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VOICE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS




This is the dead land
 This is cactus land …

Between the idea
 And the reality …

Between the conception
 And the creation …

Between the potency
 And the existence …

—T. S. ELIOT, “THE HOLLOW MEN”




I sometimes choose to think that man is a dream, thought an illusion, and only rock is real. Rock and sun … belief? What do I believe in? I believe in sun. In rock. In the dogma of the sun and the doctrine of the rock. I believe in blood, fire, woman, rivers, eagles, storms, drums, flutes, banjos and broom-tailed horses.
—EDWARD ABBEY, A VOICE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS
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PROLOGUE


The year was 1969, and the environmental movement was in its infancy. A young man from New Mexico walked into my Newsweek office in Washington, D.C., and handed me a tattered, water-stained book. It was Desert Solitaire. He said it was written by a park ranger he knew in Utah. “Forget those documents,” he said, pointing to the stacks of government papers and publications on my bookshelves. “Read this instead, if you want to know what’s happening in America.”

After that, I never missed another book by Ed Abbey. We shook hands once, but I never knew him personally, and I have mixed feelings about that. I would have liked to argue with him over cheap cigars and good tequilla by a blazing river campfire under a sky full of stars. But then, this would be a different kind of book, more of a personal memoir. I agree with B. Traven that the biography of a creative person is less important than his own works. For if that person is “not recognizable in his works, then he is either worth nothing or his works nothing.”

So this is neither a definitive biography nor an academic study of Abbey’s work. It is my attempt to record the impact of his work on our times and on his admirers who, like him, like all of us, are struggling to exist in a shrinking natural world.

I owe him a debt for raising my consciousness about the importance of individual responsibility and taking action, and about the value of all living things.

I think about him whenever I read that fireflies have stopped appearing in parts of the Midwest and that there are fewer frogs every year in the South. And I feel his words: “Sentiment without action is the ruin of the soul.”
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EPITAPH FOR A DESERT ANARCHIST





THE MAN AND THE LEGEND



Why the surly hatred of progress, the churlish resistance to all popular improvements … Why wilderness?

Because we like the taste of freedom. Because we like the smell of danger.

—EDWARD ABBEY, SLICKROCK



Heracles was one of the most popular of the Greek heroes. Often called “the defender of the earth,” his crusade took him to the wild places of the known world. And legend has it that wherever he went, he sought to make the land he loved a safer, wiser place in which to live.

Heracles became a legend—and so, centuries later, has a scholarly, disputatious, backwoods country man who decided at a tender age that something was amiss in his native land, that the techno-military-industrial direction it was taking wasn’t contributing one particle of beauty, freedom, or dignity to human life.

While the family slept, and the doves sighed in the deep Appalachian woods nearby, he would sit up late at night as a young man and imagine a different kind of country where citizens could still enjoy the best of both worlds—civilization and wilderness—and where they still could be free.

He was one of the fortunate ones, because before he was twenty years old, he had found his Eden in the American Southwest. There he proceeded to make the arid landscape of the Colorado Plateau his special amphitheater, a bizarre and beautiful hundred-million acre expanse of magic and strength the size of New York and New England; prehistoric home to cactus, snakes, scorpions, and vultures; cut by rivers, countless canyons, and pocked by the necks of prehistoric volcanoes standing like guardians on desert floors. “I love it so much,” he said, “that I find it hard to talk about.” Nothing but desert, nothing but “the silent world … both agonized and deeply still. Like death? Perhaps.”

Meet Edward Paul Abbey, twentieth-century polemicist and desert anarchist, a character of elaborate contradictions and eccentricities whose words either infuriated or delighted his readers.

In a career spanning four decades, he wrote passionately in defense of the Southwest and its inhabitants, often mocking the mindless bureaucratic forces hell-bent on destroying it. “Resist much, obey little,” from Walt Whitman, was this warrior’s motto.

