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In 2020, at a time when travelling was curtailed, we wanted to celebrate John Murray’s history of publishing exceptional travel writing and rediscover some timeless journeys from the past, introduced by today’s most exciting writers.


We wanted the series, like the best adventures, to be surprising. These books capture the wonder that comes from travelling, from opening our imaginations to unfamiliar places and cultures, or allowing us to see familiar things through different eyes. These Journeys give fresh perspectives not only on the times and places in which they were originally published, but on the time and place we find ourselves in now.


As a traveller who has walked and written across much of Europe, the author of Walking the Woods and the Water, Where the Wild Winds Are (both finalists for the Stanford Dolman Travel Book of the Year), and most recently Outlandish: Walking Europe’s Unlikely Landscapes, I was thrilled to take on the role of seeking out these books. Literally hundreds of suggestions came to me from the travel writing, nature writing and adventure communities, and also, appropriately enough, through serendipity – a copy of this book was randomly dropped through my letterbox by a passing neighbour.


In this spirit of chance discovery, we invite your suggestions for books to republish in the future. We are looking for titles currently out of print in the UK, books that have been forgotten about, left to languish on dusty bookshop shelves or that were unjustly ignored when they were first published – potentially including translated works by foreign language writers. If you have a suggestion, please get in touch with us on Twitter @johnmurrays or @underscrutiny. #JMJourneys


 


Nick Hunt, Series Editor
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Introduction


Always I sense the brink of things, wrote Everett Ruess to his lover in 1934. It is a statement of his sensibilities, the manifesto of the short life he made for himself in the 1930s, when he took off from the spreading American cities and headed for the deserts with two mules, a few blankets, a tin mug and a desire to be lost. The brink was what Ruess was looking for, it is where for a few short years he lived, and it is what, in the end, he must have fallen from in his struggle to reach what lay beyond.


Ruess’s vision of this brink, this place of breakthrough, recurs again and again in his writings. It is perhaps some mythic imprint of what lies beyond industrial civilisation, the enveloping monster that he saw metastasising around him, enveloping the great, wild places. I am always being overwhelmed, he writes. Or, time and the need of time have ceased entirely. Or, I still have not been able to find any proper outlet for my feelings. Or, I have gone too far alone.


What made Everett Ruess go too far? What was he chasing, to the brink and over, out in the high deserts? He was a young man: a dreamer for sure, and a Romantic too, one who sometimes got carried away, sometimes overwhelmed himself with his own superlatives. Dreamer, Romantic: these are curse words in the anti-culture we inhabit today. Romantics and dreamers are either worthless or downright dangerous. Worthless because they contribute nothing to the heaping-up of spoils that passes for meaning in a world that has turned its back on truth. Dangerous because they stand on the high mountains and yell back at us about what they have found out there, in the deserts lit up by the divine silence. We don’t want to hear about that. If there is one thing anybody hates, it is being told where they have gone wrong.


What Ruess found out there was both simple and overwhelming: it was beauty. He uses the word again and again, in his diary entries and letters; so often that it becomes clear he does not know quite what to do with either the experience, or the word that describes it. What is this ‘beauty’? he seems to be saying, and why is its effect so powerful, so disintegrative to my soul? The beauty of the wild places that he has made home becomes like a drug to him, and drugs can kill. I have seen almost more beauty than I can bear, he writes . . . such utter and overpowering beauty as nearly kills a sensitive person by its piercing beauty. Elsewhere, he is frank about his addiction. I had some terrific experiences in the wilderness since I wrote you last, he says in a letter to a friend; overpowering, overwhelming. But then I am always being overwhelmed. I require it to sustain life.


In many ways, Everett Ruess was an ordinary young man, if from a fairly privileged and Bohemian background. He had dreams of becoming a great writer or artist; he tried to impress girls with bad poetry; he couldn’t decide whether or not to go to college; he wrote portentously to his family about his destiny, and his feelings about a world he had seen precious little of. His life was both thrilling and not thrilling enough. Like any young man, he had dreams of adventure: roaming wild, leaving the machine behind. Unlike most young men, though, he actually followed them through. And once he started, something began to happen.


Why are we talking, now, about Everett Ruess? It is nearly a century since he disappeared in the desert, never to be seen again – though various recent explorers in the region claim to have discovered his whitened bones in remote canyons. He was only twenty years old when he (presumably) died. Despite his ambitions he left no great works of art or literature. He left nothing behind but some letters and diary entries, which begin in a humdrum enough manner, as he writes home to his family about friends he has met, books he has read and how many pints of milk he has drunk since arriving.


