TRANSCENDENCE

By Stephen Littlejohn


Andy awoke from a shallow sleep, his heart pounding.  The bed was rocking, and the house groaned and rattled in a too familiar way.  Instinctively, he glanced at the digital clock by his bed, forgetting that the electricity had been off since the first shock almost seventeen hours ago.  He bagan to count the seconds, eight, nine, ten.


The shaking increased.  Fourteen, fifteen.  He jumped out of bed and ran for the door.  Eighteen.  It stopped.  Eighteen seconds, another big one.  Andy sat on the edge of the bed.  He was quaking as if the earth tremor had magically entered his body.  He felt cold and crawled back under the blankets, but his heart kept pounding as if to drive the shaking in his body.


He got out of bed and put on his robe and slippers.  For the second time this night he groped for the flashlight.  He stumbled to the dresser and flashed a beam of light on his wristwatch.  4:13.  Only about three hours since the last shock.  He had lain awake for hours, it seemed, before falling into a fitful sleep.   Now for the third time in a day he walked through the house as an amateur building inspector.


Check the computer, he told himself.  It was still sitting with monitor and keyboard on the floor where he had put it after the initial quake yesterday morning.  The shards of dishes and glasses were still piled into a corner of the kitchen where he had swept them yesterday afternoon.  Pictures were still where he had set them, on the floor leaning against the walls.  Only two had fallen, but he had taken them down anyway just in case.  As he walked into the bathroom, he felt the cool air radiating from the cardboard he had nailed up against the broken bathroom window.  He opened the fly of his pajamas and urinated.


He felt almost afraid to go back into the bedroom.  He looked into the back yard and could see silhouettes of the patio furniture, still upright.  He quickly dressed, dragged the heavy quilt off of his bed, and headed out.  He sat in the dark, wrapped in the blanket, wide awake reviewing the events of the day.  


He had been writing fast and well all morning and was feeling really good about the progress he had made on his sabbatical.  Still four months left and he had already written three chapters.  And the vacation home was a perfect get-away, fifty miles from the university and no distractions.  The house, located deep in the Lost Coast mountain range, belonged to Andy's colleague Miriam Walsh, who was also on sabbatical and traveling in Asia.  They had struck a great deal.  He would pay a nominal rent, have a quiet and beautiful place to work away from town, and keep the house in good shape while she was away.  I wonder if the news of the quake has reached her, he thought.


The first earthquake had hit at 11:06 a.m.  Though he had lived all his life in California, Andy had never experienced anything like it.  The house rocked and rolled for minutes, it seemed.  Later on the radio he heard that it was only twenty-five seconds, a very long quake by official standards.  The most terrifying part of it was the sound, the roar and the crashing as every cupboard and closet the house threw its contents across the room and onto the floor.  


When the first shock had hit, Andy grabbed his monitor to steady it, but upon second thought eased it onto the floor just before crouching under the desk.  The power went off even before the shaking stopped.  "Shit," he said out loud, "when did I last save to a floppy?"  He hoped that the hard disc hadn't been damaged.


The house was a mess, and he had spent most of the day cleaning it up.  There had been two sizable aftershocks in the afternoon, a few mild tremors that evening, then a pretty big one a little past 1:00 a.m., and now this huge shock that had finally driven him from the house.


Andy could see a light, just to the north.  He could tell that it was a Coleman lantern at the only other home within miles, about a hundred yards away.  He had known about this house, of course, but thought no one was there.  For reasons any psychologist could explain, he felt a tug to go over there and meet these people now.  


"You folks okay?" he said as he approached what appeared to be an encampment adjacent to the neighbor's house.  


"It's just me," Paul said, "I'm fine."  


"I'm Andy Wabash, from next door."


"Hi, I'm Paul Romer.  Quite a mess, huh?"


"Yeah.  You've got a regular camp site here."


"Right.  I really don't want to go back in the house, and I don't think I could stand up in there anyway."


Andy looked toward the house.  Even in the dark he could see that it was listing badly.  "Is it off the foundation?"


"Yeah, I'm afraid so," Paul said.  "How's yours?"


"Well, it's a mess, but the house itself seems okay.  It'll probably have to be inspected.  I didn't know you were here."


"Well, I just came up yesterday morning.  Rose, my wife, and the kids went to Disneyland for John's--that's my son's--birthday, so I thought I'd come up for the weekend."