While he was alive, attempts to label him in conventional terms nearly always fell short because he was neither left-wing nor right-wing, nor was he an outlaw. Abbey was a genuine rebel who simply did not believe in the modern industrial way of life. He wrote against the grain, always choosing the path of the greatest resistance. Beginning in the 1950s, he depicted the Southwest not as a virgin utopia peopled by rugged individualists, but as a region under siege because of government and corporate greed, its people at risk of being cut off from the primary wellspring of their spiritual strength—the wild places. He’s been dead for a while now, but the legend keeps on growing.

*   *   *

Out in the cinder hills to the east of Flagstaff, Arizona, not long after Edward Abbey’s death in 1989, a gathering of curious archaeologists were poking around an old Indian ruin when suddenly, cascading from an alluring cobalt sky, an unexpected shadow fell across the group.

“Look up there,” someone said. “There’s Ed.” Looking up, they saw a single turkey vulture studying them, red head bald, red neck featherless, rocking gently on coal-black wings. “Abbey promised to return as a vulture,” another said, “the only known philosophizing bird. He said he wanted to try a different career for a change.”

Years after the death of the American West’s one true contemporary, and certainly its most controversial literary legend, reports of such sightings are on the rise. For those who valued Abbey, the self-styled desert rat, as mentor and friend, prophet and author, as militant defender of the West’s remaining wild places, his passing left a profound void. “Ed was a war horse, a wild horse, and one of a kind,” says essayist Edward Hoagland.

Maybe that is why, either out of respect or wish fulfillment, when a vulture is seen soaring above the canyon country, someone will say, “Abbey lives.” After all, he did predict it.


For a lifetime or two, I think I’ll pass on eagle, hawk or falcon this time. I think I’ll settle for the sedate career, serene and soaring, of the humble turkey buzzard. And if a falcon comes around making trouble, I’ll spit in his eye. Or hers. And contemplate this world we love from a silent and considerable height.

—DOWN THE RIVER



Reports of such a feathered resurrection fail to strike everyone as great news. “I never wished a man dead before in my whole life,” mutters Cynthia Rigden, a fourth-generation rancher in Skull Valley, Arizona. “Because of those damn books of his, people are cutting barbed wire and messing with ranchers all over the place.”

Echoes Fred Burke, a veteran Colorado River motorboater, “Abbey was a guru to the hippies, but to me he was a jerk, a mercenary who wrote for the money, a hypocrite who was paid by the Park Service, then he attacked it. You can have him.”

Then there are others, such as authors Marc Reisner and Charles Bowden, who sometimes question—half in jest—whether those unflattering eulogies might be premature; whether Abbey really did die on March 14, 1989, and, according to his instructions, buried secretly—and illegally—somewhere deep in the desert he loved.

While sipping wine in a hotel bar on the dusty outskirts of Phoenix, Arizona, about two years after Abbey died, Reisner heard someone mention Abbey’s name; his mood darkened, his lips curled under, and he growled: “Everywhere I go people ask me about Abbey. They speak of him as if he were still alive. I’m not sure he’s really dead!”

Likewise, whenever Bowden chances into a saloon and scans the mirror behind the bar, he thinks he catches a glimpse of Abbey’s bushy gray beard out of the corner of his eye—the vulturine nose and flashing eyes; the furrowed cheeks; the toothy, leering smile—and hears him say in that deep, mellow voice: “I don’t believe in doing work I don’t want to do in order to live the way I don’t want to live.” Mutters Bowden: “I know he’s dead, but then again, I’m not sure.”

Since Abbey’s death, a great silence has descended on the Southwest, and his reputation has mushroomed to such proportions that even his closest friends have difficulty separating the man from the legend, truth from fantasy. “I envy those men who become mythological while still living,” William Butler Yeats wrote to Oscar Wilde. “I think a man should invent his own myth,” Wilde replied.

To some extent, that is exactly what Abbey did, and many of his followers have built him up into a modern savior, making people who knew him well, like Clarke Abbey, his widow and fifth wife, uncomfortable. “Don’t make him into a mystical hero,” she cautions. “He was damn real, and a very difficult man.”

Widespread reports of his resurrection notwithstanding, Edward Paul Abbey did die in Tucson, Arizona, on March 14, 1989, of an incurable and painful pancreatic disease that had played havoc with his body for years.

He was sixty-two.

