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Preamble 
In the Fall of 2019, Chadron State College students in ENG 344, Literature of the Environment, 
collaborated on this project. The title they selected, “Branching Out,” is a perfect description of their 
efforts: the following stories, essays, reporting, reflections and photographs represent a tangle and twisty 
crown of achievements, as explorations this semester grew upward and stretched in multiple subject 
areas, across branching disciplines into a canopy of disparate works. And, true to the mysteries that form 
such patterns as stems and roots, braids of sweetgrass, layers of geological time, trails and dynamic 
processes that might lead to environmental catastrophe—or to recovery of one’s “soul” in the natural 
world, the course theme this semester has been “The Spirit of Nature.” All the authors in this class 
worked very hard to cultivate these contributions into an orchard of ideas. To torture this metaphor as 
completely as possible: we planted a seed at the beginning of the term, and now it’s harvest time! 
 
As a final class project, the students were asked to put together an interdisciplinary “journal” focused on 
the themes we have been exploring in the course. For models we looked to ISLE: Interdisciplinary 
Studies in Literature and Environment, the official journal of the Association for the Study of Literature 
and Environment (ASLE) and their more "mainstream" publication Orion Magazine. We also considered 
analogs such as the Great Plains Quarterly, from the Center for Great Plains Studies at UNL, which 
publishes in each issue both scholarly and creative works from a variety of disciplines, and The 
Sun, which is less academic in nature (but still ad-free). These were our inspirations. 
 
Some very light editing has been applied to the contributions in order to help them conform to an overall 
look for this draft journal, to eliminate obvious surface errors when they were very apparent or to add 
clarity. Otherwise, everything that follows is from the writers themselves.  
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Fiction 

Hope 
By Tamara Bila 

 
As Hope, a young girl who lived in the country, woke from her dream and realized she 
had fallen asleep under the apple tree in her family’s back yard again, she couldn’t 
shake the feeling that it had been more than just a dream. The visions she saw were 
really a glimpse into the world that used to be. This world she saw was filled with 
millions of different densely-populated plants. She could feel the pollen circling around 
her and landing on the tip of her nose, smell the sweetness of fruits she couldn’t name, 
and feel her bare feet in the warm grass.  

Hope saw a ladybug crawl across her littlest toe, so she crouched down to see 
what other animals were sharing the grass with her. To her surprise she found a whole 
thriving world of insects going about their day. She saw for the first time that Earth was 
meant to be a beautiful, fulfilling home for all its inhabitants. Hope looked up to the sky 
for reference to find her way home and instead saw only a clear blue sky. It was a warm 
day with no clouds and as she began walking, still staring into the atmosphere, the sky 
filled with birds of all different colors and sizes.  

She of course had seen birds before, but never this many all at once. It was as if 
all the humans had an aviary counterpart. As she began to walk, Hope noticed all the 
variety of life in the sky, in the trees, the water and the land. She listened to the whistle 
that sounded like a distant cousin of a Blue Jay, saw the swallows perched on the low 
branch limbs and saw the rabbits and the foxes play and chase each other as she 
began walking in no particular direction. It was here that she first wondered how there 
could be so many animals she had never seen before? Even the zoo she had been to 
with her classmates didn’t have this many different life forms.  

In the distance she noticed a larger animal, slowly walking through the tall grass--
first one, and then another. Four, five and then a whole herd of them. Hope couldn’t 
believe her eyes. Her favorite hobby was learning about animals. She enjoyed 
meticulously categorizing them, learning their names and exactly what identifying 
characteristics to look for. Hope’s mom had given her all the books about science and 
animals that she could find. This is how Hope came to love learning about biodiversity 
and the possibilities of nature.  

This was why Hope was in such disbelief to come across an entire heard of what 
she carefully identified as Pyrenean Ibex--a species of goat that she knew about 
especially well because of one of her books. Hope’s book had taught her that the Ibex 
was the only animal who went extinct, was cloned out of extinction, but quickly became 
extinct again after the single clone didn’t make it past infancy. She perched herself up 
on a rock covered by the warmth of sunlight and watched the Ibex prance through the 
grass looking for food, water and social interactions. This made Hope wish that she had 
a companion of her own to enjoy this beautiful moment with. 
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It wasn’t long before Hope was noticing other differences to her surroundings. 
Where were all the other people?  Her family wasn’t a part of this vision or alternate 
reality at all. There weren’t even any cars, buildings, sidewalks or roads. She quickly 
noticed that nothing about her environment was inhabited by humans or even man 
made. The plants grew freely and seamlessly;  the animals all filled their niche without 
any apprehension of danger from the girl. 

She was the only human in this world. 
All Hope could do was bask in the beauty of her surroundings. The air was as 

fresh as the first cut of a crisp new season apple, the water crystal clear and the soil the 
most alluring she could have imagined. She compared her reality here to all the 
information she could remember from her books, and the things she knew about life in 
her other world. She processed that this was how the world functioned before humans. 
She could see that some species were bigger, faster, smarter or stronger than another, 
but none was more important than another. There were no extinct animals here; 
everything was balanced and flourished in its own way. This is the essence of 
biodiversity, having a large variety of plants and animals occupy the same space or 
ecosystem in equilibrium. Hope understood that this was a beautiful and important place 
and was deeply falling into this dream. 

The Ibex were gone just as suddenly as they had appeared. Hope turned around 
and around in circle to find them and suddenly found herself turning in water. She was 
in an entirely new ecosystem now. An important oceanic biome filled with even more 
beautiful creatures than the last. She could swim as deeply as she wanted without 
needing to come up for air, and this gave her an extraordinary experience to see what 
was waiting. She spent a very enjoyable amount of unrushed time swimming right up to 
the bright coral. It was a mix of all bright and beautiful colors--the fish swam all around 
her, far too many to count but more than enough to make her smile. Again, there were 
no signs of humans or pollution. She didn’t see any trash floating, or human objects 
sunk into the sand. There were no shipwrecks or old pieces of driftwood left over from 
shipping containers. This was because she had managed to travel back in time before 
the inventions and discoveries of all the toxins that now fill the oceans. 

Hope watched the Bluefin Tunas circle each other playfully, not seeming to notice 
her. She was fascinated and fixated on their beauty. They were graceful in their 
sparkling blue home. It was then that Hope again consulted her knowledge of wildlife, 
this time remembering that her teacher had showed the class a video explaining why 
someday sooner rather than later their children would only know what fish were from 
pictures and stories because there would be no more marine life. She tried to remember 
exactly what year the video had said all the fish would be gone, was it 2048? It couldn’t 
be--that is too soon, she thought.  

“I’ll only be 40” she whispered.   
Hope burst through the surface of the water, gasping for air, not from the pressure 

of the water but the pressure of her future’s reality on her heart. She burst into tears, as 
her head bobbed with the waves on the surface. She asked herself why it had to be so--
how could people not know what they were doing? Was she the first person to see 
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nature in its purest time? How could she make sure that others would see it? So many 
questions raced through her mind as she again lost track of her physical self. She tried 
to reason with herself, saying “I can go back home and tell my friends, tell my parents 
that the fish are still here, the Ibex are still here!” I will save them, she thought. And it 
was right at this moment that her toes hit the sand; she was no longer drifting in the 
ocean.  

She was across the world again--in a Jungle that would come to be known as 
Sumatra. As she began to tread up the steep hill that was covered in moss and trees, 
she was listening and observing all the nature. Hope joyfully listened to the howling 
Orangutans as they swung through the trees. She began to look upward higher and 
higher to watch them, meanwhile moving faster until suddenly she was on her hands 
and knees from falling. She was alone as the tears again started to stream down her 
cheeks, but she wasn’t alone for long.  

