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Preface
 
   The first thing people usually ask me after reading this book is if I really do walk into the Pinos Altos mountains in Southwest New Mexico alone and unarmed. I tend not to answer that question directly because I do not wish to be responsible for someone coming to harm by foolishly attempting the same feat. 
 
   Those mountains are dangerous. People have been known to disappear and never be found again unless perchance a hunter might happen upon their bones years and sometimes decades later. There are critters out there that small arms will not stop, only enrage. Once in a while a bumbling idiot might walk into those mountains and actually come out alive. If they do it repeatedly, they eventually come to know what it means to survive out there.
 
   The second thing they ask is: how did I learn so much about the Apache? I have had the good fortune to meet certain folk in that territory who would rather speak of their heritage than to be forever silenced. I don't know their real names—only their nicknames—and if I did I wouldn't put them into this book out of the respect I feel. They do not know my name either. We call each other friend or amigo and leave it at that.
 
   The oral traditions handed down differ in some respects to the historical written accounts of those days but not remarkably so. In most instances I've referred to both. In describing the life of Geronimo I have been fortunate to find his own biography outlining many of the details you'll read here. 
 
   I've been lucky to meet a few old timers who are still living on reservations in New Mexico and Arizona who have vivid recollections of tales they heard during their youth, sometimes from the people who populate this book. These folk are disappearing quickly and it is with that mortality in mind that I've spent so much time on this book.
 
   Their inquisitive natures have stoked my own fires to know more. Uncovering Geronimo's personal biography was an epiphany. The first time I read it, his story seemed filled with hatred and ill feelings toward the whites who invaded his land and made him a prisoner of war for the last twenty years of his life.
 
   Upon subsequent readings I realized much of what he had to say lay hidden beneath the surface. The little anecdotes that he was so fond of are a treasure trove of information into the daily lives of the Apache. 
 
   I write these words in the comfort of my home with but memories to draw upon. I have no time to jot down notes while deep in the mountains of New Mexico nor do I wish to curtail the discussions by taking memos when I settle down to talk with my friends on the reservations. If there are any discrepancies found, they are no one's fault other than my own. 
 
   Without further adieu I give you...
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Chapter 1
 
   The path goes ever on.
 
   At the end of a mountain-shadowed dirt road there's a dusty cul-de-sac where I park my Jeep. Concealing my vehicle behind an outgrowth of boulders the size of small houses I shut off the engine as an unfamiliar quiet both awe-inspiring and disconcerting erupts in my ears reminding me of winter days at home when silent snow muffles all sounds. 
 
   It's a two day drive to reach this point from northern Illinois. The landscape is alien, as if I've arrived on a desolate and forgotten planet after a long interstellar journey. I walk about cracking my bones and stretching my muscles grown stiff from hours of sitting behind the wheel.
 
   In the middle of the round-a-bout sits a faded blue steel drum with the top crudely blow-torched out to make it functional as a trash receptacle. One side is stove in giving the trash can a crooked appearance, no doubt from being bumped against the bed of a truck while being emptied. Deep angry-looking scratches mar the other side of the drum, rusty with age, announcing in a crooked script: Apache Nation. 
 
   When the first white travelers came to this area the Apache welcomed them. For the most part the settlers and miners stayed on the California trail that ran through Doubtful Canyon southwest of the Mimbreno Apache's main settlements on their way to the gold fields in the west. Soon, however, pressure began to mount for the Indians to abandon their prime terrain in favor of white settlers who coveted the rich farmland as well as the abundance of natural resources like copper, gold, and silver here in New Mexico.
 
   In the 1850s Dr. Michael Steck, who had been appointed by President Pierce as agent to the Apache of the Southwest from the Mescaleros to the Chiricahua, induced all the leaders of the tribes to sign concessions giving up some thirteen thousand square miles of land in exchange for roughly three thousand square miles in the Gila area. In that way he hoped to throw open the finest part of New Mexico for white settlement while sequestering the Apache in the most rugged mountain areas. 
 
   The United States Senate failed to ratify the treaty, however, thus leaving the Apache without title to the land promised them while simultaneously deeding the prime areas to the white settlers. Crowding the Apache together by uprooting the tribes had terrible consequences in coming years for both Indians and whites alike.
 
   The surrounding forest is pristine, not even a crushed beer can spoils the environment. It's as if some giant vacuum cleaner has sucked every piece of trash off the earth. The ground sparkles like tiny diamonds in the afternoon sunshine. Composed of a kind of talcum-powder sand mixed with flakes of granite and chert—signs of the gradual wearing and weathering taking place here—these mountains are crumbling back into the dust they're made of. The high stone is permeated with cracks and fissures and in a few million years I expect they will disappear all together.
 
   The air is redolent of pine and the sweet scent of winter breezes caressing these high valleys after rolling down from snow-covered peaks rising up to touch the sky painted a different sort of blue than I'm used to back in the lowlands. Tall Ponderosa pine trees sway back and forth as they murmur sweet nothings to one another.
 
   Surrounded by creek, tree, and stone I am alone. Out here there is no need to impress anyone. Even back home I know there is nothing to be gained by making a show of myself yet I pretend there is. I recognize the balance in my nature—in all human nature—is one of love and selfishness, mysticism and materialism, pacifism and anger, in which the positive virtues always hold a slight edge over the negative. 
 
   If this was not so and the two were of equal strength and power, then life would be a stalemate. Everything would come to a standstill. When the two poles, good and bad, forget their interdependence and try to obliterate each other then human beings become monsters: the implacable crusader and the sadistic thug.
 
   It is best to look at life as a game. Though I understand that viscerally, it is often hidden in my day to day life behind the façade of work and struggle against what often seems like insurmountable obstacles. In these mountains, however, all that is stripped away, and what is left is a spirit of play rather than the drudgery of labor. 
 
   Back home in the world I am taught to include others in my plans. That way should I falter in my goals they will call me to account on my failings and thereby set me once again upon the righteous course of action that I am myself too blind to see. I call these people my friends but ultimately they are more like allies.
 
