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Preamble	
In	the	Spring	of	2016,	Chadron	State	College	students	in	ENG	344,	Literature	of	the	Environment,	
collaborated	on	this	project.	The	title	they	selected,	“UnEarthed,”	is	a	perfect	description	of	their	
efforts:	the	following	stories,	essays,	analyses,	poems,	reflections	and	photographs	represent	a	
bountiful	harvest	from	their	fertile	minds—nourished	by	the	readings	and	explorations	we	shared	as	a	
class	throughout	the	semester.	Perhaps,	at	times,	these	efforts	were	less	like	growing	a	garden,	and	
more	like	digging	a	pit	mine,	fracking	a	well,	or	being	buried	under	our	own	tailings!	Regardless,	all	
the	authors	in	this	class	worked	very	hard	to	bring	these	contributions	to	the	surface	and	to	share	
them	with	you.	To	torture	this	metaphor	as	completely	as	possible:	we	dug	deep	and	here	are	the	
results!	
	
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.	
	
Dr.	Matthew	Evertson,	English	and	Humanities,	Chadron	State	College	
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Fiction	
Sunrise	

By	Melissa	Rosfeld	
	

I	watched	the	sunrise	in	the	rearview	mirror.	The	pale	pink	fingers	of	light	stretching	
across	the	eastern	horizon	were	foreshadowed	by	the	area	framed	in	the	windshield,	
beyond	the	reach	of	headlamps,	turning	a	bit	less	than	the	deepest	black.	Slowly	the	earth	
and	sky	were	distinguishable	from	one	another.	The	sky	charcoal	grey,	and	the	prairie	
underneath	a	midnight	blue,	my	favorite	color	in	the	Crayola	box.	The	first	crayon	to	be	
blunted.	Unusable	for	fine	detail	within	the	lines	and	suitable	only	for	large	swaths	of	
background	on	the	coarse	coloring	book	paper.	Not	that	I	spent	a	lot	of	time	scribbling	with	
crayons	during	my	youth.	Except	in	the	worst	weather,	days	were	spent	outdoors.			
This	transition	to	daylight	was	one	I	had	not	witnessed	in	many	years.	There	was	a	time	in	
the	past	when	I	thought	that	my	responsible,	important	high-powered	career	choice	
validated	the	“work	hard,	play	hard	mantra”	and	I	spent	weekend	mornings	stumbling	
away	from	colleagues	and	imagined	friends	in	the	hazy	glow	of	alcohol	while	the	sun	slowly	
crawled	into	the	new	day.	When	the	drinks	poured	over	into	the	workweek	instead	of	only	
clouding	Saturday	afternoons,	I	remembered	the	sharp	tang	of	my	mother’s	ever-present	
whisky	breath	and	started	telling	myself	that	glasses	of	Glenfiddich	were	the	first	steps	of	
the	journey	toward	bottles	of	Old	Crow.	But	the	alcohol	fueled	dawns	of	city	downtowns,	
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blurred	into	insignificance	by	city	lights,	were	not	the	same	as	the	clear	transition	from	
darkness	into	daylight	of	the	empty	countryside.		

	
I	watched	the	landscape	around	me	slowly	transform	into	recognizable	shapes.	I	could	

already	see	the	large	black	shadows	of	lonely	trees	and	the	numerous	inverted	dark	
triangles	of	yucca	plants	littering	the	ground.	The	pockets	of	water,	low	areas	where	the	
water	table	was	high	or	round	stock	tanks	to	water	livestock,	still	reflected	the	silver	of	the	
half-moon.	It	was	many	years	since	I	paid	attention	to	whether	it	was	waxing	or	waning,	a	
wet	moon	or	dry.	I	didn’t	know	whether	the	stars	shone	bright	signaling	a	clear	and	cold	
night.	I	couldn’t	see	them	though	the	streetlights.	If	it	was	raining	when	I	looked	out	my	loft	
windows,	I	carried	an	umbrella	on	my	three	block	walk	to	the	large	building	where	my	law	
firm	had	offices.	If	I	saw	snow,	I	stowed	my	heels	in	my	tote	bag	and	pulled	on	boots.	
Misjudging	the	weather	in	the	state	capital	meant	ten	minutes	of	shivering	or	shedding	a	
blazer	or	cardigan,	not	bright	red	fingers	turned	numb	with	long	hours	of	work	left	or	an	
afternoon	of	drenched	misery	combined	with	skin	rubbed	raw	from	sticking	to	leather	
because	you	forgot	to	tie	a	rolled	slicker	onto	the	back	of	your	saddle	in	the	dark	morning.			

I	hated	the	invented	necessity	of	being	up	with	the	dawn	through	the	entirety	of	my	
youth.	I	noticed	at	an	early	age	that	cows	lazing	in	a	pasture	at	5	a.m.	would	still	be	
standing	there	at	nine,	if	nobody	rounded	them	up	horseback	as	soon	as	it	was	light	enough	
to	ride	safely.	When	I	was	big	enough	to	stay	on	a	well-broke,	trained	cow	horse	most	of	the	
time,	and	more	importantly,	ingenious	enough	to	get	myself	back	in	the	saddle	when	I	fell	
off,	I	lost	my	seat	riding	in	front	of	my	mother	and	was	on	my	own	with	my	five	older	
siblings	during	these	dawn	roundups.	Wedged	in	the	saddle	in	front	of	my	mother	and	
warmed	by	her	body	heat,	I	happily	dozed	through	numerous	cattle	drives	as	a	small	child.	
Only	once	was	I	awakened	by	a	rough	impact	with	the	ground	and	a	face	full	of	icy	mud,	
when	I	fell	asleep	soundly	enough	to	lose	my	seat	as	my	mother’s	cutting	horse	did	his	job	
and	made	a	sharp	turn	to	sort	out	a	bossy	cow	and	her	days-old	calf	and	send	them	from	
the	calving	lot	into	a	bigger	pasture.	My	mother	dismounted,	plucked	me	from	the	ground,	
wiped	the	tears	and	mud	from	my	face	with	her	leather	glove	clad	hand,	and	we	went	back	
to	work.	This	is	the	earliest	memory	I	have	of	my	mother.	Even	then	the	smell	of	Old	Crow	
whisky	soured	the	fresh	outdoor	air	with	each	of	her	exhalations.	Back	then	I	couldn’t	yet	
identify	that	tang.	I	just	recognized	it	as	one	part	of	my	mother’s	smell,	always	combined	
with	horse,	and	sometimes	shit	or	sweat,	maybe	a	hint	of	Border	Collie.	

	
The	dashboard	clock	read	6:15,	but	the	digital	time	was	not	as	important	out	here.	

The	numbers	didn’t	matter,	except	to	keep	appointments	with	the	banker	or	school	
principal.	What	did	matter	was	that	by	the	time	horses	were	trailered	to	the	furthest	end	of	
the	pasture	it	would	just	be	light	enough	to	begin	gathering	up	the	cattle.	Not	wasting	a	
minute	of	daylight	had	been	ingrained	in	me	for	as	long	as	I	remembered.	A	sentiment	
handed	down	from	generations	prior	to	farm	equipment	with	headlights;	from	a	time	
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before	the	Rural	Electric	Association	made	it	possible	to	light	the	calving	barn	with	the	flip	
of	a	switch,	back	when	it	was	essential	to	pack	all	the	daylight	with	work.	It	was	a	mantra	I	
fought	to	leave	behind	on	the	prairie	when	I	left	for	the	city,	but	I	was	always	out	of	bed	
well	ahead	of	8:00	classes	and	long	hours	in	a	leather	office	chair	were	nothing	compared	
to	entire	days	spent	in	the	saddle.	When	my	coworkers	complained	about	sandwiches	
delivered	from	the	corner	shop	eaten	at	our	desks,	I	knew	this	was	gourmet	dining	
compared	to	bologna	and	mustard	on	the	whitest	bread,	inhaled	around	a	pickup	tailgate	
during	a	quick	break,	before	moving	to	the	next	task;	another	section	of	fence	to	fix	or	the	
next	bunch	of	cows	to	rotate	to	the	next	pasture.	

	
I	had	left	this	behind.	Tried	to	forget	this	knowledge.	This	battle	with	weather,	nature	

and	a	hard	life	lived	outdoors,	but	even	decades	out	of	practice,	I	remembered.	I	was	alert	
to	eyes	reflected	in	my	headlights	from	the	ditch.	Deer	eyes	shone	blue	and	commanded	the	
most	attention.	Yellow	were	coyotes	and	if	I	was	my	mother	or	one	of	my	brothers,	this	
meant	a	quick	reach	for	the	rifle	loaded	and	carried	in	the	rack	behind	the	seat.	Green	were	
barn	cats,	hunting	for	a	meal.	I	drove	without	the	aid	of	cruise	control,	even	though	the	
highway	was	empty.	The	snow	had	drifted	across	the	road	behind	the	windbreak	trees	and	
intermittent	icy	patches	coated	the	road.	A	hard	tap	of	either	brakes	or	accelerator	would	
send	my	luxury	car	spinning	toward	the	ditch.	Cellphone	service	was	spotty	and	other	
travelers	were	infrequent,	although	the	chance	of	being	discovered	quickly	was	greater	
now	that	hired	men	were	headed	to	their	ranch	jobs	and	yellow	school	buses	were	
rumbling	to	life,	delivering	children	scattered	across	the	county	to	school.	I	remembered	
years	of	boarding	a	bus	on	crisp	winter	mornings	as	darkness	lifted	and	returning	home	
from	school	as	the	black	descended	again,	an	older	sibling	taking	the	wheel	of	an	old,	
clunky	car	to	taxi	us	younger	kids	over	the	five	miles	of	gravel	road	to	or	from	the	bus	stop.											

As	the	sky	lightened,	I	scanned	roadside	pastures	and	noticed	where	the	cattle	were	
bunched.	Another	ingrained	habit	from	youth.	I	was	always	ready	to	answer	the	question	
from	mother:	were	the	cows	on	the	meadow	or	by	the	creek?	Horses	in	the	trees	behind	the	
house	or	standing	in	the	corral?	I	noticed	things,	never	knowing	when	the	question	would	
come.	I	knew	if	the	stock	tanks	were	full,	which	gates	were	closed	and	when	the	horse	feed	
was	running	low.	It	was	a	skill	useful	as	a	lawyer.	I	found	flaws	in	opposing	counsel	logic,	
improperly	cited	case	law	and	kept	a	mental	note	of	which	objections	irritated	certain	
judges.		

	
The	sun	was	close	enough	to	the	horizon	to	see	the	spreading	patches	of	bare	sand	

where	the	neighbor	had	overgrazed	his	pasture	the	previous	summer.	The	grasslands	here	
were	fragile.	Improved	by	responsible	management	but	much	more	easily	damaged	by	
drought	or	too	many	livestock.	It	took	years	to	begin	to	repair	what	neglect	or	greed	hurt.	
Mother	was	careful	with	her	ground.	She	was	so	connected	to	her	land	that	even	a	pint	or	
two	of	Old	Crow	later,	she	could	calculate	the	exact	date	that	cows	needed	to	switch	
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pastures	or	feel	when	a	hilltop	was	drying	out	before	a	single	blade	of	grass	withered	or	
yellowed.	She	predicted	rain	by	smelling	the	air	better	than	any	television	meteorologist	
and	by	watching	the	behavior	of	animals	she	knew	when	snow	would	be	a	light	flurry	or	
pile	up	in	deep	drifts.	I	was	sure	Mother	had	called	the	neighbor	to	complain	about	his	
mistreatment	of	the	land,	as	serious	an	offense	to	her	as	beating	a	horse	or	putting	the	hurt	
on	a	dog.	As	kids,	feeling	overworked	and	neglected	by	her	attention	to	the	ranch	and	
inattention	to	us,	we	pouted	that	the	acres	of	grass	were	more	important	to	her	than	her	
own	children.	We	knew	with	the	certainty	small	children	possess	that	a	sick	horse	or	an	
ailing	newborn	calf	received	more	care	than	a	kid	with	a	virus.	Of	course	the	cows	and	
horses	could	be	nursed	back	to	health	outside,	but	not	a	sick	kid,	and	we	all	learned	at	a	
young	age	that	mother	grew	anxious	if	she	spent	too	many	hours	indoors	awake.		

	
By	the	time	I	was	born	my	oldest	sister,	Darla,	had	taken	over	the	housekeeping.	She	

expanded	on	mother’s	repertoire	of	beef	and	potatoes	fried	in	the	same	pan	for	supper	
followed	by	bacon	and	eggs	cooked	up	in	the	same	cast	iron	skillet	the	next	morning	for	
breakfast.	Darla	washed	our	clothes	and	was	the	only	one	that	ran	the	vacuum	cleaner	
around	on	the	rug.	She	got	so	good	at	cooking	for	a	hungry	crew	that	she	bought	the	café	in	
town	and	had	turned	a	comfortable	profit	for	thirty	years	serving	up	gigantic	chicken	fried	
steaks	for	the	lunch	crowd	and	ribeyes	in	the	evenings	from	a	spotless	stainless	steel	
kitchen.							

As	I	bumped	down	the	last	five	miles	of	county	road,	I	saw	the	barbed	wire	fences	
were	still	stretched	tight	and	mended	tidy.	Mother	kept	a	close	reign,	even	slowed	by	age	
and	failing	health.	A	hoot	owl	scared	me	into	stomping	the	brakes	when	it	swooped	down	
to	grab	a	kangaroo	rat	darting	across	the	road	in	my	headlights.	Three	antelope	popped	out	
of	the	plum	thicket	lining	the	fence	on	the	east	side	of	the	road	and	fled	over	the	hill.	Past	
the	turn-off	to	my	brother	Bill’s	place,	a	dozen	deer	followed	the	trail	to	drink	at	the	
roadside	pond.		