Only a month before, he had written a dedication in his final novel, Hayduke Lives, for his friend Bowden: “Fellow traveler in this fool’s journey out of the dark, through the light, and into the unknown …”

And it was into the unknown, the man called Cactus Ed did go.

Until a few weeks before the end, he played away on a battered upright Royal manual typewriter: “I pound it. I get excited. I get sweaty, and get emotional. I’m sure it shows.” In his last days he had finished his twentieth book, A Voice Crying in the Wilderness, in which he had written, “The fear of death follows from the fear of life. A man who lives fully is prepared to die at any time.”

Recalls his sister Nancy, a teacher in California: “He died bravely. He never let us know the seriousness of his illness, so we never knew death was so near.” But it had been advancing on him for a long time. Seven years earlier, in fact, physicians in New Mexico told Abbey he only had six more months to live. “Well, at least I won’t have to floss anymore,” he is said to have quipped from his hospital bed.

Old-time dwellers in the often desolately beautiful canyon country that Abbey called his own—haunting, arid, and unforgiving Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico borderlands—pride themselves in their ability to bank their emotions. Many fancy themselves as fierce individualists too tough to cry.

Abbey’s death was different.

Readers who had never met him felt that a friend had died. Some wept. Others were like Tucson writer and sometime Abbey confidant Gregory McNamee, who was sure the news on the radio was a hoax, that he and Abbey would meet later that day for lunch at some smoky downtown Tucson dive for good talk and greasy hamburgers (layered with Swiss cheese and mushrooms on rye bread) as they had done monthly for a decade.

There were those who drove into the desert and got drunk or went to the foaming white waters of the Colorado River, which Abbey had spent thirty years of his life celebrating and protecting, and bellowed to the heavens in pain for their lost idol. There were memorial services, some public but many private, marked by flutes, booze, firecrackers, and readings from Abbey’s works.

“The Cheshire Cat has now disappeared,” mourned Bob Lippman, a friend from Flagstaff, “but his great and powerful and joyous grin remains; his galvanizing expression and gift of Earthiest vision, of courage, of committed action, and of freedom. Resist much, Obey little. Joy and courage, shipmates.”

Others shared the experience of Mary Sojourner, the Arizona-based author and a student of Abbey’s at the University of Arizona in Tucson: “I went numb. First I was mad at him for taking all that talent away. How dare he leave us! I cried and cried and cried. Then a friend remembered that Ed promised to come back as a turkey vulture. A few days later, I saw a vulture flying high in the sky following me as I drove back East.”

For many admirers, it was difficult to believe that Abbey was gone, paradoxes, contradictions, and all; that the last lone ranger, philosophical desert anarchist, and so-called radical environmentalist who threw beer cans out of car windows (he hated paved highways), who advocated population control (yet fathered five children), and who loved the wilds (yet lived in the city), would write no more.

“It sounds silly, but I just didn’t think he’d die,” recalls his friend, Donn Rawlings, a widely known English professor at Yavapai College in Prescott, Arizona. “Ed created for me a sense of the Southwest. When I heard the news, it struck me that the Southwest might disappear for me, too.”

Just who was this man, Abbey, who intrigued and frustrated scholars, critics, and devotees of his writing; and why does the mention of his name still elicit so many contradictory feelings? Depending upon one’s companions, he’s either revered as the Thoreau of the West, who fought the modern megamachine that is insulting the Great Southwest with bombing ranges, foul power plants, and ugly urban blooms; or he is despised as a xenophobic environmentalist.

“If Mr. Abbey is so in love with wilderness,” wrote one reader to a magazine that had published one of Abbey’s hit-and-run broadsides, “he should take his beer cans and his warped head and go far back in the hills and stay there. The world would be glad to see the last of him … it is obvious he has no place in civilized society.”

Abbey relished such letters. They only encouraged him to sound forth a trumpet that would never blow retreat against those who would pillage his paradise. “If we can draw the line against the industrial machine in the West, and make it hold,” he contended, “then perhaps in the decades to come we can gradually force industry underground, where it belongs … and restore to other parts of our nation, their rightful heritage of breathable air, drinkable water, a democratic industrialism, and a decentralized agriculture….