But then it gets interesting. As Ruess proceeds into canyon country, something is awakened. His preternatural sensibilities find a focus, and he is dragged out of himself and into the world. It is as if the desert sands, the orange stone, the gullies and crevasses, begin to speak to him. His sensibility unmoors from his small self and goes hunting. On the page, in his diaries and letters, he begins to record his prey.


Why are we talking, then, about Everett Ruess; about this short life lived so long ago in a world now overwhelmed? Because Ruess was a young, green nature mystic. He was one of those gifted with an aerial through which could flow the divine presence from the Earth itself. This sounds overblown, maybe, but that makes it no less real. Ruess himself knew the pain and the glory and the sheer strangeness of experiencing things which could never be contained in words. He also knew that words – and blockprints – were all that he had, and so he used them as best he could:


It is all a golden dream, with mysterious, high, rushing winds leaning down to caress me, and warm and perfect colours flowing before my eyes. Time and the need of time have ceased entirely. A gentle, dreamy haze fills my soul, the rustling of the aspen lulls my senses, and the surpassing beauty and perfection of everything fills me with quiet joy and a deep pervading love for my world.


Ruess, out in the desert, found himself in contact with what the poet Robinson Jeffers, writing at the same time in another part of the American West, called ‘the wild god of the world’. That is a god that offers truth through immersion in beauty, but there is always a price to pay. Ruess paid it, in the end, which may be what he wanted all along. His disappearance adds to the mystique, of course. As with that of Christopher McCandless sixty years later, the Romantic death of a young seeker in the wilds appeals to many – perhaps young men especially – who feel hemmed in by the same machine he was trying to escape, infinitely bigger now and having eaten much of the country in which he wandered. Perhaps Everett’s remains lie now under a lake, in a valley dammed to provide water for the teeming cities. Or perhaps he chose to disappear, as he sometimes seems to hint in his letters – a possibility which should surely make screenwriters everywhere prick up their ears.


But Ruess’s disappearance would not matter had he not done something first. What he did was to bring back the call of the desert, almost by accident, to those willing to hear. He may have been young and naive, but he did more in his twenty years to communicate the power of the living Earth than most of us will do in eighty. The youth and naivete, of course, are part of the reason he managed it.


We will never quite know, in the end, what Everett Ruess really found out there. He struggled to communicate it himself. But what he did leave us makes it clear that he, like Jeffers, believed that the beauty he sought and found was not in the eye of the beholder. It was no human construction, but rather was an objective reality in and of itself. The image of the pristine beauty, wrote Jeffers, in his poem about Carmel Point, where Ruess stayed in 1932, Lives in the very grain of the granite,  / Safe as the endless ocean . . .


Beauty, then, is something other than human, something independent of our seeing, which runs through the world like a watermark, whether we notice or not. It is not the only mark, of course, there are others: terror, awe, raw power, swift unexpected death, and maybe they are knotted together and impossible to unpick. But beauty is the thing we respond to, and if we don’t we are soul-dead, and if our culture tells us not to, tells us that we are naive or backward or elitist to feel what we feel as the sun rises over the canyon floor, then we should do as Everett Ruess did: turn around, and walk away. Walk away into the desert and wait for the culture to either correct itself or slide away into history, as all civilisations do. And when that happens, and the dams come down and the air grows clean once more, whoever remains walking in the deserts with a burro or two and a plate and a tin mug under the newly-freed skies may see again what Everett Ruess saw: he who has looked long on naked beauty may never return to the world.


 


Paul Kingsnorth, 2021










A Note on the Text


Both the author and editor of this book use the term ‘Indian’ to refer to Native Americans. Everett Ruess was writing in the 1930s and W.L. Rusho in the 1980s.


 


In looking back into the past to rediscover, and republish, out-of-print travel books, we have inevitably come across terminology that might not be used today. We made the decision not to change the original words of either writer, but rather to acknowledge that language and attitudes have moved on since the time of writing.










Preface


Everett Ruess’s story is old and time has almost obscured it. It is usually a campfire legend or an item of canyon country trivia. A person relating the account can almost always count on his listeners never having heard Everett’s name. The book On Desert Trails with Everett Ruess, first published in 1940, included some of his letters and a few poems. But the book has long been out of print and is rarely seen.