	
The	watery	winter	sun	was	just	edging	past	the	horizon	when	I	pulled	into	the	yard.	I	

hadn’t	been	home	since	I	had	a	niece	and	nephew	graduate	high	school	in	the	same	class	of	
eighteen	kids,	three-and-a-half	years	prior.	There	was	enough	daylight	to	see	that	nothing	
had	changed.	The	barns	and	outbuildings	were	painted	snowy	white,	all	the	doors	latched	
tight	against	winter.	Four	horses	stood	in	the	corral	with	a	feeder	full	of	clean	hay	and	a	line	
of	pickup	trucks	neatly	parked	in	front	of	the	board	fence.		

	
In	contrast	the	gray-tinged	paint	on	the	house	appeared	to	be	melting	into	the	board	

siding.	Empty	dog	food	sacks	lined	the	porch	floor,	a	moldering	easy	chair	stood	guard,	and	
the	screen	door	hung	crooked	on	its	hinges.	I	knew	the	wooden	door	behind	it	had	scraped	
a	bare	track	where	rubbed	the	living	room	carpet	when	it	opened.	All	the	windows	were	
colored	yellow	with	light	shining	from	the	inside.	Not	one	was	clean	enough	to	sparkle.	Not	
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one	was	framed	by	curtains.	An	old	green	ranch	pickup	sat	idling	by	the	front	step,	the	
steamy	exhaust	enveloping	the	porch.	

	
Darla	yanked	open	the	front	door.	She	was	followed	by	our	three	remaining	brothers	

carrying	the	shrunken	figure	of	my	mother.	Darla	threw	open	the	passenger	door	on	the	
pickup	and	marched	up	to	my	car.	

	
“She	wants	you	to	take	her	up	the	meadow,”	Darla	said	when	I	cut	the	ignition	and	

stepped	out.	The	air	was	frosty	and	our	breath	melded	between	us.	
	
I	drove	my	mother	two	miles	up	the	hay	meadow	until	she	motioned	me	to	stop	

beside	a	tiny	stream	of	water	that	cut	through	the	north	edge.	My	four	siblings	followed	at	a	
respectful	distance.	I	reached	under	the	driver’s	seat	for	the	bottle	I	knew	I	would	find	and	
helped	my	mother	lift	it	to	her	lips.	It	took	three	tries	and	all	her	strength	to	pull	the	handle	
and	force	her	truck	door	open.	She	tipped	herself	onto	the	ground	before	I	could	run	
around	and	help.	We	laid	side	by	side	in	the	frost	coated	grass	and	my	mother	took	her	last	
breaths	while	the	morning	sun	warmed	her	face,	with	both	hands	clutching	the	land	she	
loved	so	much.	
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Field	Report	
 

The	R-Project:	Necessity	vs.	Lifetime	Scar	
By	Ariel	McNare	

	
A	recent	electrical	development	plan	taking	place	in	the	Sandhills	of	Nebraska	that	few	may	
be	aware	of	while	opposed	by	many	locals	threatens	this	region	while	also	promoting	a	
source	of	energy	to	another.	The	Nebraska	Public	Power	District	(NPPD)	is	putting	plans	
into	order	to	construct	a	225-mile	long	transmission	line	carrying	345,000	volts	of	
electricity	through	the	heart	of	the	Sandhills	projected	to	cost	$361	million.	The	line	would	
extend	from	the	Gerald	Gentleman	Station	at	Sutherland,	Nebraska,	to	a	future	sub-station	
east	of	Thedford,	Nebraska.	After	the	Thedford	sub-station	is	built	the	line	will	then	
continue	eastward	into	Holt	County	where	a	second	sub-station	will	be	built	(Novicki,	
2013).	Upon	reaching	the	second	sub-station	the	electric	current	will	dump	back	into	a	
federal	power	grid.	According	to	the	company’s	website,	the	R-Project	will	“enhance	
operation	of	NPPD’s	electric	transmission	system,	relieve	congestion	from	existing	lines	within	
the	transmission	system,	and	provide	additional	opportunities	for	development	of	renewable	
energy	projects”	(Novicki,	2013).	Construction	for	the	R-Project	is	expected	to	begin	in	
February	of	2017	and	in	service	by	September	of	the	following	year	(Cordes,	2016).		
	
The	Positives	
	
The	R-Project	is	facing	a	lot	of	controversy	from	the	local	ranchers	whose	land	will	be	
directly	affected	by	the	power	line.	However,	there	are	three	very	important	principles	that	
the	NPPD	hopes	will	help	sway	the	public’s	stand	on	the	issue.	By	installing	this	
transmission	line,	the	District	hopes	to	enhance	the	reliability	of	their	equipment.	
According	to	their	website,	the	summer	of	2012,	the	company	saw	record	demand	on	their	
electric	system.	They	were	able	to	supply	adequate	power	to	all	of	their	customers,	
however	in	certain	areas	operational	limits	were	reached	and	some	customers	were	asked	
to	cut	back	on	the	amount	of	electricity	they	were	using.	Another	beneficial	factor	to	the	
project	is	with	the	addition	of	two	more	substations	and	200+	miles	of	power	line,	the	
existing	lines	will	become	less	congested	allowing	the	system	to	operate	more	efficiently.	
The	company	promotes	that	this	will	benefit	the	entire	state,	not	just	those	residing	in	the	
Sandhills	region	(Lighty,	2015).	The	final	important	benefit	that	NPPD	uses	to	back	its	
project	is	that	this	new	transmission	line	will	provide	opportunities	for	interconnection	of	
renewable	generation	resources	(Lighty,	2015).	The	type	of	“renewable	generation	
resources”	they’re	considering	are	that	of	wind	energy.	The	area	that	has	been	studied	for	
the	project	has	also	been	declared	a	prime	candidate	for	wind	development.	At	this	point,	
there	are	no	wind	development	projects	in	the	plans	for	the	near	future.	For	construction	
the	District	plans	to	use	steel	poles	and	lattice	towers.	In	the	easily	accessible	areas	they	
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will	utilize	the	steel	poles.	In	the	less	accessible	areas	they	will	use	the	lattice	towers.	The	
lattice	towers	have	proven	the	lowest	impact	on	soils	because	of	the	various	construction	
options	they	permit.	The	lattice	towers	can	be	erected	through	the	use	of	a	helicopter	and	
have	helical	pier	bases	and	not	concrete	(Novicki,	2013).	In	accordance	to	the	Southwest	
Power	Pool’s	Integrated	Transmission	Plan	is	needed.	The	Southwest	Power	pool	is	a	
regional	transmission	group	mandated	by	the	Federal	Energy	Regulatory	Commission	to	
ensure	adequate	transmission	capacity	(Lighty,	2015).	
	 The	NPPD	is	very	concerned	with	the	threat	of	possible	damage	to	the	native	range.	
They	have	gone	so	far	as	to	hire	a	grassland	specialist	to	consult	on	plans	for	restoration.	
The	NPPD	has	built	transmission	lines	through	the	Sandhills	before	and	have	also	
conducted	maintenance	many	times.	Their	technique	for	repairing	the	land	is	to	first	
reduce	the	amount	of	damage	that	is	done	to	it.	Aside	from	relying	solely	on	“experts”,	the	
District	is	also	consulting	area	ranchers	on	their	expertise	on	repairing	and	preventing	
blowouts.	The	NPPD	is	fully	aware	of	the	damage	their	machines	will	cause,	but	they	plan	
to	continue	working	closer	with	landowners	to	reconstruct	and	promote	the	health	of	the	
land.		
		
The	Negatives	
	
Although	the	projected	results	of	the	project	are	promising,	there	are	various	concerns	
from	locals	about	the	well	fare	of	the	land	and	the	species	that	live	there.	The	NPPD	used	a	
thorough	process	to	ensure	that	the	public	would	be	actively	involved	and	informed	while	
the	transmission	line	was	sited.	Three	different	open	house	meetings	were	conducted,	
along	with	other	additional	meetings	to	further	inform	interested	parties.	The	open	house	
meetings	intentions	were	to	provide	feedback	from	the	public	that	would	help	to	make	the	
project	more	suitable	to	all	parties.	Aside	from	these	meetings,	a	series	of	eight	public	
hearing	were	also	conducted	in	November	of	2014	(Novicki,	2013).	The	NPPD	met	with	
local	landowners	and	county	and	state	government	officials	and	representatives	that	would	
be	directly	affected	by	the	project.	During	the	course	of	these	hearings	and	meetings	public	
involvement	and	input	was	strongly	encouraged.	The	NPPD	reviewed	nearly	2500	
comments	and	suggestions	from	local	ranchers	and	residents	who	would	be	directly	
affected	by	the	project	(Novicki,	2013).		
	 As	previously	mentioned,	many	concerns	surrounding	the	project	pertain	to	the	well	
fare	of	the	species	of	plants	and	animals	that	live	in	the	region.	The	project	has	the	potential	
to	leave	a	permanent	scar	through	the	country	due	to	the	use	of	heavy	machinery	that	will	
be	required	to	establish	the	line.	The	roads	and	trails	that	will	be	made	from	the	necessary	
machines	can	flatten	and	also	remove	plant	cover	leading	to	increased	soil	erosion.	If	too	
much	soil	is	lost,	small	areas	without	vegetation	can	easily	turn	into	larger	areas	resulting	
in	a	“blow	out”.	According	to	multiple	local	ranchers,	they	fear	that	the	project	will	damage	
fragile	soils	and	permanently	affect	the	natural	aesthetics	of	the	Sand	Hills	(Cordes,	2016)	
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.Due	to	these	same	factors,	along	with	the	thousands	of	volts	of	electricity	humming	above	
the	plains,	the	regions	meadows	and	wetlands	and	sensitive	wildlife	habitats	are	also	
opened	up	to	harm	(Novicki,	2013).	The	U.S.	Fish	and	Wildlife	Service	strongly	suggests	the	
project	be	rerouted	from	the	heart	of	the	Sandhills	as	to	avoid	disturbing	endangered	
species	and	migratory	birds	that	reside	and	travel	through	the	area.	According	to	the	NPPD,	
the	route	is	final	and	was	decided	after	careful	consideration	including	the	well	fare	or	area	
animals,	proximity	to	houses	and	towns,	effects	on	farming	and	ranching	operations,	
environmental	concerns,	engineering	needs,	and	also	input	from	public	hearings.	Another	
worry	that	troubles	many	local	residents	is	that	if	one	project	were	completed	and	proven	
successful	or	efficient,	perhaps	the	company	would	decide	to	route	more	transmission	lines	
through	the	region	causing	more	damage	to	native	range.		
	
Nebraska	vs.	Wisconsin:	The	What-ifs	of	the	R-Project	
	
Aldo	Leopold	once	wrote	a	book	titled	A	Sand	County	Almanac.	Within	the	book	was	an	
essay	called	from	Wisconsin.	From	Wisconsin	is	a	true	account	of	a	region	of	Wisconsin	that	
was	originally	home	to	thousands	of	cranes.	These	magnificent	birds	thrived	for	centuries	
on	prime	habitat	in	the	wetland	marshes	of	Wisconsin.	As	French	and	English	fur	trappers	
began	to	make	their	way	into	the	country,	the	cranes	began	to	retreat	deeper	into	the	
marshes	into	less	accessible	areas.	The	settlers	continued	to	flood	in,	they	built	roads,	
dammed	streams,	and	drained	swamps	which	later	became	meadows.	They	reaped	the	
meadows	of	their	grasses	each	fall	to	feed	their	livestock	in	the	winters.	By	this	point,	the	
once	vast	crane	habitat	had	shrunk	significantly.	Without	the	influence	of	man,	the	marshes	
of	Wisconsin	may	have	very	well	continued	supporting	cranes	and	cranberries	as	it	always	
had	because	each	organism	–plant,	animal,	soil,	water	all	lived	in	a	harmonious	balance.	
The	frontiersmen	who	had	moved	into	and	attempted	to	revolutionize	the	land	did	not	
understand	or	share	in	this	same	mutual	relationship	as	all	other	living	things	did	here.	
These	men	dug	expensive	ditches	to	drain	the	land,	they	worked	the	land	over	and	planted	
crops.	In	contrast	to	their	hard	work	and	innovation,	the	harvest	was	insufficient	and	many	
farmers	were	forced	to	leave	because	they	no	longer	had	money.	The	peat	that	had	built	up	
from	centuries	of	being	in	a	high	moisture	area	dried	up	and	caught	fire.	The	area	was	a	
smoky	haze	for	months,	even	the	snow	in	the	winter	could	not	put	these	fires	out.	The	
crane	population	continued	to	dwindle	and	as	Leopold	writes,	“The	high	priests	of	progress	
know	nothing	of	cranes,	and	cared	less”.	It	became	apparent	that	the	land	was	simply	going	
to	waste	and	something	must	be	done,	the	only	option	it	seemed	was	to	reflood	many	
areas.	Cranberry	growers	were	able	to	damn	waterways,	but	their	efforts	weren’t	enough	
to	solve	the	problem.	Eventually	the	government	stepped	in,	buying	portions	of	land	and	
flooding	them,	farmers	returned,	ditches	were	plugged,	the	marshes	slowly	filled	up,	and	
fires	were	extinguished.	
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	 The	Sandhills	story	is	a	little	different	from	that	of	Wisconsin.	Sandhill	cranes	do	
migrate	each	spring	to	the	Platte	River,	in	the	southern	most	portion	of	the	Sandhills,	
where	they	nest.	However,	the	cranes	are	not	the	most	prominent	concern	affected	by	the	
R-Project.	In	this	case,	it	is	the	grasses	and	the	animals	that	live	there	year	round	that	are	
the	main	topic	today.	The	Sandhills	have	not	changed	much	since	the	end	of	the	last	ice	age,	
but	neither	had	the	bogs	in	Wisconsin	until	men	started	arriving	and	began	manipulating	
the	land	to	fit	their	needs.	Today	the	Sandhills	support	nearly	2	million	head	of	cattle	and	
the	terrain	and	soil	is	not	ideal	for	farming	(Nebraska	Beef	Council,	2010).	The	R-Project	
could	be	the	Wisconsin	scenario	in	the	Beef	State.	The	transmission	lines	will	cover	initially	
225	miles,	which	means	that	heavy	trucks	and	other	vehicles	will	make	that	225	mile	trek	
across	the	plains	along	with	additional	miles	of	back	tracking	down	the	line	to	attach	
electrical	lines	and	leave	the	area	at	the	end	of	the	day.	A	well-established	trail	road	will	
result	from	this,	even	if	the	machines	didn’t	completely	tear	up	the	grass	where	they	drive,	
there	will	still	be	tracks	that	will	remain	for	years	where	the	soil	was	compacted.	Most	
likely	large	ruts	with	no	plant	cover	will	be	left	after	the	transmission	line	is	installed.	
These	ruts	could	turn	into	a	blowout,	and	that	blowout,	if	not	properly	cared	for,	could	
continue	to	expand	into	a	much	larger	area.	What	if	the	blowout	continued	to	expand	while	
the	country	faced	a	series	of	drought	years?	The	result	of	this	could	be	similar	to	the	dust	
bowl.	Those	ranchers	in	the	region	no	longer	have	grass	to	feed	their	cattle	and	are	forced	
to	move,	hurting	both	the	state’s	economy	and	the	nations	supply	of	beef.	What	if	the	
government	had	to	step	in	and	buy	back	land	while	implementing	new	management	
practices	to	reconstruct	the	Sandhills	to	its	native	range?	Now	this	is	a	very	extreme	
scenario	that	probably	has	a	very	slim	chance	of	occurring,	but	it’s	still	a	chance.		
	
