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    “This, like his books, fuselage, imaginary garden, family, loves, religion, and private history was an indispensable component of the spiritual survival multiple he was inventing for himself, and through which he intended to sandwich himself between earth, sea, and stars with the fit a waffle has within a waffle iron, or the kind of mortising James Powell had performed in his skiff, less a seamlessness than the kind of laminated strength a scar has.”

    —Thomas McGuane, Ninety-Two in the Shade
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    Introduction

    “I don’t think anyone can love anything without knowing it very well,” writes Stephen Bodio in the opening to this collection of his essays, On the Edge of the Wild: Passions and Pleasures of a Naturalist. Eloquent in their honest acceptance of life’s complexities, these essays do not seek to explain what love means to him, or what it could mean to someone else. Hilariously funny and poignant in turns, Bodio’s writing embraces the paradoxes of loving nature in a data-driven world. He doesn’t have all the answers. More importantly, he doesn’t pretend to.

    Avoiding pretenses is harder than it seems. Being open to difficult questions is harder still.

    “Man is the only animal that laughs or weeps,” wrote British critic William Hazlitt in 1819, “for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference between what things are, and what they ought to be.” It is easy enough to condemn a wretched world, to speak ill of the dead, to cast aspersions into the wind. But the conundrum faced by the animal-who-laughs has always been the second part—deciding how things ought to be. Which changes would remedy the ordinary cruelty of everyday life? Would it be a good thing to bring an end to all suffering . . . no more sickness, no more death? Are we speaking just of humans here? What of the suffering of animals, the sickness of plants, the killing of germs? What ought to be (or not to be)? That is the question, for my version of a perfected world is perhaps not yours. Thus there is laughter at our mutual delusions. And weeping, for we shall never be reconciled.

    For centuries, humans have searched for the clavis universalis, the universal key that explains, well, everything. The secular incarnation of God. The trouble with the clavis universalis is that it’s not just a futile quest. It’s a metaphor. It summarizes an obsession with a better world that would open up if only we had a key. (To lock us into an invisible prison, or to escape from it?) Either way, it would include a state of permanent bliss free of pesky responsibilities. No more unpaid bills, broken hearts, flaky dandruff, or ungrateful children. Such shining visions can only be defended by knowledge that is perfect, complete, and eternal, but for the same reason admits no error and tolerates nothing that falls outside its rubric. This is the story of Goethe’s Faust, and the lesson taught by the Devil: an angel cast out of heaven for challenging the Almighty’s word. A tragicomedy, Faust tells the tale of a scholar who has spent his life studying all there is to know and yet is tormented by his limits. He makes a deal with Mephistopheles. The devil. The one who refuses to take God at His say-so. The devil forces Faust to confront archetypes of good and evil, heaven and hell, the spirit and the flesh, by introducing him to Woman. And it is in love that Faust falls . . . in more ways than one. A tragedy.

    In the sequel, Faust regains his immortal soul. A comedy.
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    For the past two centuries, the lonely hunt for the clavis universalis has been replaced by the collective march of civilization. The civilizing process has little to do with a seeker’s quest for deep understanding of life’s large questions. Instead, civilization offers creature comforts to those who abide by its rules. It endorses the technologies of domestication, all of which provide an appealing illusion of control. Civilization’s mascot is the pet dog, a formerly wild animal bred to serve human whims and trained to obey his master, all the better to lick the hand that feeds it.

    Inside this cultural framework, the new Fausts are seekers of knowledge who insist on doing it the hard way—by going straight to the original source. They are ardent lovers of the wilderness and hunt the land for the kind of sustenance that feeds both body and soul. For to hunt is far more than murdering wild mushrooms and tracking wild animals. It is to search for answers that go beyond other people’s conclusions. It is to get both hands and feet dirty, to walk into the fray of the unknown, accept the Devil’s challenge, and risk falling into love with the fierce, unpredictable, sensuous, violent, fertile, and sublime seductress that is Nature.

    Today, we teeter on the edge of a new world where wildness is more elusive than ever. It is thus as a newly urgent collection of meditations on this rapidly disappearing state that Bodio’s On the Edge of the Wild is now being republished by Skyhorse Publishing. As a group, these well-edited essays reveal a rare authenticity of feeling that ultimately binds them together. Bodio calls the resulting group a “collage.” I call it essential reading. A literary memory box, let us say, as well as an intimate manifesto on the importance of love.