With some detective work, my editor, Buckley Jeppson, located Everett’s brother, Waldo, in Santa Barbara, California. Waldo, the only remaining member of the Ruess family, not only had most of the known letters, photographs and paintings of Everett in his possession, he agreed to make them available for publication. The next two years were full of hard work and discovery. Every one of the hundreds of items either authored by, or written about, Everett Ruess had to be read. All documents were sorted and classified according to their dates, importance and interest.


Then I entered the picture. I had spent considerable time visiting, writing about and photographing the northern Arizona/southern Utah area where Everett did his vagabonding in the early 1930s, so I welcomed the opportunity.


My knowledge of Everett himself was, however, still sketchy when the three of us drove to Escalante, Utah, in September of 1982 to make inquiries. Surprisingly, many people in the village still remembered Everett from his two-week stay there in November of 1934. We then drove southward into the spectacular canyon and cliff country near Hole-in-the-Rock. After a night in a range cabin tucked between towering domes of red sandstone, we rode horseback into the depths of Davis Gulch, where Everett’s last camp and his inscriptions were found.


There were other trips to other cities in Utah, Arizona, and Mexico to interview witnesses like Clayborn Lockett, Tad Nichols, Randolph ‘Pat’ Jenks, who had all known Everett. I spent a great deal of time discussing Everett and the country in which he disappeared with Ken Sleight, noted river and canyon country guide, who has investigated Ruess over a period of many years. I took notes, recorded conversations, took photographs and listened to the lore of the canyon country.


Thus the book grew in scope, depth and significance. I cannot state that nothing more remains to be learned about Everett. Some of his friends from his early years in Los Angeles are undoubtedly still alive, as are people he met in San Francisco in 1933–34. Many of them have not yet been located. Maybe the publication of this book will cause some to come forward with new information which sheds further light. Perhaps Ruess’s missing writings, such as his 1934 journals, will surface because of the publication of this book. The publisher and the Ruess family would appreciate the extra information and the study can go on.


Everett Ruess was a highly complex young man with multiple consuming motivations we can only begin to understand. We have hints in his correspondence that he was poorly understood even in his lifetime. That he may have concealed part of his nature even to his close friends and relatives is a possibility subject only to educated guesses. Fortunately, his letters and other writings are so replete with descriptive, introspective detail that from them alone Everett’s basic personality and character begin to emerge. To have been able to add colour and dimension to this image of the young man who could write so well has itself been a fascinating mission of discovery.


 


W.L. Rusho


Salt Lake City


April 1983










The Beauty and the Tragedy of Everett Ruess


In the mid-Depression year of 1934, Everett Ruess disappeared. His last known camp was in the Escalante River region of southern Utah, a place of bare rock, vertical cliffs, plunging canyons and soaring mesas.* Ironically, water has carved the land during rare, but violent cloudbursts, but water itself is scarce. It is a land where earth tones are daily enflamed by the rising sun, change constantly as shadows creep about, diminish and lengthen throughout the hours, ever contrasting with patterns of coloured light. It is canyon country at its finest. As a young artist, Everett Ruess was irresistibly drawn to the Escalante River, not so much to paint and draw as to experience and to draw upon that experience to write, to articulate impressions and reactions, as he had done so often in northern Arizona and California. Everett disappeared before any of his written descriptions, in the form of letters, could be sent from the Escalante. His 1934 diary was never found.


 


* A flat-topped mountain or hill.


 


From an abundance of letters written from other areas in previous months and years, however, we can learn much about Everett, as well as much about the regions he visited. In many ways he was just an ordinary American youth with a yen for wandering about in remote parts of the West. He was clean-shaven, of medium height and build, open in countenance, ready to smile and did not appear at all unusual. He was young, only twenty years old when he disappeared and he was still suffering – or alternately enjoying – the slow onset of maturity. As a family friend once wrote, ‘He was an old friend one moment and a young friend the next.’ He could be logical, then illogical. He could laugh and sing, could play-act, could assume roles, or could brood in sadness, silence and isolation.


But above all, Everett Ruess could see, in a way that far transcended the mere act of vision. His reactions to the wonders of Nature went beyond what we would assume to be normal experience, to the point where he could almost resonate to the light waves that struck him from all points in the landscape. His was a strange gift that set him apart from acquaintances, friends and relatives. Many people can feel emotion as they gaze upon some of the more sublime vistas of canyon, desert or mountains. But rare indeed is an Everett Ruess, who could sense beauty so acutely that it bordered on pain. And he could write exceptionally well as he described his own reactions to the panoramas seen along his way.