The	R-Project	in	Court	
	
On	Tuesday,	April	19,	2016,	a	law	suit	was	filed	by	Dan	and	Barbara	Welch	of	the	Brush	
Creek	Ranch	located	near	Thedford	Nebraska,	in	an	effort	to	keep	NPPD	surveying	officials	
off	their	land.	The	suit	was	filed	after	NPPD	survey	crews	allegedly	trespassed	on	their	land	
after	previously	agreeing	not	to.	Along	with	the	conviction,	the	suit	also	claims	that	the	
company	has	no	right	to	enter	the	land	before	gaining	legal	easements	to	cross	the	land	
(Cordes,	2016).	The	Nebraska	Public	Power	District	disagrees	stating	that	it	is	a	state	law	
that	their	employees	do	have	the	right	to	enter	private	land	for	surveying	expeditions.		The	
suit	states	that	after	deciding	that	the	NPPD	would	not	enter	the	land	until	after	court,	the	
next	day	the	utility	did	indeed	enter	Welch	land.	The	Welches	only	found	that	the	utility	
was	on	their	land	after	they	had	chained	their	gates,	unintentionally	locking	the	crews	
inside.	According	to	the	law	suit,	the	minimal	eminent	domain	that	the	state	grants	power	
companies	does	not	pertain	to	surveying	before	construction	(Cordes,	2016).		
	 Throughout	the	lifetime	of	their	operation,	the	Welch	family	has	put	the	land	first	
and	taken	every	precaution	to	protect	it.	They	refuse	the	use	of	all-terrain	vehicles	and	
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choose	a	horse	instead.	They	also	monitor	their	grazing	very	closely	as	not	to	overgraze	an	
area.	Like	most	area	ranchers,	they	strive	to	keep	their	land	healthy.		
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Photo	Essay	
Exploring	Toadstool	

By	Megan	Rust	
 

Toadstool.	A	place	where	one	can	get	
lost	in	the	land,	their	thoughts,	and	the	
world	around	them.	It’s	a	place	where	
weather	has	carved	the	land	and	
wildlife	roams	freely.	There	aren’t	
paths	that	must	be	followed,	but	
created.	Hikers	roam	on	their	own,	
exploring	the	rock	formations	around	
them,	and	searching	for	the	various	
fossils	hidden	throughout.	It’s	a	place	
where	the	rules	are	limited.	Out	in	
nature	one	doesn’t	have	to	be	
concerned	about	being	told	what	to	do.	
That	is	the	advantage;	it	offers	the	
freedom	to	explore	as	you	wish.		

This	isn’t	just	about	my	account	
adventuring	through	the	park,	but	
about	the	experience	that	all	have	when	
exploring	this	area.	Even	with	the	lack	
of	vegetation,	it	is	easy	to	become	
mesmerized	by	the	formations	created	
in	the	sandstone.	Though	it	may	not	be	

nearly	as	breathtaking	as	a	place	like	the	Grand	Canyon,	it	is	still	crazy	to	see	the	
formations	that	can	be	created	from	weatherization	and	erosion.	Over	millions	and	millions	
of	years,	wind	and	water	have	been	forming	this	geological	park	located	in	the	northwest	
corner	of	Nebraska.	It	is	an	area	that	many	people	around	these	parts	refer	to	as	the	
Nebraska	Badlands.		

Venturing	out	to	Toadstool	is	a	drive	filled	with	many	bumps.	It’s	about	fifteen	miles	
north	of	Crawford,	NE.	The	drive	not	only	takes	you	to	Toadstool,	but	to	a	place	where	one	
can	connect	with	nature	and	themselves.	It	offers	one	the	ability	to	experience	a	form	of	
nature	that	isn’t	quite	as	one	may	visualize	when	they	hear	the	word	“nature”.	Many	people	
when	told	to	visualize	a	place	in	nature	would	probably	visualize	a	place	filled	with	
vegetation	and	trees,	but	Toadstool	is	the	exact	opposite.	Sure,	there	are	many	plants	that	
grow	within	the	rock	formations,	through	the	cracks	and	crevices,	but	one	wouldn’t	exactly	
call	it	a	luscious	place.	It’s	a	place	where	one	finds	themselves	surrounded	by	masses	of	
sandstone	shaped	almost	like	toadstools.	It's	a	place	where	the	rock	and	sand	crumble	
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under	your	feet	if	stepped	on	just	right.	Paths	don’t	exist	here;	they	are	merely	created	
throughout	the	adventure.	People	wander	freely	and	explore	on	their	own.	There	is	a	one	
mile	loop	that	people	can	follow	if	they	so	choose,	but	often	times,	people	prefer	to	venture	
out	on	their	own	path.	That	is	the	fun	in	it	of	course;	to	explore	and	climb	as	one	wishes.		

Throughout	my	hike	I	not	only	got	to	climb	up	and	down	the	formations,	I	got	to	
experience	a	whole	new	place,	a	place	in	nature	that	I	had	yet	to	explore.	It’s	a	place	where	
each	year	the	same	location	might	not	look	exactly	the	same.	Though	erosion	happens	over	
thousands	and	thousands	of	years,	the	fragile	sandstone	at	Toadstool	can	easily	be	
changed.	It	may	just	be	a	slight	difference,	barely	noticeable	to	some,	but	it	is	still	a	
difference.	I	found	myself	trying	to	take	
snapshots	in	my	head	of	the	land	around	me,	in	
attempt	to	fully	take	it	all	in.	I	wanted	to	be	able	
to	remember	what	it	looked	like,	what	it	felt	
like,	and	really	just	about	anything	I	could	
remember.	I	wanted	to	embrace	it	all	and	
remember	it	all.	I	wanted	to	remember	exactly	
how	I	felt	and	what	I	thought	throughout	the	
hike.			

Our	adventure	started	at	the	
campgrounds.	Though	they	didn’t	quite	look	
like	a	campground	at	that	time	of	year,	due	to	
the	lack	of	people,	you	could	tell	that	it	was	a	
place	usually	filled	with	numerous	tents	during	
the	warmer	points	of	the	year.	There	are	picnic	
tables	and	fire	pits	ready	to	be	used	by	the	
campers.	We	continued	on	through	the	
campground	and	past	a	barbed	wire	fence,	most	
likely	there	to	keep	people	from	driving	on	the	rock	formations.	Not	even	a	hundred	yards	
past	the	fence	was	a	stream	cutting	through	the	land.		The	stream	fed	by	the	rain	showers	
that	occurred	earlier	on	in	the	week	flowed	quickly.	The	rain	had	softened	the	ground,	
leaving	slightly	muddy	areas	scattered	throughout	the	park.	This	made	it	hard	to	both	walk	
and	climb	in	certain	places.	By	the	time	we	began	our	trek	through	the	sandstone	
formations,	we	had	already	crossed	two	muddy	streams	flowing	with	ice	cold	water,	
leaving	our	shoes	soaked	to	the	soles.		

As	we	continued	on,	we	came	across	cliffs	and	even	more	streams	that	ran	down	the	
edges	of	the	rocks	forming	tiny	“waterfalls”	at	various	points.	The	streams	clearly	fed	by	
the	melting	snow,	and	the	built	up	water	from	the	previous	rain	storm	were	frigid.	They	
ran	down	the	sandstone	into	even	larger	streams	and	those	streams	into	creeks.	The	
streams	crept	along	like	snakes	slithering	across	the	land.	We	continued	to	climb	higher	
and	higher	up	the	sandstone	formations.	With	each	step	I	became	more	aware	of	the	
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various	layers	within	the	rock.	The	Toadstool	
formations	have	alternating	reddish	white	bands	
across	them.	A	different	colored	band	represents	a	
different	type	of	soil	formation,	dependent	upon	the	
climate	and	conditions	during	a	particular	time	
period.	The	bands	are	what	add	to	the	beauty	of	the	
rock	formations.	Their	beauty	can	be	seen	from	up	
close	and	afar,	but	is	even	more	noticeable	from	a	
distance	where	you	can	see	each	and	every	
alternating	band.		

Once	we	finally	reached	the	top	of	our	climb,	
we	took	a	break	to	take	everything	in	and	
appreciate	the	view.	From	the	top	of	the	Toadstool	
formations,	one	can	see	for	miles	and	miles.	They	
can	see	the	Pine	Ridge	forests	and	the	surrounding	
lakes	and	towns	within	the	area.	It	is	not	only	a	

great	view,	but	it	is	a	view	that	one	can	sit	down	and	stare	off	into	for	hours	and	hours.	And,	
that	is	exactly	what	we	did.	We	just	sat	there,	starring	off	in	the	distance	and	experiencing	
the	world	around	us.	As	I	did	so,	my	worries	begin	to	fade	away,	and	it	felt	as	if	I	and	only	I	
existed	at	that	very	moment.	Any	concerns	that	I	may	have	had	minutes	before	melted	
away.	I	was	no	longer	concerned	with	materialistic	things,	but	with	the	natural	world	
around	me.		

I	became	focused	on	the	smell	of	the	air,	and	the	wind	blowing	against	my	face.	It	was	
the	feeling	of	nature	hitting	me	all	at	once.	Nature	brings	a	sense	of	peace.	A	sense	that	no	
one	has	an	effect	on	what	you	do	or	who	you	are.	The	only	one	in	control	of	that	is	you.	
Being	out	in	the	middle	of	nowhere,	not	having	to	worry	about	running	in	to	someone	or	
something	you	don’t	want	to,	is	what	makes	each	and	every	interaction	with	nature	one	to	
cherish.	Nature	brings	out	the	best	in	people.	It	brings	out	our	natural	instincts	that	we	
sometimes	don’t	even	realize	exist.	All	too	often,	people	take	for	granted	the	simple	things	
in	life.	They	take	for	granted	the	ability	to	walk	out	their	front	door	and	experience	the	
world	right	in	front	of	them.	They	take	for	granted	the	ability	to	go	out	and	explore	the	
world	around	them,	and	appreciate	the	things	nature	has	to	offer	mankind.		

Hiking	is	one	of	so	many	things	that	leads	people	to	a	connection	with	nature	that	they	
may	not	experience	otherwise.	But	it	is	the	breaks,	like	the	one	we	took	at	the	top	of	
Toadstool,	that	truly	lead	to	these	connections	because	during	these	breaks	you	take	a	
second	to	focus	on	what	is	right	in	front	of	you.	You	take	a	second	to	realize	that	not	
everything	is	moving	a	million	miles	a	minute.	There	exists	a	place	where	time	seems	to	
stand	still	and	all	stress	seems	to	fade	away,	and	that	place	is	in	nature.	A	place	where	one	
is	separated	from	civilization,	and	is	forced	to	focus	on	the	land	right	in	front	of	them.		
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As	I	sat	there	on	the	sandy	rocks	I	became	more	aware	of	the	park.	I	became	more	
aware	of	what	Toadstool	is	encompassed	by,	and	the	life	that	it	supports.	I	took	a	second	to	
distract	myself	from	my	never	ending,	overthinking	brain	that	is	on	a	constant	cycle,	and	
discovered	the	beauty	that	nature	offers.	A	beauty	that	is	offered	even	in	places	like	
Toadstool	where	the	beauty	isn’t	quite	evident	at	first.	Its	beauty	doesn’t	come	from	the	
vegetation,	but	the	structures	within.	It	is	the	unbelievable	rock	formations	that	slowly	win	
you	over	allowing	you	to	discover	its	true	beauty,	and	
it	is	the	overwhelming	silence	that	nature	has	to	offer	
that	allows	one	to	discover	things	they	wouldn’t	
normally	think	about.	Nature’s	silence	allows	you	to	
experience	a	whole	new	thought	process,	one	that	is	
more	peaceful	and	relaxed.	A	kind	of	thought	process	
that	allows	one	to	look	beyond	the	surface	and	
challenge	themselves	and	their	thoughts.		

As	my	self-discovery	came	to	an	end,	I	realized	
that	in	order	to	be	able	to	judge	something	you	must	
first	experience	it	and	allow	it	to	soak	in.	Judging	
someone	or	something	based	solely	on	a	first	
impression	is	unfair.	A	connection	must	be	made	
before	one	is	truly	able	to	understand	something.	I	
had	to	connect	with	nature	and	take	a	brief	moment	to	soak	everything	in	before	I	truly	
understood	the	beauty	that	Toadstool	has	to	offer.	It	is	a	place	where	beauty	must	be	found	
on	a	level	deeper	than	just	the	surface.	A	connection	must	be	made	to	truly	understand	its	
beauty.		