    Bodio loves the women in his life. He loves his hunting dogs too, gives them names like “Spud,” and “Bart,” acknowledges their individualism, and indulges their quirks. “Dogs,” he writes, “will always present you with problems, conundrums, solutions.” (“A Canvas, Ever Changing”) But he just as stubbornly refuses to anthropomorphize the wild birds and animals that he studies, respects, hunts, and consumes. “Those geese calling out in the night are not sad,” he states bluntly. “If there’s a human equivalent, it’s something between the exhortations of a rowing coxswain and the gabble of a bunch of people calling out to stay in the dark.” (“Why Grouse?”). We impose on Nature, and she kindly puts up with us. From Bodio’s essays, we grasp a gentle message. Distilled, it is this: we are not animals. Animals are not us. This difference doesn’t make us better. It doesn’t mean they’re less.

    The exceptional pleasure of reading this collection derives, in part, from Bodio’s ability to distill the ineffable qualities of a hunt into a few minimalist lines. But it is his unique perspective on the ties that bind the living land to the people who seek to understand it, which makes his writing on the ancient practice of falconry the strongest essays in this collection. With a gimlet eye, he evokes his lifelong fascination with these marvelous birds, a fascination explored at length in several monographs which have now become contemporary classics (Eagle Dreams, A Rage for Falcons). Never seeking to minimize the raptor’s essential alien-ness, he stresses that the negotiation between a trained falcon (which are often preferentially female) and her human requires mutual patience. In one of the best essays, “Why I Love Goshawks,” there’s no mistaking that this particular raptor can be ornery. But since the Middle Ages, the goshawk has been known as the “cook’s bird,” because of her ability to catch prey that humans also enjoyed eating, thus making her the “bird of choice among pragmatic falconers.” (“The North-of-the-Waste White”) To fly a goshawk (or a peregrine, an eagle, a gyrfalcon, or any other raptor) reveals human priorities, but tells us nothing about what the bird thinks.

    The enduring asymmetry of the strange relationship between human and raptor makes this relationship a precarious one, for if birds of prey can be trained, they retain their essential wildness. A falconer can aspire to be this bird’s devoted partner, but never the master. “Human are the only animals that gives their hearts to another species” Bodio writes (“Lost Partner”). Some, like dogs, give their hearts back to their humans. Others, like cats, are finicky about dispersing their affections. But raptors are inscrutable. They might live with you, but this doesn’t mean they like you. What holds true for raptors sometimes is true of human family members too.

    One day, Bodio writes, he inadvertently aggravates his goshawk. Peeved, Sara flies away and doesn’t return. For a long week, he searches for her, fearing the worst. Eventually, however, Sara is sighted, reappearing far from her original starting point, but safe. Relieved, he goes to pick her up from a fellow falconer who was keeping her calm.

    I picked her up, unhooded her, and stared into her utterly indifferent, blood red eyes. And I wondered, not for the first time, why hunters, so often damned in the postmodern world for cruelty, give their hearts to their hawks, and dogs, and horses, and other partners, again, and again, and again. — “Lost Partner”

    Why indeed? Bodio refuses to flatter himself that his bird returns his affections. A raptor can leave you in a heartbeat and never look back, for a hunting bird is not a pet. And yet a falconer gains nothing by attempting to denature the goshawk into a passive possession. Instead, falconers cherish the gift of wildness she bestows on them. Her indifference is a valuable reminder that civilized people are not as important as they think.

    So we laugh, for the world that “ought” to be already is; for the raptors who hunt the way a fish swims and an infant breathes. Then we weep, for we cannot see ourselves mirrored in that pitiless gaze, knowing that we are once more cast out from heaven.

    Paula Young Lee

    September, 2014

  


  
    Apologia and Acknowledgments

    This book is a collage in essays about the kind of life I have found worth living, so far.

    It is a life lived far from the glossy images of popular culture; that much is obvious. Less obviously, it is also one that is uncomfortable with the increasingly product-oriented so-called sporting life portrayed in the high-quality magazines.

    Although “green” readers will, I hope, find much to admire and think about in these pages, I do not share all their attitudes, either. “Look, don’t touch” has never been an attitude I could take seriously. This life of mine believes in intimate contact, in eating and wallowing and breathing the dust, in sometimes getting the blood on its hands. See the epigraph. I don’t think anyone can love anything without knowing it very well; I do not mean virtually, either.