   Deep in the mountains I see the world differently... not necessarily as an ally but as an opponent to which I am connected intimately, one which teaches and shows me the way. If my attention falters for even an instant, I will die. There is no one to confide in, no one to rescue me from the indulgences of self. Out here the world is the ultimate accountability partner. 
 
   This recognition brings about a sort of chivalry where limits are set on all manner of warfare. In my every day life, I pretend it is me against the world. I have grown an ego which insists that my self is separate and apart from all that I see. I am surrounded by both allies and foes yet I am disconnected from them like a witness who watches from afar. If I had the power I might demolish all that stands against me in order to gain my rightful place.
 
   Oddly, alone and deep in these isolated mountains I come to realize the futility of being an island against the world. This illusion that everything is against me stands apart from the basic interdependence of all things and events. I know that I cannot survive without my natural enemies.
 
   The Apache believed they and the land were created at the same time and for the benefit of each other. This stands in stark contrast to how I was raised and what values I was taught. My culture—the Western culture—views the land as something that can be owned and improved upon. It is nothing more than a commodity to be traded, bought, and sold.
 
   To the Apache, the land was sacred, a part of their own being. The belief that it could be owned was as foreign to them as possessing the stars in the sky. They took what they needed from the land without seeking to subdue it or to tame the creatures which roamed the wild forests and hills. When they were asked to sign treaties giving away their land they didn’t recognize the full intent that went into those disregarded papers.
 
   In earlier times all the Indians who lived in what is now southwestern New Mexico and southeastern Arizona were known as the Gila with no differentiation between tribes and bands. It seems fitting somehow that the place I find myself is called the Gila Forest.
 
   Though this place is designated as a National Park they have had the good sense to leave it alone. I suspect most tourists don't know it exists and if they did the privation wouldn’t be a big draw for them. 
 
   The trails have a seldom-used look to them that is the polar opposite of other National Parks I've visited. Millions of people drive through them in search of the great outdoors all the while locked behind the windows of their cars. A few of the more adventurous souls take guided walking tours of the grounds scheduling their visits months in advance and mapping out their itinerary to the minute.
 
   I have no plans. I walk until I'm tired. When I find a good place to stop, I eat and sleep. Should a storm come up while I'm out here, I endure it. If I run out of supplies before I make my way out, I scrounge for edibles in the forest knowing there is always enough to survive.
 
   I always come here alone. I never announce when I'm leaving my home and no one seems to notice that I'm gone. I like it that way.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2
 
   This book began as a short essay.
 
   It seems to mirror my journey into these desolate mountains. Taking a step at a time I've gradually built up a wealth of knowledge about this forest yet I understand what I know is but a thimble full of water compared to the ocean of what I do not know.
 
   Some years ago I extended the short essay of Apache Nation making it into a short story. I left too much unsaid. I knew that but at the same time I had a good deal of difficulty defining my experiences here in the Gilas. 
 
   With the passing of the decades I have learned more about not only the art of writing but about the nature of the journey that I've been on. I've often times in the past restricted myself to talking only about my adventures in these haunting mountains while neglecting the rest of my life. That was a mistake.
 
   I wonder about the economy of being too honest in my assessment of the good times as opposed to the bad times. Unless we really don’t care what others think—and on some level we all do—we tend to put on our best clothes when going out. No one wants to appear a vagrant. On the other hand, there isn’t a person alive who hasn’t known the extremes of the ups and the downs on this journey we call life.
 
   I began that long ago essay as a way of bragging about my exploits... not consciously, and yet I could sense the bravado there between the lines. It was as if I was saying: look at me. I'm doing something no one else in their right mind would do. Knowing my ego was getting in the way was half the battle to completing the rest of this book.
 
   I'm older now. Perhaps that in itself is indicative of the wisdom so painstakingly gained over the course of twenty odd years. When I first came to these mountains I knew nothing about the history of this place or its people. In time I slowly learned how the two were inseparable.
 
   Economy in administration was the reason given by the United States government for consolidating all the Apache tribes in southwest New Mexico and southeast Arizona upon one reservation. After promising the chiefs of the various tribes their own land, the government reneged, probably due to the influx of white settlers and their desire for the best land available. After the closing of the Chiricahua reservation the warrior known as Geronimo broke away with a small number of braves making for his homeland.
 
   From that time on, nearly every atrocity committed in southwest New Mexico and southeast Arizona was blamed on Geronimo and his band. The solution to the whole Apache problem was thought to be simple: hang Geronimo. Thus he gained fame—or notoriety—far beyond what any of his deeds or misdeeds might otherwise have been accorded to him.
 
   The army captured Geronimo in 1872 after luring him to the Indian Agency cabin in Warm Springs under the pretence of a conference. Along with seven other tribal leaders, he was shackled and taken to San Carlos where all the captives were ordered to be hanged. The sheriff at Tucson failed to claim the prisoners, however, and they were subsequently set free. Geronimo lived at San Carlos for two years but later broke away when he judged the situation there had become untenable. 
 
   Smallpox had broken out along with malaria from the mosquito-infested Gila flats. Other Apache were still happily raiding in Mexico and often times would visit San Carlos bragging of their exploits and displaying their plunder. Benitez, a cousin of Geronimo, told how the Apache at San Carlos became drunk one night. Geronimo accused his nephew of some undeserved slight whereupon the boy committed suicide. Geronimo, blaming himself for the death, left the reservation the next day.
 
   He made his way to the Sierra Madre Mountains with both his immediate family and a number of other irascible warriors where they began trafficking in stolen goods with the citizens of Janos. Though the Sierra Madres became his headquarters Geronimo traveled freely back across the border into New Mexico on raiding parties and to visit friends and relatives he left behind there.
 
   This forest stands in stark contrast to the southern New Mexico towns I've passed through to reach this point: squalid little burgs smelling of overflowing cesspools and the burnt French toast odor of fry bread. Spongy-middle trailers with worn out car tires dotting rusted roofs line graveled streets and spill out into the surrounding desert. Burn piles spew noxious tendrils of smog into the tepid air to mix with the sounds of garbled Mariachi music and crying babies. Yards tangled with debris, like over-full stomachs, disgorge their bile into the alleyways and streets until littering the whole countryside with vomitous discards of a civilization rotting from inside out.
 