Our	trek	through	the	park	continued	on,	and	we	worked	our	way	back	down	to	
ground	level.	We	discovered	that	going	up	was	much	less	complicated	than	going	back	
down.	The	ground	seemed	softer	and	even	less	sturdy	on	the	way	down	than	on	the	way	
up.	Stumbling	and	sliding	down	the	gravel	was	a	common	occurrence	throughout	the	way.	
It	was	almost	like	we	were	solving	a	puzzle,	a	puzzle	that	would	lead	us	to	easiest	and	
safest	path	back	to	ground	level.	At	one	point	we	found	ourselves	straddling	the	cracks	and	
using	the	edges	of	the	walls	to	keep	from	sliding	down	and	stepping	in	the	mud.		

As	the	hike	came	to	an	end,	and	we	found	ourselves	back	on	ground	level,	we	had	to	
retrace	our	steps	back	to	the	campground	where	the	pickup	was	parked.	Navigational	and	
directional	skills	are	key	when	going	off	trail	and	following	your	own	path.	It	is	extremely	
easy	to	end	up	doing	circles	or	to	get	lost,	especially	in	a	place	like	Toadstool	where	the	
rocks	tend	to	blend	together.	Retracing	our	steps	required	us	to	re-cross	multiple	streams,	
and	by	the	end	of	the	hike	each	of	us	was	covered	in	mud,	from	our	shoes	to	our	backsides.	
It	may	have	been	a	muddy	adventure,	but	it	was	one	to	remember.	It	was	an	adventure	that	
brought	realization	and	discovery	about	the	natural	world.	



	 18	

	Nature	has	so	much	to	offer	and	it	is	not	something	that	should	be	taken	for	granted.	It	
should	be	cherished	and	explored	more	by	mankind.	Without	nature	mankind	would	not	be	
whole.	It	is	a	part	of	us,	it	is	where	our	instincts	originate,	and	it	will	forever	be	what	allows	
us	to	thrive	as	species.	Parks	like	Toadstool	are	what	allow	mankind	to	become	one	with	
nature.	They	allow	us	to	take	everything	in,	to	breathe	the	fresh	air,	and	to	realize	that	what	
might	be	visible	from	the	surface	level	shouldn’t	always	be	trusted.	Our	minds	play	tricks	
on	us	and	lead	us	to	jump	to	conclusions	before	we	even	have	a	chance	to	get	to	know	
something.	Toadstool	is	a	place	where	each	and	every	moment	is	filled	with	discoveries	
and	exploration	of	the	natural	world.	It	is	a	place	where	people	can	venture	out	on	their	
own	and	cherish	the	world	around	them.		

	
All	photos	by	the	author,	taken	at	Toadstool	State	Park	

 



	 19	

Current	Affairs:	An	Exploration	

 
Blue	Collar	Coal	
By	Mackenzie	Watson	

	
The	Environmental	Protection	Agency	(EPA)	finalized	the	Clean	Power	Plan	(CPP)	under	
the	Clean	Air	Act	in	October	2015.	The	Clean	Power	Plan	requires	the	EPA	to	start	the	
process	to	reduce	air	pollution.	Coal-fired	power	gives	off	a	lot	of	carbon	emissions	which	
are	bad	for	the	environment.		
 

Numbers:  
$2.5 Trillion  
640,000 Jobs 
66 Power Plants 

 
The	purpose	of	the	Clean	Power	Plan	is	to	cut	out	CO2	emissions	caused	by	the	

burning	of	coal	for	energy.	According	to	Sam	Batkins,	director	of	regulatory	policy	at	the	
right-leaning	American	Action	Forum,	“The	final	plan	will	shutter	66	power	plans	and	
eliminate	125,800	jobs	in	the	coal	industry.”	(Davenport,	2016)		Not	only	will	jobs	be	lost	
but	the	United	State	economy	will	take	suffer	great	losses.	By	the	year	2030	the	U.S.	
economy	could	lose	up	to	$2.5	trillion.	The	CPP	will	only	avert	about	0.01	degrees	Celsius	of	
projected	global	warming	based	on	the	government’s	own	data.		

 
John:  
Up before the sun 
Job must be done 
Lunchbox of leftovers  
His hours aren’t typical 
Misses first ballet recital  
Christmas day he is on a train 
To put gifts under the tree  
And food on their plates  
Day after day 
No one knows dad’s face 
“Yes I’m married,” Mom says 
He is a hard worker 
It’s the life of a railroader  
 
In	West	Virginia,	Eastern	Kentucky,	Wyoming,	Montana	and	other	coal	mining	states	

job	options	are	scarce.	Wyoming	alone	is	responsible	for	around	40%	of	the	country’s	
electricity	supply	generated	by	Wyoming	Coal.	Many	families	in	coal	mining	states	and	the	
states	surrounding	them	are	being	negatively	affected	by	the	CPP.	As	coal	mines	are	being	
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closed	the	railroad	workers	have	less	coal	to	transport	affecting	their	jobs	and	lives	as	well.	
The	CPP	may	be	slightly	helping	the	environment	but	is	severely	hurting	our	country	and	
the	hard	workers	in	it.			

 
Unanswered Questions: 
What will he do now?  
How will they put three kids through college?  
Where will all his friends get jobs?  
Is Jesse really working at Walmart?  
How will the town survive?  
Did you know her dad is working at a restaurant now?  
How will they eat?  
Will the town survive?  
Is the production of coal really detrimental to the environment?  
What will happen to the hundreds of men and women being laid off?  
 
“We	recognize	many	coal	communities	are	in	transitions	and	struggling,	Shaun	

Donovan,	director	of	the	White	House	Office	of	Management	and	Budget.	Obama’s	budget	
request	for	2017	will	include	a	plan	to	help	rebuild,	reclaim,	and	redevelop	coal	mines.	
“The	magnitude	of	the	problem	is	tremendous,”	Phil	Smith,	a	spokesman	for	the	United	
Mine	Workers	of	America	said,	“The	proposals	that	are	on	the	table	are	a	drop	in	the	
bucket.”	(Davenport,	2016)	

 
Or? :  
Environment or Community 
Global Warming or Jobs 
Nature or Community 
Humans Suffering or Nature Suffering 
 
Emily	Jewell	suggests	in	“Wyoming	Could	Lose	11,000	Coal	Jobs	if	Obama’s	“Clean	

Power	Plan”	Takes	Effect”	that	“Our	federal	government	should	be	using	the	tax	revenue	
from	coal	leases	to	invest	in	clean	coal	technology	and	carbon	capture	instead	of	killing	an	
industry	and	tax	revenue	from	the	inside…	carbon	capture	and	clean	coal	technologies	coal	
becomes	a	very	attractive	energy	source.	Imagine	if	our	coal	companies	and	federal	
government	came	together	to	improve	clean	coal	technology.	The	industry	would	thrive	
and	provide	the	energy	our	country	needs	from	energy	sources	within	our	own	borders.”	
(Jewell,	2016)	
 

Mitchell, NE 
I live in a small railroad town.  
Almost everyone I knows someone  
who works on a train or knows someone who 
knows someone who works on a train.  
Twenty- two years, my dad has worked 
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on a train for Union Pacific.  
He moves coal.  
Morrill, NE to Lusk, WY.  
So many hours in a train engine.  
Our town is suffering now.  
My uncle is working at Wal-Mart.  
My dad isn’t sure how much longer 
he will have a job.  
My mom is worried.  
Everyone is being laid off.  
Dad is lucky he still has a job.  
Everyone I know is pinching pennies.  
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Fiction	 	  

Keep	the	Wilderness	Wild	
By	Shannon	Horn	

	
My	dad	often	jokes	that	I	must	be	related	to	John	Henry.		As	the	tale	goes,	John	Henry	was	
born	with	a	hammer	in	his	hand.		Instead	of	a	hammer,	I	was	born	with	a	love	of	nature.		My	
parents	say	that	as	soon	as	I	could	crawl	I	was	scooting	my	way	to	the	door,	hoping	to	get	a	
peek	out	into	the	forest	that	surrounded	our	home	in	the	Big	Horn	Mountains.		My	first	
words	were	normal:	mama,	dada,	baba,	and	the	like,	but	among	the	first	were	the	less	
common:	tree,	bear,	deer.		I’ve	been	told	that	when	my	grandma	Sylvia	asked	me	what	I	
wanted	to	be	when	I	grew	up,	my	four-year-old-self	confidently	proclaimed,	“A	warden!”		
Now,	thirty	years	later,	here	I	am	with	a	deputy	game	warden	badge	pinned	to	my	forest	
green	shirt,	living	my	dream	and	loving	every	day	of	it.			

I	was	born	with	my	love	of	nature,	and	I	have	cultivated	it	as	I	have	grown.		Just	as	a	
police	officer	protects	and	serves	the	public,	I	protect	and	serve	nature	and	all	of	her	
majestic	creatures.		I	became	a	game	warden	when	I	was	22	years	old	and	I	plan	to	be	one	
for	as	long	as	my	legs	can	stand	upright.		I	love	my	job	almost	as	much	as	I	love	my	wife	and	
our	two	kids	(but	don’t	tell	them	that).		How	can	I	not	be	passionate	about	something	so	
worthwhile	and	something	that	brings	me	so	close	to	nature	every	day?	
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If	you’re	not	convinced	about	how	thrilling	and	fulfilling	the	life	of	a	game	warden	can	
be,	then	you’re	probably	not	aware	of	what	a	day	in	the	life	of	one	is	like.		There	are	
certainly	days	when	nothing	dramatic	and	interesting	happens,	but	even	those	days	are	
more	exciting	than	a	desk	job.		If	you’re	a	fan	of	the	motto,	“A	bad	day	of	fishing	is	better	
than	a	good	day	at	work,”	then	you,	my	friend,	should	come	along	with	me	and	see	the	best	
of	both	worlds	wrapped	into	one.		Even	on	a	dull	day	I	still	get	to	go	out	into	nature	and	
appreciate	what	she	has	to	offer.		There	can’t	be	a	better	job	–	a	better	life!	–	out	there	than	
that.	

Although	it’s	not	a	daily	occurrence,	when	extreme	events	do	occur	on	the	job,	they	
can	be	larger	than	life.		For	instance,	a	couple	of	years	ago	I	got	a	call	from	the	local	police	
department.		The	dispatcher	informed	me	that	a	black	bear	had	come	down	from	the	
mountain	and	was	roaming	the	town.		He	hadn’t	done	anything	harmful	–	startled	a	couple	
of	joggers,	knocked	over	a	few	trash	cans,	and	agitated	some	pets	is	all	–	but	even	a	docile	
black	bear	is	still	a	black	bear:	a	potentially	ferocious,	incredibly	wild	beast,	a	beast	that	is	
most	certainly	not	an	appropriate	and	welcome	guest	in	any	neighborhood.		Because	of	the	
danger	(and	because	this	was	a	fairly	uncommon	event)	quite	a	population	gathered	to	
help	confine	the	bear	and	bring	it	back	to	its	home.		The	local	police	department,	the	animal	
control	specialist,	one	of	the	local	vets,	the	forest	service,	and	several	other	game	wardens	
besides	myself	joined	forces	that	day.		After	carefully	stalking	the	intimidating	beast,	the	
local	vet	and	animal	control	specialist	shot	darts	of	tranquilizers	at	the	bear,	almost	as	if	
out	of	an	Indiana	Jones	movie.		It	was	quite	an	affair	to	witness	firsthand!		After	we	
successfully	sedated	the	bear,	we	loaded	him	into	the	animal	control	vehicle,	hauled	him	up	
to	the	mountains,	and	gently	placed	him	near	a	creek	under	some	shade	trees	on	Bomber	
Mountain.		I	was	fortunate	enough	to	be	involved	in	the	group	who	brought	him	back	safely	
to	the	mountains,	and	I	and	the	few	others	who	joined	got	to	watch	as	the	bear	slowly	
awoke,	registered	his	surroundings,	and	meandered	along	out	of	sight.		I	can	guarantee	you	
that	no	office	worker	has	a	true	story	as	exciting	as	that	from	their	desk	job.	

Getting	to	be	around	amazing	creatures	such	as	the	black	bear	on	a	day	to	day	basis	
makes	my	love	of	nature	grow	ever	deeper.		However,	I	would	be	leading	you	on	to	claim	
that	each	day	is	this	exciting.		There	are	definitely	days	of	the	job	that	don’t	compare	to	the	
exhilaration	of	chasing	down	black	bears.		For	instance,	there	are	quite	a	few	days	in	the	
year	that	I	drive	by	the	local	ponds	and	reservoirs,	only	to	spot	fishers	who,	upon	
questioning,	don’t	have	a	valid	fishing	license.		I	imagine	that	how	a	police	officer	feels	
about	giving	minor	speeding	tickets	is	very	similar	to	how	I	feel	about	giving	these	fishers	a	
ticket.		It	may	seem	like	a	slight	offense,	one	that	I	could	surely	ignore	without	any	
ramifications	for	the	environment.		A	license	is	just	an	extra	tax	and	me	giving	out	a	ticket	is	
just	giving	myself	job	security.		There’s	no	harm	in	harvesting	a	few	fish	without	the	
permission	of	the	government.		Right?		Wrong.		It’s	actually	vital	that	game	wardens	exist	in	
our	modern	world	and	that	we	enforce	the	laws	and	regulations	involving	our	wildlife.		
Animals	are	put	on	the	endangered	species	list	frequently	because	of	uncaring	attitudes.		
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And,	many	of	these	animals	have	even	gone	extinct,	never	to	be	seen	again.		By	only	
allowing	those	who	have	purchased	a	fishing	license	to	cast	a	line	in	the	water,	we	are	
keeping	tabs	on	each	species’	population	count	and	conserving	the	numbers	of	these	
creatures,	ensuring	that	the	future	of	their	species	is	not	annihilated	by	our	negligence.		
The	proceeds	garnered	by	the	sales	of	fishing	licenses	also	helps	to	fund	projects	to	
maintain	our	wildlife	areas	and	helps	to	sustain	the	fish	population	so	that	future	fishers	
may	continue	to	enjoy	this	relaxing	sport.	The	issues	at	play	for	fishing	are	also	at	play	for	
hunting	and	poaching	bigger	game.		