The biggest and oldest Orangutan swung herself down to the ground quickly and 
effortlessly-graceful. Lucy sat closely enough to Hope to show that she was concerned, 
but far enough back that Hope knew she didn’t need to be worried. Their eyes met as 
her last tears sat in the base of her eyes but no longer needed to fall. The Orangutan 
held out her arms and Hope pulled herself up, wiped off her scrapes and slowly sat near 
Lucy. As they sat with their hands gently brushed together, Hope knew they couldn’t 
speak, but this didn’t mean they couldn’t understand. 

Along this journey she had been witness to many extraordinary moments of 
nature; she had been fully submerged into the sublime. Hope had seen how much 
nature was capable of, how biodiversity flourished and whirl-winded around her, and 
how there were many beautiful and strong animals in these ecosystems that seemed to 
have everything they needed and couldn’t be any happier. She had considered why the 
world she called home had come to be so different, and how people being a part of this 
natural world put it at risk. However, until now Hope hadn’t realized that she and other 
people had so many needs in common with the animals. It wasn’t until she needed 
someone, and Lucy was able to recognize her needs, that she saw how animals 
understand each other’s needs because they also have them.  

This was Hope’s awakening, and with this her eyes truly opened.  
She was back at home, sat up and saw the same fresh grass the lady bug had 

crawled through to get across her toes. She looked up and saw her red country home 
across the field, and at the front door her mother waving at her to come inside. 
Excitedly, she jumped up and started to run towards the home that felt like it was 
missing for an eternity. She went so swiftly that she nearly left something under the tree, 
but quickly jolted back and reached for one corner of her favorite book about marine 
biology.  

As she shoved her lunch into her mouth while sitting at the table for with her 
parents, Hope began talking so fast with excitement that the details became lost on 
them. They meant well, of course, and wanted to be as enthusiastic as their daughter, 
but, how could they? After all, she had been on this journey alone; how could she 
convince anyone of what she saw? Or, more importantly, how could she share how 
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important these ecosystems are too all the animals she met, and the ones she didn’t, 
and the people who weren’t there? Hope always lived up to her name, she wasn’t 
discouraged for long, as her parents had given her a great idea. They told her that she 
should make videos to share with people about the importance of biodiversity, and what 
we all can do in our lifetimes to create a more sustainable life for a future Earth.  

It took Hope several weeks to gather up all the information she needed for her 
video. She spoke with her teachers about scientific goals that were probable, and her 
sociology teachers about what really works to encourage large groups of people. She 
and her friends spent hours drawing pictures of animals and collecting donations. Hope 
and her parents also researched foundations that supported the same goals, and vowed 
to become advocates for them. When she finally pressed end on the camera, Hope felt 
confident that she had taken a big step in a positive direction. She explained how she 
felt and what she knew. She told viewers how important their individual roles are in 
conservation and preservation. Additionally, she asked all the right questions and really 
felt that she would make people all around the world question what they should be 
doing to change their lives to create more sustainable living for all different species.  
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Profile	
 

Hidden	Wonderland	(A	Summer	at	Fort	Robinson)	
By	Camryn	Klein	

 
At first glance, Fort Robinson State Park, located in Northwest Nebraska near the small town of  
Crawford, may seem like nothing more than a few old buildings in the middle of nowhere. But 
this place is much more than that; it is a place full of history, family, livestock, and wonder. 
 
Fort Robinson was first an encampment 
during the Indian Wars in 1867, and then 
expanded and became one of the largest 
military posts in the northern Plains. From 
there, it served as a training facility for 
soldiers, and then became a remount 
depot for horses. In World War 2, Fort 
Robinson became a war dog training 
facility, housing over 14,000 dogs to be 
trained and sent to war. During the second 
World War, it was also a German prisoner 
of war camp.  

After the war, the army moved out 
and the land became a beef research 
facility. After the beef research operation phased out, Fort Robison State Park was created and 
now is used for the public. It is still an active ranch with longhorn cattle, wild burros, bison, and 
over sixty head of horses. Fort Robinson was used for many important events throughout 
history, and it now serves as a hidden wonderland for families, school groups, travelers, 
hunters, equestrians, and anybody who wants to come stay in the summer. There are many 
activities to do at the state park, including wagon rides, swimming, touring museums, jeep and 
guided horseback rides. Fort Robinson is known to many as the epitome of the American West. 

  
This summer, I was privileged enough to get a job as a 
wrangler at this astonishing state park. My job included 
waking up at 5 am and driving to Fort Robinson, where I 
brought in, fed, and saddled 13 horses, sometimes before 
the sun came up. Then I would work a full day, taking 
visitors on 45 to 75-minute horseback rides through the 
beautiful hills and buttes of the state park.  
 
The park gives me a feeling of restlessness and a sense of 
adventure every time I set foot on the 22,000 acres of 
historical land. Last summer, I found myself while working 
there, feeling the power of nature restoring me as I spent all 
summer outside in the stunning landscape of Fort Robinson 
State Park.   
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The Interview:  
On a rainy afternoon in March of 2019, I fired up my Ford Ranger pickup truck and 
headed West from my school, Chadron State College in Chadron, Nebraska, toward 
Crawford. I felt nervous, like anybody would be. I had always liked the idea of being a 
rancher, but it had never really been an option for me as I lived in a suburb and both my 
parents knew hardly anything about livestock. I had horses, but they were for show and 
not for work. I really wanted the job of being a wrangler because I knew that I could 
have my dream, even if only for just one summer. As I got close to the state park, I had 
a feeling of awe as I gazed out the windshield at nothing but open land and longhorn 
cattle grazing. I thought about who traveled this road before me: young men who 
struggled on horseback so many years ago to find themselves at infantry training at Fort 
Robinson, or the settlers of this land being challenged by nature to keep pushing 
themselves on. I knew this was what I needed, and my heart was racing.  

I pulled up to the main office of Fort Robinson and put my truck in park, slowly 
turning off the ignition – hoping that when I turned it on again, I would be an employee. 
The interview went smooth and I got the job immediately after. It was an extraordinary 
feeling to know that I would be spending an entire summer working with horses and 
being outside in this place overflowing with history. I drove back with a fresh sense of 
belonging and knew that I was in for the best summer of my life. I had no idea what to 
expect, but I knew I would be on the back of a horse for most of my summer. For the 
first time, I could not wait for semester finals to come around in May so I could start my 
new life.  
 
The Beginning: 

There is something about nature that makes us feel a certain kind of way. We need 
nature, and without it, we would be missing a key component in our lives. Nature is 
powerful and restorative, so to go to Fort Robinson and be almost forced to go out alone 
in nature or with a group is truly amazing. I remember my first few weeks working – it 
rained every day for an entire week. I was chilled to my bones and would come home 
and take a long, hot shower just to feel okay again. It was as if nature was telling me, 
“You are in for some real fun!” but caked in about seven layers of sarcasm. I hated it at 
first. I raked leaves in the rain for five days straight. 40 hours of pay and soggy jeans 
were my reward. No horses yet, no livestock, still unsure about my coworkers. As I 
cursed the land I was standing on, it occurred to me that I am most certainly not the first 
person to feel this awful here. I cannot imagine how young soldiers must have felt being 
sent to the army and travelling to Fort Robinson, and then training and being sent off to 
war. I was fighting my own battle of me vs. rain, meanwhile, many years ago, the Native 
Americans were fighting against the white man for their land back in the very spot I was 
standing on complaining. Nature has a way of making us hate and adore it, but no 
matter what, people always come back to it and feel connected, or maybe reconnected.  