   The poverty is palatable yet there is more going on than simple destitution, if indeed misery is ever simple. The Indians believe everything comes from the earth and so it is sacred like the earth. To leave a rusty car wasting away in the back yard is not frowned upon here like it is in the north where I come from. Instead, once something has been used up it is allowed to go back where it came from. That rusted car and the trash surrounding it achieve a religious significance that we in the Western culture fail to fathom.
 
   In our short-sighted instant gratification fast food culture we take what we want, more than we'll ever need, and once it is past its useful life we throw it away and buy something new without ever considering where our old junk ends up. We create mountain-sized refuse piles, cover them in dirt, and call them parks. The trash that we fill them with magically vanishes from the alleyways and streets each week as we dutifully add more the following week so the garbage men are always busy.
 
   Most of these reservations are as poverty-stricken as any third world country, not by accident or by bad luck, but by judicious planning on the part of the United States government and its representatives. The rampant alcoholism and lack of economic infrastructure all came about by careful preparation and strategic maneuvering to remove the Apache away from their ancestral homelands and plant them on reservations far too small and way too poor to support even a tenth of the population placed there.
 
   We have a tendency—at least I do—to believe since these atrocities are better than a hundred years old our part in it today is negligible. Nothing could be further from the truth. We are all guilty of perpetuating the myth of the drunken Indian, good for nothing but collecting a handout from the government once a month and promptly giving it back at the local liquor store.
 
   When I first came to the reservation I was warned not to arrive around the first of the month for that was when all the Indians received their dole. During that time the reservation was as dangerous a place as you'd find in the whole world with drive-by shootings and bar fights erupting only made worse with the added lure of the methamphetamines plague. This area was best avoided until at least the middle of the month when the money had run out and the highs worn off.
 
   I arrive here each year after the fifteenth of January not because of that warning but on account of the end of hunting season on that date. After the hunters have gone home these mountains are empty and silent, seeming to await my arrival with a hush all their own.
 
   The forests and mountains surrounding the reservations do not reflect the vicious cycle of poverty. Here it's clean... quiet too. Maybe the silence has something to do with the spotlessness. My ears keep searching for something to hear, some familiar sound, maybe, a voice, traffic, anything, but all I hear is my own heart beating.
 
   I conceal my Jeep from sight yet there is no indication of anyone else in this forest. Somehow I doubt anyone would bother it anyway but living in the city has aroused my suspicions and I'd rather be safe than sorry later.
 
   Apache Nation: my eyes keep going back to that extraordinary statement scratched into the side of that trash can. The words seem strangely out of place. It doesn't say 'property of.' It just declares: Apache Nation. Like a sign waiting to be seen by someone who knows what they're seeing. There's a lot of that here in the mountains. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3
 
   I've entered a new domain. 
 
   Out here there are no schools to teach a person how to recognize the symbols that are so glaringly apparent. There are no teachers as such, no books, no blackboards, and no computers or smart phones. There are no perpetual points of references since everything is constantly shifting. 
 
   I walk around the area where I've parked my Jeep drinking in the silence and the isolation of this forest. I'm far enough off the road that I cannot hear any traffic. Standing on a promontory hill which seems like the last bastion of civilization I gaze up at the high plateaus surrounding me and wonder if I am up to the challenge.
 
   In 1846 war broke out between the United States and Mexico. Geronimo wasn’t affected by it in his remote mountains but his Mimbreno relatives—a separate tribe of Apache who lived near what is now Valverde—learned of it and approved. They hated the Mexicans. They offered to help the Americans by allowing them to pass safely through their territory.
 
   Though the Mimbreno Apache endorsed the war, they were less than thrilled when it ended two years later. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which conveyed the Southwest to the United States, contained a stipulation that the American government would restrict the Apache from raiding Mexico and contain them to its newly acquired territory. 
 
   About this time the state of Chihuahua decided to make peace with the Apache. It invited them to trade in the towns and even provided the Apache with rations if they were in need. That type of trade had been occurring for years and often the Apache would trade goods in Chihuahua that they had taken in raids in Sonora.
 
   A cavalry general from Sonora, General Carrosco, heard of this arrangement and disregarding state boundaries came upon a band of Apache on a trading mission in Janos, Chihuahua. After killing some twenty five of the Indians, he and his troops took the rest prisoners and sold them as slaves in the interior of Mexico. Included among the dead was Geronimo's family. This event would ignite a feud that would last a lifetime.
 
   Finding my way here over twenty years ago I knew I didn’t belong in these mountains any more than the old blue steel drum that serves as a trash can yet seems so out of place but I imagine we both got here in the same way. During a troubled time in my life I left my home to travel west. Having no destination in mind I simply pointed my vehicle towards the mountains and drove until something told me to change directions and head south, a feeling in the air, perhaps, or the cry in the wilderness.
 
   I had no idea what I would find in that desolate land other than my own death. Perhaps that was what I was subconsciously seeking. I had no clue what skills were required to survive in the wilderness nor did I tell anyone where I was going. If I did not return, I'm unsure anyone would have noticed or cared.
 
   After turning left in Albuquerque and following the Interstate south into feral hills I traveled several hours before coming to an enormous lake lying on my port side sporting tall sails and happy water skiers pulled behind a fleet of fast moving motorboats while to the right loomed mountains high and desolate yet far more inviting than the blue waters and hordes of people. Turning off the Interstate I traveled west on a narrow two lane highway through baby foothills which turned into a succession of winding roads that gradually led me deeper into the high abyss.
 
   Leaving the paved roads behind to drive down a stretch of gravel that seemed to lead nowhere and yet everywhere at the same time I noticed an old man limping alongside the road leaning heavily on a wooden cane he might have carved himself. The handle looked like a rattlesnake head while the snake's body twirled around the stick ending in a series of rattles that served as a tip. I stopped to ask if he wanted a lift but he shook his wooly head no, telling me he lived up the hill a piece and that he just stepped out for his morning constitutional. He looked like a giant down on his luck Leprechaun. 
 