Poaching	is	probably	the	offense	that	I	get	the	most	frustrated	by.		The	unfortunate	
part	about	it	is	that	not	only	does	it	give	hunters	who	participate	legally	a	bad	name,	it	also	
effects	the	wildlife	population.		The	population	of	animals	being	poached,	such	as	coyotes,	
declines	and	the	population	of	animals	that	normally	serve	as	prey,	such	as	grouse,	soars.		
Which,	in	turn,	effects	other	plants	and	animals.		The	most	recent	incident	I	have	
encountered	with	poaching	happened	last	November.			

I	was	driving	down	highway	87	towards	Ucross,	Wyoming	when	I	got	the	call.		It	was	
my	buddy,	Doug	Andersen.		It	just	so	happened	that	he	owned	land	in	the	Ucross	area	and	
had	heard	what	could	only	be	the	sound	of	gunshots	ringing	nearby	his	home.		He	had	
already	notified	the	sheriff’s	department,	but	said	that	he	knew	it	was	a	low	priority	from	
years	past	and	that	by	the	time	the	sheriff’s	deputy	did	arrive	the	hunters	could	very	well	
have	gutted	their	animal,	loaded	it,	and	left.		So,	he	was	hoping	to	see	if	there	was	any	
chance	I	could	come	check	out	the	situation.		I	told	him	I	was	coincidentally	already	in	that	
area	and	that	I’d	be	there	in	only	a	few	minutes.	

Shortly	before	I	arrived	at	the	turn	for	the	Andersen’s	drive,	I	saw	a	vacant	old	pickup	
truck	parked	on	the	side	of	the	road.		This	piqued	my	interest;	this	was	suspicious.		I	parked	
in	front	of	it	and	walked	over	to	it.		Nothing	questionable	seemed	to	be	in	the	truck,	so	I	
crossed	the	fence	and	started	walking	northwest.		My	walk	only	lasted	a	few	short	minutes	
when	I	heard	the	ring	of	a	gunshot.		I	was	headed	in	the	right	direction.		I	quickened	my	
pace.		As	I	passed	over	a	hill,	I	saw	a	figure	off	in	the	distance.		I	began	to	run.		As	I	grew	
closer	to	the	figure,	I	could	begin	to	make	out	a	.22	in	the	hands	of	Thomas	Ballek,	the	
rancher	neighboring	Doug.		As	I	reached	Thomas,	I	noticed	a	dead	coyote	about	30	feet	
away	from	him.		I	began	to	piece	together	what	must	have	happened.		The	truck	parked	on	
the	side	of	the	highway	must	not	have	belonged	to	trespassers	and	poachers	after	all.	

I	can	remember	asking,	“How	we	doing,	Thomas?”		The	gruff	old	man	grunted,	
gestured	to	the	dead	coyote,	and	asked,	

“Is	that	why	you’re	here?”	
I	nodded.		I	informed	Thomas	that	while	it	was	not	illegal	in	Wyoming	to	shoot	and	kill	

coyotes	(as	they	are	considered	predators)	he	was	on	another’s	land	and	that	the	land	
owner	could	press	charges	if	he	saw	fit.		Thomas	was	most	certainly	not	in	the	mood	for	
receiving	a	lecture,	but	was	in	the	mood	for	giving	one.		He	waved	his	finger	at	the	dead	
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coyote	and	said,	“Those	bastards	go	after	my	sheep.		I’ve	been	losing	two	or	three	a	night	
for	the	past	week.		Andersen’ll	understand.”	

I	decided	to	call	Doug	and	explain	the	situation.		As	Thomas	had	predicted,	he	was	
understanding	and	did	not	want	to	pursue	any	legal	action.		As	Frost	wrote,	good	fences	
make	good	neighbors.		Doug	was	keeping	up	his	relationship	with	Thomas.		So	long	as	the	
man	behind	the	weapon	was	a	man	he	wanted	to	keep	the	peace	with	and	not	a	poacher,	he	
was	willing	to	let	the	matter	rest.		But	months	later,	in	my	heart,	I	still	can’t	seem	to.			

Sometimes	I	think	about	this	story	and	others	like	it	and	ponder	why	creatures	like	
the	coyote,	red	fox,	and	raccoon	are	considered	less	worthy	to	live	than	deer,	antelope,	and	
elk.		How	is	it	in	our	power	as	humans	to	deem	which	creatures	are	valuable	and	which	are	
burdens?		This	question	leads	me	to	the	devil’s	advocate	himself,	David	Quammen.			In	his	
essay,	“Sympathy	for	the	Devil”,	Quammen	writes	that	although	mosquitoes	may	be	an	
annoyance	and	that	many	believe	that	it	would	be	a	wonderful	species	to	eradicate,	it	also	
“can	be	viewed,	with	only	a	small	bit	of	squinting,	as	one	of	the	great	ecological	heroes	of	
planet	Earth.		If	you	consider	rain	forest	preservation."		Should	the	negative	outcomes	of	
the	existence	of	mosquitoes	outweigh	the	positive?		An	even	better	question	is	whether	or	
not	the	negatives	should	be	enough	to	cause	their	extinction.		What	unalterable	global	
environmental	impacts	would	be	caused	by	the	purposeful	eradication	of	an	entire	species?		
And	what	would	stop	us	from	attempting	to	eradicate	other	species,	such	as	the	coyote,	if	
we	successfully	rid	our	world	of	mosquitoes?		Thomas	was	in	a	sense	completing	the	most	
important	component	of	his	job	by	shooting	that	coyote:	protecting	his	flock.		Should	his	
life’s	work	be	impaired	by	the	unwanted	resident	pests?		Should	the	time,	money,	and	hard	
work	that	he	put	in	to	the	health	of	his	livestock	be	decimated	routinely	by	a	hungry,	wild	
animal?		On	the	other	hand,	should	the	coyotes’	life	goal	of	self-preservation	be	blamed	and	
his	life	destroyed	by	a	rancher	holding	a	rifle?		Where	do	we	draw	the	line,	and	how	do	we	
know	that	it’s	in	the	right	location?		Your	answers	to	these	questions	may	just	be	the	
difference	between	the	world	that	we	know	and	cherish	today,	and	the	world	–	for	better	
or	for	worse	–	that	we	hand	down	to	our	children,	their	children,	and	their	children’s	
children.		Your	moves	matter.		They	matter,	and	they	will	continue	to	matter	for	
generations	to	come.	

As	a	game	warden,	I	care	deeply	about	nature	and	the	plants	and	animals	that	make	
the	world	such	a	special	place.		My	main	concern	is	to	preserve,	maintain,	and	protect	the	
wild	and	its	wildlife.		Each	day	I	wake	up	excited	about	my	day	because	I	know	that	I	am	
serving	a	greater	cause	than	myself.		I	take	every	opportunity	that	there	is	to	educate	and	
enlighten	my	fellow	man	about	the	importance	of	preserving	the	environment	and	take	the	
time	to	explain	how	seemingly	insignificant	actions	on	our	part	can	cause	devastation	to	
the	land	that	we	love.		From	black	bears	to	trout	to	coyotes,	I	love	the	wilderness	and	I	hope	
that	my	efforts	can	keep	the	wilderness	wild.		Regardless	of	your	age,	profession,	gender,	
and	location,	keep	the	wilderness	wild.	
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Literature	
 

Analysis	of	“Part	18”	of	Rich’s	“Contradictions:	Tracking	Poems”	
By	Joel	Milos	

	
Adrienne	Rich	wrote	Your	Native	Land,	Your	Life	in	1986.	Included	in	this	work	are	twenty-
nine	poems	that	comprise	her	“Contradictions:	Tracking	Poems”	series.	This	is	an	exploration	
and	line-by-line	analysis	of	“Part	18”	of	this	series.	This	poem	can	have	many	themes	
depending	how	it	is	interpreted.	This	analysis	will	be	from	an	environmentalist	viewpoint	and	
will	seek	to	answer	who	Rich	believes	is	the	basis	of	the	worlds	damage.	
	
	
One	of	the	most	powerful	female	writers	of	the	past	century	would	be	Adrienne	Rich.	Rich	
has	composed	numerous	essays,	books,	and	poems,	writing	“directly	and	overtly	as	a	
women,	out	of	a	woman’s	body	and	experience”	(Anderson	374).	Throughout	Rich’s	life,	
she	has	participated	in	feminist	and	social	justice	movements.	These	movements,	paired	
with	her	own	life	experiences,	pushed	her	to	explore	the	effects	of	patriarchy	on	society	
and	the	earth	(Anderson	375).	The	“Contradictions:	Tracking	Poems”	series,	from	Your	
Native	Land,	Your	Life,	is	a	compilation	of	works	where	Rich	says	she	is	trying	“to	speak	
from,	and	of,	and	to,	my	country…	to	speak	of	the	land	itself”	(Anderson	375).	“Part	18”	of	
this	collection	of	poems,	speaks	of	the	damage	being	done	to	the	earth,	and	is	open	to	
interpretation	on	who,	if	anyone,	is	to	blame.	An	analysis	of	this	poem	will	breakdown	key	
points	to	determine	if	Adrienne	Rich	points	to	men	as	the	source	of	the	world’s	untold	pain	
and	damage.		

The	problem,	unstated	till	now,	is	how	
to	live	in	a	damaged	body	
in	a	world	where	pain	is	meant	to	be	gagged	
uncured	 	un-grieved-over	 	The	problem	is	
to	connect,	without	hysteria,	the	pain	
of	any	one’s	body	with	the	pain	of	the	body’s	world	
For	it	is	the	body’s	world	
they	are	trying	to	destroy	forever	
The	best	world	is	the	body’s	world	
filled	with	creatures		filled	with	dread	
misshapen	so		 yet	the	best	we	have	
our	raft	among	the	abstract	worlds	
and	how	I	longed	to	live	on	this	earth	
walking	her	boundaries	 never	counting	the	cost	
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	 The	above	poem	is	“Contradictions:	Tracking	Poems,	Part	18”,	and	is	extracted	from	
the	Sisters	of	the	Earth	collection	(375).	The	first	4	lines,	in	green,	lay	the	foundation	for	the	
rest	of	the	poem.	Rich	questions	how	it	can	be	possible	to	live	in	a	damaged	body	in	a	world	
where	pain	is	supposed	to	be	suppressed.	These	lines	can	be	interpreted	in	two	different	
ways.	The	first	being	where	the	“body”	is	referring	to	an	actual	body,	most	likely	female,	
whose	expression	of	pain	is	being	oppressed.	Rich’s	background	with	women’s	rights	leads	
me	to	believe	this	refers	to	perhaps	the	rape	culture	of	our	time,	where	the	victim’s	pain	
and	suffering	is	being	silenced.	The	second	interpretation	is	where	Rich	questions	how	it	is	
possible	to	live	on	a	planet	(“body”),	where	the	damage	(“pain”)	is	being	silenced.	She	is	
challenging	a	large	portion	of	our	society	who	turns	a	blind	eye	to	the	destruction	of	
environment.		

	 Lines	4-6,	in	yellow,	connects	the	pain	of	“any	one’s	body	with	the	pain	of	the	body’s	
world”.	Rich	declares	that	any	one’s	body	is	directly	connect	with	our	world	or	
environment.	Any	pain	found	in	the	world	relates	to	any	pain	experienced	by	the	body.	
These	lines	emphasize	that	humans	and	the	environment	are	connected	in	a	way	that	
reciprocates	any	pain	experienced	by	one,	to	the	other.	By	damaging	the	environment,	and	
silencing	this	damage,	mankind	is	in	turn	damaging	our	own	lives.	Silencing	the	pain	felt	by	
any	one’s	body,	also	harms	the	value	of	life	experienced	in	the	body’s	world.	What	is	behind	
the	damage	being	caused	to	the	world,	environment,	and	body?	

	 The	7th	and	8th	lines,	in	red,	of	this	poem	are	significant	to	figuring	out	what	is	
damaging	any	one’s	body	and	the	body’s	world.	The	lines	read:	“For	it	is	the	body’s	world/	
they	are	trying	to	destroy	forever”.	According	to	Adrienne	Rich,	“they”	are	trying	to	destroy	
the	world/environment/body.	Who	“they”	are	can	be	interpreted	in	several	ways	from	
various	viewpoints.	If	Rich	is	speaking	as	a	woman,	to	other	woman,	perhaps	“they”	refer	to	
men.	If	Rich	is	speaking	to	all	of	humankind,	then	perhaps	“they”	simply	are	those	
individual	people	who	are	causing	the	damage,	with	no	association	to	either	sex.	It	is	my	
conclusion	that	the	later	interpretation	is	Rich’s	conclusion	on	the	subject.	

	 An	article	from	the	Journal	of	Gender	Studies	brought	upon	this	conclusion	for	these	
lines.	It	explores	Adrienne	Rich’s	use	of	pronouns	in	her	works,	and	their	implications	on	
the	readers	understanding.	“Adrienne	Rich,	Location	and	the	Body”	examines	the	problems	
that	emanated	with	the	use	of	“I”	and	“we”	by	Rich.	On	page	300,	Eagleton	inserted	a	
summary	of	the	issues	that	arise	with	speaking	on	behalf	of	a	sex,	for	example:	

“…women	may	have	common	situations	and	experiences,	but	they	are	not,	in	any	way,	
the	same.”	“…stresses	the	importance	of	rejecting	global	statements	about	all	women	and	of	
attempting	instead	to	be	as	aware	as	possible	of	the	place	from	which	one	is	speaking.”		