I want to think that nature has a face. Fort Robinson has so much history within it 
that I want nature to tell me the story of it all. I want the trees to speak to me and tell me 
what they saw when Fort Robinson was an encampment for the Native Americans, and 
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what it must have looked like to see fourteen 
thousand horses roaming the pasture that we 
kept our sixty head in, and I thought that was a 
lot. Being out in nature every day made me 
very imaginative. It helped me to relax, and I 
hardly ever felt stressed, even at times when I 
knew I should have been. My view was from 
the back of a horse, and I have never felt so 
free and fully immersed in self restoration than 
I do on a horse. I was loving every minute of 
the job. I helped move cattle on horseback and 
did ranch chores until the park opened. It 
healed me.  

I read a book titled Rising from the 
Plains by John McPhee, and portions of the 
book describe ranch life in remote Wyoming in 
the early 1900s. McPhee is very detailed in his 
writing and explains everything with no 
fabrication. Ranch life is a hard life, but city folks do life so much differently than people 
from the country. We have learned to work hard and not complain. His stories about 
ranch life are so genuine, and that is just the way life was for the family. Rising from the 
plains makes people live life slower. That same idea happens at Fort Robinson, too - 
everything seems to move a little slower. History works hard, and it is truly a sight to see 
when pieces of history can still be appreciated so many years later.  
 

 
The Summer:  

Tourists fill all the campgrounds and RV parks on 
opening day, and it stays like that until August. 
There is a feeling of sadness to see so many 
people walk all over this sacred land. Some do not 
keep it clean. And some do not respect the land for 
what it is. Not everyone saw the land that is flooded 
with history like I did. I can relate this back to 
Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer. In 
her book, there is a chapter where Kimmerer is 
explaining going out and doing field work with a 
group of her students. The students do not have a 
very positive attitude about it because, to them, all 
they see are trees. She writes that “The reality of 
nature outside the living room takes them by 

surprise” (223). At my job, I could see the way Kimmerer had felt in that moment. 
Sometimes it was frustrating to see people not enjoying themselves. I remember one 
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lady telling me how unimpressed she was by “this place” and that she was eager to get 
back home. One man complained to me about his mattress. I wondered how people 
could be so picky while being at Fort Robinson.  

The best part of the job was seeing 
the moods of tourists change completely 
when I helped them up on a horse and we 
rode out into nature. I could feel their 
energy change from uptight to relaxed. 
Many of them would often tell me how 
beautiful the ride was, and that they had 
never seen anything like it. Or they would 
tell me they are from the city and cannot 
believe how much open land they were 
seeing. I always tried my best to educate 
the tourists on my rides about the plants 
growing by the trail and the wildlife 
passing by us. I would also explain to 
them historic facts about Fort Robinson 
that they would have never known if they 
had not decided to go for a ride. I always 
wondered how soldiers and Native 
Americans had felt riding horses on the 
same land as we were. The feeling of 
being out in nature and knowing that others have felt the same restorative power as I 
did makes me feel so much joy. I needed time in nature, and I had no idea how 
important it was to me to be able to go out and work in it every day for a whole summer. 
I think nature has its own way of changing us all for the better, but nature works 
differently in each of our lives. The experiences we gain from being in the environment 
and truly immersing ourselves in nature can restore everybody.  

 
The End:  

I had never “found” myself before that summer, and I 
know that being in nature for so many hours healed me, 
and I was able to truly find out who I was as a person and 
how restoring nature can be. Horses and nature is my 
favorite combination, and I was able to gain so much 
experience and nature helped me find my path in life.  
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Current	Affairs:	An	Exploration	

 
Anthropocene:	The	Good,	the	Bad	and	the	Ugly	

By	Jaden	D	Mohr	
 
Humans have done a lot in our time on the planet. The amount of changes that we have 
caused in our time has marked its very own era, called the Anthropocene, with 
“anthropo” literally meaning human. It is very clear who is the main source of influence 
in this time. Everything that we have done has had a number of different effects on the 
world--some good, some bad, and others that are only ugly in what they are. We have 
found and created ways to feed ourselves and stay warm in many ways as well as hurt 
ourselves in both small and large ways. The problem is that these good and bad things 
have connections between each other that are not nice to look at. But, the connections 
are still there, and only by seeing them can we hope to get the best out of the good and 
improve the bad.  
 
The Good  

Humans have made many things in our time to do many jobs. In our early days we only 
had simple tools like rocks and sticks that would help us hunt and make fires. As we 
advanced, we learned what worked better and made simple machines that are used so 
many times in our machines now, such as the lever, wheel/axle, pulley, inclined plane, 
wedge and screw. By discovering new pieces of knowledge and combining with what 
we knew before, we created new inventions that are far from simple.  

Some, like dynamite, invented by Alfred Nobel, were made to help build, but 
were used for destruction instead. Often what we set out to do are good things but they 
get altered so that they hurt us instead. This was so bad to the creator of dynamite that 
he started the Nobel Peace prize for what his invention had done when he had meant to 
do good with it. Dynamite is the perfect example of when good intentions go bad. But, 
for some of our other creations it is not as easy to see what can hurt us from what we 
set out to do. Agriculture is something that has this quality. Even if we do not mean to, 
our way of securing food can lead to problems that we did not mean to cause.  

One way that we do this is by creating a fragile way of growing food by using 
monocultures for crops. Monocultures are where we grow large quantities of select 
crops that we work to make the best of and make the most of with the least amount of 
work. The danger in this is how diseases can damage them if they manage to get 
through our defenses. Corn is a classic example of large scale growing of a single crop. 
We do have a reason for growing so much corn, since we use it to make a source of 
sugar that is used in nearly everything. Just try going to the store and check for corn 
syrup on the ingredients list. Then imagine if our crop of improved corn wasn’t good 
enough to fight back against a disease or survive harsh weather.  
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How much would become scarce just because we lose one crop? Of course we 
alter the plants with GMOs (genetically modified organisms) and by using pesticides to 
fight pests. This does a good job of protecting food. But, nature is a constant force that 
changes in how it attacks. If we make a mistake, we can lose vast amounts of crops in 
no time at all. At the same time, we would have little to nothing to fall back on because 
we put so much into a single crop, even when there are ways to have variety in what we 
make. In the book Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer shows that the Native 
Americans knew how to grow with variety and still get what they needed. She calls them 
the three sisters: growing corn, beans, and squash together in the same spot. The three 
plants helped each other as they grew by getting nutrients, water, and giving structures 
to grow on. This is a great way to grow needed food with variety in what is grown. The 
only problem is that it will most likely be not as effective in getting the amount of food 
that we need now. That does not mean that we could not find other ways to grow variety 
instead of only monocultures.  
 
The Bad 

Good advancements that have problems are easy to understand by acknowledging that 
nothing is perfect. The opposite can also be very true. Bad things that bring to mind 
terrible images are what people have made as well. Nuclear is a classic. We learned 
how to harness such a large amount of energy, in a few different forms. But, the most 
well-known use is in bombs. Bombs are the nightmare that comes with the idea of 
“going nuclear.” Honestly, what is worse than a weapon that vaporizes what is within a 
kilometer in all directions, and is still deadly farther away from the blasts? Something so 
awful that can stop world wars must be very bad. What makes it even worse is the fact 
that we have only managed to make nuclear weapons stronger over time. The amount 
of power that comes from nuclear bombs is one of the strongest forces that man can tap 
into, which is why it can be a valuable power source. Nuclear power plants can make 
use of dangerous materials that could create bombs and instead power cities with the 
waste being something that we can much more easier control and remove than using 
fossil fuels. This “bad” can then let us have more control over the waste made from 
power than before.  