It is lucky for us that Everett wrote so well. From his descriptions of what he saw and felt, a reader today can catch a glimpse of what it is like to be so passionately free. Like Everett, we all yearn to cut ourselves off from the comforts and securities of a drab existence at some point in our lives. We too feel a need to enter our own small wilderness in that difficult search for a unique destiny. Everett’s story is the universal story of discovery of self.


Everett’s letters contain statements such as, ‘I have seen almost more beauty than I can bear’, or ‘. . . such utter and overpowering beauty as nearly kills a sensitive person by its piercing glory’. He continued his travels, drawn as by a magnet away from the cities of California, across mountain, desert and canyon, to his ultimate destiny. Travelling virtually without money, he spent his days with little food, almost no comfort and little encouragement from others, for almost no one he met could understand his motivations or appreciate his sensitivity.


We, living decades after Everett’s disappearance, do not fully understand him either. There are only faint traces left behind, but what we have is intriguing. We have diaries of his 1932 and 1933 trips, as well as a few poems and essays, some snapshots and some letters about him written by people he had known. Above all, and most important, we have letters he wrote to his parents, his brother and to a few of his friends. These materials are valuable in that they tell much about Everett’s character and personality, but they don’t tell the whole story. No young man writes to his mother with a high degree of candour on all subjects. Even to his father, brother and friends, a man will play roles calculated to conceal many of his innermost thoughts. Everett was probably better than most young people in expressing his true feelings, but no one can know how much of the essential Everett remains hidden in these writings. Thus to every statement about him by others must be attached an element of the unknown.


We can’t even begin to understand Everett without becoming acquainted with his mother, Stella. A devotee of the arts and an artist herself, Stella Knight Ruess, daughter of noted California pioneer William Henry Knight, took courses in art at the University of Southern California and taught drawing in a school in Alhambra. She studied blockprinting at Columbia University. She was fond of composing poems, many of which were published. She was an active member of art and writing clubs, such as the National League of American Pen-women, the Ruskin Art Club, and the Poetry and Music Club in Los Angeles.


Everett, born on 28 March 1914, the younger of two boys, probably received the bulk of Stella’s attention, directed first toward motherly care, then later toward teaching him to write, to sketch and to paint, eventually toward convincing him that he should make a career of art. It is hardly coincidental that the areas in which Everett was most proficient – lyric prose, poetry, blockprinting and sketching – were identical to Stella’s. They even worked together on some art projects – he would provide sketches and she would transfer them into blocks for printing. Everett later displayed, at least in his writing, a high degree of intelligence and natural ability, but it was in his capacity to see and to appreciate that Stella’s training gave him such a solid foundation.


Although we have none of Stella’s letters to Everett, it appears that her influence over him was profound. Like Everett, she was a true romantic who scarcely paused to count the cost. She was a follower of a philosophy typified by the great dancer Isadora Duncan, that women should freely express their idealistic and romantic inclinations and, above all, should determine their own destinies. As an art activist, she believed firmly in participation, if not creating art herself then working in study clubs where she could experience the art of others. To her, one must participate in art to be totally alive.


Stella thought of her family as an artistic institution, and she had her stationery imprinted ‘The House of Ruess’. When she felt that the family needed an outlet for their creative writings, she printed the Ruess Quartette, a small format booklet containing poetry and articles by herself, her husband Christopher and their sons Everett and Waldo. The family seal printed on the booklet showed a sun dial with the words ‘Glorify The Hour’.


Stella’s sense of urgency in matters of art must surely have been a fundamental factor in Everett’s impatience to escape from school and to fling himself into the wilderness while still in his teens.


Everett’s father, Christopher, earned his way through Harvard, graduating summa cum laude in only three years. He served as the first chief probation officer of Alameda County, California, and later as director of education and research in the Los Angeles County Probation Department. A graduate of Harvard Divinity School, he had worked as a Unitarian minister and in sales management. Active even after his retirement in 1949, he spent the last five years of his life with the American Institute of Family Relations helping older people find worthwhile and constructive objectives.


Christopher also wrote limited amounts of poetry. He was deeply interested in the philosophical questions of life, existence and morality, and he communicated with his son on these subjects during the last few years before Everett disappeared. (See Christopher’s letter to Everett of 10 December 1933.) Christopher also represented the practical side of the family, and to the extent that he was able, tried to guide his sons into good education and rewarding careers. The fact that Everett quit college after only one semester was a long-standing source of pain to Christopher.