   "I'm looking for a place to camp. Do you know of any place close by?" 
 
   Since he lived in the area I thought he might know of some private place others might not. He smacked his toothless gums together before leaning over and spitting a vile stream of tobacco juice into the dirt at his feet and then wiping his chin with the back of his hand. The edges of his beard and moustache were yellowed with the leavings.
 
   "You passed the state campground a few miles back. You can camp there… it'll cost you some but they have tents and running water and toilets that work. You'll like it as not." 
 
   He waved his cane in the direction of the highway that I came from as if dismissing me. He must have thought of me as someone who'd be better off in civilization than in the wild. I can't say that I disagreed with him. He started to turn and walk on down the road. I put the truck into neutral, pulled the emergency brake on, and jumped out to catch up to him and perhaps make my intentions clearer.
 
   "I saw that campground." 
 
   He stopped when he heard my words. As he turned to look at me I made a face at my displeasure of those state-run campgrounds and the people that filled them that I trusted he might understand... the kind of grimace one makes at finding himself at a party he didn’t really want to attend but who cannot seem to find the door to leave.
 
   "I'm looking for a place that offers a little more privacy."
 
   I'm not sure what moved me to trust him or if indeed I did. The old man had a bit of a rascally look to him as if he was worried about the pot of gold he had hidden somewhere nearby yet at the same time I sensed his reason for being there and mine were one and the same. His words seemed to confirm my confidence in him.
 
   "Well now, I can understand what you're saying." 
 
   He smiled a bright-eyed smile while rubbing the sparse yellow whiskers that grew long and stringy on his chin. He seemed to be mulling over whether or not to share his secret as he looked me up and down as if judging my worthiness. The man obviously wasn’t at all sure if he should impart something to me that I had no way of understanding and so he hesitated a long while. 
 
   I suppose I can understand the man's quandary. Most people these days are concerned with traveling from one place to another with maximum efficiency. On the other hand, real travel requires a maximum of unscheduled wanderings for there is no other way of discovering the surprises and marvels that are the sole reason for not staying at home. That mongrelized campground I had passed up was no better than Las Vegas in that regard, or the lake I had passed coming here.
 
   Finally he answered with a sort of western drawl I had heard at the gas stations I'd stopped at and at the roadside eateries, a sort of Plains speak that I had to listen to carefully in order to understand. It sounded like a foreign language to me and I imagine my speech had the same impression upon the old man. He used his chin as well as his cane to point out the way I should go.
 
   "If you're looking for privacy, turn on the next gravel road you come to on your right hand side. Follow it all the way to the end… a creek flows across it but you can drive through it… your truck sits high enough. Say... that's a good looking truck you're driving. I'd hide it if I was you. Anyway, the gravel gives out after the creek and the road turns to dirt. You can go a mile or two in before you'll have to park and walk. But if you're looking for privacy… you'll find it at the end of that road."
 
   An account showing the relative safety of travel through this area in the 1850s was written by a fellow by the name of Hank Smith, who later became a settler on the High Plains in west Texas. In the spring of 1859 he was hired to drive a herd of twelve hundred cattle from Fort Buchanan, west of the Chiricahua, to Fort Bliss in Texas. 
 
   He had twelve vaqueros to assist him. An army sergeant and ten troopers accompanied him as far as Apache Pass. Several large bands of Apache met him—fifty to one hundred braves at a time—but made no attempt to steal the cattle. On two occasions the Indians asked for and received a cow to butcher, conducting the drovers to waterholes as payment.
 
   In Mimbreno country the Apache were friendly and helpful. The vaqueros and Smith played games by racing with the Indians while camping beside them for several days. In Fort Bliss they turned over the cattle to the commissary showing a loss of only twenty cattle for the long drive.
 
   The following October, Dr. Steck set out for the west with no military escort. He reported meeting over eight hundred bands of Apache and handing out presents to them. He may have met Geronimo on this trip. In the San Simom Valley he met up with some four hundred Chiricahua as well as their chief. Cochise delivered three stolen horses to Dr. Steck while promising to watch over mail coaches and travelers on the California trail. These peaceful relations would not last.
 
   As the old man began to walk away I hurried to give him a few dollars I had in my wallet. He took the bills I offered, stuck them in his shirt pocket, and without a word turned away to continue his morning constitutional.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4
 
   We are all playing a vast game. 
 
   One the one side of the table sits order and on the other side is chance. The French proverb comes to mind here: plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose... the more things change, the more they stay the same. There is a certain sense of exaltation at the moment of change but in time we begin to take it for granted.
 
   It either takes a magnificent leap of faith to leave behind the comforts of home and enter into the unknown or else that person is so ignorant of the dangers they will come to face that they stumble blindly into the thicket without thought or recourse to any alternative.
 
   These days I have made a sort of uneasy peace with the world. I no longer rage against what I used to see as the unfairness of it all but rather I revel within it. Rather than striving to advance my station in life, I float with the current. I immerse myself in the world allowing it to become me rather than attempting to force it into what I believe it should be.
 
   At home, I'm sure and confident as the master of my world. Out here, I realize there are countless features and dimensions in these mountains to which my senses respond without conscious attention. There are all manner of vibrations that my senses cannot adjust to at all. If I do not tune out and ignore the majority of the impulses flowing from my senses the world would be pandemonium. 
 
   Yet there are two factors that can come into my awareness and my ignorance of them is the mainstay of the ego-illusion and the failure to know that I am in no way separate and apart from the world of my senses. 
 
   The first is in the misunderstanding that these opposing features like dark and light, sound and silence, solid and empty, inside and outside are all aspects of the same whole. But I have no word for that in the English language. For the most part, I think of these features as having an independent existence of their own.
 
   The second is that I am so absorbed in conscious attention, convinced that these narrow perceptions are not only the real way of seeing the world but also the basic sensation of myself as a conscious being, that I am fully hypnotized by this vision of the disjointed world that I create. I really believe the world is an assemblage of separate things that somehow come together and fall apart and that I am only one of them.
 