Control is something that we seek in everything that we do, making it so that 
losing control is something that we not only fear in everyday life but endangers the 
advances that we work so hard to make. It is something that we are constantly working 
to keep from happening. We use resources from the world as well as an understanding 
of how things work and are in the world, to maintain our world as how we know it. By 
using this information and materials, we manage to survive in the world that we live in at 
the quality of life that we enjoy. Our actions that allow us to survive also change what is 
around us, making the information that we use to keep things stable ever changing. It is 
not a new idea that we will one day get to the point where our changes make us lose 
our original information to the point where we will lose where we started from and make 
such drastic changes that will change the world far too much for us to handle. Our very 
fight for control is causing us to lose it.  
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The Ugly 

Something made by humans that has no direct problems or downsides is impossible, 
because there will always an ugly side to anything that we do in life and society. Our 
food can make waste even when we make the best. Our power sources poison our 
world. We can manage to make the negatives less or smaller. But, completely removing 
them is impossible unless we are working with what is already the by-product of 
something else. Some examples of the ugly parts of human actions are runoff from 
farming, plastics from any number of human creations, or lingering damage from testing 
different ideas.  

As I mentioned earlier, we work hard to get specific kinds of crops to give the 
best that they possibly can. But, to do this they need pesticides and fertilizers to help 
them grow. While pesticides kill unwanted and problematic insects, this poison that is 
meant for insects may not go exactly where it is supposed to go and can poison other 
things that it is not supposed to. In Silent Spring, Rachel Carson created a horrible 
picture that describes what effects there could be in a single town. New illnesses 
appearing out of nowhere infecting people and killing them in hours. Silence over the 
land from where there used to be the music of birds. The only ones that remain can’t 
even fly, too sick to live like they should. Animals cannot raise their young because 
some cannot have any, and those that can be born are weak and die in days. All of 
these effects may not all happen in the same place, but if all of the places that these 
events happen at were to be brought to one spot, it would be much larger than some 
small rural town.  

Fertilizers on the other hand sound safe since they are used to help plants grow. 
But, they can be just as dangerous when in the wrong place, especially when they get 
into water. Fertilizers for farms are concentrated forms of what the plants use--far more 
than what would naturally appear in nature. Rivers and groundwater can be 
contaminated by having fertilizer seep into it.  

Nuclear bombs were effective even if their use was bad. But, before we could 
use them for what they were meant for we had to test them. The problem with this is 
how nuclear bombs give off radiation as well as the large blast that does the obvious 
damage. This radiation is a danger to anything living nearby when the blast occurs. 
When being tested, the bomb caused many people living near the test sites to become 
sick and unhealthy for generations. Terry Tempest Williams grew up near these sites 
and has written about being part of what she describes as the “one breasted clan” of 
women due to families getting breast cancer far more after the tests. Williams writes 
about her “clan” where cancer was thought to come with genetic history, fatty diets, and 
having children after thirty. After the bomb testing in Utah, her family went from having 
only one woman that had to go through cancer to having her grandmother, six aunts 
and her mother all having cancer. They are a Mormon family, so they don’t have the 
fatty diets and have their children before they reach thirty. With no real history of it 
before the bomb, why is there such cancer after they live near a nuclear blast? 
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Becoming a ‘one breasted clan’ was not by choice. It was what they became just by 
being near the development of our latest advancement.  
 When we don’t think too deeply about what we do and make in the world, we can 
easily classify things as good or bad, when what is actually true is that everything has 
good and bad qualities. Or good and bad ways to use them. How we farm can set us up 
for danger even when we try to do the best for production. Nuclear can be a power 
source as well as a weapon. Then beyond the intended use there is the ugly side to 
nearly anything that we do and make. Side effects, waste, and unintended 
consequences come with what we do whether it is good or bad. Just because we did 
not mean to poison the land or give disease to our people does not make it any less 
ugly.  The best thing that we can do with this knowledge is not to forget it, and find ways 
to lessen or fix the ugly parts.  

One day maybe we can find a way to live with the good methods that have good 
effects that we can make use of while at the same time making the least amount of the 
bad. 
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Nonfiction	
 

Sheltering	Trees	
By	Virginia	Garrett	

 
Lean on me,  
when you’re not strong; 
And I’ll be your friend; 
I’ll help you carry on, 
For it won’t be long, 
‘Til I’m going to need, 
Someone to lean on 
– Bill Withers 

 
It was a hot July day, mid to late afternoon, and the sun was just beginning its slow 
descent towards the western horizon. It was a day we were thankful to have air 
conditioning in the car as my newly turned sixteen-year old daughter and I traveled 
home from a birthday trip in Kansas. I know, I know, who goes on birthday trips to 
Kansas? Well, us apparently.  

My daughter is an accomplished pianist and one of her musical heroes, David 
Meece, was in concert in the little town of Concordia in northern Kansas. The concert 
did not disappoint either one of us—well, we could have very easily done without the 
drunk man behind us—but otherwise, it was a great concert. Because the concert was 
small, and Concordia is a small town, it was known we had traveled a great distance to 
be there. As we were chatting and getting autographs after the concert, it was 
mentioned there would be another concert of sorts at a local church the next morning, 
and we were more than welcome to attend. This led to an invitation to lunch with David 
Meece himself. We could not turn down the opportunity to sit across a table and eat 
tacos in the small town’s only authentic Mexican restaurant.  There is something so 
intimate about sharing a meal with someone. We invite them into our reality, sharing a 
bit of our lives with them. That is the nature of shared meals, establishing a community 
with another human. I daresay, more friendships are made around a table than almost 
any other place. Across the table we find in another someone willing to walk our road 
and be a sheltering tree for us. Around a communal table we find those with whom we 
desire to be that tree; to be a place of warmth, shade, sustenance, and refreshing. That 
sunny Sunday, we established a friendship that tied our hearts together with strings of 
affection even as the cheese from our enchiladas formed strings that stretched from our 
chins to our plates. 

This was the day I first saw what has become very affectionately known as “my 
tree.” There was something in how the setting sun lit the tree from behind. If I were any 
type of arborist, I could more than likely tell you what kind of tree it is, but I am not.  For 
the purposes of this article, it is not necessary to know what kind. The tree stood out 
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that day and captured my attention and my heart. I drove past, but could not get the 
sight of it out of my mind, so I quickly stopped, turned around and went back to marvel 
at the breathless beauty of this creation. The fact that I turned around at all speaks of 
how this tree captured my attention. We were zipping along Highway 26 in western 
Nebraska. We had left Ogallala in the distance and were heading toward my favorite 
place on the planet, Ash Hollow, and beyond that Lewellen, and then eventually we 
would arrive at home. I little expected this tree to signal home to me. For nearly as far 
as the eye can see there is only gently rolling hills, short valleys, and a few ranch 
houses dot the landscape that is nearly devoid of trees. This one stands sentinel by the 
road, taking the full brunt of all nature has to throw at it. It stands alone without the 
protection of other trees. It is not part of a windbreak; it doesn’t signal where there is 
water. It stands there as a promise of shade and rest. It stands as a reminder that the 
environment lives on.  