    Anyone who reads this book will find that common themes run through the essays. I have tried to see the words, at least, are not repetitive.
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    The acknowledgments here could be a problem; the temptation is to cite too few, or go on for pages. This book has been ten years in the making and owes a debt to people living and dead, ones I know and ones who don’t know I exist. Here is a stab at a few.

    First and foremost, my thanks to Libby, Elizabeth Adam Frish-man Bodio, wife and partner, the best.

    Second, to the other Elizabeth: Betsy Huntington, late best friend and partner, 1929-1986.

    To several dogs, also gone: Bart, Sass, Maggie, Riley, and Luna.

    To a bunch of friends in New Mexico: John Paul Jones Apachi-to, Constance Aylward, Frank Bond, John and Rebecca Daniel-Davi-la, Wade Dixon, Colleen Grayson, Phil Guerro and his family, Karl Hess Jr., Rudy Lucero, Floyd Mansell, Omar Qureshi and Christine Leister, M. H. Salmon, Tommy Torres and the late Shirley Tarpley, the former crew at Red Lake Ranch, the Pound family, and the staff of the Golden Spur Bar.

    And in Montana and elsewhere: to Russ Chatham especially, for everything; to John Baden, John Barsness and Eileen Clarke, Chuck Bowden, Ralph Buscemi, Kent Carnie, Marc and Linda Clarke, Bernard Cole of William Evans, Ltd., Tim Crawford, Mark Fanning, John Graves, Linda Hasselstrom, Jane Jarrett; to Tom McGuane for quotes and more; to Peter Martin, Rosalyn and Robert Mayberry, Dan McCarron, Pere Henri Michel, M. R. Montgomery, Dan O’Brien, Doug Peacock, Datus Proper, Annie Proulx, David Quammen and Kris Ellingsen, Tom and Jeri Quinn, George Reiger, Charles Schwartz, Pierre Stoyanovich, Tom Torres Jr., both Fred Turners, Jim Weaver, and Eric Wilcox.

    To my agent and friend, Cassandra Leoncini.

    To a few editors: Nick Lyons, and Ed and Becky Gray, first and foremost; John Thorne, and Mark Zanger; to Don Snow and Deb Clow; to Jim Butler, Steve Smith, Chuck Johnson, and, more recently, Allen Jones.

    And to a couple of writers who don’t know I exist, whose thoughts inform this particular book: to Sven Birkerts and Ferenc Mate. This is my odd attempt at “A Reasonable Life.”

    — Stephen Bodio

        Magdalena, New Mexico

  


  
    PART I

    The Country

  


  
    Struck with Consequence

    A Canadian journalist wrote a few years ago that people like me—“male writers and artists”—live in the West mainly because things stay the same, because what you loved one day you could be forgiven for loving the next. I don’t think the motive is ignoble, or restricted to males. I have lived for sixteen years now in a determinedly unchic western town whose charms are obscure, austere, sometimes even squalid, and so far I have been forgiven for all that I love. But I like another of that journalist’s quotes better: “The wilderness reminded him that everything he did had a consequence.”

    We fell in love with the country first. For coastal people, the Real West is wilder and more full of marvels than they can imagine without living in it . . . or, often, even when they do begin to live in it. The heart of the West will always be the big dry blue blocks of forest service and BLM land, cut into spaces the size of New England states by highways and New West boomtowns. Off in their centers, invisible to travelers, are whole worlds. But there is so much going on at the edges that it takes a while to get to them. In my first months in New Mexico I saw a bobcat in my yard and picked up an unfortunate adolescent lion’s skull in the arroyo that flowed through town. I flushed golden eagles from the highway’s edge, and climbed to falcon aeries that overlooked pavement. Ravens—in my other life rare denizens of the coast of Maine—were now rarely out of sight. Rattlesnakes were a common summer nuisance; every other week or so, I’d move a prairie rattler from my yard and release it behind the town dump. Antelope and scaled quail came to my fence by day, deer and elk crossed the road by night. I had never lived in a place so full of wild creatures—not just managed species like deer and elk but raptors, songbirds, an ark of reptiles, javelinas, coyotes, three species of foxes, lions, bears, and rumors of wolves.