   At home, I play the game of black versus white. Out here, however, if I am to survive I must learn to play the game of black and white. If my apprehension takes control I will be frightened that black will win the game. By forming an understanding that the world isn’t a fight for white to win but rather a never-ending cycle, I come to the realization that life and death are not the final chapter as they are written.
 
   Because the fight of life over death is temporarily successful I maintain the illusion of the independence of each. We in the Western culture make death into the great villain to be feared over all else. The thought that death will take me into an ever-lasting nothingness—as if I could experience such a state—permeates all my actions. 
 
   These feelings of death are informed by my social environment. The images of the Christian heaven and hell are perpetuations of the black versus white game drilled into impressionable children from a young age, contaminating their lives even as adults. Death becomes the great event of life.
 
   So long as it isn’t imminent, I cling to life and my self in a kind of chronic anxiety though during the course of my everyday routine I push all that to the back of my mind. When certain special times arrive, when the clinging is no longer any use, I discover the circumstances are ideal for letting go. By entering these isolated mountains this ego-prison in which I have caged my self is sprung open if only for a moment.
 
   One day I will stop visiting these mountains. Perhaps I'll lose interest, or maybe I'll judge my body is no longer capable of handing the rigors of such a harsh land. If I had a choice, I think I would prefer to die here, to simply disappear, and when the people I leave behind think of me they might do so with fondness. Knowing the course of my life is without choice also informs me that my death too will come unawares.
 
   The high heavy boots I wear have saved me twice from snakebites. That I survived at all my first visit here was both one of luck and sheer chance. My eyes were not familiar with scanning the entire area as I do now by walking with a sort of cross-eyed vigilance so that I might take in the entirety of my environment. Rather I sought to keep them focused upon the path opening up before me.
 
   A misstep caused me to trip over a root sticking up out of the dirt. In doing so, I stumbled off the path and stepped upon the tail of a tan colored pygmy rattler some two feet long that had been peacefully sunning itself in the early morning January sunshine. In a flash it had fastened its fangs into my ankle. 
 
   I had taken to wearing boots mainly on account of the ankle support they gave if I happened to step in a hole or crevice. Twisting an ankle when you're three days into the mountains isn’t something to be taken lightly. I had heard of the snakes in the Gila forest but rarely thought I'd chance upon one.
 
   This particular rattler was obviously pissed off about me stepping on its tail. Though its fangs weren’t able to penetrate the leather boots it had decided to give a good account of itself by striking me repeatedly a little higher each time until I finally managed to get off its tail and back away. It lay in a coiled stance hissing and flashing those dark cat's eyes at me as I walked away unscathed.
 
   Later that night I examined the marks the rattler had left on my boot. There were six sets of fang bites the last one only three inches from the top of the leather. The following year I bought boots that went higher up my legs with thicker leather. Though I paid a premium price for them—I had them tailor-made in a shop in western Texas that specialized in wilderness boots—they have paid dividends over the years that are worth every penny spent.
 
   Unlike other Indian tribes, the Apache did not go on individual spirit quests. Power came to them suddenly and without warning. They believed power was the life force of the universe which sought out isolated beings through which to work. 
 
   To say Geronimo was 'only' a medicine man was to ignore a fundamental tenet of the Apache belief system. As the years mounted, he acquired many kinds of power but his first brush with it came while he sat alone deep in these mountains mourning the great loss of his family. He heard a voice call out his name four times: “Goyahkla!” It then told him that no bullet would ever kill him. The voice told him that it would take the bullets from the Mexican's guns leaving only powder. 
 
   As I am only afforded the opportunity to travel to these mountains once a year I have never become on intimate terms with them as someone who lives here all the time. I suppose that's one reason why as much as I would love to, I will never move to New Mexico to be closer to my beloved forests and mountains. Knowing that they are there is enough for me. Where I to reach out to grasp them, to make them mine, I would ruin the magic.
 
   The second time my boots saved me from a potentially fatal snake bite was just last year. I heard the buzz of its rattles about the same time I set my foot down... almost like an electric shock quivering through my body as it permeated the air. Normally, rattle snakes are nocturnal creatures that I rarely see during the day.
 
   Taking a shortcut through a high open prairie seemed like a good idea. It would save me a good hour, plus the greenery of the grass had suggested to me that a possible water hole might be secreted somewhere close by. Still, my intuition told me to skirt the knee high grass and stay on the rocks that bordered the area. Ignoring my gut I plunged into the undergrowth without a second thought.
 
   Luckily for me, this one wasn’t a fully grown Mojave rattler. It was beautiful in a terrifying sort of way how its mottled brown and white diamond checked coat blended into its environment so perfectly. If it had been just slightly larger its leap would have caught me higher up. As it was when the snake struck its fangs lodged in the thick leather of my right boot about mid-shin high. Though I jerked my leg frantically trying to free myself of the slithering menace it hung on for all it was worth.
 
   Finally I was forced to kick off my boot, snake and all. It sailed a good twenty feet into the now ominous grass and it was all I could do to force myself into going after it. I had no choice... either I retrieved the boot or walk barefoot. After allowing the critter a good long while to disengage its fangs I took up a stout branch using it to part the weeds and perhaps beat the snake about the head if it came my way as I walked toward the direction where I last saw my boot disappear.
 
   It wasn’t there. I widened my search parameters by walking in a slowly enlarging spiral as I scouted the ground for my misbegotten boot. I had visions of the rattler making off with it and alerting its friends to my presence. Now that I had no protection I would be easy pickings since they had my scent.
 
   I eventually found my boot lodged between two rocks where apparently the snake was able to pull its fangs loose and make its getaway into the scrub brush. Looking at the holes it had left in the leather, I noticed they had nearly pierced all the way through. I'd been stupid to walk across that field and my body knew it. My mind didn’t pay attention, however. 
 
   It's all a game I play.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5
 
   I recall my first time here as if it was yesterday.
 
