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  THANKS PROBABLY TO GENES AND CERTAINLY TO PRACTICE, I’ve got a good bump of location (as the older Yankees still call it hereabouts); it’s pretty hard to cross me up in the northeastern forest. Still, I’ll now and then recognize that I’ve been bushwhacking for some time at a slightly or even a radically different angle from what I imagined.




  That’s usually a good turn of events. It may in fact be what the following book is “about.” It’s certainly what that book will somehow do.




  On such occasions, I’ll burst out of the puckerbrush, my face festooned with spiderwork in the warm months, my snowshoes a chaos of pine-whiskered iceballs in the cold. When that happens, I’ll find myself....




  Yes, I’ll find myself. It’s a strange thing, but even if the rambler and the writer should seek to avoid all double entendre, and not just that afforded by language, to get at the actual in its fullest actuality, that effort is inevitably thwarted. Stranger still, it’s from such defeat of intention that we arrive at our fulfillments. One thinks of the Christian teaching that the new man cannot come to life unless the old one die.




  Complex stuff, to say it far too mildly. More about it as I travel.




  What I’d meant to say was, I’ll suddenly find myself looking down or up or out on territory familiar as my thumb, but looking from so unfamiliar a perspective that I’m temporarily convinced of something strange and certainly wrong: Life starts all over from now.




  Better a false sense of rebirth than none at all. Or so I always claim—especially if such delicious fantasy can go on repeating itself, as it has done for me, and does, and I pray will do.




  For I am a rambler, or I am nothing at all.




  Am I just delusional? Maybe yes, maybe no, probably both. We’ll see about that too as we go through a dark wood or many; or a bright one or many; or anywhere we roam, come to think of it. Rambling is rather a matter of lost and found, as I’ve implied; but I mustn’t get ahead of myself: I’ll be doing enough of that in what follows.




  As I leave the indoors behind here, it seems fitting for me to recall a specific moment from many years ago, one lively as ever in mind. I’ve gone up a certain favorite mountain, off-trail. Along the freshets, the trout lilies gather in their huddles. Climbing, wandering, I’ve sniffed out not only the more common red but also the painted trillium beds amid the north slope wetland. I’ve reflected on the odd concatenation of the flowers’ fetid odor, their beauty, their fragility, their hiddenness; I’ve vaguely imagined them as emblems, found in them a not quite mute commentary on life itself, human and natural.




  For the rambler, each sense will in his more elevated (or depressed) moments inform the other, so that each flower has reeked just now both of mortal splendor and splendid mortality and all their manifestations, bodily and spiritual. Each is as fresh and new as it is old and memorylaced. Senses interfuse, but so do memories and anticipations, bygones and presents and hopes and fears.




  A self is a thing both fluid and habit-bound, just as wildness is a thing both rife with permanences and ever-changing.




  In any case, I stand in this memory at the mountain’s rounded summit, a sort of granite dune. The wind is now bossy, now mild, now gone, now creeping or blundering in from a different quarter. Around me the conifers upthrust themselves, knee-high, which is to say as high as they’ll ever get, not because I’m above timberline—I’m not—but because, as the farmers whose scions now live amid the rich, black soil of the Midwest so quickly and shockingly discovered, vegetation’s roots don’t go very deep in this country before they run against the sort of stone on which I rest here.




  Combine a shallow top layer of earth with four- or five-month winters, and you have something to marvel at and maybe mope about: it’s a wonder, all things considered, that I’ve ever seen even the shyest bloom, that these cabbagey firs and spruces still bother to thrive at all, in any form. Corn snow still dots this lofty ground, though it’s late April, and those pitiable shocks of greenery start something rolling in my head—something about valor and endurance, about what, though this is no place for a Frenchman, the aphoristic French call l’élan vital. In any case, start something they do, because they’ve done so all my life.




  There’s an old song about coal miners. It claims that going deep into the earth will “form as a habit and seep in your soul.” No miner, I, but I do understand that concept of seepage: rambling, though it may appear counter-habitual by its nature, has subtly possessed me over the years, so that I simply cannot imagine a life without it.




  So I catch myself on the familiar and risky point of allegorizing as I look down, or, risky too, I look up. The sun’s as dim as pewter, and the mare’s tails crawl across it, now and then magically, instantly puffing, fattening: it’s spring, and it’s winter, it’s windy and not.




  And Lord, how short is a life.