    That we hunted, just like everybody else, was at first a source of amazement to our neighbors, then a road into the country and new friendships. My partner, who took all things as she found them, had the easier way; that she could ride well didn’t hurt, either. I was solitary and set in my ways, a falconer and bird hunter and naturalist who had a social and aesthetic dislike of such things as deer drives: in short, a bit of a snob, though I didn’t realize it. She had no such problems. Once she got a job on the local paper, reporting on rodeos and fairs and traveling seventy miles to town meetings, there was no holding her back. It wasn’t until after her death that I realized how friendships with western country people transcend even death. Her friends had now become mine.

    We had known a few ranchers together while she was alive. John, a young landowner who lived where he was born, thirty miles south of the pavement, showed up after a cryptic preliminary call with a goshawk on his fist. It was not an imprinted modern falconer’s servant with enough paper on it to license a liquor store, but a wild old bird that had gone through about twenty fifty-dollar fighting-cock chicks before John live-trapped it with a set of monofilament snares and decided to ask the advice of the only falconer in the county, seventy-five miles away. I don’t know who looked more feral that day—John, a pale caballero slumped in my chair wearing denim and snakeskin boots and a black tractor cap, with a raptorial nose and an Okie-sounding twang at odds with his land-grant surname; or the hawk. The gos was an old breeder, a “haggard” in falconers’ terminology, with eyes that had darkened with age past ruby to garnet. Although he wasn’t much bigger than a pigeon, he was as spooky up close as an uncaged leopard and as elegant as an ancient engraving of death. Except for his eyes and legs he was a study in monochrome, with the black back of the Sierra Madre “Apache” race, and eyebrows and front of filigreed silver. He gripped John’s work-gloved fist with spidery yellow fingers and watched our every move, but made no attempt to fly.

    I was impressed by their cool. “Looks like you’ve already got him manned.”

    “I ain’t done much. He’s not stupid.”

    “What do you expect to do with him?”

    “I don’t know. Put him back and let him make more, I guess. Seems a shame to keep him. . . .”

    “What about your chickens?”

    “He’s worth fifty damn chickens.”

    I was amused and a little shocked. “Then why’d you catch him?”

    “He was so neat, I just sort of wanted to see him up close.”

    A lot of the older ranchers would not have agreed; they were fond of poisons, and shot every rattlesnake. But after Betsy died I began to meet back-country people who shared John’s sentiments. Sis, a matriarch-in-training, heiress apparent to a four-generation ranch established by an Italian Swiss in the 1880s, a team roper, bartender, and community activist, wouldn’t kill a snake, though she always carried a.38. She collected them live for the university, and once sketched for me the crucial difference in labial scale count between the Mojave and western diamondback rattlers on a bar napkin. Her brothers, who ran a guide service and a lion pack but who disliked the sometimes necessary killing of lions, had snapped Polaroids of virtually every local lion, each perched defiantly on a tree or ledge, and could tell them apart by their tracks. Still later I met Windy Will, a slightly older small rancher in the badlands to the north, who read Edward Abbey, grinning and shaking his head (“I approve of the sorry-ass son-of-a-bitch at least half the time”) and who argued against making a local peak a designated wilderness only because it would then fill up with people from Albuquerque.

    Something that should have been obvious dawned on me slowly. First and foremost, contrary to those who portray ranchers as profit-hungry, greedy exploiters, interested only in squeezing the most out of the land, monsters who somehow manage to combine the worst characteristics of capitalist consumption and welfare abuse: The ranchers love their land.

    All their land, deeded and leased. They, at least those who live on it—that most ranchers are absentee landlords is slander—know every inch of it as well as you know your backyard. (And if you care enough to read these words, I suspect you know your backyard better than 80 percent of the populace.) They’ve ridden over it, lived and died on it. They have stories, song lines: Here’s where Uncle Pancho was shot by those sons-of-bitches in 1918; here’s where the bobcats den; hawk nests up there; here’s where Billy damn near cut his hand off with the chain saw in ’75. Some of them are even good stewards. In time, they have been changed from Europeans with a fear of all that is wild to people who have quirky affection for all those strange things out there: the singing coyotes, dark ominous eagles, invisible mountain lions—all these fellow inhabitants that you have to put up with but that finally make your home a very different place than the suburbs of New York City.