 
I have long been a nature-lover. I would almost rather be outside than anywhere 

else. I love to sit and look at the landscape and let my thoughts wander far. I feel most 
at home in nature. Taking long walks and hikes are some of my favorite ways to clear 
my head when I really need to think. It’s easy to meditate in nature; to sit back and 
reflect on all of creation that is around us. I find it incredibly easy to get lost in nature, 
not lost as in I am not able to find my way out, but lost in the sense of losing myself in 
the wonder and grandeur of it all. I used to say, “there is no day so bad that a large 
order of McDonald’s french fries cannot make better;” I have now amended that to read, 
“there is no day so horrible that a quick walk outside cannot make better.”  
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The tree that day, in a very real sense, represented myself and the journey I have 
been on for the past several years. We are all on a journey, whether we realize it or not. 
We are all walking the path to who we really are and the self-discovery that brings. It is 
helpful when we can see a physical representation of our growth as a person. Not 
everyone will have a tree–some might have a bush, or a path, a street sign maybe. But 
when we can take a mental snapshot of something that speaks to our soul of who we 
are, our journey becomes a little bit lighter and more joyful.  

The morning of my forty-ninth birthday dawned cloudy and dreary. As I stood in 
line at Starbucks with my fifteen-year old daughter, I felt a wave of loneliness so deep 
not even the hot dark liquid sweet nectar of the gods was enough to shake the feelings 
free. What was free was a morning without a thing to do except taking an impromptu trip 
to see my tree. It had been quite a few months since I had traveled that way, and it 
seemed fitting.   

On the drive from Scottsbluff eastward the intermittent rain showers were more hit 
than miss as my tires hissed on the wet pavement. I was hoping to make it to the tree in 
time to see it shrouded in mist and fog. As I rounded the gradual curve on Highway 26 
just outside of town, I glanced down at the gas gauge and saw I had plenty to get there. 
Forget about coming back, because I certainly did. In my thinking having an estimated 
157 miles to go until I would run out of gas was plenty to get me approximately 240 
miles round trip. I did not make it all the way to see my tree, because eventually 
realization dawned; I did not relish being stranded on the side of Highway 26 as it winds 
its way through Ash Hollow and Lewellen. This was one of those times it would have 
paid for me to be a little more savvy with math and attention to detail. Who leaves home 
without adequate gas in the tank and without a debit card, credit card, or cash? 

Apparently, I do. I was thirty miles from home, just climbing the last big hill on 
Highway 385 before the turn to catch Highway 26 and head west toward home, when 
the gas light came on, and slowing my 2005 Rendezvous to a near crawl, I reached for 
the phone tucked safely way in the console between the front bucket seats. Keeping an 
eye on the road and an eye on my phone, I dialed a number nearly as familiar as my 
own, when my husband answered and I shared my sad tale asking him to meet with the 
gas can. Not expecting his reply of “just stop somewhere for gas” I quickly hung up, 
tossed the phone into the passenger seat and cried. There was no place to stop for gas. 
This was one thing I could not do for myself. I desperately needed another. I shared this 
story with a friend, she laughed as she said, “there is a lesson here. When looking for 
yourself, don’t run out of gas.” Those were good words.  

Sometimes nature, like friends, can leave us feeling a bit empty. We have gas in 
the tank, but it just is not sufficient for what we need. Nature it seems works against us. 
Our desires go unmet, ourselves not realized, and our friends desert us. We climb life’s 
hills, looking for the turn that will take us home and all our haphazard plans go awry, 
and we are left alone to crawl or limp on home. 

Trees, like gas in the car, are necessary. One could say they are as necessary for 
us as oxygen. One large tree can produce the oxygen four people require in one day. 
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Trees keep us alive. As do friendships. Trees provide shade and shelter for us and 
many other animals. So do friendships. Trees feed us; as do our friendships.  

Just a few days ago I was busy studying for my class on abnormal psychology 
when an unexpected text came through. It sent a shiver through me that had nothing to 
do with the late November weather. It was our church’s new secretary. Mary was asking 
about the stockings I used to hang in the office; each staff member had one, and those 
who attended our church were free to place a gift in the stockings if they chose. Many 
people had complained each holiday season I would put them up. They would complain 
about the greed of staff members and their expectations of gifts. The innocent text from 
Mary, prompted by a parishioner’s request, wounded my heart. I cannot really tell you 
why, it just did. Rather than wallowing in the hurt of the perceived injustice, I emailed a 
friend. I sought reassurance that I had done a good job in my tenure as the church 
secretary. In short, I was looking for a friend to lean on.  There are times we all need a 
friend to lean on, as the song by Bill Withers tells us.  

Sometimes in our life, we all have pain; we all have sorrow, but if we are wise, we 
know, there’s always tomorrow. 

My friend that day did not disappoint. While he did not flatter with unfelt platitudes, 
his response was immediate and heartfelt. He dispelled my fears and doubts with a 
word and a kind gift that expressed his gratitude for all I had accomplished in the office. 
We do all have pain and sorrow; we all go through times that are incredibly difficult. We 
need someone to be a tree for us. Strong, stately and sheltering. We need to rest in the 
shade of a dear, trusted friend. That is often the hardest part of a friendship, leaning on 
them when life is just too much for us. It is often easier for us to take a walk-in nature or 
indulge in a gallon of chocolate ice cream with a spoon straight out of the carton. But 
those do not satisfy us. 

 Repeatedly turning to those is like leaning on a sapling, or better yet, a weed for 
support in our hard. There is no support. Life blows hard across our souls like wind on 
the vast prairies of Nebraska. Nothing stops it because there is nothing to stop it. In 
some areas, ranchers have planted trees as a windbreak. A long line of trees planted 
specifically break the wind as it blows fiercely across the wide-open expanse. My tree is 
not part of a windbreak. It just stands there strong against the forces of nature. I have 
not checked, but to be sure the roots of that tree go down deep, deep in search of water 
and strength to withstand nature’s harsh treatment. Yet to look at the tree, one does not 
get a sense of this need of the tree. We see beauty, shade, strength in the way it 
gracefully dances in the breeze as if it did not have a care in the world. In its strength, 
we find shelter and strength to keep going in the midst of our hard times. 

Friends, like trees, support us and nourish us. There is nothing quite like a friend 
who knows all our favorite comfort foods and just shows up. Better yet, a friend that 
knows what our soul knows and what would feed that. Calorie and guilt free feeding.  
The music group, NewSong, speaks of this kind of friend who just shows up in our hard 
times, as being a sheltering tree:  
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It’s been said a friend is like a mighty sheltering tree 
A place for refuge we can run when trouble comes for you and me 
Someone we can count on through the thick and thin 
When the storms of life are blowing, there’s 
Just nothing like a friend 
We all need sheltering trees, 
Friends in our lives who’ll get down on their knees 
And lift us up before the King of Kings 
We all need sheltering trees 
 
Here’s the thing, though; so often we take our friends and trees for granted. We 

never really stop to think of the blessing of both. Can you imagine a world without trees?  
Trees provide more than just shade and a really good metaphor for my life and friends. 
They provide a whole ecosystem that allows birds and wildlife to flourish. Do you enjoy 
mangoes, oranges, lemons, limes, bananas, and apples? Those all grow on trees. One 
thing that does not grow on trees is money.  

But we all knew that.  
Trees also protect the earth. They work to prevent soil erosion, wildfires, floods, 

and wind. Friends protect us from all that life wants to throw at us. They cannot prevent 
it all, but when life floods in like a wildfire, and our soil is eroding, they can bring a fresh 
breeze of hope and comfort that shores up our 
weak areas and prevents more loss.  

Trees are also nature’s playground. Who 
can resist climbing a tree with low branches?  
Friends remind us of better times and help us 
take time to play. Plus, when you’re picking 
apples from a tree, the good ones are always on 
the top.  