Rich	does	not	speak	on	behalf	of	all	women,	due	 to	 the	variations	among	 individual	
experiences.	Therefore,	the	same	could	be	said	that	Rich	does	not	put	blanket	statements	
on	men	as	 a	whole,	 for	 they	 all	 hold	different	 experiences.	 Line	8’s	 referencing	of	 “they”	
refers	 to	humans	who	are	destroying	 the	world,	with	no	deeper	suggestions	of	a	 specific	
sex	causing	the	damage.		
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	 The	 final	 grouping,	 in	 blue,	 of	 this	 poem	 brings	 together	 many	 important	 points	
about	 the	world.	 “The	 best	world	 is	 the	 body’s	world/	 filled	with	 creatures”,	with	 these	
lines,	Rich	acknowledges	 that	 the	planet,	our	world,	 is	 the	best	world	 for	ourselves.	That	
our	world	is	the	best	world	for	humankind,	and	that	it	is	filled	with	other	lives.	Earth	is	the	
best	place	for	not	only	humans,	but	every	other	creature	that	it	holds.	Our	best	version	of	
our	world,	is	one	filled	with	all	these	other	creatures.	The	damage	being	done	to	the	world	
is	 damaging	 the	 lives	 and	 bodies	 of	 every	 organism	 on	 the	 planet.	 “…filled	 with	 dread/	
misshapen	so…”	is	a	line	speaking	of	the	current	state	of	fear	over	the	world.	The	damage	
being	done	to	our	world	wills	us	with	dread	for	what	is	to	become	of	our	body’s	world.		

	 Our	body’s	world	is	the	“best	we	have/	our	raft	among	the	abstract	worlds”.	Rich	is	
stating	that	our	planet,	our	“raft”,	is	the	best,	and	only	world	we	have	for	our	bodies.	There	
is	no	replacing	our	planet	once	it	is	beyond	repair,	so	something	needs	to	be	done	to	halt	
the	damage	and	implement	further	measures	to	prevent	new	damage.	The	final	two	lines,	
“and	how	I	longed	to	live	on	this	earth/	walking	her	boundaries	 	 never	
counting	 the	 cost”,	 provide	 Rich’s	 final	 thoughts	 on	 the	 matter.	 Rich	 is	 sarcastically	
speaking	about	the	people	who	damage	the	world.	How	she	“yearns”	to	live	in	ignorance	of	
the	damage	being	done	to	the	world.	She	wonders	how	they	can	walk	this	earth,	causing	so	
much	damage,	and	never	counting	the	cost	of	their	actions.		

	 Adrienne	 Rich	 is	 a	 celebrated	 voice	 in	 literature,	 especially	 poetry.	 Most	 of	 her	
works	 focus	 on	 feminism	 and	 patriarchy	 in	 society.	 One	 of	 her	 pieces,	 “Contradictions:	
Tracking	 Poems,	 Part	 18”,	 spoke	 so	 powerfully	 about	 nature,	 that	 it	was	 included	 in	 the	
Sisters	of	the	Earth	book.	This	piece	was	placed	in	the	“Her	Rape”	section	of	the	book,	as	its	
focus	is	upon	the	damage	being	done	to	the	natural	world.	Who	was	causing	the	damage	of	
the	environment	and	the	world	we	live	in	was	open	to	interpretation.	Many	would	say	that	
society’s	patriarchal	sides,	or	men	in	general,	are	to	blame	for	the	damage	being	dealt	to	the	
environment.	Upon	analysis	of	the	rest	of	the	poem,	it	is	concluded	that	Rich	points	to	no	
specific	sex	as	the	cause	of	the	damage	upon	the	environment	and	world.		
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Nonfiction 
 

Roots	
By	Nicky	Banzhaf	

	
December	31,	2013.	On	this	last	day	of	the	year,	Zach	and	I	are	getting	married.	I	have	waited	
with	a	nervous	and	eager	energy,	counting	down	the	days	on	chalkboard.	Today,	Zach	and	I	
are	getting	our	wedding	photos	taken.	Kinley,	our	wedding	photographer,	has	agreed	to	pick	
Zach	up	first	and	blindfold	him	so	that	he	can	be	surprised	when	we	do	our	“reveal.”	We	are	
on	our	way	to	my	father’s	property,	the	place	I	grew	up.		
	

With	Zach	in	the	backseat,	Kinley	and	I	drive	10	miles	south	of	Chadron	on	highway	
385.	My	eyes	flick	along	the	grass,	the	highway	lines,	the	hills.	Zach’s	eyes	see	nothing;	a	
white	blindfold	covers	them.	I	had	so	badly	wanted	him	to	first	see	me	as	I	walked	down	
the	aisle,	but	our	three	o’clock	wedding	in	the	middle	of	winter	had	sunk	that	ship.	Soon	
after	the	ceremony,	the	sun	would	be	setting.	So	instead,	we	quietly	drive	the	highway	
stretch.	Kinley	is	in	control	the	wheel.	We	are	headed	back	to	my	childhood	home.		

I	was	born	with	one	foot	in	nature	and	one	foot	in	civilization.	My	family	lived	10	
miles	South	of	Chadron.	We	would	regularly	drive	into	town;	in	the	summer	it	was	a	daily	
occurrence.	I	have	the	highway	memorized.	Even	now,	I	can	still	picture	the	rolling	hills,	the	
growing	fields,	and	the	endless	pine	trees.	Having	gone	to	a	country	school	10	miles	south	
of	us	and	20	miles	south	of	civilization,	town	was	both	a	friend	and	a	mystery.				

	 My	dad	and	grandparents	own	a	fairly	large	portion	of	land.	As	a	child,	I	had	played	
on	every	single	inch	of	the	acreage.	The	land	is	etched	into	my	memory.	It’s	a	well-worn	
photograph,	a	little	faded	at	the	edges,	but	filled	with	nostalgia	nonetheless.	Soon	the	tires	
crunch	with	gravel,	signaling	the	turn	off	of	the	highway.	Zach	is	still	blindfolded	as	I	direct	
Kinley.	“Turn	left.	You	might	want	to	slow	down;	this	hill	is	going	to	be	pretty	steep.	At	the	
bottom	of	the	hill,	turn	right.	Okay,	now	go	back	up	this	small	hill.	You	can	park	by	that	old	
barn.”	

	 As	we	come	to	a	quiet	stop	in	the	soft	grass,	I	put	my	jacket	on.	I	grimace	as	I	look	at	
the	temperature	gage:	32°.	Perhaps	this	hadn’t	been	the	best	decision,	but	we	are	here	now.	
I	open	the	door	and	step	onto	the	melted	snow.	I	open	Zach’s	door,	and	guide	him	out	of	the	
car.	It	occurs	to	me	that	we	don’t	blend	in.	I’m	in	a	faded	pink	dress	wedding	dress	with	a	
lace	overlay.	My	cream	heels	have	a	sequined	and	pearled	bow.	He’s	in	a	blue	and	pink-
checkered	shirt	with	suspenders	and	black	dress	shoes.	Against	the	decrepit	barn,	we	look	
like	foreigners.		

	 I	grab	his	hand	and	lead	him	along	the	fence,	Kinley	trails	with	her	photography	
gear.	She	had	asked	me	where	I	wanted	to	start	the	pictures	before	we	left	my	mom’s	
house.	She	had	also	asked	me	if	I	knew	of	any	beautiful	spots	I	might	want	to	get	my	
pictures	taken.	I	had	led	her	out	here	as	if	I	was	on	autopilot.	When	I	was	younger,	my	
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family	had	lived	on	this	small	little	hill.	Our	house	burned	up	in	a	fire,	and	we	were	forced	
to	move	just	down	the	hill,	right	next	to	my	grandparent’s.	After	my	parent’s	divorce,	my	
dad	put	a	trailer	back	up	where	our	old	home	used	to	be.	From	the	backyard,	my	siblings	
and	I	would	climb	over	the	fence	and	roam	the	acres	behind.	Our	favorite	spot	was	just	50	
feet	past	the	fence.	Becky	and	I	would	crawl	over	the	fence,	using	the	wood	to	hold	us	up.	It	
was	only	a	short	jump	to	the	ground	from	there.	Sometimes	we	would	hold	hands	to	keep	
us	steady	as	we	trekked	down	the	steep	hill.		

	 I	crawl	to	the	top	of	the	fence	and	wait.	I	do	my	best	to	direct	Zach’s	hands,	and	with	
a	few	missteps,	he	makes	it	up	and	over.	After	his	feet	touch	the	soft	earth,	I	grab	his	hand.	
We	walk	down	the	steep	hill	together.	Zach	can’t	see	the	glistening	snow	and	bronze	prairie	
grass	bravely	standing	out.		His	blindfold	doesn’t	allow	him	to	notice	the	abandoned	barn.	I	
am	surprised	to	see	the	roof	on	this	side	is	still	completely	intact.	I	always	have	a	hard	time	
deciding	what	to	call	it;	the	building	is	not	quite	a	barn,	more	of	an	open	building	with	walls	
on	one	side	and	a	roof.	I	had	always	assumed	it	was	just	a	covering	for	horses.	Further	into	
the	dilapidated	structure,	there	had	once	been	a	roof.	Chunks	had	fallen	in,	leaving	patches	
of	soft	sunlight	that	illuminated	the	swirling	dust	particles.		

	 Becky	and	I	had	always	called	it	our	chicken	coop,	partly	because	one	tiny	room	had	
led	to	an	abandoned	spattering	of	old	boxes	for	the	hens	to	nest	on.	We	pretended	the	nests	
were	full	and	the	barn	was	our	home.	Some	days	we	were	spies	trying	to	unearth	a	
conspiracy;	other	days	we	were	mother	and	daughter	foraging	for	food.	For	us,	there	was	
no	distinction	between	our	endless	backyard	and	our	house.	The	dirt	under	our	feet	and	
the	cool	grass	against	our	legs	was	home	enough.	Becky	and	I	never	wore	shoes.	It	was	as	if	
we	were	trees	that	could	pluck	up	their	roots	and	dig	them	into	the	banks	of	the	creek	or	
into	the	gravel	of	the	dirt	road	we	endlessly	walked.		

	 Somehow,	I	had	been	able	to	pick	up	my	roots	and	bury	them	into	the	asphalt	
streets	of	town.	Country	school	ended	at	eighth	grade,	and	I	went	to	live	with	my	mom.	
High	school	was	in	town,	so	of	course	it	made	sense	that	I	would	stay	with	her.	Plus,	I	
desperately	missed	my	mom.	I	hated	being	apart	from	her.	I	anxiously	waited	the	day	I	
would	get	to	live	under	her	roof.	I	had	been	so	envious	of	Becky	when	she	reached	high	
school	two	years	before	me.	For	all	my	excitement	to	live	in	town,	I	missed	the	gravel	roads	
and	the	smell	of	warm	dirt.	I	missed	the	ability	to	wander	out	my	front	door	and	enter	a	
world	all	its	own	and	somehow	all	mine.	As	time	wore	on,	town	became	easier,	more	
convenient.	My	calloused	feet	turned	tender.		

When	the	relationship	with	my	parents	began	to	crumble,	so	did	the	ground	beneath	
my	feet.	The	land	that	was	always	a	beautiful	memory	became	something	painful	to	relive.	
My	dad	became	anxious	and	angry	during	and	after	the	custody	battle.	I	knew	he	loved	me;	
there	was	no	doubt	in	that.	I	knew	he	tried	to	be	the	best	he	could	be;	I	could	never	take	
that	away	from	him.	The	divorce	had	fueled	and	embittered	him.	I	felt	lost	in	the	hostile	
dealings	of	two	adults	fighting	over	the	children	they	both	loved	fiercely.		
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I	remember	running	into	the	knee-high	prairie	grass,	following	the	trail	made	by	the	
feet	of	my	family.	My	feet	pounded	upon	the	earth	in	desperation	to	be	alone,	but	the	warm	
ground	somehow	always	stifled	the	sound.	On	hard	days,	I	would	collapse	into	my	precious	
meadow.	The	soil	and	wildflowers	seemed	to	cradle	me	in	a	way	that	no	one	else	could.	The	
smell	of	the	earth	was	a	song	of	comfort	and	ease.	I	could	have	stayed	there	always,	but	of	
course	I	had	to	come	back.	The	world	that	once	was	never	separate,	shifted	into	two.	

Eventually,	our	visits	to	my	dad’s	became	fewer	and	fewer.	The	rejection	was	hard	to	
handle,	but	we	all	coped	in	our	own	ways.	The	tall	grasses	kept	my	tears	a	secret	and	grew	
green	and	overwrought	with	weeds.	None	of	the	acreage	had	changed,	but	both	of	us	had	
developed	into	something	new.	Gone	were	the	well-loved	trails.	Something	seemed	wild	
about	the	way	the	grass	grew,	as	if	I	was	an	unwelcome	visitor,	guilty	of	abandoning	the	
land	we	had	once	roamed.	I	saw	the	land	as	something	that	might	have	never	wanted	me,	
and	the	rejection	stung	deep	within	my	chest.	The	embrace	of	my	prairie	grass	felt	like	a	
tight	grip	I	no	longer	wanted	to	be	a	part	of.	The	lushness	of	the	land	felt	empty,	devoid	of	
human	affection	or	attention.		

I	had	stopped	exploring	the	land,	only	driving	past	on	short	visits	to	my	dad	or	
grandparents.		The	tall	trees	continued	to	sway	in	the	wind;	the	grass	still	grew	undeterred.	
Today,	I	find	myself	here	again.	I	find	myself	here	again	with	no	explanation	to	offer.	
Instead,	I	am	hopeful	that	a	part	of	me	might	return	to	the	eager	child	tearing	past	the	door	
barefooted,	hair	whipping	wildly,	ready	to	collapse	into	my	welcoming	grass.	It	hasn’t	quite	
been	that	way.	When	I	had	gotten	out	of	the	car,	the	land	welcomed	me	like	an	old	friend,	
worn	down	with	time.	Somehow	it	is	smaller	than	I	remember;	everything	is	smaller	than	I	
remember.		

Kinley	has	me	take	Zach	by	the	hand.	I	lead	him	to	stand	against	one	of	the	warped	
gates.	We	face	each	other,	and	I	put	my	hands	on	his	blind-fold.	I	can	feel	a	pulse	in	my	
fingertips	as	I	lift	the	cloth	up	over	his	head.	There	is	a	stretching	within	myself.	I	peer	into	
his	tender	green	eyes,	a	deep	and	strong	affection	for	him,	yes.	But	there	is	something	else	
rustling	inside	of	me.	I	feel	the	roots	under	my	feet	stirring,	desperately	aching	to	nestle	
deep	into	the	cold	ground.		