"You live in Eureka?" Andy asked.


"No, Fortuna," Paul answered, "Actually, I arrived only about an hour before the quake hit.  "I'm really worried about our house, but with the road and all, I guess I'm stuck here for a while."


"The road?"  Paul asked.


"Yeah, it's out.  Didn't you know?"  


"Well, no.  I was busy cleaning up all day yesterday, and I never thought about it."


The two houses and the trailhead were served by a gravel road that ran about five miles along the crest of the mountain, high above the Van Duzen River.  It connected with the Petrolia Road, which wound another seven miles down to the little town of Petrolia, where Andy had done most of his grocery shopping and visited the post office daily during his sabbatical.


Paul explained that right after the quake he tried to get back to Fortuna, but the road was completely blocked by a slide about two miles down.  He had realized that the house was unsafe and had set up a tent and some camping stuff in the backyard.


"I guess they'll get to us soon enough," Paul said.


"Yeah.  Damn, I didn't realize we were cut off.  Have you heard the radio?"


"Sure.  That's all I've been doing since yesterday.  My batteries ran out, so I took the ones from my garage-door opener."


"So you know about Ferndale and Petrolia?"


"Yeah," Paul responded.  There had been major damage in Ferndale, about 27 miles away, and Petrolia had been almost completely demolished.  The post office and store that Andy had been so accustomed to visiting were gone.  What Andy and Paul could not have known was that at that very moment the residents of nearby Scotia were standing in the dark watching their shopping center burn to the ground.  A gas line had ruptured in the aftershock that had jolted Andy and Paul from their sleep just an hour before.


As the morning light filled the air, about 6:00, Andy could see the extent of the damage to Paul's house.  It was completely off the foundation, leaning badly, and bowed at the corners.  Almost all of the windows were out, and there was a gap in the siding between the back porch and kitchen that you could see through.  It'll have to be dozed, Andy thought to himself, and I was upset about a few broken dishes and a possibly damaged hard disc!


"Listen," Andy said.  "You want to come over to my place?  The house is okay, and I have plenty of food."


"Sounds better than this," Paul acknowledged.


Within a few minutes Andy and Paul were sitting nervously in Andy's kitchen having a breakfast of granola bars, warm orange juice, and saltines.


"What do you do?" Paul asked to break the silence.


"I'm a professor, a sociologist," Andy answered.


"What do you teach?"


"Well, a little of everything, but my specialty is environmental sociology."


"And you?" Andy asked.


"I work for Pacific Lumber," Paul choked out.


A long and awkward silence ensued.  Andy got up and opened the refrigerator.  "I don't know why I do this," he said, "It just lets the cold air out, but there's no cold air left in there anyway.  Want a banana?"


"Sure," Paul said.  "What are you doing up here?"


"Well, I'm on sabbatical and writing a book."


"On environmental sociology?" Paul asked.


"Yeah, well, sorta," Paul reluctantly answered.  "And are you a logger?"  


"No," Paul chuckled.  I work in the office."  He didn't feel like telling Andy that he the vice-president of mill operations.  And he was almost afraid to find out any more about Andy's book.


They dropped the subject like a down-rigged salmon line.  


"Do any fishing?" Andy asked.


"No.  I used to as a kid, but I haven't been fishing for years.  I just don't feel like it any more.  Wilderness hiking is my thing.  That's one of the reasons I like this place so much--three miles from the Lost Coast wilderness area and all the trails you could ever want."


"Yeah, it is pretty up here.  But I'm not really into sitting around and gazing at sunsets.  I like to be active, like you.  I like to fish . . . and hunt of course.  Actually, I used to hike a lot.  I was a timber cruiser for several years."


Andy knew exactly what a cruiser was, a forester who identified and marked trees for cutting.  The logger was the executioner, the cruiser was the judge.  He wondered how many magnificent two-thousand-year-old trees Paul had sentenced to death.  He flashed for a moment on his writing.  Chapter Four, The Lost Redwood Headlands; Chapter Five, The Endangerment of the Pacific Salmon; Chapter Six, Taking a Stand on The Spotted Owl.


And he remembered Redwood Summer, less than two years ago, the confrontation at the gates of the Simpson mill, a line of fragile demonstrators in a standoff with a row of steel log trucks.  He remembered the chants, the obscenities, the police.  He remembered how angry he was on that day at the callous disregard of the timber managers and the stupid abuse of the rednecks, and he remembered how proud he felt in the bus on the way to jail.  He felt the anger return as he remembered those who had their heads shaved by the jail deputies.  