    They also love work, hard work, on that same land. Though not routines. I’ve rarely met happier people than cowboys who have work. Nor ones who hate “regular hours” more, which may point to one of the reasons ranch folks are hard for outsiders to understand. Urbanites, yuppies, suburbanites, call them what you will: They are all middle class, bourgeois, with jobs and routines from which they escape to an increasingly intricate web of pleasures. Ranchers and cowboys, whether owners or workers, stand outside this twentieth-century structure. They control baronial amounts of land, but their customs and language seem working class to intellectuals. They have the frugality and generosity, the sir-and-ma’am manners of the plain people of the South, from whom their culture descends. They are emotional, contrary to the John Wayne image, and can be moved to tears. But they don’t show their tears to strangers.

    A Montana friend pointed toward a real difference between “modern” and country people. She said that urbanites tend to see all people who work with the soil and nature—farmers and fishermen as well as ranchers and cowboys—as people who are losers in the professional race, “people too dumb to be yuppies,” people too unintellectual to have real jobs. Because of this, they can be pitied but hardly consulted on important issues. And those who are out there in the employer class must be in it to make money off the land, to rape it as long as they are allowed—why else would anyone live voluntarily in W. H. Auden’s “desert full of bigots”?

    There is consequence here, all around.

    I came to romanticize ranchers a bit, which didn’t much interest them one way or the other. Defending them against a compulsory multiculturalism in which European whites were the new inferior class, I forgot the true lesson of multiculturalism: that we’re all equal, equally fucked, European and Indian and African and Mexican, that even a dog is capable of cruelty, that some sort of original sin exists, that Buddhism demands compassion for a reason. I dreamed of a place where the best of the Old and the New West would come together, where long-haired cowboys and literate tough cowgirls and sensitive hunters would stand together against the exploiters and Californicators, the miners and vegetarians. The wave crested when a ranch couple my own age and I vowed to secede from the larger county and form our own, with guns blazing for ranchers and hunters, readers and rattlesnakes. I started a book on the strength of such euphoria, intending an explanation of ranchers to the coast, a manifesto for environmentally sound ranching, I don’t know what else. It collapsed. Feelings were hurt, money was lost. People for the West, that cynically funded exploiter of legitimate paranoia, claimed my friends. “Environmentalist” became a swear word, and spotted owls a joke. I wrote a novel, but never sold it.

    My town still looks the same. There is no skiing here, and no blue-ribbon trout water; we’re a hundred miles from the nearest city with jobs. And yet: In the last year we’ve elected a mayor who has lived here three years. Two galleries have opened, both selling “southwestern art.” There is talk of a leash law, and trash fees; the dump is now routinely referred to as the sanitary landfill, and has hours. You can no longer leave dead animals there. Of course, People for the West is stronger than ever; the bumper sticker of choice is BOBBIT BABBITT.
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    The rumor goes like this: A lion “stalked” a kid from a new family upcanyon. There’s a consensus: Everybody wants to kill it, but the Christians and the new people are most fervent. The new people say they’re reluctant. In the old days the cat might have been killed, but not talked to death by hypocrites. Of course, the lion probably doesn’t care much about the various rationales.

    I contemplate moving: Provence, Chihuahua, Thailand. I hear John’s in Belize.
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    The old people, the old cultures, knew something about consequence that the new ones don’t. The new ones, both born again and politically correct (two faces of the same coin, or hydra, eerily similar in their self-righteousness), are of course sure they know, surer than the old ones ever are. Luigi Barzini, the Italian journalist, once wrote of such people that “they lack the humble skills of men who have to work with lackadaisical unpredictable nature, the skills so to speak of sailors, fishermen, farmers, horsetamers, the people who must at all costs avoid deceiving themselves and must develop prudence, patience, skepticism, resignation, as well as great fortitude and perseverance”

    What the old ones really knew in their bones was that death exists, that all life eats and kills to eat, that all lives end, that energy goes on. They knew that humans are participants, not spectators. Their work and play and rituals affirmed and reinforced this knowledge.

    The new ones all want to evade death and deny it, legislate against it, transcend it. They run, bicycle, network, and pray. They stare into their screens and buy their vitamins. Here, they want the street drunks locked up, cigarettes banned, drunken driving met with more severe penalties than armed assault. They fear guns, cowboys, Muslims, pit bulls, whiskey, homosexuals, and freedom. Strong smells offend them.