Part of the draw to my tree is the chance it 
provides to escape life for a few hours. This is 
not your every day, average run-of-the-mill 
neighborhood tree. Those trees are perfect in 
their symmetry and are surrounded by straight 
sidewalks. They are watered by lawn sprinklers, 
trimmed by those who know how to perfectly trim 
a tree. They are sheltered by houses and 
buildings. They are beautiful, but it is not a 
rugged beauty born from surviving nature’s harsh 
realities alone on a prairie. My tree is a two-hour 
drive away and a good excuse to grab a tall cup 
of dark roast, some good music, and drive to find 
yourself. Friends are the same. They allow us 
space to travel, drink good coffee, share our 
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hearts and thoughts as we all travel to find ourselves along the lost and deserted 
highways of our nation. They weather storms of all kinds: blizzards, windstorms, 
tornadoes, torrential downpours of rain, and in them all we both become stronger for the 
input of another.  

It has been too long since I have purposely driven that long highway through the 
little towns that dot the landscape and bring a slower pace on the way to see my tree. 
The peaceful beauty of the barren prairie that surrounds it is a balm to the soul. I think 
I’ll grab some coffee, good music, a good friend and take a road trip to expose my friend 
to the wild intricacies of the tree and friendship. We’ll enjoy laughter, maybe some tears, 
but we will both come away stronger and deeper for the shared trip and time. 
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Field	Report 
 

Urbex/Rurex	&	Experiencing	Nature–Again	
By	Dominic	Badura	

 
I’d like to consider myself an adventurous person; I always have been. From climbing 
trees in my backyard, to traipsing around a wooded area with friends in my 
neighborhood, to simply crouching on the ground and being still to watch ants work, 
leaves rustle, and snakes sun themselves, I’ve had a great connection with nature my 
whole life (despite growing up in the largest metropolitan area in the state of Nebraska.) 
So, in coming out to Chadron, Nebraska, for college, I loved the idea of being able to 
hike all the amazing trails and wildlife management areas within a mere 20 minute drive 
of campus. However, the shift in natural environments to Urbex & Rurex trips started a 
few years ago, and while I still adventure in regular, natural areas, I enjoy the thrill and 
danger of Urbexing as well as appreciating and reconnecting with nature in a different 
and unconventional manner. In my opinion, Urbex & Rurex are great ways to 
experience nature despite being in manmade structures or very urban areas, and I’ll 
explain to you here how to do it yourself safely and responsibly. 
 The first thing we should clarify is what exactly “Rurex” and “Urbex” are. These 
words are actually short hand for Rural Exploration and Urban Exploration, forms of 
adventuring in abandoned, foreclosed, decrepit, or otherwise empty, man-made 
buildings, vehicles, or structures. The main rule of thumb is to avoid vandalizing, 
stealing, or breaking in (you’d be amazed at how many buildings or properties leave 
windows, doors, or especially roof-access unlocked.) However, the activity of 
Urbex/Rurex is still trespassing in most cases, and is an illegal and dangerous activity. 
Hazards may include (from most likely to least likely): toxic dust, asbestos, black mold 
or other mold spore types, fungi spores, unsafe building structures (i.e. rotting floors, 
rusted stairs, bad support beams, unsafe ceilings, falling hazards, etc.), squatters, 
homeless population, drug users, and grow operations. Despite all these potential risks 
to your health, safety, and well-being, there’s a huge community behind 
Urbexing/Rurexing, and it’s only growing bigger and bigger. Most people do it for the 
adrenaline rush you get poking around a dangerous location. Others like the thrill of 
being in a place they’re just plum not supposed to exist in–most enjoy taking lots of cool 
pictures, and even others like it for the connection to nature that you can get by being in 
these old places. 
 
Experiencing Nature in the Man-Made 

But how can you reconnect to nature through an old bridge that’s falling apart, or a 
rotting house on the prairie, or an abandoned hotel full of asbestos? Well, therein lies 
my purpose of Urbex/Rurex: observing the inevitability of nature’s place on earth, and 
the temporary part mankind plays in earth’s lifespan. We build skyscrapers, and subway 
tunnels, and amazing things like the pyramids, but nature will always win and inevitably 
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reclaim the land from humans. So this is why, when poking around a Nebraskan ghost 
town abandoned in the 1960’s, or an old railroad train truss bridge made decades ago, 
or a hospital being demolished, we can observe the very intimate and amazing 
processes that nature uses to reclaim its land. Things like rotting wood on a railroad, 
trees growing inside buildings, vines creeping up and taking over brick walls, and 
concrete structures crumbling away into dust and rubble are reminiscent of the 
Wordsworth poem, “Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey” and the many 
famous paintings: 

 
Source: Jane Austin’s World 

Here we see an old, abandoned abbey that’s been reclaimed by the earth. Vines and 
shrubs sprout from the tops of the arches that used to support a roof, foundations 
cracking and shifting, and grass where floorboards used to be. While it is highly 
romanticized, you see how people regularly visited the area and sat around watching 
the birds, ants, and wild animals living in the old abbey, and poking around the old ruins 
and rubble. Even back then, we see people Rurexing and exploring potentially 
dangerous places for the experiences and pondering how it makes them feel. 
 For me, I can get a lot of different feelings while on an exploration. The same site 
can make me feel nervous or excited while approaching or trying to get in to the building 
or property, serene and self-reflective while looking around the inside, and very content 
and happy while leaving. A great literary example I think could relate to this would be 
Theodore Roosevelt, and his wilderness explorations. He always seemed to want to 
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preserve nature, but would be hypocritical about it and tout his approval of hunting 
bears just for the fun of it (Guest Post; Theodore Roosevelt the Writer.) In a similar vein, 
I’d love to see these kinds of buildings preserved, but I’m conflicted on whether that’s 
really a good idea, or even necessary. A great example that I learned from was an old 
driving range in Omaha, Nebraska, on the same property as a still active golf course. 
This was my very first time doing any kind of Urbex, and it was pretty scary–but after 
doing a bit of research and scoping out the place for a while with a friend, we decided to 
go in one night. I really advise either exploring very early morning before sunrise or 
checking places out later at night. While there’s a higher likelihood of encountering 
squatters and a decreased sense of awareness because it’s so dark, there’s a lower 
chance of getting caught by the police, security, or the land owner if there is one. 

Anyhow, this driving range was a separate building from the golf range, and after 
finding an unlocked door and announcing our presence to the building in case there 
were other people there, we started poking around. Inside, we found probably the best 
example of an abandoned building I think someone possibly could. There were full 
display racks of golf clubs, complete glass cases, a few cans of beer here and there, 
and a small couch in an office that looks like it’d been slept on a few times. All in all, an 
extremely intact place that you could tell had never been looted, and it was in great 
shape. 

The building was structurally sound, having been locked up only a decade or so prior, 
and the building was closed simply because it wasn’t profitable for the business 
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anymore, so we knew it wasn’t shut down for mold or asbestos which was reassuring. 
You could see nature had begun to reclaim the place via the parking lot with entire 
bushes growing in the cracks of asphalt, trees coming out of the concrete steps, and 
vines covering the walls of the garage. However, upon returning to the location only two 
months later, we found the glass display cases smashed to bits, the thousands of 
dollars worth of old golf clubs gone, lots more alcohol containers littering the showroom 
floor, and the couch shredded into bits of foam strewn across the back office. Really an 
upsetting thing to see, but this is where I learned my lesson. 