Paul interrupted Andy's replay.  "Yeah, I spent a lot of years in the woods.  It's hard work, but it's work, and it's supported my family."  Paul felt his guard let down a little.  "And my dad too.  Now there was a logger.  I've got a picture of my dad strapped to the top of a redwood trunk, the severed top of the tree in mid air.  You should see it.  Some picture.  Taken in 1938."  He paused.  "Dad died last year."


"I'm sorry," Andy choked out, still feeling the anger from a moment ago.  He considered what to say next.  How could he spend who knows how much time with this guy.  Andy had devoted his whole career fighting people like this, and now he was stuck with the real McCoy.  He thought of John Paul Sartre.  No exit.  At the very least, he could get some interesting material for his book.  Gently, he probed.


"And what do you do now, Paul?"


"I work in the mill."  Paul opened up a little more.  "Actually, I'm vice-president, to tell you the truth."


"Vice-president of Pacific Lumber?"  


"No, Pacific is a division of a large conglomerate, Maxxam Corporation."  Andy knew that.  "And there are dozens of VPs.  I'm just in charge of the Scotia mill operations." The mill, he thought.  Was there any damage from the earthquake?  A fire?  Did they shut it down?  He shuddered at the possibilities.


He reflected a moment.  The lumber industry was badly threatened from so many things--a bad economy, increased regulations, overhead.  But mostly it was threatened by the irrationality of the environmentalists.  He tried arrange a meeting with a group of them a few years back, but the meeting broke up after ten minutes or so.  The group, it turned out, were a bunch of radicals and would not hear anything he and his staff had to say.  He recalled how angry he had become after they left, all the preparations and emotional energy that had gone into planning the meeting, and they turned out to be a bunch of hippy bums.


"I suppose you're an environmentalist," Paul accused.  His voice shook.


"Well, that word doesn't mean much any more.  I prefer the term ecologist," Andy said.


"And what's the difference?" Paul asked.  He couldn't hide the skepticism and irritation in his voice.  


"Well, there are lots of brands of environmentalists these days," said Andy.  "Even the big corporations claim to be environmentalist.  Bush says he's an environmentalist.  I just don't think the word has any meaning any more.  An ecologist views the problem in a bigger way than doing some little thing to help the environment, or to pretend to help the environment.  Ecology is respect for the entire earth and a desire to protect the fragile relationships among all species.  Deep ecology, that's deep ecology."


"Sounds like voodoo to me," said Paul.  Actually, he knew exactly what deep ecology was, the credo of Earth First!  Tree spikers and monkeywrenchers.  This guy is an outlaw, Paul thought.  He looked Andy right in the eye:  "What do you think of tree spiking?" he glared.


"Well, I don't like it.  I don't agree with it.  It is violence against human beings, and a true deep ecologist does violence against no one.  They don't violate trees, and they don't violate people.


Violate trees, indeed, Paul thought to himself.  The house rocked slightly in a mild aftershock.  Paul glanced at his watch.  It was 9:30.  "You know," he said, "I really gotta get out of here.  Talking about hiking a while ago made me realize that I'm going to have to walk out."  This was true; he did need to get back to Fortuna somehow, but he also wanted to get away from Andy.


"Yeah, who even knows we're here?" Andy responded.


"Well, my wife and kids, for one thing,"  Paul said.  "I need to get to a phone, and I've got to check my house in Fortuna."  He thought a moment.  Five miles to the Petrolia Road.  Seven miles from there to Petrolia.  Fifteen miles to Ferndale, but he could probably get a ride from Petrolia.  At least ten miles of walking, unless someone picked him up on the Petrolia Road.


"I'm pretty curious about Petrolia, and I could use some supplies if there are any," Andy said.  Besides, the thought of staying alone in the rubble did not appeal to him.  Just yesterday he did not even know there was anyone else on the mountain.  "Mind if I come along?"


Paul did mind, but he lied.  "Fine with me," he answered.  



Andy got his back pack for himself and Miriam Walsh's for Paul.  They packed up some bedding and food and discussed whether to drive to the landslide or to walk.  Both agreed that it might not be safe to drive on the road or to park near the slide.  They decided to walk from the house and leave their cars behind.  They reached the landslide in about twenty-five minutes.