  And Lord, how devoid of novelty, such a reflection! Its very banality galls, because like every rambler, I persistently ask the question posed by New England’s own Ralph Emerson, puzzling, potent: Why should we not enjoy an original relation with Nature?




  As if in self-defense, like one who forces eyes open against nightmare, I look down again. Farther out this time, much farther. Something original may lie there, something actually new. One never knows.




  I look over yonder, and what do I see? Miles below my granite heap, on a patch of pale spring grass, I spot a dash of white. It’s a dog, I surmise, though I can’t be sure of that. It could as easily be a towel left drying in the sunshine, a newspaper left behind by some loller who’s gone back into the kitchen for another cup of coffee, a child’s tricycle. Truth is, I can’t even really make out the color itself: that angel white could in fact be yellow, the yellow could be roan, because the sun’s not pewter at all for an instant, then it is again, then not, and the subservient world and its hues must scrabble to heed these changes.




  But the mind will have its way—always, it seems. And so, on no ground whatsoever except the ground I stand upon and the way it somehow breathes into me, I abruptly assure myself of particulars: I’m indeed observing a dog, and not just any dog but some breed of hound.




  Next I make her a bitch, then I make her old, and I put her harrying years well behind her. After all, an unpenned hound in its prime usually means a hound in the woods, not one flopped in a dooryard. I instantly feel respect for the animal’s own valor, her endurance, the way she ragged all those big-going, long-winded white hares through her working years, running them often till the flat-topped moon jumped up over this very mountain and the night birds came out to whoop and in the lunar light she could see bright crystals strung on air. Now she nears the end of a life that’s been full; great satisfaction in the fullness; but now it’s ending.




  Her four feet twitch in dream: the buck hare has just cleared that little tussock ahead and is back into the black swamp on the clean jump. But surely she’s gaining. She whines, as close as she can get in her sleep to a full cry.




  I think of my own fellow houndsman, Allie Pike, home again, recovering nicely from his mild coronary; if I know the man, we’ll be ragging the hare again come late fall, together, his young male hound’s big voice filling those woods down there, and there, and there.




  Is that a kennel a few yards beyond my hound? I make it so; and, inside its chainlink, two further squibs of color, which must be two other dogs at rest, lazing on sun-warmed concrete. Let them be lithe, I say, and lithe they are. Bird dogs? Whose?




  A yellow house nearby. That much is no fancy.




  Dogs. Kennel. House. Blue truck in a driveway. Pretty meadow climbing the sidehill, stopped short by a rockfence, second growth beyond. Clapboard bowing away from an unpainted woodshed. (Imagination again.) Swing for a child, tractor tire strung to a treelimb. (Likewise.) Mailbox canting toward a roadside ditch (likewise again), as if to illustrate the old, half-accurate saw about no news being good news.




  Yet this, I now see in a flash, is no mere imaginative construct. What I observe, with inward and outward eye alike, is something I’ve observed at valley level, again and again and again.




  All that is—mine.




  Mine. From so distant and unanticipated a perspective it takes longer than you’d expect for me to recognize this frail claim to possession: then all at once it’s as if these familiars were uncannily rearranged. For one thing, of course, I can see them now, so to speak: yes, a hound-beagle, female; yes, two pointers—females as well; yes, a locust tree, a hanging tire, a Ford truck, an open-mouthed and dented mailbox, so on.




  Something has seeped in my soul.




  All at once too, in this rearrangement these beings and objects become eloquent of things that have passed in their neighborhood—things big and small that pass there now and that will later pass, things I’ve never pondered in quite the same way before.




  The next cloud, suddenly just there, is immense; the sky goes cobalt, and instantly I feel the spirit chill. There is an aloneness in me. There is, I know, in anyone. Yet why should I actively seek it, even cultivate it, only at times like this to be made unhappy by it, if “unhappy” is even halfway suitable a term? What has convinced me that I need that zero solitude if I have any hope of overcoming it? Why do I claim to want its overcoming at all? For chill is only the half of what’s going on in me.




  Whatever I feel on this dear mountain, it can’t simply be a matter of topography. Southward of that yard down there, on any map, psychic or actual, Trout Brook’s falls still purl, bright and puny, hidden by green-growth a few hundred yards in from Mort Bailey’s gravel pit. My oldest son and I once spied a mink there, caught him as he plucked a nuthatch from its inverted grasp on a hemlock trunk. We watched the tiny predator coming, keeping on the blind side of the tree; we saw him skirt the trunk at last in a dazzling rush, picking off the bird as a cat does a butterfly.