We don’t need to preserve these kinds of places, because even though it was a 
really amazing thing to see the intact shop that appeared as if the workers just clocked 
out one day and never came back, there will always be places like this. The world will 
always have properties and buildings that get older and older, businesses will fail, 
owners will die, and mold will grow. So, there’s a sense of “job security” when it comes 
to exploring abandoned properties. These places may get destroyed, rebuilt, or just sit 
there and rot away, but there will always be more places to go and sites to visit. 
However, keeping them nice, intact, and undisturbed is a part of the process of sharing 
these kinds of places with others. While there will always be drunk teens, druggies, and 
vagrants who will trash a location that’s pristine and cover it with graffiti, break every 
pane of glass, and steal things from the place, we can make sure to keep it the same 
way it always was so if the next person to come is just exploring like you, it’ll be as 
enjoyable an experience for them as it will for you. The phrase “take only pictures and 
leave only footprints” is used often, and I think it’s perfect for these kinds of scenarios. 

There are, however, natural hazards that deteriorate exploration locations more 
than the hooligans and homeless could, and that’s just nature doing its thing. This is a 
lot more prevalent and visible during Rurex trips rather than Urbex, as a lot of rural 
locations aren’t built to last as long as urban sites. For example, the old ghost town of 
Orella in the northwestern corner of 
Nebraska has a number of buildings still 
standing (a train station, a railroad 
foreman’s home, and the Carnahan 
house; a building built in 1923 and 
owned by John and Mable Carnahan, 
who were the last permanent residents 
of Orella until they left in 1968) but 
these buildings, having stood for almost 
a century and being made of wood and 
tile roofs, are deteriorating (Orella, 
Nebraska; Wikipedia.) 

Not to mention that most of the 
town of Orella, aside from the Carnahan 
house, has been situated on the 
property of a private corral, and the 
property owner releases cattle into the 
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town which wander inside buildings; furthering the weathering and deterioration of the 
properties there. There is little graffiti, and the town has been left to silently rot on the 
hilly prairie of Nebraska’s panhandle. 

 
 Take this in comparison to the creaky, rusty, and well-visited “Illinois Central 

Missouri River Bridge” (or the East Omaha bridge as I call it.) It’s a double truss swing 
bridge, which is a really cool thing I’d never seen before checking this one out, and it’s 
most definitely built a bit sturdier than a few wooden buildings in the middle of nowhere 
Sioux County, Nebraska. Built in its current configuration in 1903, this was the world's 
longest swing bridge at the time with the Omaha side of the bridge being made of steel 
and the Council Bluffs side being made of wrought iron. 

Even so, more modern and urban locations can also hold natural hazards, 
possibly even more so with the risk of tetanus and a much higher chance of 
encountering other people due to a significantly higher homeless population in urban 
areas. A great example of dangerous urban exploration trips would be a bridge I visited 
recently. In particular, this was the Illinois Central Missouri River Bridge, or the East 
Omaha Bridge as it’s referred to. It’s a non-operational rail through truss double-swing 
bridge, which is a fancy way of saying it’s a railroad-only bridge made of two big pivoting 
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pieces. (Image courtesy ICMRB 
Wikipedia page.) This bridge 
was built in 1902, and closed in 
1980, but has been left standing 
in case it’s needed in an 
emergency (ICMRB; Wikipedia.) 
I was surprisingly able to get on 
to the Council Bluffs, Iowa side, 
which is the sideways bridge 
that isn’t swung towards the 
bank of the river. At about 2 
AM, the river was a little high, 
and with the temperature being 
particularly cold that night I 
wasn’t about to wade or swim 
across fifteen feet of water to 
get onto a rusty old bridge. 
However, there was a tree growing next to the bridge that extended over the water, and 
I was able to climb on to it from there.  
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Being on the bridge was a pretty scary and jarring experience, with the wooden 
railroad ties creaking and cracking every time I stepped on one. Even weighing as light 
as I do, the thought of falling the 25 or so feet into pitch-black river water off of a huge 
rusty bridge wasn’t the most pleasant, but the ability to see this phenomenal piece of 
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architecture and being over the river at night was well worth it. The adrenaline one gets 
from these kinds of activities is a pretty great thing, too! 

 
Lastly in the series of dangers to look out for is airborne inhalants, like mold, toxic 

dust, gas leaks, hantavirus from rodent feces, and asbestos. The last one in particular 
was what I most recently encountered, and it was kind of scary and spooked me pretty 
badly. A friend and I were driving down the interstate in Omaha around 1 AM, and as 
we drove past a hotel we had looked into exploring a few months earlier he noticed that 
it was half way demolished! I immediately turned off and we found a distant parking lot, 
donned some ski masks (inconspicuous, right?) and made our way in. It turns out this 
was an active construction site, with some machinery still there, and the building being 
almost completely gutted half-way down.  

The outsides of the structure looked like fake Hollywood building props, being 
just a flat brick wall with holes for windows but no ceiling. However, as we walked 
through the rooms we noticed a lot of floating particles in the air. Now, our ski masks 
weren’t going to do much if this actually was asbestos, and considering how we’d made 
the knee-jerk decision of exploring this location without doing any research as to why it 
was closed like we usually do, there was a risk that this could’ve been something bad. 
As we made our way down the corridors, some of the rooms were partially intact, having 
complete bathrooms (albeit filled with debris and rubble) and some of the rooms had 
safes in them, still. We were beginning to notice more and more particulates in the air, 
however, and this became concerning. Our fears were fully realized when I entered the 
doorway of a room only for the main section of the suite to be sealed off with a huge 
clear plastic portal, and red tape locking it in. “DANGER Asbestos; May Cause Cancer” 
lined the sealed off area in red, and that’s when we knew we should probably dip, due 
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to the fact that we came unprepared and didn’t even have respirators on (which is 
standard practice.) 

 

 

 
All in all, I find it very rewarding to have 

this as one of my biggest hobbies. Not only am I 
blessed with the amazing and interesting 
locations and views I get to witness while 
exploring the various urban and rural locations I 
find, but I’m able to have an exciting time exploring via an adrenaline rush, taking great 
photos of abandoned architectural pieces, and reconnect to nature through the very 
natural processes of the earth reclaiming man-made objects. If you yourself are 
planning on getting into the hobby of Urbex/Rurex, remember to bring all the necessary 
equipment you may need (a respirator, good gloves like Mechanix, and a headlamp are 
a great start) and do your research before going to a place. Plus, you’re most likely 
trespassing onto private property, and none of what I say should be taken as legal 
advice, so speak with an attorney or keep in mind the consequences of getting caught. 
Most importantly though, stay safe, take only pictures, and leave only footprints. 
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By Virginia Garrett 

As a child, my older sister told me one time about a really fun game called, “Let’s 
Run Away.” It was very simple to play–you simply wrote a note to your parents stating 
that you were running away from home, stuck that on your pillow, and then hid under 
the bed. You stayed there for quite some time, as quiet as you possibly could be. You 
did not come out the first time your name was called, nor the second. No, you waited 
until the most opportune moment to spring forth from under the bed exclaiming, “Here I 
am! Here I am!” It was sure to be a fun time. There was simply one problem with that 
little game, my parents did not think it was especially fun. Upon further reflection, neither 
did I after the stern lecture and punishment was meted out that night.  

Which one of us has not dreamed of running away? When something or someone 
hurts us, we want to run far and fast in any direction just as long as it takes us away 
from where we are.  There have been myriads of times I have wanted to get in my car, 
hit the highway and just drive. A disagreement with my man, disobedient children, 
rejection from friends, loneliness so thick it would take a chainsaw to cut through it have 



 34 

all left me grappling with the desire to hit the road and not look back.  Life, 
responsibilities, and a nearly empty bank account always brought me back to earth and 
I never took that one-way trip to anywhere by here.  

For some people a death, especially one that is unexpected, can trigger feelings of 
escape. When you couple this with a crumbling marriage and a life falling off the rails 
completely, escape soon is an all-encompassing longing. When you add to the 
crumbling marriage, death of a loved parent, dissolution of the family unit, and 
everything you have tried to fill the void left by those relationships fails, you have a ticket 
to disaster, self-destruction, and a totally unprepared-for trip to hike the Pacific Crest 
Trail. 

