich transport map.

Krauthammer, the art and architecture bookstore, was in Old Town on Obere Zaunestrasse, just downhill from where I was. Only a kilometre as the crow flies; however, the steep hillside roads were twisting, not through. I chose to wait for the bus. In five minutes I was in Old Town.

As I walked through Old Town, I wondered why, over the past six years, I had never before visited Zurich, the home of Dada, the home of classic graphic design, the home of splendid art and architecture. So far, everything I saw in this downtown urban core exuded high quality design. I loved it.

On Obere Zaunestrasse, I found the address, but… not the bookstore. According to my LA bookstore friend, Mark, Krauthammer’s art and architecture reputation had long been established. Made me, in my landscape planner mode, think about the pace of change in urban retail areas. In Yenbo, for our starting intent, we had planned for a growing hierarchy of retail scales: local, neighbourhood, district and city centre retail areas. What might happen over time? We didn’t know.

But here, even though this established retail area of central Zurich was bustling… change was occurring. Retail district shops change slowly—at rates sometimes hardly noticeable. Today I noticed it.

The shopkeepers told me it had just been bought by Orel Fussli and moved to the main street in Old Town. They told me I could not miss it. Right out the front door of their shop then the first left, then the first right. Then straight on about a hundred metres. It was a big store, easy to find. I found it in five minutes.

Bookstores have always been magic for me. Each book could be its own garden for me to explore. Magic, gardens, explore, discover.

Walking through the bookstore front door, I became like a kid on his first visit to a carnival! I looked around. I was in the magic garden. Architecture, art, design, photography, fashion, monographs, interior design, town planning, building construction, landscape and gardens. Tingling with excitement, I found Swiss-specific sections on cultural traditions, design, graphic design and architecture. So many choices, so many titles, I could hardly decide.

This was just what I had hoped for—big-time design inspiration. And holding these books in my hand—paging through them—impossible online. For me the Internet had failed to match that experience in terms of immediacy and freedom. Holding a picture book in my hands? Heaven.

I looked into the Swiss traditions first. Stamps, coins, Helvetica typeface. Then I found Swiss landscape architecture. And then I found my way into architecture and monographs. As I paged through a couple Frank Lloyd Wright books, I thought, it’s funny what we forget from school. Every architecture and landscape architecture student must learn about Frank Lloyd Wright, Louis Kahn, no? Or at least they must be on the reading list!?
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