Everett’s brother, Waldo, was also one of the anchors in Everett’s life at home. Waldo, 4½ years older, was already active by the early 1930s in his chosen career as a government diplomatic aide and later as an international businessman. Altogether, Waldo worked and lived in ten foreign countries, including China, Japan, Algeria, U.S.S.R., Iceland, El Salvador, Mexico and Spain, and travelled in 100 others. Everett wrote frequently to Waldo, however, and his high regard for his older brother shows clearly in his letters.


It should be noted that the whole Ruess family formed a cohesive unit that gave each individual member much strength. Everett was repeatedly able to step forth into the unforgiving wilderness with neither adequate funds nor modern equipment, partly because of the moral and financial support he received from his parents and brother. His family also gave him a receptive audience for his paintings, sketches, poetry and letters. Everett’s letters, for example, for which he had assured readers, are much more interesting and beautifully crafted than his diary entries, which tend to be more documentary than lyrical.


Everett’s greatest talent was his ability to see, and then articulate, the magnitude, colour and  changing moods of nature. If he was good at describing the high Sierras (and he was), he was superlative in his descriptions of the red rock deserts of northern Arizona and southern Utah. His astonishing ability to awake in a reader those feelings one has when confronting the land, coupled with the mystery of his vanishing, have prompted the suggestion that he might have been a mystic. Of course, he was not a religious mystic, since he called himself an agnostic, but he certainly possessed unusual ability to see beyond the concrete world of his training and experience. Randolph ‘Pat’ Jenks, who knew Everett in 1931, states, ‘Ruess was the most sensitive, the most intuitive person I have ever known. He could certainly see intrinsic and unspeakable beauty to a degree that could not always be put into words. But I can’t say whether or not he was a mystic.’1 Whether or not Everett was a mystic is apparently a matter of opinion, or perhaps of semantics. The fact that the subject arises so often testifies to the strength of his personality and the evocative character of his writing.


It should be noted, however, that Everett’s writing had one important limitation: he was apparently unable to fully appreciate or describe the human events and interactions with the landscape he understood so well. His writings contain very little information about the people who shaped, and were shaped by, the land. He saw the Indians as a noble race who had learned to live off the land. He saw non-Indians simply as intruders. Although the same zeal and pioneering spirit that possessed him could have – and probably did – inspire the early settlers, he could sense that most non-Indian philosophies seemed to emphasize alienation rather than communion with the land. Therefore, non-Indian history was irrelevant to the important matter – his own reaction to natural beauty.


Everett’s real search was for his own identity and fulfillment. Undoubtedly he had experienced his need for purpose and direction from the time he first set off on his wanderings in 1930. His many months in the mountains and desert during the next four years gave him many marvellous experiences but still left him with the ache of isolation, even occasionally on the edge between reality and fantasy, sanity and incoherence. His winter in San Francisco, though it gave him the friendship of other artists, sharpened his consciousness and made him more aware of his very special vision. Yet he remained insecure as a painter, and as a writer, trying desperately, and passionately, to find and establish his niche as an artist.


As a visual artist, the young Ruess still needed considerable training. Everett’s existing paintings, sketches, and watercolours, now in the family collection, show a naive lack of understanding of colour relationships and an unsure drawing hand. His blockprints, however, some of which are reproduced in this volume, show a good eye for balance and composition, as well as for dramatic impact.


Probably the most intriguing paradox in Everett’s personality was the balance between the inwardly-directed, intensely-sensitive visionary and the outgoing, courageous adventurer.


Everett’s nerve – his absolutely fearless, ingenuous, childlike ability to face any situation as if it were simply routine made him unique. He hitchhiked to remote Monument Valley where he was dropped off with almost no money. But he made his way and reported that he was happy. It has been said that he often, and without invitation, simply entered a Navajo’s hogan* and made himself at home. His letters indicate an amazing lack of reticence around famous artists. If he wanted to meet someone he just knocked on the door and introduced himself. When those who encountered Everett remarked later that he was strange, they did not refer to his visionary experiences, but to his fearless, unhesitating manner. Some people liked it; some people thought he was crazy. Some Navajos thought he was a witch. But nobody thought he was anything less than highly unusual.