“What good is a Bill of Rights that does not imply the right to play, to wander, to stillness and solitude, to discovery and physical adventure?”

The key to Abbey, suggests Mike Lacey, executive publisher of New Times, is this: “He believed it was important to speak out emotionally about moral issues. In a world so structured and so ordered by laws and regulations, he was a moralist who yowled like a coyote, and we listened.”

Most book critics labeled him an environmental radical. But such a label was far too simple, neat, and inadequate. Born of Scotch and German stock, reared by an anti-capitalist, pro-Marxist logger and trapper father and a religious schoolteacher mother, Abbey approached his world with the neo-Calvinist diagnosis of “man, the cracked vessel.”

In his teens, he concluded that the Republic was in danger of being mortally wounded by unbridled technology, the cults of growth and consumerism, the growth of huge cities, and the spread of large, unaccountable bureaucracies.

Though more outrageously outspoken than they were in their day, Abbey was an “Old Conservative” in the tradition of William James and Henry Adams, Walt Whitman and Reinhold Niebuhr. The conviction they shared was that true patriotism lay in holding the Republic up to its own highest standards.

Myths about this desert-based dragonslayer aside, friends attest that he was what he always said he was, a boy from rural Pennsylvania who became a ferocious lover of the West, and once aware that it was being lost, told the world. A member of no movement, he was an artist possessed of a visceral hostility for the kind of modern industrialism that would mar and scar the silent, natural world.

“Why write? Speaking for myself,” he observed, “I write to entertain my friends and to exasperate our enemies.”

And write he did.

Through seventeen years as a seasonal ranger; five marriages; and periods of doubt, dismay, and perplexing illness, he wrote millions of words. They earned him the mantle of a prophet who bore witness in a hostile and mostly uncomprehending world, knowing the odds were stacked against him; knowing too, that not to defend what he loved was dishonorable.

Yet years after his death, even among his friends he remains a puzzle of many parts, with some pieces that don’t fit. There was the brazen, romantic public hero and also the shy recluse who wandered the desert alone. With equal ardor, he loved quiet libraries and noisy, dingy bars; tearful country tunes and obscure classical music, which he knew so encyclopedically that he could have become a composer of music instead of a writer. His favorites were anything by Mozart, Brahms, Mahler, or Ives.

At once opinionated and open-minded, he loved parties, yet was a loner who disliked crowds. He was a liberal who opposed gun control, and although he was a descendant of European immigrants, advocated stopping Latinos at the Arizona border. (He favored handing them rifles and sending them back to finish their revolution.)

In his heyday, he relished expensive bourbon and cheap cigars—and still cheaper burgundy wine (though his illness curtailed, some say ended, his drinking). And he adored nubile young women, even though he aspired to be a family man and even though he often drew insulting caricatures of such women in his writings.

Among twentieth-century authors, he respected Lewis Mumford, B. Traven, Cormac McCarthy, Annie Dillard, Thomas McGuane, Thomas Pynchon, Jim Harrison, Joan Didion, and Larry McMurtry, but detested John Updike and other chroniclers of suburban soap opera.

Unlike most of them, Abbey was a coyote and trickster, a curmudgeon who tried to unmask our individual and collective follies and petty, destructive pursuits. A few critics say that is romantic poppycock, that he was a phony, a poseur, who wrote irresponsible hyperbole about the Southwest because he knew it would sell.

His message didn’t waver: Oppose the industrialization and militarization of the American West by alien forces from places like Houston, Tokyo, Manhattan, and Washington, D.C.; if opposition isn’t enough, resist; and if resistance isn’t enough, and other means fall short, subvert.

And his politically incorrect views ranged far and wide:

On feminism:


How can women compete with men, share power with men, without becoming much like men? Facing this distasteful prospect, the feminists demand that men meet women halfway. In other words men should neuter, geld, caponize themselves by becoming as much like women as possible.



On immigration:


It would be wise for us as American citizens to consider calling a halt to the mass influx of even more millions of hungry, ignorant, unskilled, culturally, generally impoverished people. At least until we have brought our own affairs under control … Yes, I know, if the American Indians had enforced such a policy, none of us pale-faced honkies would be here. But the Indians were foolish, and divided, and failed to keep our WASP ancestors out. They’ve regretted it ever since.