   At the old man's encouragement I drove down the road until I came to a gravel path sprouting off to the right leading deeper into the forest. Coming to the creek I stopped and got out to ford it on foot just to make sure I wouldn’t sink into the mud and become mired in it. I figured the old guy was telling the truth but I still had my suspicions about human nature.
 
   Years before I'd been traveling through the south after severe thunderstorms. All the roads were flooded. I came to one particular spot where a vast lake covered the highway upon which I had to travel lest I were to go many miles out of my way. A man in a pickup truck pulled to a stop behind me. Getting out of his truck he approached my car telling me that if I drove through first he would follow and if I became stuck he would push me out.
 
   I thought: what a great guy! So I drove through the high standing water without incident and continued on my way after waving to the man who followed me. Later, I told the story to my father. He told me that often times when the roads flooded, the water would wash out the gravel supporting it. If someone came along and drove over top of it, they would sink. Whole cars and trucks sometimes became swamped in that way.
 
   He said the man in the pickup truck used me to test the road. If I came upon a washed out spot and vanished, he would have simply backed up and tried a different way. It was a lesson that I kept in the back of my mind and even though the old man in New Mexico seemed like a good old boy, a doubt graced me. 
 
   After checking the creek bed and discovering it was as solid as the old man had assured me it was, I continued on. Sure enough, the gravel gradually petered out until I drove upon dirt. Finally I came to a spot where the trees and rocks crowding in upon the road from both sides forbid me further ingress into the mountains and I was forced to stop.
 
   The old man was right. The spot he that he led me to had turned out to be everything I was looking for. Although there were no toilets and no fresh water, the lack of people more than made up for those small inconveniences. Part of it all is that we do not see that to defeat nature and replace it with amenities like showers and clean sheet and crowds of people is to conquer our own nature too. 
 
   Trouble in Apache Nation began innocuously enough with small mining settlements in the heart of Mimbreno territory. In 1859 a rich mother lode of gold was located northwest of Santa Rita and the boom town of Pinos Altos sprang up overnight. The miners were for the most part lawless and violent men with no respect for the Apache whose lands they were invading. 
 
   The miners encouraged Mexicans to come into their camps and provide food for them as well as feed for their horses. This was a direct affront to the Apache who had never accepted peace with their enemies and in the inevitable conflicts that arose the miners supported their protégé often openly defying government soldiers sent to protect the Apache.
 
   The isolation of that forest scared me the first time I drove into it. It still does. Perhaps it’s the Apache ghosts that inhabit this land... but not the kind of ghosts that we in the West normally think of. The Indians who lived here were just as intelligent as any white folk. They were taught to see the world in a different manner, however.
 
   That Apache vision still haunts these mountains. The trails I walk are perhaps the same ones those marauders and outlaws once traveled upon. The laws we follow in the 21st century are no different than the laws the Apache followed two hundred years ago. They exist inside our heads, not out here in the world of stone and flesh. 
 
   Being all by myself out here puts me in tune with things better left alone. I suppose that's why I feel the ghosts crowding in around my small fire burning in the depths of the mountains. My rational self tells me there are no such things as ghosts but out here, the myth of rationality has vanished to be replaced with ten thousand voices of the past all whispering in my ears, still trying to find a place to wrench their way into this world.
 
   I never pay those voices any attention at home. Out here, however, it's hard to ignore them. Though I tell myself it is the crack of stone or the creak of tall trees I can never be certain what it is that's coming my way. There are worse things out here than the bears and the mountain lions that make this forest their home and I am but an intruder, unaware of the danger until it is upon me.
 
   I take a leisurely walk up the trail. I'm not intending to go far but rather scouting the terrain for other people who might be here. Normally, the big critters of the mountains don’t come down this close to the road but I scan the ground for footprints just the same. It is an old habit I acquired during my sojourns here and though I cannot do much in case I am attacked by a wild beast at least I can be aware of their presence.
 
   I remember wanting to stay beside my bright red pickup truck that first time I came here but the path up one of the hills beckoned to me. I decided to take a short walk making sure to remain within sight of my truck. That night I slept crunched up in the cab afraid of sleeping on the ground outside even though I had a brand new sleeping bag with me. 
 
   The next day I set out for a longer walk and promptly got lost. After finding my way back I cursed the place, got in my truck, and drove out of there. The first person I saw once I got back on the gravel was the same old man who told me about the place. He recognized me as a sad smile crept over his face and he shook his head.
 
   I told myself I didn’t care. That silly old fart meant nothing to me. I'd never see him again. Still, I felt the need to explain my actions so I pulled up next to him and stopped. He didn’t acknowledge me at all but just kept on walking. Again, I put my truck in neutral, pulled the hand brake, and jumped out to follow him. It seemed somehow important that he understood.
 
   "I'm going into town to pick up supplies. Do you need anything?"
 
   Something in the way he turned to look at me told me that he knew I was lying. He chuckled as he shook his head again. He spit a vile stream of tobacco juice at my feet.
 
   "Those mountains scare away better men than you."
 
   "I'm not scared."
 
   As soon as I said the words I had a revelation. That old man was just as frightened of those mountains as I was. He'd probably never spent more than a few minutes walking the trails. What right did he have to judge me? I grew angry, not at the old man, but at the situation I'd placed myself in. I should have just driven past the old bastard without stopping. Why did I feel the need to explain myself to him?
 
   I climbed back in my truck and sat there for a long time watching the old man fade out of sight. And then, despite my fears, my misgivings, and my intentions of going into town and having a nice dinner before finding a motel room for the night, I made a U-turn in the middle of the road and turned back the way I came.
 
   I'd been given a great gift. What right did I have to turn it down? Yes, I was thoroughly frightened of those terrifying mountains. Anyone with any sense would be scared. Still, I had asked that old man for a favor and he acquiesced. I had to stay, at least for a few more days. 
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6
 
   Night is descending.
 
   Here in the valley leading into the heart of the Gila forest where I am sequestered alongside high mountains on either flank the dark comes on early. I decide to camp beside the Jeep tonight. Setting out now would mean I'd only get an hour or so of walking in before having to pull up anyway and I can use this time to settle my anxieties that always accompany these trips.
 