  There are a lot of people, I remember thinking, who don’t know that mink eat birds at all; I was glad to be one who did. I’d seen the kill, not just read of it: peach breastfeathers exploding into the thawing March breeze, headshake of the doughty dark weasel, pink-red glyphs of blood on snow.




  That afternoon I was not on a ramble, no, but rather in the heated cab of my truck; and I was in company, beloved company, even if my boychild was so young (four? five?) that he found the moment far less wondrous than I, and today may not remember it at all.




  No, I wasn’t rambling. I was not even alone, as the rambler somehow needs to be. But the incident made me think of heading out solo, just to see, like the bear who crossed to his mountain’s other side, what I could see. And so I soon did, and did again, and do, and will do forever and ever amen.




  No, not topographical, all this. The woodpecker-savaged butternut still marks the spot near the pit where you’d swing into the growth if you wanted to find the Baileys’ falls, or even better, hear them; the tree’s still losing limbs to bird and bug and every other opportunist—it’ll be gone in much less than my lifetime. The suicide timber baron, Fred Wagner, once had a barn across the dirt road; the structure’s moldered now to nothing, and remembers itself only by making a darkness on the small remnant of field before it, ancient manure-dust still hot enough to melt a rectangle into the shallow snow. Milkweed and hardhack will soon clamber skyward there, life going on.




  From here, from now, everything I survey—animate and inanimate—is for a moment newly framed, no matter what its condition. I’ve been shocked into contemplation by an odd arrival at an odd lookout, and for some reason that makes me more able than usual to evaluate the frame’s contents.




  But how to say what I mean?




  I turn and race downhill, almost falling with every step, a young and aging and daunted and joyous man. [image: frn_fig_006]
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  IT BEGINS WITH AN ITCH.




  But more on that later. For now, since I mean to write at some length about rambling, I should first define the term, even if definition’s often the rambler’s enemy, an object of assault.




  Assault? No. Too angry.




  I can start describing a ramble by way of what it’s not. To begin with, it’s hardly grand scale stuff: the area I cover in the foot travels I mention hereafter can’t amount to much more than a few hundred acres of forest, ledge and hillside. Surprising, delightful, how many fresh explorations and discoveries I can make in such small ranging.




  There’s the way in late winter, at a certain spot to my northwest, halfway up John Renfrew’s ridge, snow will come sideways through a granite gap if the wind’s blowing up from the Connecticut River. It will, that is, come uphill, while all around the flakes fall straight as a die. Sometimes I can peek over a steep ledge in the exact opposite quarter, southeast, where the jackfirs grow so thick you have to crawl through them; but the deer themselves, does and skippers mostly, manage somehow to navigate that doghair. They make the greenery vibrate with their subtle passings: to see this is almost like watching a breeze shake a thicket of late cornstalks, but for the snap glimpse of hoof or hock.




  And the ravens are their own variety and plenitude: some blare, some coo, some gawp, some chuckle, some bray; one bird fighting a high wind is the very figure of loneliness, a flock in the trees above some winterkill an illustration of crowd.




  One summer, for reasons no expert could explain to me, the grass snakes bloomed; in every cleared spot or old burn you’d find not two or three but 20, lolling in the dust or inscribing it with their going.




  And the vernal pools are full of grayfrogs and wood ducks and newts.




  Along the ridge we call The Lookout, the in-line tracks in snow or mud of a red fox, and now and then the quick animal itself, here and in the instant gone, his bush the one that Durer caught perfectly in that great print.




  The busy-ness of cat tracks around The Lookout’s ledges, the thoroughness of their hunting!




  So many signs and so many landscapes within the one I frequent, yes. But as you hear me, it’s still clear I’m not talking about technical climbing, big time orienteering, the Iditarod, spelunking, or anything of the kind. What I do rarely means risky physical business, although it can turn into that—unexpectedly.




  The rambler does find thrills, even sublime ones, but usually and necessarily does so more or less by accident.




  “Accident”: the noun’s derived from a combination of Latin words that suggest “a falling toward,” and given my belief that words contain their own histories even as usage changes, in this case a ghostly meaning reveals something crucial about the literary bushwhack I’m headed for.




  When ramblers set out, they abandon any aim beyond the ramble itself; map, compass, any instrument of precision stays home. This is crucial, definitive. We actually want to fall (or blunder or grope or feel our way) towards our fulfillments; we can’t just march right at them, plot them. If we do that we’re not rambling at all.