 


* A dwelling made of wood and mud


 


His self-confidence was massive, at least until late 1933, when, under the influence of many intelligent and gifted friends, he began to question some of his personal precepts. Even then, he only asked questions until it became too uncomfortable. Then he headed back to the desert where he could think and write about natural beauty, where he could dismiss his doubts about himself, and where he could resume his old, sure manner.


His extreme self-assurance, implanted and solidly backed by his mother, was the underpinning for almost everything Everett did from his high school graduation until his disappearance. The only exceptions were his five-month enrollment at UCLA in 1932–33, done at his father’s insistence, and Everett’s voluntary interlude in San Francisco in 1933–34. He was uncomfortable at UCLA, and he tired of the frantic pace and congestion of San Francisco.


If Stella communicated any of the harsh realities of the world to Everett before he left home, it was not reflected in his attitudes, as shown by his actions and by his writing. It appears that Stella not only did nothing to discourage Everett from leaving home as a teenager, but that she condoned – even encouraged – what she saw as his artistic independence.


A few words should be said about Everett’s experiences in San Francisco during late 1933 and early 1934. After spending parts of three years journeying through mountains and deserts, he embarked upon a fast-paced, high-intensity learning experience with painters, photographers, musicians, writers and political agitators in a Bohemian atmosphere. Many of the artists he met were established, well-known and highly qualified in their media. But Everett’s self-confidence, his ingenuous innocence, his eagerness to learn and his apparent sensitivity opened many doors. From his surviving letters to parents, we know only of a few major contacts with San Francisco artists during this period. Without doubt there were more. Considering that Everett still had a long way to go on the road to becoming a mature visual artist, the results of these contacts with established artists can be guessed. Undoubtedly many of them were frank, perhaps even blunt, about Everett’s need for training and experience. He probably learned that he was not nearly as good as he thought, which could have been a severe blow to his self-esteem. Furthermore, he seems to have made the fateful decision at that point that no matter how much he needed further training and experience in the visual arts, he refused to remain any longer in large cities, cut off from his beloved wilderness. His letters from Arizona and Utah in 1934, while some of his most beautifully written, reflect an air of futility and a realization that he was now trapped by his love of the wilderness, his aversion to cities and his need for further training. It was sobering as well as frustrating.


It appears that Everett may have been able with time and training to develop into a capable visual artist and successfully interpret the country he loved, like his friend Maynard Dixon. We are fortunate that he was able to develop remarkable discipline and skills in descriptive writing. Indeed, the focused energies make Everett’s letters unique in American literature. Author Wallace Stegner, in his book Mormon Country, pays this tribute to Everett:


What Everett was after was beauty, and he conceived beauty in pretty romantic terms. We might be inclined to laugh at the extravagance of his beauty-worship if there were not something almost magnificent in his single-minded dedication to it. Esthetics as a parlor affectation is ludicrous and sometimes a little obscene; as a way of life it sometimes attains dignity. If we laugh at Everett Ruess we shall have to laugh at John Muir, because there was little difference between them except age.


 


In his last known letter, sent to his brother, he pointed out, ‘I don’t think I could ever settle down. I have known too much of the depths of life already, and I would prefer anything to an anticlimax.’


It seems that Everett’s basic difficulty was that as his extreme sensitivity developed he felt pulled outward faster than he matured or could be educated. Like a fine, but uncontrolled, thoroughbred colt, he rushed pell-mell into the race, without adequate pacing or training. His mother, so anxious to have Everett develop into a fine artist, failed to realize his need to be held back, and not only let him go, but apparently urged him on.


We must conclude that Everett’s life was a partial tragedy because he hungered after the unattainable in visual art, while probably not realizing how unusually perceptive his writings had become. Nowhere else in the literature of the canyon country can one find the sensitive, thoughtful, sincere, emotional imagery found in Everett’s letters. We must also appreciate, even marvel at, his gift of vision, which enabled him to respond to natural beauty with such depth of feeling that it often exceeded the power of mere words to communicate and seemed to consume his very being.










The Letters










1930


When Everett Ruess headed into the mountains or out onto the desert, he did so with two overall objectives. First, he wanted to absorb impressions; to experience, even to revel in natural scenes. Second, he wished to record the scenes, either visually, in sketches or watercolours, or in writing. His aptitude, however, proved to be stronger in writing, which he turned into his principal vehicle of expression. He could have written a book, or essays, or magazine articles, but he chose letters, probably because they kept him in touch with his family and because they offered an assured, sympathetic audience.