    In my town, the new people are disgusted by the matanzas of the old Spanish culture. Who but the Spanish and Mexicans would call a joyous fiesta celebrating pork a matanza, a “killing”?

    The new ones hate dangerous hard work. Who but a cretin would voluntarily work on horseback, rope cows, unroll miles of barbed wire? Or, for that matter, cut trees, stack bricks, fish out of sight of shore in winter, plow, balance on high steel? They fear solitude and people who don’t babble. When they are alone or silent, thoughts of death or meaninglessness come flooding in. Who would be alone? For this reason, they fear real leisure, and distrust anyone, rich or poor, who has too much.

    They like games but don’t know how to play. They dislike the idea of skills—that anyone might do anything better than anyone else. They distract themselves with endless interchangeable electronic fantasies, none too different or disturbing. Real novels deal with hard things—a woman I once dated told me they were all about dysfunctional families—and must be assimilated in solitude, so nobody reads. They raise their children with Nintendo.

    New people say the word spiritual a lot. They have never looked long into any void. They prefer the Paradise Valley to the Red Desert. They pray for angels, extraterrestrials, the rapture, rescue, intervention. They believe in recovered memories, but have few real ones. They think they are victims, but they are conquerors.

    According to an article in High Country News, “an important regional representative” from a national conservation organization said in a meeting in Aspen that “the role of environmental groups is to save the Colorado Plateau from the people who live there.”

    The new people disapprove of, cannot comprehend, hunting. How could anybody but a sadist cause death voluntarily, again and again? That they also do so escapes their tender consciences and consequence-free brains. Curiously, they allow and even celebrate catch-and-release fly fishing. Some of its practitioners are even what conservation writer Ted Kerasote calls “fossil fuel vegetarians.” I know a woman who persecuted—not too strong a verb—a fellow worker because he had drawn a sheep permit and backpacked into a remote wilderness peak, then out of it with the head and the meat. She is so devoted to nouveau fishing that she had a beaver dam on her property dynamited. As Dave Barry says, “I am not making this up.”

    The “instinct to hunt,” whatever that is, must be strong, else why would a bunch of death denyers spend the budget of a medium-size Third World country on chic equipment for what a colder mind might call “fish torture”? They think they are innocent, and brag that they do not eat fish. They leave their fingerprints on the river, their footprints on the gravel; many leave uneaten fish floating downstream. The greener among them are merely self-righteous and maybe—to use a phrase I usually don’t—in denial. The more egregious offenders in the same army squeeze whitefish, bash carp, fight returning river habitats to native coarse fish because they prefer brown trout.

    I have fly fished since I was four; still do. I tell people that “pure” catch-and-release is playing without consequence, date rape, politically correct torture for the sentimental. I get some odd looks.

    Gary Synder says: “Life in the wild is not just eating berries in the sunlight. I like to imagine a ‘depth ecology’ that would go to the dark side of nature . . . the ball of crunched bones in the scat, the feather in the snow, the tales of insatiable appetite.” Too abstract? He continues: “The other side of the ‘sacred’ is the sight of your beloved in the underworld, dripping with maggots.” Can you live with the thought of that consequence?

    Buddhist hermits, nurses, and cowboys see death as real, horrible, inevitable, necessary, unimportant, and sometimes funny. One night when my partner Betsy was still alive, we got to drinking hard with John and his wife. I believe it was after a cockfight fiesta, and a meal of Burmese-style curry, with cinnamon and chilies and black Chinese mushrooms. Gradually conversation turned to what we later referred to as “dead-animal stories” . . . absurd deaths, horrible ones, hilarious ones. From there, inevitably, it progressed to human death tales. There was a chill outside the ring around the woodstove, and fire in our bellies. I doubt four people ever laughed harder. There were tears in all our eyes and my sides hurt. I could barely sit in a chair.