In any case, authors dream of being read widely, and Abbey fulfilled that dream. One critic was moved to recommend that he be neutered and locked away for life, and another to suggest that Abbey find a garage, turn on a truck engine, and breathe the foul fumes.

What is indisputable about Abbey’s thirty-eight-year career is that, through his graceful and musical prose, he called citizens to the beauty and sacredness of the desert—that fragile, unyielding web of life that he loved and feared.

“Walk upright,” he challenged readers, “into the ancient blood-thrilling primeval freedom of those vast and democratic vistas. You will never understand the secret essence of the word freedom until you do.”

“I hate cant and sham,” Abbey declared just before he died. “That’s why I’m neither a good liberal nor a good conservative…. I take great pride, in fact, in being attacked by both ends of the political spectrum.”

At career’s end, he had a lot to be proud of.

“Arrogant, xenophobic, dopey, puerile, and stupid,” charged the left-leaning magazine The Nation, of one of his novels. “A terrorist … guilty of intellectual thuggery,” counter-blasted the right-wing magazine Reason.

Legend is often grounded by fact, and what lies beyond dispute is that Ed Abbey set his own rules, thought for himself, and lived his truth. These qualities were already very much in evidence when Ed, then nicknamed Ned, was just ten years old, living on an Appalachian farm near the village of Home, Pennsylvania.

Ned’s hand rose when the local Sunday-school teacher had finished reading about Moses parting the Red Sea. “Is that supposed to be true?” he asked incredulously. “Everything in the Bible is true,” the teacher replied. Ned stalked out of the church.

A few years later, he was walking with his brother Howard toward a busy intersection in a nearby town. When the light turned green for them, a car pulled up and blocked the crosswalk. Howard started to walk around the narrow space left by the car, as the average person might do. Not Ned! The lean youngster strode toward the car, and with his long legs bounded onto the hood, leaving a large dent. Leaping to the street on the other side, he continued on his way.

“That was my brother,” Howard recalls. “Very high and mighty. He really thought he was superior. He did things his way. He never changed.”

In one of Abbey’s last interviews, with Outside magazine in 1988, Ned, now Ed Abbey, confessed he’d be a liar if he didn’t admit that he enjoyed being a troublemaker.


I like provoking people. I’ve been willing to be dismissed as a crank and a crackpot simply for the pleasure of saying exactly what I really do believe. Then I leave it to others, you see, to take up the more moderate approach. I lead the attack and then once contact is made with the enemy I quickly retreat, and let more moderate people start compromising, explaining, and maneuvering while I go off and do something else.



Besides hiking and running rivers, that “something else” was writing, including eight published and several unpublished novels and twelve works of nonfiction. Cactus Ed, as he was called, took his writing seriously; despite widespread reports of his wild and erratic ways, he was the most disciplined of writers. And he told the world what he was about so often in the introductions to his books that he wondered why so few understood him in the “literary world.”

“The voice crying in the wilderness,” he wrote in the introduction to the posthumous book A Voice Crying in the Wilderness, “with its righteous assumption of enlightenment, tends to grate on the nerves of the multitude. But it is mine.”

As Clarke Abbey recalls of their early days together, “After reading his books I expected a more jovial and talkative man. But he was ever so shy and used words minimally. Ideas were his life, and he was a full-time writer. I used to tell him he was married to his mind, he lived in it so much.

“It was difficult for him to relate to others, but he was always true to himself and was never afraid to say what he felt and to say it well. It was not a perfect marriage, but he tried.”

Try as he did, Abbey had difficulty reconciling the life of a married family man with that of the solitary writer, because to him, a literary career must not be just a job but a passion, a life, fueled in equal parts by anger and love. “How feel one without the other?” he asks in his book of essays, One Life at a Time, Please.

This passion, fused with a clear, silky writing style, helped turn him into a legendary figure to his followers, who came to regard him as a prophet and a visionary. Truth was the hero in his writings, because truth, he often said, is an indispensable commodity in a world the Hopi Indians term Koyaanisqatsi, a world out of balance, life in turmoil.