The slide was immense.  A large trench of earth had slipped away from the mountainside, slid down, and blocked the road for about a hundred feet.  Neither man was confident about walking over the slide, but there was no other way.  They carefully moved among the rocks and boulders, practically on all fours at times.  It took about ten minutes to cross.  The road on the other side looked fine.


"So I gotta ask," Paul said.  "What do you mean by violating trees?"  He knew the answer, but just wanted to goad Andy.


"We are violent animals," Andy said.  We not only do violence to one another, but rape and scour the earth as well.  I'm not opposed to using resources for vital needs, but we industrialized human beings go well beyond that.  We see ourselves as free to do anything we want with the earth.  That's just not right, Paul.  Did you know that whenever Native Americans take something from the earth, make a kill, they offer something in return."


Paul couldn't hide his skeptical grin.


Andy continued.  "I began to see the world differently when I was just eight years old.  My family had a cabin on the Snake River in Idaho.  It was a beautiful place, and to this day, nothing has lifted my spirit and made me feel more human and alive than living as a part of that corner of the earth.  It was whole, it was sentient, and it was gorgeous.


"My mother used to take me along the bluffs above the gorge, and we would sit for hours with binoculars searching the cliffs across the river for raptor nests.  We learned to identify most of the individual birds that lived there, and I came to appreciate not just the animals, but the ways in which they interacted with and lived with one another.  Much later thinking back on it, I came to realize that our family was part of that niche.  We gave to it and took from it and lived in it.  It never occurred to me when I was a child that people somehow had dominion over all of this.


"Well, our cabin was about three miles south of the birds of prey area in a place where the land flattened out and the river rose from the canyon to the level of the land.  The cabin was located right across the river from a great stand of trees, firs, original growth and probably a couple hundred years old.  Nothing like the giant redwoods, of course, but magnificent nonetheless.  Well . . . when I was eight years old . . . they stripped it, cleared it, took it all.  Right to the river.  It took two weeks to transform a natural wonder into barren mudslide."


The men walked for several minutes without talking.  Paul broke the silence.  "Well, I can understand how you felt, but those men, the loggers, were people too.  They had families to raise, food to buy, rent to pay.  To you, it was a view; to them, a living; and to the nation, a higher standard of living.  And where do you think the people in Boise and Spokane and Portland got the lumber for their houses?  What kind of economy would we have in this country if we did not have access to our abundant natural resources?"  Suddenly, he remembered sitting in Environmental Economics in college, thirteen years ago.  Amazing how the brain makes these connections, he thought to himself.  


Andy was quick to respond.  "That's just the problem.  You are thinking in terms of national economy and houses for human beings.  Don't think about a nation of people.  Think about the biosphere, a nation of living things."  He remembered Chapter One--Biocentrism and Anthropocentrism.  "And that nation is the whole earth and its states are the systems and niches that comprise it.  That stand of trees across from our cabin was more than a view.  It was a `community' with a `state' in the `nation' of living things.  The gorge was another. And so the wilderness area we're looking at right now.  Don't think exclusively about houses for humans.  What about houses for other species?  And we both know that many of those houses are too big, unnecessary, and too wasteful."  This is good stuff, he thought to himself.  I should remember it for my book.


"Are you saying that people are less important that birds and trees?" Paul asked.  He knew what Andy's answer would be:  Yes, animals are more important, and the more endangered the species, the more important.  A tiny fish, the endangered snail darter, is more important than a person.


"No, of course not," Andy responded.  "I think people are just as important, but no more so.  All species are equal in a web of life."


"Sorry, buddy," Paul said sarcastically.  "I won't buy that for a minute.  People are the most intelligent, and that's no coincidence.  I think people were put on the earth to care for it and . . . well, frankly, to use it.  Trees don't think, fish don't sit around and worry about losing their spawning grounds, Spotted Owls don't have conferences on how to stop the dangerous growth of human populations, and carrots don't scream out in pain when you pull them up.  They can't decide what to do about their fate, but people can.  People rule the earth, pure and simple."  Let's see, he thought, how does it go:  So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.  And God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth."  And he thought of Sunday school and pastor Greg at the Fortuna Baptist Church.