Travelling slowly through the wilderness, Everett had leisure time in abundance, and he could compose dramatic word descriptions almost simultaneously as he received impressions from the scenery. On occasion he used the same phrases in letters written days apart to different people, as if he had either memorized the words or had used rough drafts. And the letters show careful and deliberate drafting and polishing.


Here are most of the extant letters written by Everett from June 1930 until his disappearance in November 1934. They were addressed to his parents or brother or to a small circle of friends. A few of these friends are poorly identified, some only by a first name. An occasional letter lacks even a salutation. The bulk of the collection, however, has been carefully preserved by the Ruess family for fifty years and is in very good condition.


Editing has been kept to a minimum so as to retain the flavour and the continuity of the narrative.


None of the replies, the letters sent to Everett, are included for the simple reason that none exist. The single exception is his father’s reply to some philosophical questions, 10 December 1933. Apparently he destroyed the others in preference to carrying them around in his pack outfit. In his own writing, however, Everett rarely referred to letter comments from others; his focus remained on nature and on his reaction to it. All of this is, of course, our gain in that his letters speak not just to one person, but to us all – now as well as then.


Why did he work so hard on his letters? Obviously he wished to make an impression on his correspondents. More important is that he sought to capture in writing his intense, highly subjective impressions from the landscape. He sometimes complained of the inadequacy of words, but he succeeded with ‘mere words’ far better than he could have realized.


Pledge to the Wind


Onward from vast uncharted spaces,


    Forward through timeless voids,


Into all of us surges and races


    The measureless might of the wind.


Strongly sweeping from open plains,


    Keen and pure from mountain heights,


Freshly blowing after rains,


    It welds itself into our souls.


 


In the steep silence of thin blue air,


    High on a lonely cliff-ledge,


Where the air has a clear, clean rarity,


    I give to the wind . . . my pledge:


 


‘By the strength of my arm, by the sight of my eye,


    By the skill of my fingers, I swear,


As long as life dwells in me, never will I


    Follow any way but the sweeping way of the wind.


1 will feel the wind’s buoyancy until I die;


 


    I will work with the wind’s exhilaration;


I will search for its purity; and never will I


    Follow any way but the sweeping way of the wind.’


Here in the utter stillness,


  


  High on a lonely cliff-ledge,


Where the air is trembling with lightning,


    I have given the wind my pledge.


 


At the early age of sixteen, in the summer of 1930, Everett ventured away from his Los Angeles home on his first extended solo trip. Draped with a bedroll and a huge backpack, he hitchhiked up the coast to Carmel and camped out by the Pacific Ocean.


 


June 28


Dear Mother and Father,


Arrived safely at Morro Bay last night after riding with nine people, including a sailor’s wife, a druggist, a salesman, and a dishwasher. I slept in the middle of a pocket in the sand dunes, building my fire just at dusk. I found that we had eliminated so many things that there wasn’t much to eat. In the morning my blankets were very wet with fog and dew. I rode back to San Luis Obispo with the druggist’s employer, and I am writing this in one of his stores. I am about to leave for Carmel now.


Love from Everett


 


Within two days of his arrival, Everett wrote in the next letter, ‘I went to Edward Weston’s studio and made friends with him.’ Edward Weston was one of America’s most famous and successful photographers. From Everett’s unhesitating approach to Weston, and from similar events later, it seems that Everett had little natural reticence toward photographers, painters, musicians, writers, Indian traders, cowboys or Navajos. It has been said that this boldness was a Ruess family trait, but more likely it was but a component of Stella’s aggressive, positive attitude toward anything artistic, which Everett simply copied.


 


June 30


Carmel


Dear Mother,


I had a jolly time yesterday, tramping up and down the beach. Then I sat in a throne-like place on a rock that was out in the ocean. I didn’t leave until a huge breaker came and splashed over me.


In the afternoon I hiked around the town until now I know it pretty well. I walked a mile or so to the San Carlos Mission and the Carmel River. When I got back in town I went to Edward Weston’s studio and made friends with him. A man who gave me a ride near Morro Bay had told me about him. I saw a large number of his photographs. He is a very broad-minded man.2


Love from Everett


I slept among the pines last night. Write to General Delivery, Carmel.