   The ancient Egyptians believed when their sun-god Ra sank into his home in the glowing west that he was assailed by hosts of demons led by his nemesis Apepi. All night long he fought them and sometimes even during the day the demons sent up dark clouds to obscure the sun and weaken his power.
 
   Whenever a storm was raging a ceremony was performed at the temple in Thebes. A figure of Ra's foe Apepi—represented by a serpent with many coils—was wrapped in papyrus which was tied up with black hair, spat upon, and then thrown to the ground where it was hacked to pieces. Afterwards, the priest trod upon the broken idol with his left foot before burning it in a fire made of a certain grass said to have magical powers.
 
   If the ceremony was performed correctly the fiends of darkness felt the injuries inflicted upon their representation just as if it had been done to them. They passed away and the sun-god Ra shone in all his brilliance once again. If the priest had been less than pious in his ceremonial performance, however, the demons were not vanquished and the priest himself might come under attack.
 
   The demons come out at night in these mountains too, not to make battle with the sun in his far away home but to devour the unwary. The Apache believed that every warrior had a totem animal guide, an ally to aid them in times of need and to show them the proper way not only to live their life but to deal in death. Alongside their totem animals the shadows of demons lurked.
 
   Even today we have our totem animals. We call them pets. Like the Apache we do not eat our totem animals and when they die we mourn them as if we have lost a family member. 
 
   The Apache cultivated what they termed power. A warrior always had to be at the ready to receive such power as it came to them unawares, usually at a low point in their life after they had suffered a grievous loss. If they were attentive they might gather the power to walk unseen, to inhabit the skin of animals, and even to alter the weather more to their liking.
 
   If they had a long journey to make they might summon the wind to blow at their back and thus make the way easier. If they were tired and needed to stay awake they might cause the wind to blow in their face. Should a battle be going ill they might hasten the darkness. Conversely, should they be winning the battle they would plead to the sun to stay longer in the sky.
 
   Geronimo was said to be in touch with power having been visited by it four times during his life, a sacred number to the Apache. Telepathy was taken as a matter of course to one who was in league with power as distance had no meaning when it came to power. Putting a potion upon a weapon that caused an injury would help to heal the wound while applying poison to that same weapon would ensure the death of enemies. If a knife was used to cut an adversary it was kept by the fire so that the wound would burn.
 
   Skepticism of power meant the practitioner was not sufficiently pious. Conjuring the spirits availed nothing if the belief was weak. Often times Apache warriors relied upon subterfuge to convince both friends and enemies of their power. Geronimo was not beyond using the notoriety of his name to better his position both in the tribe and in life.
 
   Since I haven’t the power I have to literally force myself to walk into the high unknown surrounding me. I'd rather be anywhere than here... perhaps at a pool-side bar in Miami sipping a cocktail while watching the gorgeous nearly naked women walk past or a high-class restaurant in New York City eating filet mignon and drinking sweet bubbly champagne. I don't know what I'm doing here. I make promises to myself that if I survive this trip I will go somewhere else come next January... any place but here.
 
   Sitting cross legged near a small fire that keeps away the gathering gloom of the forest I decide I'll drive out of here in the morning to spend the next week at one of the cabins I passed by on my drive into the mountains. A scream of a woman shatters the silence just about the time full dark arrives causing me to jump up and scan my surroundings, at least as far as the light of my meager campfire allows.
 
   I know that scream. I've heard it before but each time it unnerves me a little more. At least here I can jump into the steel and glass protection that my Jeep affords. Were I deep in the mountains where I normally hear it I'd be at the mercy of the big cat prowling the night in search of tender morsels like me.
 
   Geronimo told his biographer how he killed a mountain lion armed with only a knife when he was just a boy. The Apache prized the skins of the big cats—tanned properly they were waterproof and nearly indestructible—and eating their flesh would lend heart to the warrior who killed it. I wonder if I could give as good accounting of my own self was I attacked alone and with only a knife for protection.
 
   The night is already cold. I huddle closer to the small fire both to seek out its warm and to reassure myself of my humanity. All wild animals fear fire. As long as I keep the flames alive I feel safe if not secure. Later as I huddle into my bedroll I scold myself for wanting to run away. I tell myself that the cold light of dawn will bring with it the strength I need to go on. But I still feed twigs into the flames as long as I am awake.
 
   Dr. Steck's reports in the early 1860s painted a depressing picture of the Mimbreno Apaches. They had become poverty stricken due to the loss of game around the mining settlements and along the California trail and addicted to the alcohol that flowed freely. The Apache were accused of stealing some of the settlers' cattle though Mexican and Anglo thieves were active in the area.
 
   Dr. Steck wrote how he was increasingly concerned that the Apache would soon become homeless and dispossessed. He had by this time selected a fifteen mile square area on the Gila River as a potential reservation where he encouraged the Indians to farm. He sought to include not only the Mimbrenos but the Mescaleros and the Chiricahua as well. 
 
   The following year New Mexico Superintendent of Indian Affairs recommended for the Jicarillo Apache from the distant mountains in the north of the territory to be relocated to the same reservation. No one wondered how the Indians could all support themselves on the tiny acreage allotted to them. 
 
   As for Geronimo, he did not know he was included in this far-reaching policy. In the end, the plan was never carried out anyway and the land designated for the Apache returned to public domain. Apache history during this period was not dominated by the United States government but by the swiftly moving event unfolding in the Southwest. In this, Geronimo was deeply involved.
 
   The trouble with all this planning on the part of the Indian Agencies is that quality of life is not achieved through a rational process. I remember reading a paragraph in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance along these lines. "Quality is a characteristic of thought and statement that is recognized by a non-thinking process. Because definitions are a product of rigid, formal thinking, quality cannot be defined."
 
   The Apache knew this intuitively and indeed practiced it. At the heart of all their ceremonies, rituals, and day to day living resided a deeply profound reverence for the land. Knowing their fate was bound up with that of the environment they sought to live in harmony with nature by controlling it with personal power rather than objectively subjugating it to their whims.
 