  Will power plays a part in all this, but only in so far as it kicks itself out of the picture, allowing other dimensions of mind to work freely—which is to say, at the risk of raising eyebrows, that there’s a meditative aspect of the pursuit. That trillium invokes it, or that blur of a distant dog’s white parts and its opening of the mind’s eye; that mink-memory; that puff of nuthatch feather and down. On and on.




  What I’ve already ruled out makes it almost unnecessary to cite other inadmissibles: those Global Positioning Systems, for example, satellite-aided, hand-held devices which you see nowadays in outdoor catalogs, and which invite any out-of-shape oaf into the wild, promising he won’t get lost. He can press a button or two, and be led by his “virtual” hand back to where he started or wherever else he wants to go, including the nearest McDonald’s, I guess.




  We seek not that virtuality but rather physicality. We will defend the physical to our dying days—in part because, without it, we have no access to the spiritual. That paradox is at the center of our beings and doings, at the center of this book.




  Such contraptions as the GPS run against the grain of a rambling passion, whose “virtues” are almost exactly opposite from the machine’s. After all, the fellow with the GPS might just as well, in a rambler’s view, bring a television into any version of wildness; in fact he already does. But such behavior really makes little difference in his case, because he was barred long ago from the richer moments I want to consider. If he weren’t, he’d never have bought his little system in the first place. The same applies to anyone who feels a desperate need to plug in when he’s out: e-mail, walkie-talkie, cellular phone, camcorder, what have you?




  No matter where he may be, even in backcountry, such a person is the Anti-Rambler: rather than going to wildness as an escape from the busy world of purpose and its encumbering tools, he brings that mess along for the outing. He’s too full of purpose.




  This is scarcely to say that ramblers’ ventures lack purpose altogether; we naturally expect rewards from what we do. It’s just that our pay-offs, like our itineraries, can’t be predetermined. What we hunt is not specifiable, calculable, calibrated; our ends—spiritual, geographical, physical—don’t live there.




  My effort at definition is evaporating before I’ve even really cleared my throat. And yet I’ll go on clearing it for a moment, because I share the contrariness of any rambler, and am therefore frequently inclined to counter-example rather than example. If I’ve been talking about what we don’t do, then, now I’ll talk about where we don’t do it, can’t.




  If homesickness were an odd condition, it might be odd to begin these meditations not in my beloved upper New England but in the Ticino, Italian Switzerland, whose benign and well upholstered bosom will cradle our family for the next six months. I’m teaching at a local college, our children attend local schools, my wife is on a well deserved professional sabbatical.




  There are plenty of reasons not to be homesick. Nobel laureate Hermann Hesse must have known as much when he came here: in our Swiss town of Montagnola, he composed some of his major works, which my generation once considered sublime thrills in their own right. The village center boasts a Hesse museum, in fact. Forty years ago, proto-Aquarian kids like me would have swarmed the place; this morning, its custodian seemed almost shocked when I showed up to look around. Of course she was polite and patient, even more so than the average Ticino native. In other words, damned near to a fault.




  I liked several of Hesse’s small oil paintings, liked them more at least than I now like his novels. For an author, a cautionary note may lurk in that. But I’ll try to ignore such heavy stuff in what follows, if only because I, or any writer, must after all keep rambling ahead or else wither; that’s about our only choice, it seems to me, or at least it’s mine. I lately learned, for example, that I missed this year’s literary-American brass ring, was not the winner but one of three finalists for the Pulitzer Prize in poetry. What to do about that? Curse and mope? No, keep rambling.




  From our rented house, we can see Lake Lugano in the relatively near distance, the whited Alps in the far. In our yard, snow bends the palm-fronds, which is completely exotic and marvelous to us, whose permanent home lies in Vermont. (I think obliquely of brown pelicans in the Yellowstone Valley.)




  That view can rob your breath, no two ways about it. But having considered it at all hours, I recognize that it’s—well, it’s just different. If rambling requires elevation, and it does, it’s not the sort I can see all around us now.




  The same goes for density, a still greater requirement. The local prospects just seem too wide—and too easy to come by. We ramblers do want prospects, but as I’ve already suggested we want somehow to happen, or even stumble or fall upon them. Vistas can’t be there for any old eye; you can’t just pluck them, so to speak, like the hazelnuts in our Swiss backyard; they can’t be accessible from the get-go; they have to reveal themselves suddenly—and briefly: a few steps’ worth at a time.




  As our Yankee predecessors might have said, we need to feel we’ve earned our perspectives. That’s just in our characters.