July 1


Dear Father,


Yesterday I went for a walk and found that I was on the Seventeen-Mile Drive. So I kept on hiking for about fifteen miles, stopping to sketch at some picturesque place. At about two o’clock it was so dark and foggy that I thought it was five o’clock. I tramped over the sand dunes and saw six deer, two does and four fawns, going along in a curious procession. They were quite tame.


I also saw two huge grey squirrels. Not following any particular route, I took one road and another and saw an interesting part of the country.


Mr. Weston invited me to supper, and I met his two sons, very nice boys. I slept in his garage, which is empty. This morning I swept it and cleaned it out.


Love from Everett


 


July 2


Dear Waldo,


Yesterday I had great fun with Mr. Weston’s two sons, Neil and Cole. They are both younger than I. There are two other sons who are married. Mr. Weston has a house in Los Angeles, another in Topanga Canyon, and he rents the three houses here. They are all on the same lot. One is his studio, another is where Neil and Cole sleep, and the other is where the cooking is done and Mr. Weston sleeps. There is also a girl named Sonia who does the housekeeping.


Yesterday evening Cole and I went down on his bicycle to the Carmel River and met Neil and a fat boy called Sam, who had caught the limit of trout in the river. I cooked some pancakes for everybody; then we all had bacon and trout. A short time later, we all went swimming in the river, which is quite wide at the mouth, where it goes into the ocean.


Love from Everett


 


July 4


Dear Mother,


Yesterday I phoned Harry and we met at Point Lobos to do some painting. We each did a marine in watercolour. Then we put our things down and hiked over the rocks. We found three starfish and a huge anemone. Then we watched all the sea lions on the rocks and listened to them barking. We threw stones at rocks down below.3


Later we each did another sketch. We saw a six-inch baby garter snake with a brilliant blue tail. Then we started home again. I got a ride home from a lady whose family owns Point Lobos.


That evening I had supper with the Westons and we sat around the fire while Mr. Weston read Moby Dick aloud. When Cole fell asleep we all went to bed.


I’m going out painting with Harry today.


Love from Everett


The Crash of Breakers and the Roll of Stones


I awoke with a quiver, nerves tautly on edge. It came again, what had wakened me – the harsh, weird scream of a grey gull swooping low above me in the darkness. A heavy, clinging fog had set in, making the place indescribably desolate. Nothing was visible. I was alone, on the tip of a solitary, knife-edged point of land, which, through some queer whim, I had selected for my resting place that night. My sleeping bag was wedged into a shallow crevice. On one side, the bare granite fell sheer away into the foaming sea. On the other, the rock was joined to the main promontory, but beneath, a narrow, high-vaulted tunnel had been eaten out by the ocean. A slender crevice pierced the roof through to the sky at one point. Each wave that came crashed far into the narrow mouth of the cavern, and a swift rush of cold air and spray was shot out of the vent at the top, as if from a bellows.


Behind me, I could hear the low moaning and the mournful crash of breakers, and the roll of stones as the waves turned back from the beach. Once more I heard the sea gull’s scream, fainter, and queerly remote. Then a shrill, high wind sprang up, shearing through the fog like an unseen knife. In a moment, all was glassy clear. The full moon illumined far-off whitecaps and the thundering cresters that shattered to spray in the tunnel, sending the expelled air whistling past my face.


Again I heard the sea gull’s spectral shriek, almost inaudible. I closed my eyes and slept.


 – From an essay


Under the Sea


Flashing between curved sea plants in the sand


    There darts a shining company of fish.


Swirling through the sea’s green depths they go,


    Gleaming like silver ripples in a pool


That dance and sparkle in the moon’s cold light.


    Then they are gone, as quickly as they came,


And the wildly waving seaweeds move


    More slowly and at last are still once more.


Now through the silent forests of the sea


    There slowly drifts in shimmering radiance


A lustrous jellyfish. Suddenly,


    From pale pink opalescence swiftly changed,


It turns translucent and is almost gone,


    Only to gleam once more, far off, against


Black rocks where shadowy forms move hazily.


    There at last it melts into the distance – 


Ghostlike, drifting slowly out of sight.


 


July 14


Dear Father,


I have just received your letter of the sixteenth, including the check, for which I thank you. I have received a dollar for the blockprints so far. One of them will be published next week. I have made two dollars caddying and fifty cents gardening. I am going to saw some wood tonight.


I have just finished doing my wash this morning. Now I am going in to Monterey to save some money on shoe leather. I’ve tried to reach Miss Graham, but the telephone was silent. I shall see her as soon as I get back from Big Sur next week.
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