I	am	from	this	land.	I	loved	it	fiercely.	Perhaps	I	am	feeling	a	new	hope	blossoming.	
Perhaps	now,	I	can	have	the	courage	to	face	what	I	abandoned.	It	had	hurt	too	much	then,	
so	much	that	I	had	to	walk	away	and	not	look	back.	I	am	tired	of	being	away	from	home,	
tired	of	feeling	shiftless	and	unanchored.	I	feel	an	unquenchable	desire	to	be	firmly	rooted	
amongst	my	ash	trees.		

	 Zach	and	I	stand	there	together,	hands	clasped	into	one	another.	Despite	the	frozen	
ground	and	the	strong	chill	in	the	air,	I	can	sense	the	green	beginnings	working	to	push	
past	the	soil.	In	a	few	hours,	my	husband	and	I	will	commit	to	grow	together	always.	My	old	
roots,	grown	and	tended	to	by	land	I	have	always	been	tethered	to,	will	find	a	new	place	to	
rest.	I	don’t	know	that	I	can	ever	come	home.	Is	it	too	late?	I	can’t	help	but	feel	that	it	is.		
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When	the	cold	has	become	too	much,	Kinley	announces	we	have	enough	pictures	and	
begins	to	gather	up	her	gear.	I	quietly	slip	on	my	jacket	and	begin	to	make	my	way	out	of	
the	barn.	As	I	climb	up	the	steep	hill,	Zach	by	my	side,	I	run	my	fingers	across	the	brown	
prairie	grass.	They	linger	there,	as	if	to	say	goodbye,	as	if	to	say,	“I	understand.”			
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Fiction	
	

An	Unexpected	Miracle	
By	Anna	Boll	

	
Beep.	Beep.	Beep.	Each	item	creates	
a	beep	as	I	slide	it	across	the	
scanner.	Macaroni	and	Cheese-beep.	
Bread-beep.	Milk-beep.	Vodka-beep.	
We’re	expected	to	scan	sixteen	items	
per	minute.	Multiply	that	number	by	
ten	cashiers	and	you	get	160	beeps	
per	minute.	Now	take	that	number	
and	times	it	by	60	and	then	the	
eleven	and	a	half	hours	you	work.	
You	get	110,400	beeps	a	day.	A	
world	of	never	ending	beeps.	Now	
add	in	the	voices	of	the	customers.	
“Don’t	put	my	canned	corn	and	my	
canned	beans	in	the	same	bag!”	“The	
sign	said	that	the	eggs	were	ten	
cents	cheaper	than	that!”	“I’m	24!	I	
shouldn’t	have	to	show	you	my	ID	to	
buy	alcohol!”	And	of	course	my	
favorite,	“I’m	never	coming	back!”	
This	one	is	my	favorite	because	they	
say	it	as	a	threat	but	when	they	say	
it,	my	inner	voice	is	screaming,	
“Thank	God!”	But	then	they	always	
come	back,	and	then	my	inner	voice	
is	screaming,	“Fuck.	My.	Life.”		

This	is	my	life.	It	has	been	my	
life	ever	since	I	graduated	high	
school	and	will	be	my	life	until	the	
day	I	die.	When	I	was	little	I	wanted	
to	be	a	writer,	but	then	I	got	into	

high	school	and	the	reality	of	money	and	adult	responsibilities	hit	me.	To	get	almost	any	
job,	you	need	at	least	an	undergraduate’s	degree.	The	problem	with	this	is	that	college	
tuition	costs	three	times	the	amount	my	parents	make	in	a	year.	If	I	went	to	college,	I	would	
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graduate	with	hundreds	of	thousands	of	dollars	in	debt.	The	people	like	me	who	can’t	go	to	
college	are	often	stuck	working	minimum	wage	jobs	with	psychotic	bosses	that	don’t	give	a	
dam	about	their	workers.	Professionals	complain	about	their	jobs	and	their	low	pay,	but	
they	don’t	realize	how	lucky	they	have	it.	They	work	eight	hours	five	days	a	week	and	live	
in	decent	houses.	I	work	twelve	hours	six	days	a	week	and	live	in	a	run	down,	one	room	
apartment.	Professionals	get	sick	days.	I’ll	get	fired	for	calling	in	sick.	I	know	I	should	be	
thankful	that	I	have	a	job	with	an	unemployment	rate	of	35	percent,	but	this	life	sucks.	

“Aspen.	Aspen.	Aspen!”	
The	voice	of	my	replacement	brought	me	back	to	reality.	
“Jeez,	Aspen.	You	must	not	have	anything	up	there	in	that	pretty	little	head	of	yours.”	
It	was	Shawn,	the	biggest	jerk	and	player	one	could	imagine.	I	let	out	a	fake	laugh	to	

keep	the	peace	as	I	signed	off	the	register.	
“Bye	shorty.	Hit	me	up	sometime!”	remarked	Shawn	as	I	walked	away.	
I	pretended	not	to	hear	him	and	kept	walking.	It	was	already	7:15.	The	library	had	

been	closed	for	fifteen	minutes	now.	I	hate	the	7am	to	7pm	shift.	I	used	to	work	the	6am	to	
6pm	shift.	It	was	ridiculously	early,	but	it	gave	me	an	hour	after	work	to	go	to	the	library	
and	read.	College	and	even	a	library	card	may	be	out	of	my	means,	but	that	doesn’t	mean	
I’m	not	going	to	try	to	educate	myself.	

A	wave	of	heat	hit	me	as	the	sliding	doors	opened	to	let	me	out.	Sweat	collected	
underneath	my	armpits	and	dripped	from	my	forehead.	It	was	going	to	be	a	long	walk	to	
Grandma	Sage’s	house.	Every	night	after	work,	I	go	over	to	my	Great	Grandmother’s	house	
to	help	her	do	chores	around	the	house.	I	do	it	because	no	one	else	in	my	family	wants	to.	
They	all	think	that	Grandma	Sage	is	crazy	because	she	constantly	goes	on	about	how	much	
better	life	was	back	in	the	day	when	people	could	still	go	into	the	wilderness.	Personally,	I	
like	hearing	Grandma	Sage’s	stories	of	when	she	was	younger,	and	besides,	I	get	to	help	her	
take	care	of	her	many	plants.	That’s	another	reason	why	no	one	wants	to	help	take	care	of	
her;	she	has	an	indoor	garden	of	about	20	different	flowers,	fruits,	vegetables,	and	herbs.	
She	even	has	a	tree.	Everyone	in	my	family	hates	plants	but	Grandma	Sage	and	I,	so	I	was	
designated	to	take	care	of	her.	 It	was	about	7:50	by	the	time	I	got	to	Grandma	Sage’s	
house.	It’s	a	long	walk	but	that’s	life.	Only	rich	people	have	cars,	and	I’m	not	rich,	so	I	don’t	
have	a	car.	I	walked	up	the	black,	windy	stairs	of	her	apartment	to	the	decorated	door	of	
her	room	and	knocked.	After	about	a	minute,	she	opened	the	door	and	exclaimed,	

“Aspen!	My	beautiful	Granddaughter!	What	a	perfect	time	for	you	to	come!	I	just	
finished	cooking	supper.	Are	you	hungry?	Have	you	eaten	yet?”	

“Not	yet,”	I	always	tell	her	because	I’ve	learned	over	the	years	to	never	turn	down	
food	from	grandmothers.	

“Awesome!	I	made	runzas,	your	favorite!”	
She	was	right.	Runzas	are	my	favorite,	and	Grandma	Sage	is	the	only	one	who	makes	

them.	I	guess	they	were	a	popular	food	in	the	state	that	Grandma	Sage	is	from	back	when	



	 36	

there	were	still	states.	There	used	to	even	be	a	restaurant	chain	that	specifically	made	
them.	If	that	restaurant	was	still	around,	I	would	go	there	all	the	time.		

We	sat	down	at	her	tiny,	barely	standing	table	and	ate	our	runzas.		
“How	was	work?”	she	asked	me	as	we	put	her	dishes	in	the	sink.	
“It	was	okay,”	I	answered.	
She	didn’t	answer	me,	and	instead	just	sat	at	the	table	and	looked	off	into	the	distance.	
“Never	mind	the	dishes	tonight,”	she	said.	“There’s	a	few	things	I	need	to	show	you.	

Come,	follow	me.”	
I	followed	her	into	her	bedroom.	Her	walls	were	covered	with	paintings	she	said	her	

friends	had	made	for	her	back	when	she	was	young.	Art	used	to	be	a	very	common	thing,	
she	had	once	told	me.	She	took	one	of	the	paintings	off	of	the	wall.	Underneath	it	was	a	built	
in	safe.		

“Come,	open	the	safe.	I’ll	tell	you	the	combo,”	she	said.	
I	walked	over	and	turned	the	knob	to	the	numbers	she	told	me	until	the	door	opened.	

Inside	was	a	box	and	two	books.	I	was	so	shocked,	I	just	stood	there,	not	knowing	what	to	
do.	

“Go	ahead,	take	them	out,	Sweetie,”	she	said	in	a	calm	voice.	
First,	I	took	out	the	box.	It	was	the	size	of	a	shoe	box	and	was	almost	white	from	all	

the	rips	in	its	skin.	I	had	to	be	extra	careful	to	keep	the	lid	from	falling	off.	Next,	I	grabbed	
the	two	books.	One	had	the	title	on	it,	Holy	Bible	and	the	other,	American	History	from	1775-
2043.	We	sat	down	on	her	bed,	and	she	opened	the	box	and	took	out	its	contents.	

“These	here,”	she	said	as	she	handed	me	the	shoe	box	full	of	dozens	of	pictures,	“are	
some	of	your	ancestors	and	some	are	my	very	dear	friends	and	some	of	the	places	I	lived	at	
and	travelled	to.	You	must	always	keep	these	to	remind	yourself	that	life	was	once	better	
than	what	it	is	now	and	to	keep	searching	for	a	way	for	it	to	get	better	again.”	

Then	she	grabbed	the	books	and	told	me,	“Read	these	so	that	you	can	know	the	truth.”	
Next,	she	took	off	her	a	bracelet	and	handed	it	to	me.	It	had	a	silver	bar	on	it	that	had	

the	word	“Hope”	in	scripted	on	the	front	of	it	and	then	“Expect	miracles	everyday”	on	the	
side.	

“My	Grandmother,	who	would	be	your	Great	Great	Grandmother,	gave	this	to	me	
when	I	graduated	from	high	school	over	one	hundred	years	ago.	It	got	me	through	some	
very	tough	times,	and	I	hope	it	does	the	same	for	you,”	she	explained.		

Then	she	did	the	unthinkable	by	taking	off	her	chained	necklace	with	her	and	her	
husband’s	wedding	rings	and	giving	it	to	me.	

“Your	Great	Grandfather	was	a	good	man.	We	were	deeply	in	love.	I	hope	you	
someday	find	love	like	did.”	

“Th-Thank	you,”	I	barely	managed	without	bursting	into	tears.	
She	hugged	me	and	whispered	into	my	ear,	“You	must	go	home	now	and	get	some	

rest.	Remember	that	I	always	love	you	and	will	always	be	with	you	no	matter	how	far	apart	
it	may	seem	we	are.”		
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I	whispered	back	to	her,	“I	love	you	too,	Grandma.	Thank	you	for	always	being	here	
for	me.”	And	then	I	left.	

	
	

Ring!	I	shot	up	in	bed	at	5:30am	from	my	phone.	Who	in	the	world	would	call	me	this	early?	
I	glared	at	the	caller	ID.	It	read	Mom	and	Dad.	What	the	heck?	They	never	call	me.	They	
don’t	even	care	if	I’m	still	alive.”	

“Hello?”	I	answered.	
“Aspen?”	came	my	Mother’s	voice.	
“Yea?”	
“Your	Grandma	Sage	passed	away	earlier	this	morning.”	
My	life	shattered	at	the	sound	of	those	words.	Grandma	Sage	was	the	only	person	who	

ever	understood	me,	who	was	keeping	me	from	breaking.	
“Aspen?	Aspen?”	came	my	mother’s	voice	again.	
I	hung	up.	I	didn’t	want	to	talk	to	her.	She	was	probably	glad	that	her	grandmother	

was	finally	dead.	My	legs	gave	out	from	underneath	me.	I	sat	there	and	cried	until	it	was	
5:55.	Then	I	got	up	cleaned	up	my	face,	put	on	my	work	clothes,	and	headed	to	work.	

	
	

I	sat	in	the	filth	covered	alley	with	my	head	in	my	palms	while	I	was	on	my	lunch	break.	
Stuck.	I	felt	so	freaking	stuck.		

“Are	you	alright?”	came	a	deep	voice.	
I	lifted	my	head	to	see	a	man	wearing	oversized,	soiled	clothes.	He	was	one	of	the	

many	homeless	people	in	our	city.		
“I’m	alright,”	I	replied,	wanting	him	to	just	go	away.	
After	a	long	look	he	said	in	almost	a	whisper,	“Hey,	I	know	things	are	tough,	but	it	can	

get	better.	Do	you	want	to	know	how?”	
I	laughed.	
“You	can	laugh	all	you	want,	but	I’ll	let	you	in	on	a	little	secret.	You’re	not	the	only	one	

who	is	tired	of	this	bullshit	world	we’ve	created.	And	instead	of	just	sitting	here	crying,	
some	of	us	are	actually	trying	to	get	out.”	

“Get	out?	Where	would	you	go?”	
“Remember	how	we	were	taught	in	school	that	all	of	the	wilderness	was	destroyed	

about	100	years	ago?”	
I	nodded.	
“Well,	they	lied.”	
I	started	laughing	again.	This	guy	really	must	be	crazy.	
“Seriously,	where	do	you	think	we	get	oxygen	from?”	
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I	stopped	laughing	and	stared	at	him	because	I	had	always	wondered	that	myself.	In	
seventh	grade,	I	even	asked	my	science	teacher	and	got	yelled	at	for	asking	“a	dumb	and	
provocative	question.”		