Cheryl Strayed experienced all of the above. Her mother passed away from lung 
cancer sooner than expected. The prognosis was twelve months; she lived but one of 
those. Strayed reeled in pain and despair. She tried senselessly to make sense of the 
senselessness of her loss. She looked for sense in sexual encounters and one-night 
stands–eventually telling her husband and vainly promising to stop the affairs. For a 
short time, she did end the affairs, but life would catch up with her again and she’d be 
off in another romantic tryst.  

One day at the store she happens to see a book, The Pacific Coast Trail, Volume 
1: California. Intrigued, she picks it up and reads the cover before replacing it in on the 
shelf.  She reads that the PCT is a long, 

continuous wilderness trail that (goes) from along the crest of nine 
mountain ranges—the Launa, San Jacinto, San Bernardino, San Gabriel, 
Liebre, Tehachapi, Sierra Nevada, Klamath, and Cascades. ...the PCT 
passes through national parks and wilderness areas as well as federal, 
tribal, and privately held lands, through deserts and mountains and rain 
forests; across rivers and highways.” (Strayed, 2013)  

Wild is her story of walking that trail. Three months and eleven hundred miles on 
her feet. Her only belongings were what she packed in on her back. And what a pack 
that was. Initially, she was not even able to lift it and needed to work through different 
positions just to get it on and stand upright, or as upright as she could with a heavy 
backpack.  

When we are running from the pain of life, often our pain is enough to weigh us 
down and we have no room for anything else. But just like Strayed, we pack our 
backpack full of items we believe we need for survival. In our backpack we have 
snacks, a pop-up tent, extra clothes, and plenty of Ramen. We love to feed our despair 
and depression with a steady diet of negative thinking that weighs us down. Our minds 
are stuck in a cycle of negativity and we are unable to stand upright under the mental 
onslaught of broken thinking. We carry along extra clothes for our thoughts, in case the 
ones we have become no longer adequate. It isn’t that we really need anymore, but the 
nights get cold with our despair for company and some long-sleeved thoughts would do 
well to insulate us from the cold. When you factor in the desire, we all have for clean 
clothes, you can clearly see the need to line our pack with those.  
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It did get cold on the Pacific Coast Trail especially at night in the higher elevations. 
On those nights one wants an added layer of protection to sleep in and under. Most of 
her trek is alone, just a woman with a heavy pack on her back making standing and 
moving difficult. The first person she meets is a man named Albert. He had started 
further south than she had and when they met, he was able to walk on average twenty 
miles per day, Strayed was doing well to walk seven. Greg notes her large, heavy pack, 
but she assures him she can carry it just fine. And then waits for him to leave so she 
doesn’t have to dance around trying to get it on and into an upright position.  

We do this. We have heavy issues we are dealing with, yet we try to hide the fact 
that the issues are too much for us and we are in dire need of help, we keep quiet. We 
go so far as to say everything is fine, it is not an issue. We’ve dealt with it. How have we 
dealt with it exactly? By stuffing it into a pack that outweighs us, by engaging in self-
destructive and risky behavior, and by charging off completely unprepared for an 
adventure to find ourselves in unexpected places.  

It wasn’t until Strayed made it to the first rest stop of sorts, a small area where she 
could get mail and replace some of her needed supplies, that she found the strength to 
allow someone to ruthlessly go through her pack and tell her what to toss, what to put in 
the hiker’s free box by the general store and what to put away in the backpack. She 
found it remarkably lighter and more manageable after Albert cleaned it out.  

Sometimes we all need someone to come alongside us and help us determine 
which things we are carrying around need to leave. Because they are a rather objective 
observer to the things in our life and do not have our subjective perspective, they are 
perfect at sizing things up, speaking truth, and tossing lies. Everything in Strayed’s pack 
was thought to be a necessity to life on the Pacific Coast Trail, but most of what she 
carried with her was a hindrance to walking freely into her identity.  

Along her path to finding herself, she did not travel in a straight line. She zig-
zagged, she climbed mountains and dropped back down into the valleys. She faced 
obstacles in bears, snakes, and ice. All served to frighten her and increase her desire to 
quit the adventure. But she never cried. She mentions that often in the book, her 
decided lack of tears while on the trail. It wasn’t that she didn’t want others to see or 
know of her pain, because she mostly traveled alone. This mode of travel was by her 
design and according to her wishes. She had others invite her to travel with them, and 
she nearly always refused, choosing instead the company of her own thoughts.  

In our own search for ourselves we often must go it alone. There are others we will 
meet on the path we will chat and befriend them for a time. Ultimately, though, we know 
it is up to us to finish the journey and that journey needs to be a solitary one. Obvious in 
its absence is any sense of true loneliness of heart. She talks at will about a lot of 
different experiences, but very little about the loneliness that could have dogged her 
footsteps. It seems sometimes the lonely path is not always quite as lonely as we would 
think.  

Strayed writes often of issues with her feet. When she was shopping for items for 
her hike to find herself, she made sure she bought the right shoes and the right size of 
shoe. They felt great in the store, but hiking all day in them began to tell a different 



 36 

story. She lost toenails and skin from her feet. They ached nearly all the time. At one of 
her stops, it was determined her shoes were the wrong size. She uses the phone and 
calls to order the right size. She MacGyvers some shoes of a sort using duct tape and 
flipflops when one of her boots flies over the edge of a canyon into some trees and is 
lost forever. She still has miles to walk before her new boots are in. She feels ill-
prepared in spite of all her preparations before starting.  

She didn’t really prepare, though. She made no trial runs. She consulted no 
experts or people who had hiked it already. She simply had the idea, worked to fund it, 
purchased supplies, and literally hit the trail. She experienced setback after setback, 
trial after trial, hardship after hardship on her journey. There were times she had to get 
off the trail, hitchhike to where she could get back on the trail. Each detour meant she 
had to adjust where and when the supply boxes were sent. Parts of her body are 
rubbed raw from the back, I’ve mentioned the loss of toenails and skin from her feet, her 
legs, hips, and knees ache nearly all the time, as does her back. Yet she keeps going 
on the journey to find out who she is and what she is really made of.  

We all experience similar issues in our search for self. We ache and hurt. We lose 
parts of us that are painful in the losing. We wonder why we must keep losing when we 
have lost everything already. Sometimes, maybe, the best way is to just do it completely 
unprepared. It flies in the face of all we know of as a good idea. But the hike is in our 
blood, it’s in our soul, maybe it is our soul. The relentless desire to discover more and 
see more, to finish what we start, to continue in spite of the pain propels us onward. To 
quit is to die in our minds.  When the hike beckons, we must answer, prepared or not. 
And the hike always beckons.  

I am not sure if Strayed ever really discovered who she was. She did discover she 
was not who she thought she was before the hike. She discovered she was not the one-
night stand girl, the cheat-on-your-husband- girl, the heroin-addicted girl. She was none 
of these, yet they all shaped who she became.  Our experiences shape our lives in a 
mysterious and wonderful way. Just a quick pause to reflect brings memories to mind of 
who and how we used to be. We rejoice at the change in our attitudes, behaviors, and 
mindset. We rejoice to see growth.  

We don’t have to travel to California and walk from the border of Mexico to the 
Canadian border to find ourselves. We can lay down our heavy pack, open it and invite 
others in to help us determine what weights need to go and which need to stay. This is 
the way to finding ourselves. It is a solitary journey, but one that is enriched by the 
presence of others.  
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