    The evening after Betsy died, John and Becky materialized outside the Albuquerque house where I was staying, a square bottle of brown whiskey in John’s hand. Betsy’s older sister, China born, silver haired, impeccably Episcopal, was staying there as well. We sat around all evening, passing the bottle—not “killing” it but transforming its substance to story, using it to retrieve memories, to offer them with more than our usual eloquence. We told Betsy stories, and one of them was the night of dead-animal stories. Then we told dead-animal stories. We all of us, including Jane, laughed so hard and so inappropriately that we horrified our proper hosts. Telling stories of life and death that made us laugh and weep was exactly the right way to mourn. But for the fact that there was a gaping ragged-edged hole in my life, it might have been one of the best evenings I had ever spent.
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    Eagles. Right now I’m writing a book about golden eagles. How can somebody proper, somebody hedged by written rules, somebody who has never taken his or her food from the ground or brought it down from the air, have a chance to understand an eagle? They are so other—almost as old as dinosaurs, with eyes bigger than their brains, which yet contain an intelligence as eager as a dog’s. They weigh ten pounds and can inflict thousands of pounds of pressure at their talon points. They kill their siblings, then stay absolutely loyal to their mates for thirty years. They can pick a grouse out of the air at two hundred miles per hour or, in a harsh winter, tear at an antelope’s side until it totters in circles and falls dead. What could they think of us? That we eat dirt and stones and things that do not move, crawl in motion on the face of the earth, and kill at a distance? How can sentimentalists make them little people in bird suits, or moralists make them evil?

    (On the other hand: I was cutting wood with a friend, an old Comanche from Oklahoma, a couple of years ago, when a coyote came down a hill and barked at us. I went up to put a little sensible fear into him—not all humans find his kind as amusing as Leonard and I do. He came closer and barked again. Fianlly, I pulled off my hat and ran straight at him, whooping. He trotted off, looking over his shoulder. When I returned, Leonard was muttering something about goddamn stupid Eyetalian Yankees.

    “What, Leonard?”

    “Forget it.”

    “I’m serious. What’s the matter?”

    He finally permitted himself a smile. “Well, anyway, he was talkin’ to you. I don’t know why I was worried . . . it’s all on your head.”

    “What?”

    “Either money or death. We’ll know when we get back to town. Shut up and load.”

    As a matter of fact, it was money—a book advance, as we found out when we got to the bar. I should add that I don’t believe this story. What’s money to a coyote?)

    [image: images]

    So, again, what? I am one without solutions. We’re all screwed, remember? We all await death where we are, playing or not, seeing or not, accepting consequence or denying it. It is easier to be awake, easier not to be a somnambulist, in some places than others. The phrase last best places scares the piss out of me. Use it and lose it—besides, what does “last” mean? Still, I had hoped we might grow a different kind of culture here.

    Doing what, exactly? Maybe living with and in, not “off” or beside, the land and its creatures. Christians kill predators. The echt-Greenie thinks he or she kills nothing, and is deluded. Better to eat and respect. Consequence. Those who avoid or deny those choices think evolution, or God, got it wrong. I don’t.

    “And as for small difficulties and worryings, prospects of sudden disaster, peril of life and limb; all these, and death itself, seem to him only sly good-natured hints, and jolly punches in the side bestowed by some unseen and unaccountable old joker.” A hermit monk in the foothills of the Tien Shan? No, Herman Melville.

    Eat and respect. Cultivate your garden, on your hands and knees. Eat weird things like lion and hawk; taste the wild; save roadkills. Eat a cow from a good rancher; know who the good ranchers are. Eat deer constantly. Hunt mushrooms.

    If you are female, hunt. If you are male, hunt with, and converse with, those outside the fraternity. Dogs are a start. But how about your wife, children, falcon, horse, ferret, neighbor? Befriend your weapons and tools, and the people next door.

    The West we inhabit, the Next West we will, should not be a suburb or a text or a landscape photograph, all glossy and flat, but the Real West, an intricate mosaic in motion whose uncountable facets are rocks, birds, mammals, rivers, people, ourselves. It has a meaning apart from us, which we can only partly comprehend. Its history is full of heroism, pain, and horror, like all history; its future is unknowable. We can save the parts, but we can’t freeze-dry it or edit it. Living in it beats watching it. Releasing a trout still leaves a mark on the river.

    The Real West is something wild and edged; like life, it makes us sad just at the moment we think we’ve caught it, the moment at which we are most struck with its beauty and consequence. Sooner or later we must leave it all, and the knowledge breaks our hearts. We can live with this knowledge, and celebrate it; it keeps us honest. But if we treat the country as a television set or a backdrop, if we fail to see it and its myriad inhabitants, from deer mouse to rancher, as real, then it will first bore us and then leave us behind—even as we slap down another payment on the lease. Haven’t we done this enough times already?

    —Northern Lights (1995)
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