Perhaps most of all, Abbey is remembered for the way he saw the land. To him, the despoliation of the Great Southwest, the very centerpiece of the American Dream, was not just a heinous crime against nature; it also threatened America’s spiritual resources and its freedom.

Once the wilderness is gone, he warned, freedom will be endangered, too: “We can have wilderness without freedom; we can have wilderness without human life at all; but we cannot have freedom without wilderness.”

“True human freedom, economic freedom, political freedom, social freedom,” he said a year before he died, “remain basically linked to physical freedom, sufficient space, enough land.”

As an artist, Abbey’s self-appointed mission was to rise in defense of America’s last wild Eden, even resorting to violence if all else failed. “I wouldn’t actually push the plunger,” he once joshed to some students at Northern Arizona University about a particularly sacrilegious dam on the Colorado River called Glen Canyon, “but I’d hold the flashlight.”

Another of his major contributions was to the world of political action. Early in his career, he found a way to take the philosophy of anarchism beyond political and social conditions to the natural environment. He coined the phrase “monkey wrenching,” or crippling what he regarded as tools of terrorism—the bulldozers and draglines that tear up fragile lands and dam rivers—but without injuring people.

This was the basis for The Monkey Wrench Gang, a hilariously outrageous novel about a gang of half-crazed radicals who set out to destroy the $750-million, 792,000-ton Glen Canyon Dam by filling houseboats in Lake Powell behind it with high explosives. “I hoped it would stir people into action to do things I am too cowardly to do myself,” he said.

To many critics, the acts of civil disobedience in that novel were stupid and shocking. To Abbey they were nothing of the sort, but rather an integral part of the American mainstream, part of the American tradition, beginning with the Boston Tea Party, then Ethan Allen’s Green Mountain Boys. Like Thoreau before him, Abbey saw nothing radical in committing patriotic acts against machines and technology run amok—as long as no one got hurt.

Unlike other authors who wrote about the Southwest—Mary Austin, Oliver La Farge, and Joseph Wood Krutch—Abbey not only aroused readers to the region’s beauty and mystery, but went beyond reverence to actions in defense of the region. “Sentiment without action,” Abbey contended, “is the ruin of the soul.”

Always the coyote, Abbey refused to accept credit for launching the practice of monkey wrenching. When questioned by the press, he claimed, with a wicked glint in his eye, that he was only reporting what he saw happening around him; besides, The Monkey Wrench Gang was only fiction. Even when fiction became fact—and added to the Abbey myth—in the form of Earth First!, a Tucson-based organization of self-styled militants inspired by his writings, Abbey insisted that the organization would have been created anyway:

“MWG was a useful, convenient device, a symbol for them,” he said.

Far more than symbolism was involved, however, when Earth First! fell into serious legal trouble for allegedly cutting power lines and ski tows that marred some of Arizona’s natural landscapes. After Abbey’s death, several members went to jail.

Even though Earth First! has been mostly disbanded, years after Abbey’s death there are reports of sabotage, dubbed “ecotage,” in the Southwest: bulldozers immobilized by sand and Karo syrup in their crankcases, billboards felled by chain saws and dynamite, and barbed wire slashed on public cattle ranges. Whether Abbey should be held accountable for popularizing monkey wrenching will always be debatable. But there can be no debate that he felt individuals had the responsibility to fight back against technological and industrial developments that insulted their souls.

Another aspect of Abbey’s legacy is that he wrote of fears people could not express for themselves. And he wrote with the “stinger of a scorpion” said the late Wallace Stegner, who regarded Abbey as a “gadfly, the most effective publicist of the West’s curious desire to rape itself since Bernard DeVoto.”

Beginning with The Brave Cowboy in 1956, and throughout his later writings, Abbey gave artistic form to those feelings of dread festering in the hearts of countless individuals. And because of Abbey’s words, people recognized that the relentless march of techno-military-industrialism into the West’s wild places, unless thwarted, would not just destroy those places, but threaten their own freedom.

Perhaps Abbey learned how to sting from his father, an old “Wobbly,” or by absorbing Thoreau and Twain. But by his early twenties, he had developed the style of the provocateur and the iconoclast that never lost its romantic and sardonic zing—and contributed to his legendary stature among Western authors.