Paul went on:  "Anyone can see that the world is a hierarchy.  There is a food chain and a dominance chain in nature.  Surely you noticed on the Snake River that an eagle would occasionally swoop down onto the water and come up with a trout.  Talk about violence, nature is no picnic.  Well, it seems pretty clear to me that human beings are on top of the heap."


The hikers came to a crest in the road and looked down.  They could see the Petrolia Road below.  They descended quickly.  The pavement seemed easy compared to the stony road from which they had just emerged.  Andy suggested a rest and meal, and the two sat on a log and ate peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and drank warmish ice tea.  They continued down the road another mile or so.


Paul broke the silence.  "You know," he said, "I don't think we're gonna get picked up."


"I wonder if there's a breach in this road too," Andy said.


After another few minutes, Paul broke the silence again:  "I told you my dad died last year.  You wouldn't believe what he and my mother accomplished in their lives.  They came to California from the Oklahoma dust bowl.  They were born on the farm in Oklahoma before statehood and learned to make a fair living off the land.


"The stories they told about the depression and the dust bowl, how a whole life of work was destroyed by nature in a matter of months.  Well, my folks were religious, and they believed that the Lord would let them survive, even prosper, if they had faith and worked hard.  Until they went to California, they had never even lived more than five miles from where they were born.  It must have been hard to put everything they owned into that Model A and head west.


"Well, they moved to northern California, and you can imagine how they must have felt when they saw the green, lush forests.  And the redwoods.  Can you imagine what that must have looked like to them?   Cool, moist, and endless acres of trees.


"And they did work hard.  Dad went to work in the woods every day, and the company provided them a home."  Paul thought of Scotia, where he worked, a company town with rows of cute bungalows all of the same design, clean, tidy, and uniform.  "I grew up in that town, and the logging community was my home, my family, my life.  I saw first hand what the fear of the Lord and good, solid labor can do.  That is exactly the engine that drives this country.


Andy thought for a minute.  "Yes," he said, "but it's only one way to live a life.  That way of relating to people and to the earth is highly cultural."


"What?" said Paul.


"Cultural.  Your experience and your view of truth is socialized in your culture.  Many other cultures of the world see life quite differently than we do, and they relate to the earth in very different ways.  They don't think of themselves as separate from the world."  Andy remembered Chapter Two, Cultural Ecology, and hoped it was still there on the disc.


"That's all well and good," Paul said, "but people are still dominant; you can't deny it."


"People are only feel dominant when they see themselves as separate.  Did you know that that is a rather recent idea in history.  Until the seventeen hundreds or so, people didn't think about themselves as separate, dominant, and free to exploit the earth."  He thought of Foucault and the human epistem‚ . . . and Chapter Three--Humans and Earth.


Paul countered immediately, "What do you think would happen to the people in this county if your ideas prevailed.  We're talking poverty, homelessness, and hopelessness.  I'm sorry, Andy, I can't buy it."


"Well," Andy thought a second, "What do you think will happen to the people in this county in the next generation, or two or three generations, if your ideas prevail?  Are you saying that the livelihood of your generation is more important than that of your children and their children and their children?  How far into the future do you calculate your company's profits?  A year?  Two?  How about twenty?  Forty?  A hundred and fifty?  Certain Native American tribes never made a decision about anything important without considering its impact on the seventh generation."


"That sounds great," Paul responded, "probably plays well in the classroom, but I have to make a living in the real world and have no way of even knowing what life will be like for the seventh generation.  The best we can do for future generations is to provide a sound economic base, and they will adapt, just like we did."


Paul and Andy walked on silently.  Then Paul spoke,  "Andy, if people's experience is a matter of cultural socialization as you say, how come you're exempt?  Sounds like you think you've got the truth.  Seems like you think you know more than the rest of us," Paul asserted.  "If knowledge is cultural, then all you've got is a perspective, just like I do.  And where does that leave us?"


Andy thought about that.  Paul's comment was a sophisticated move that he wouldn't have expected.  He felt a little excited about this discussion and wanted to continue it.  Paul's comment brought an idea to mind--A convention paper on ecology as a culture.


The men walked on for several minutes.  "It's getting pretty warm," Paul said.  He looked at his watch.  It was 2:30.  He thought about how bizarre this whole day had been, but it had helped to pass the time, and realized that he kind of liked Andy.  He also felt very tired. The earth shook, slightly, and a small stone rolled onto the road in front of the walkers. 