  
[image: chpt_fig_001]





  Character




  DOES ALL THIS MEAN THAT RAMBLERS ARE YANKEE “PURITANS”?




  Not necessarily. By my lights rambling does seem a largely Appalachian game, but not exclusively New English: it’s as entirely available in more southerly parts of the range, clear down to Georgia, as in northern Maine, New Hampshire or Vermont. And who’d deny that there’s more evidence of striving—which, even thinking in secular terms, we might link to the Pilgrim notion of manifest “saintliness” or election—in a climb up one of the Rockies than up one of our own time-gnawed hills? The same’s true of all the so-called high-adventure enterprises I mentioned above, and in all parts of the world.




  Scarlet Letter-style guilt plays no role, either, in what we ramblers do, at least not so far as I can see just now. (Who knows? I may blunder into some reason to change my mind about that and many another thing in these pages.)




  I won’t really get much past vague generality, you see, no matter how many words I spend nor how many examples I think of: if you need something crisper, then, you could try asking some other rambling characters about this issue of character. I should warn, however, that in spite of my own extensive and ongoing experience, I’ve only known a few true ramblers at all, and fewer still who could or would honor your question: Annie Fitch; David Tobey; Earl Bonness; Landy Bartlett; Annie Proulx; Joey Olsen; Peter Woerner; Ray Hulett; Don Metz; a scattering of others. And even if it sounds presumptuous of me, I bet they’ll be just as non-specific as I am.




  Hail, however (or therefore), to each and all, and in a case or two, farewell.




  Decades ago, in my position today, some of these friends might have said, “The hell with rambling anyhow.” (I know I would have, though I’m far from bragging on that account.) They’d have looked around at the human scenery in this corner of the world and then attempted other peaks, as it were.




  My current students and the Ticinesi in general are among the most beautiful men and women I’ve ever seen. It seems strange, then, even to me, that although I like many of these people, some almost enormously, I don’t register lust for a one.




  This isn’t just because I’m more happily married than anybody deserves. It’s something else. Surely I’m not Puritanical, so maybe I’m simply old-fashioned. Or maybe, like most of my rambler chums by now, I’m a bit old, period. Because I know that the local lovelies’ physical attributes would once have blinded me to any of their defects, if that’s what they are; I wouldn’t have been put off, for instance, to see that like all well-heeled and even modest western Europeans in our time these locals are if anything more fetishistic about goods and commodities than North Americans. In a recent issue of La Repubblica, for instance, I read that 79% of Italian teens own a wireless phone, and I’d be shocked if young Swiss weren’t more than up to speed on that score.




  I thought of this statistic during a break between classes yesterday morning, when I looked out my office window at a girl (forgive me: she’s that) who could easily be taken for a model from one of the haute couture outfits in nearby Milan. She sipped her macchiato with one hand, the other hand seemingly grafted to her stylish and skinny telefonino, into whose mouthpiece she breathed....




  Well, I was about to say she breathed inanities, but how could I of all people hop to such a damning assumption? I turned back to my desk with a private grimace, suddenly wondering what the New Haven citizenry thought about me circa 1960: Yale freshman, both smalltown provincial and pretentious, all decked out and ludicrous—spanking ascot, tasselled loafers, the whole bit. Did my act appear any less witless than the one I’d just observed from my office window? Did it inspire someone’s disgust, even a moderate version like mine as I studied the pretty girl and her cell phone and ankle-length leather overcoat and five-inch block heels, which made her totter on the flagstone but here appear to be absolutely de rigueur?




  Memory of my own younger years ought to check my disgust, all right—and my instinct to criticize. Old scout that I’ve become, though, I felt troubled late on an Alpine morning, the sun like clear-day Colorado’s, the snowy ring of mountains lit like flares, that our beautiful youngster’s eyes showed a dismaying blankness. Or was it just that she focused, hard, on whatever she was saying and hearing over the airwaves?




  Yes, who was I to judge? Still, I’d have had more faith in the importance of those telephonic mutterings, exclamations, moans and giggles if at the end of one conversation she hadn’t, with her glossy talons, immediately punched up a next. And then a next and next and next without interruption, as if a simple moment of simple breath struck simple dread in her simple soul.




  If you weren’t so much older, you might want a young woman like that, and never mind what seems like shallowness; but you don’t now, do you? For my part, anyhow, I really and only wanted to tell her about that discomfort of mine—as if telling her about it, or about anything, were my business. As if I could know what the good life should be for her generation or another.
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