His skill at playing the provocateur first became evident when he was fired as editor of the student newspaper at the University of New Mexico in 1951 because of an article titled “Some Implications of Anarchy.” What enraged authorities was the quote on the cover that was mockingly attributed to Louisa May Alcott: “Man will never be free until the last king is strangled with the entrails of the last priest.”

There was an uproar. Copies of the paper were seized and Abbey lost his editorship. But that didn’t matter. He was at work on his first novel, Jonathan Troy. The scholar with a ravenous appetite for irony and paradox was on his way.

Although he was often portrayed as an angry man, raging at the forces of industrialism rampaging across the Southwest, more accurately he was a frustrated lover whose affair with the planet, as he once put it, was never consummated.

Abbey’s humor undercut his serious thoughts and tempered the outraged, indignant tone of his words. He perfected the timing of his fusillades, and unlike so many others who had written about the Southwest, he called for counterattacks.

Abbey depicted it not as virgin country ripe with industrial potential, but as a holy place to be defended, where all living creatures, including scorpions, vultures, and lions, are vested with equal rights. “Humans have rights, too,” he contended, “but we have to respect the right of other living creatures to live in their own way, their own style and at their own pace.”

Responding to friends who had returned from a trip to a canyon ruin, saying they’d been changed forever and now understood why the ancient Indians got religion, Abbey replied: “You don’t understand. That land, those mountains, those canyons and rivers. You don’t get religion from them; they are religion.”

In Abbey’s world, the Southwest was neither the unblemished endless vista of the Hollywood screen nor vast lonely reaches of uninhabitable heat-scorched wasteland that airline passengers glimpse from the sky. It was his dreamland, but it was under attack by forces from his own native land: Big Energy Companies and Big Government.

In this New West, the image of the noble and rugged individualist, engraved in our cultural memories by virtue of Owen Wister’s moralistic classic, The Virginian, had no chance of survival against modern odds. In the twentieth century, the loner as embodied by The Virginian was now engulfed in a tempest of change, lost and confused in a world out of balance.

Koyaanisqatsi.

It was Abbey’s self-appointed task to demythologize the West, to illuminate the fact, in tones of humor and anger, that the West of the imagination barely lasted for a single lifetime; that it wasn’t won by mountain men, Indian fighters, and prospectors but by Big Business and Big Government. And they were on their way to creating an awful catastrophe—if left unmatched and unopposed.

In his writings, Abbey depicts the individual—whether as cowboy, hiker, artist, or river-runner—as being trampled by renegade bureaucrats whose legacy is senseless damage to many wilderness and recreational areas.

And they wear no masks.

They are the leaders citizens once regarded as “the good guys,” who so eloquently profess their love for the Southwest. Now, thanks to Abbey, they are widely regarded as gutless, pliant politicians and administrators with oversight over federal and state agencies who mouth the right words but encourage strip-mine shovels, animal trapping, air-fouling power plants that feed thousands of miles of power lines that stalk like supernatural beings over sacred habitat.

Upon hearing that Arizona Governor Bruce Babbitt was running for president in 1988, for example, Abbey pronounced that he was “nothing but a flunkie for the developers and industrialists who are rapidly destroying what’s left of Arizona.”

For Abbey, ever the romantic moralist, the only solution was to return to an earlier America, to a nation of self-reliant farmers (though he personally despised farming), craftsmen, hunters, ranchers, and artists; only then would the rich and the greedy be disempowered and no longer be able to dominate others. Neither to serve nor to rule. In Abbey’s mind, that was the true American dream. His mission was to fight for its return and in the process, kindle similar fires in his readers’ hearts.

Until Abbey came along and pumped some passion into it, the nation’s conservation movement in the post-World War II years had been gentlemanly, its leaders having been lulled into believing that fair play would work successfully in corporate boardrooms and in Congress. When that view proved to be dangerously naive, Abbey, virtually alone in the fifties and sixties, loudly denounced the industrial invasion of his beloved canyon country.