“As	stupid	as	our	leaders	have	been	the	past	hundred	or	so	years,	they	have	been	
smart	enough	to	know	that	plants	give	off	oxygen	and	if	they	legitimately	destroy	all	of	the	
wilderness,	we	won’t	have	any	oxygen	and	will	die,”	he	went	on.	

“So,	even	if	what	you’re	saying	is	true,	how	could	someone	get	to	this	wilderness	and	
how	could	they	survive?”	I	asked.	

He	pointed	to	the	ground	and	said,	“The	answer	is	underneath	us.”	
“What	does	that	mean?”	
“Come	to	the	abandoned	church	on	72nd	and	Skylark	around	midnight	tonight.	Go	in	

through	the	back	door.	Wear	dark	clothes	and	only	pack	what	you	need.”	
“But	what	if	I	get	caught?	I’ll	get	sent	to	prison!”		
“The	choice	is	yours,	but	trust	me,	the	next	time	you	come	out	here	crying	on	your	

lunch	break,	you’ll	regret	not	taking	the	risk.”	And	he	walked	away.	
I	checked	my	watch.	It	was	1:27pm,	three	minutes	before	I	had	to	be	back	from	my	

lunch	break.	I	got	up	and	hurried	to	get	back.	
All	throughout	the	day,	as	I	listened	to	customers	tell	me	how	I	ruined	their	day	

because	our	store	ran	out	of	whatever	stupid	and	ultimately	worthless	thing	they	wanted,	I	
kept	wondering	if	anything	this	guy	had	said	was	true.	I	kept	pondering	this	until	I	clocked	
out	and	something	inside	me	snapped.	I	didn’t	care	whether	or	not	the	random	homeless	
guy	was	right,	I	had	to	try	to	make	my	life	better.	

As	soon	as	I	got	home	I	put	on	a	black	pair	of	pants	and	a	black	hoodie,	grabbed	my	
backpack	and	put	in	the	box	of	pictures	and	the	books	Grandma	Sage	had	given	me.	I	then	
put	in	a	week’s	worth	of	ramen	noodles,	a	water	bottle,	matches,	a	pocket	knife,	a	flashlight	
and	the	ten	bucks	of	cash	I	had	on	me	and	walked	out	the	door.	It	was	a	long	walk	to	the	
church,	so	I	better	had	better	get	going.	

I	got	to	the	abandoned	church	on	72nd	and	Skylark	at	exactly	midnight.	A	worn	out	
sign	hung	on	the	front	saying	Church	of	Christ.	The	letters	were	close	to	impossible	to	read.	
I	went	to	the	back	door	like	the	man	had	told	me.	The	door	opened	to	a	sea	of	pure	
darkness.	What	if	it	was	a	trap?	But	what	if	it	wasn’t?	I	had	to	take	my	chance,	so	I	stepped	
in	and	shut	the	door.	My	eyes	could	make	out	nothing,	so	I	grabbed	my	flashlight	from	my	
bag.	As	I	was	about	to	turn	it	on,	someone	tackled	me	to	the	ground	and	put	their	hand	over	
my	mouth.		

“It’s	okay,”	the	person	whispered.	“We	don’t	want	you	to	turn	on	the	light	because	
someone	might	see	it,	and	then	we’ll	all	get	caught.	Don’t	worry.	My	name	is	Jacob.	I’m	
going	to	be	your	guide	to	get	out	of	here.	Nod	if	you	understand	and	agree	to	say	nothing	
and	follow	me.”	

I	nodded,	and	he	let	me	get	up.	He	took	my	hand	and	started	to	lead	me.	We	went	
down	a	bunch	of	stairs	which	was	terrifying.	At	the	bottom	he	let	go	of	my	hand	and	I	heard	



	 39	

something	squeak.	He	then	took	my	hand	again	and	led	me	down	more	stairs.	I	could	hear	
something	that	sounded	like	tons	of	running	water.	When	we	reached	the	bottom,	he	
turned	on	a	flashlight,	revealing	a	bunch	of	flowing	water	and	I	boat	lying	next	to	it.	

“This	is	a	river,”	he	explained,	“We	will	travel	through	it	until	it	takes	us	out	of	the	
city.”	

Rivers	were	something	I	had	only	heard	about	from	Grandma	Sage.	She	had	told	me,	
in	so	much	disdain,	that	city	built	over	them,	so	that	they	were	underground.	They	had	
always	sounded	beautiful	and	peaceful	when	she	talked	about	them,	but	this	one	looked	
terrifying.	

“You	ready?”	Jacob	asked	me.	
“Yes,”	I	replied.	I	had	to	do	this.	
We	got	onto	the	boat	and	into	the	water.	At	first,	it	made	me	feel	nauseous,	but	after	I	

while	it	made	me	feel	calm.	Jacob	explained	to	me	that	he	was	guide	who	helped	people	get	
out	of	the	city.	He	told	me	that	after	about	two	days	of	nonstop	travelling,	the	river	would	
take	us	outside	the	city’s	limits.	Then	he	would	take	me	to	a	village	of	people	who	lived	in	
the	mountains.	They	would	show	me	how	to	survive	life	in	the	wild	and	let	me	choose	if	I	
wanted	to	stay	with	them	or	go	out	on	my	own.	My	only	restriction	was	that	I	couldn’t	go	
back	into	the	city.	All	of	this	was	terrifying	yet	exciting	to	me.			

A	few	days	passed	and	I	was	tired	of	travelling	in	the	dark.	I	thought	I	was	going	to	
lose	my	mind.	I	began	to	wonder	if	I	had	made	a	mistake	until	I	started	to	hear	a	roaring	
sound	off	in	the	distance.	

“What’s	that?”	I	asked	Jacob.	
“It’s	our	stop,”	he	replied.	
As	we	got	closer	to	the	roaring	sound,	I	could	see	that	it	got	lighter	up	ahead.		
“Why	is	it	getting	lighter?”	I	asked	Jacob.	
“You’ll	see	in	about	five	minutes.”	
I	could	feel	my	stomach	start	to	twist	in	knots.	Five	minutes	passed,	and	Jacob	paddled	

the	boat	to	the	shore.	
We	got	out,	and	then	he	let	the	boat	float	keep	on	floating.	
“Why	did	you	do	that?”	I	asked.	
“To	get	rid	of	the	evidence	of	us	being	here.	The	light	that	you	see	up	ahead,	that’s	

from	the	moon	and	the	stars	in	the	night	sky.”	
I	couldn’t	believe	him.	Grandma	Sage	had	told	me	so	passionately	how	beautiful	the	

night	sky	used	to	be	when	we	didn’t	constantly	have	lights	on.	
“Can	we	look	at	them?”	I	asked.	
“We	will.	Follow	me,”	he	replied	as	he	walked	up	to	a	door	and	opened.	“I	hope	you	

like	stairs.”	
“Of	course	I	do,”	I	smirked	as	I	followed	him.	
After	what	seemed	like	an	eternity	of	stairs,	Jacob	stopped	and	opened	a	door.	As	I	

stepped	out	I	took	a	deep	breath,	allowing	the	sweetness	and	freshness	of	the	wilderness	to	
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fill	my	lungs.	I	looked	up	at	the	stars	and	the	circular	moon,	shining	against	a	blanket	of	
darkness	and	tried	to	find	the	constellations	Grandma	Sage	had	told	me	about.	Jacob	took	
out	his	flashlight	and	pointed	it	to	the	ground	as	we	walked.	The	ground	was	soft	and	had	
this	green	stuff	growing	on	it.	I	think	they	used	to	call	it	grass.	The	grass,	the	stars,	the	
moon,	and	whatever	lay	before	me	that	I	couldn’t	see,	those	things	had	become	my	
unexpected	miracle.	I	had	escaped.		
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Poetry 
 
French	Creek	Wilderness		

By	Matthew	Evertson	
	
One	cloud	blooms	
A	drop	of	milk	
An	alley	of	blue	
Squeezed	between		
Ponderosa	spears		
And	cracked	cliff	faces.	
Swallows	dive	from	spires	
Fall	and	tangle	and	disappear	
Absorbed	into	the	rock.	
Below	our	camp	
An	angry	jay		
A	bombing	run	
Inches	above	
Live	water	
Wakens	Spring.		
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Review	
	
The	Road	
Cormac	McCarthy	
2006	
287	pages	
Post-Apocalyptic	Fiction	
By	Joel	Milos	

	 	
The	Road	is	a	post-apocalyptic	fiction	book	depicting	the	struggle	of	a	man	and	son	to	
survive	in	a	“barren,	silent,	godless”	world.	The	author	is	Cormac	McCarthy,	who	received	a	
Pulitzer	Prize	for	this	sobering	book.	He	has	been	bestowed	the	National	Book	Award	and	
National	Book	Critics	Circle	Award	for	his	former	novels.	McCarthy’s	other	well-known	
novels	include	No	Country	for	Old	Men	and	Cities	of	the	Plain.	The	novel	is	written	in	a	
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distinctive	style.	There	are	no	chapters,	but	rather	one	single	continuous	story	following	
the	man	and	boy.	The	man	occasionally	jumps	back	into	previous	memories	of	his	life	from	
before	the	catastrophic	events	and	the	early	years	of	the	apocalypse.	The	dialogue	of	the	
characters	is	not	marked	with	quotation	marks,	and	gives	the	reader	a	sense	of	a	dull	
uniformity	across	the	pages.	This	mirrors	the	dull,	cold,	and	grey	wasteland	the	duo	are	
traversing.	

There	are	several	themes	that	can	be	found	in	this	work.	Each	of	these	themes	provide	
a	purpose	to	the	books	storyline.	The	title,	The	Road,	contributes	to	the	establishment	of	
one	of	these	themes.	It	begs	the	question	of	the	importance	and	purpose	of	the	road.	The	
road	acts	as	a	means	to	escape	the	horrors	of	the	present	and	provides	hope	for	something	
better	in	the	future.	The	man	and	boy	are	traveling	south	to	the	gulf,	in	a	land	presumed	to	
be	the	United	States,	in	order	to	escape	another	winter	in	the	north.	They	hold	onto	the	
hope	that	the	road	will	take	them	somewhere	where	they	can	not	only	survive,	but	live.	The	
man	hopes	that	his	son	will	be	able	to	find	someplace	to	truly	live	after	he	passes	away.		

A	second	major	theme	of	this	work	is	the	loss	of	identity	in	this	wasteland.	The	
characters	do	not	provide	names	for	one	another,	but	are	only	referred	to	as	the	“man”	or	
“boy”.	The	boy	was	born	in	the	early	years	of	this	apocalypse,	which	unknown	events	
caused.	This	cold	and	destroyed	world	is	all	that	he	knows,	outside	of	what	his	father	tries	
to	share	about	the	past.	The	world	no	longer	has	any	remaining	society	or	even	nature.	The	
only	nature	that	is	present	is	found	in	the	man’s	memories	of	the	past.	All	the	trees	they	
pass	are	“charred	and	limbless”.	While	passing	a	dammed	lake,	the	boy	asks	if	they	can	find	
any	fish	to	eat.	The	man	firmly	says	there’s	no	more	fish,	and	they	continue	on	their	way.	
The	boy	stays	hopeful	with	the	state	of	the	environment.	He	wishes	to	sea	as	his	dad	
describes	it,	blue	and	full	of	life,	but	upon	arrival,	only	finds	it	bleak	and	lifeless.	

The	theme	of	retaining	humanity	is	also	present	in	this	work.	The	man	and	boy	see	
each	other	as	the	“good	guys”	and	need	reassurance	that	they	are	doing	the	right	thing	in	
this	ruined	land.	The	destruction	of	society	and	the	environment	cause	some	of	the	other	
surviving	people	to	lose	their	humanity.	The	man	and	boy	are	constantly	hiding	from	the	
“bad	guys”.	They	are	referring	to	the	people	who	resorted	to	robbing,	murdering,	and	
eating	other	survivors.	The	two	do	all	they	can	to	reassure	one	another	that	they	will	never	
be	caught	by	the	bad	guys,	and	they	will	never	join	them	in	becoming	cannibals.	The	man	
even	goes	as	far	as	showing	the	boy	how	to	commit	suicide	with	their	pistol,	so	that	they	
can	escape	the	cannibals	if	all	else	fails.	These	people	resort	to	cannibalism	due	to	the	lack	
of	sustenance	to	be	found	in	the	world.	With	all	of	the	environment	destroyed,	nourishment	
can	no	longer	be	provided	to	the	rest	of	the	surviving	life	on	the	planet.	

One	of	the	overarching	themes	of	this	book	would	be	man	versus	the	elements.	The	
elements	are	what	remain	on	the	earth	with	no	nature	to	be	found.	The	pair	are	constantly	
fighting	the	damage	of	devastating	fires,	a	lifeless	earth,	ash-laden	water,	and	cold	winds.	
With	the	environment	constantly	fighting	against	the	survivors,	each	day	becomes	a	
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struggle.	This	overwhelming	adversity	is	what	pushes	survivors	to	lose	their	humanity	and	
result	to	the	extremes	of	cannibalism.		

The	Road	provides	readers	with	a	seemingly	hopeless	story	of	a	man	and	boy	in	a	
post-apocalyptic	world.	With	the	land	being	destroyed	beyond	repair,	mankind	seems	to	
follow	in	the	same	path	of	destruction.	The	explorations	of	the	environment,	mankind’s	
humanity	in	the	face	of	adversity,	and	hope	for	the	future	all	combine	to	complete	the	
novel.	I	would	not	consider	this	book	to	be	included	as	literature	of	the	environment,	but	
the	examination	of	the	loss	of	nature	in	the	world	is	worth	consideration.	I	would	
recommend	this	book	to	those	that	wish	to	explore	the	effects	of	a	ruined	environment	on	
its	survivors.	

	 		
McCarthy, Cormac. The Road. New York: Vintage, 2006. Print. 
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