To draw attention to the region’s plight, he painted word pictures of neon wilderness and sprawling reaches of asphalt in which “New Age man, eyes hooded, ears plugged, nerves drugged cannot even get a decent night’s sleep.”

While others stood on the sidelines, fearful of the fallout if they spoke from their hearts, Abbey encouraged citizens to fight back, not to surrender their sovereignty to the state, or to Exxon, or to Peabody Coal, even if the struggle appeared to be a losing one. Every individual had that responsibility; not to struggle was dishonorable.

As early as 1968, when most Americans were still unaware of the tragedies unfolding in the New West, Abbey conceded, in his introduction to Desert Solitaire, that the cause of defending the Southwest might be lost: “This is not a travel guide but an elegy. A memorial. You’re holding a tombstone in your hands. A bloody rock. Don’t drop it on your foot—throw it at something big and glassy. What do you have to lose?”

His words shocked readers in the East. What was this ranger writing about? Was he on drugs? The Southwest was as clean and pure as ever, they insisted. After all, didn’t Arizona Highways magazine and American Automobile Association tourist brochures say it was? Why was he being so downbeat, so pessimistic?

For one thing, Abbey was no armchair adventurer. He lived in the middle of the battle. Along the way, his artistic vision was nourished by people he met, and later was reflected in his nonfiction essays. For example, in a piece titled “The Second Rape of the West” in The Journey Home, Abbey describes meeting up with a rancher named Mrs. Cotton, a silver-haired, windburned woman whose Montana ranch lay in the path of Peabody Coal’s towering strip mine shovels.

Although both the U.S. government and the coal company had told her they wanted the coal under her cattle ranch, and promised to pay her well, she had decided to fight. “We cannot keep moving on,” she told Abbey. “No matter what the price, where could we find another place? This is our home. We always used to think it didn’t matter, that when you mined one area, or farmed it out, or overgrazed it, you could move to new country beyond the hills, keep moving West. But there are no new places to go anymore. The land is full. We have to stay where we are, take care of what we have. There isn’t going to be anything else.”

Those were Abbey’s sentiments exactly. “The ideal society,” he wrote, “can be described, quite simply, as that in which no man has the power or the means to coerce others.”

In time, Abbey—a potent blend of anti-establishment Lone Ranger, Samuel Adams, and Natty Bumppo—became the literary point man for several generations of citizens who needed inspiration to fight against the national passion of growth for growth’s sake, which Abbey said was “the ideology of a cancer cell.”

And Abbey, as early as the 1950s, a time when many Americans believed the American Dream was about to come true, said the cancer was spreading. And he kept up that drumfire for years. “Keep it like it was,” a character pleads in The Monkey Wrench Gang. “If the wilderness is our true home,” Abbey argued in his essay “EcoDefense,” “and if it is threatened with invasion, pillage, and destruction, as it certainly is, then we have the right to defend that home, as we would our private quarters, by whatever means are necessary … we have the right to resist, the obligation.”

When reviewers found his books to be raw and bawdy, Abbey retorted that they were meant as antidotes to despair for citizens feeling afraid and helpless in the onrush of technocrats, bureaucrats, and fast-buck charlatans intent on transforming the remaining wildness of the Southwest into a kind of urbanized national sacrifice area.

Brushing critics aside, Abbey blasted away on the theme that creeping industrialism, whether capitalist or socialist, with its oil fields, coal and uranium mines, transmission lines, and dams, was not the savior of the modern age, but an unforgiving tyrant. “Our modern industrial economy,” he wrote, “takes a mountain covered with trees, lakes, running streams and transforms it into a mountain of junk, garbage, slime pits.”

OEBPS/images/img01_1-2.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-4.png
EPITAPH FOR A
DESERT ANARGHIST

The Life and Legacy of Edward Abbey

JAMES BISHOP JR.

Epilogue by Charles Bowden







OEBPS/images/9781439143643.jpg
EPITAPH FOR A
DESERT ANARCHIST

The Life and Legacy of Edward Abbey

JAMES BISHOP JR.

Epilogue by Charles Bowden

A TOUCHSTONE BOOK
Published by Simon & Schuster
New York London Toronto

Sydney Tokyo Singapore