   The Apache tendency to project the thought processes of their inner world onto the outer world and thereby altering it with thinking alone is what is known today as the supremacy of thought. By acting on their superstitions that often ran counter to their convictions the Indians were easily tricked by entering into agreement after agreement with the United States government none of which had any substantive basis.
 
   The Apache were masters at living with the land. Perhaps one of the first accomplishments of the Apache was the creation of the spirits who guided them in all their doings. I am in agreement with the Apache that the demons were the first born and between these two polar opposites sprang up the notion of taboo. 
 
   I find it curious how these mountains both draw me into them and yet simultaneously abjure my presence by placing seemingly insurmountable obstacles in my path. By seeking the beauty of the day I conjure the demons of the dark. Though we consider ours a highly evolved culture this supremacy of thought is at times just as prevalent now as it was two hundred years ago.
 
   The reliance on the power of the human spirit to cope with the laws of reality allows me the power to overcome my fear of these isolated mountains and primitive forests to walk unmolested through the thicket of night.
 
   Crawling into my bedroll I watch the stars and planets explode into view. As sleep overtakes me I dream of great gray wolves howling in unison to a silver crescent moon riding high into a dark-infested sky taking up the chase when they get wind of my scent.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7
 
   I wake to birdsong.
 
   Sitting up to rub the sleep from my eyes I watch as yellow on black finches flitter against the lightening velvet sky leaping from branch to branch as they broadcast their news of the coming day. I spent a restless night missing my mattress at home and the comfort of my pillow. 
 
   It's still way before dawn and it's cold. Stirring the fire I manage to find a few sparks yet remaining so I lay on some kindling to breathe the breath back into my fire in order to conjure coffee and a bite of breakfast. 
 
   In our modern day world we tend to think of ourselves as divorced from the land. We live in heated and air conditioned buildings that keep us segregated from the elements. We drive steel and glass automobiles and trucks that keep us apart from the terrain through which we travel. The bright lights of the cities in which we live drown out all but the brightest stars and planets causing us to be ignorant of the skies overhead.
 
   That isolation from the harmony of nature tends to support the common sense thesis that we as the self reside in a world of objects that are separate and independent. We are taught to practice objectivity, that only what we can see and what we can touch is real while the rest is subjective and therefore without value. 
 
   Even our concept of the self is filled with doubt. We mistakenly think there are both a 'me' and as well as a 'myself' within all of us and each is in a struggle for survival with one another. The 'me,' or the good self, has better instincts and is more refined than the 'myself,' the rascal with rapacious lusts and unruly passions. We impose the 'me' and the 'myself' upon the high and noble human and the lawless jungle and in doing so seek to subdue the unknown.
 
   It's like an elaborately staged fight which—watching—the audience becomes convinced is real. Hidden behind their unequivocal differences is the self, the what-there-is and the all-that-there-is concealed behind the 'you.' 
 
   Out here in the mountains, alone and without the embrace of society, I begin to wonder if indeed the basic unity between self and universe is so apparent, why is it hidden so from us all?
 
   I think it has to do with the thinking process versus the non-thinking. We learn early as children to differentiate between what is ours and what isn't. The notion of objectivity is engrained within us. Even though there is no real reason to assume the world is independent of the observer that assumption is built into our psyche almost from the moment we're born.
 
   On the other hand, the intuitive side of our nature—the non-thinking side—is often given short thrift. We are taught not to rely upon such notions as gut instinct and instead to cultivate our rational thoughts as the only solid basis for any important endeavor. 
 
   I know if I thought about it enough, I wouldn’t walk into these mountains come full light. Thinking of all the bad things that can happen to me out here sends a shiver up my spine that has nothing to do with the cold descending upon me with the coming of a new day.
 
   Maybe that's why I am so alone out here... no one else is fool enough to come to these mountains without a reason, without a goal or an agenda. I never speak to anyone about these journeys of mine into the high mountain passes and deep forests mainly on account of having no purpose for being here. I doubt they would understand, especially since I don’t.
 
   I do not find it strange that during the normal days of my life—the ones I live in the north where I work at a job and shop at grocery stores—I am filled with purpose. Every second of the day is filled. Should I find myself doing nothing I quickly find something to do. If the house is too quiet I put on some music. If I am lonely I visit someone.
 
   It is only upon arriving here that I suddenly realize that I have nothing to do. Though I have a rudimentary plan in my head so far as how long I will be here and how far I will walk into the mountains, I have no predetermined destination other than the campsites I happen upon during my meander into the forest. 
 
   One year I brought a notepad and a pencil with me to jot down my thoughts. When I got home I remembered that I had forgotten all about it. In reality, I have no thoughts while walking the trails the way I do. I practice what some might call a kind of walking meditation or zazen. As my senses take in the totality of my environment they become so overwhelmed that my thoughts shut down.
 
   At the same time, however, my attention becomes far more focused out here than at home where I am constantly thinking of what I am going to do next... what I will have for dinner, what I will be doing tomorrow and the next day and the day after that. My thoughts run on like crowds of chattering monkeys dulling my senses and making it hard to feel anything at all.
 
   Despite my bravado, I don’t want to die out here. I forget that my death can find me anywhere. Hiding from it in the comfort of pleasant surroundings and in the presence of loved ones will do no good. Running from death only tires me out allowing it to sink its claws into me all the sooner. 
 
   In our Western culture the supremacy of thought is retained in art, which calls forth effects as if they are real. We often compare the artist to a magician. Art is looked at today as art for art's sake but in earlier times it served tendencies of both good and evil which have for the greater part ceased to exist. Spirits and demons are nothing more than the projection of emotional impulses within the brain onto what we take to be the real world.
 
   What our senses tell us is an objective reality is actually a simulation inside the mind—the inner world—a representation that we assume is the outer world. The spirit of a thing or of a person is in part the remembrance and representation of the objects brought to our attention by way of our various senses. 
 
   The Apache believed in the mobility of the spirits and demons whereby they might move from one body to another, even temporarily or permanently taking possession of other beings or inanimate objects for uses both good and ill. Often times these interlopers concealed their presence behind the façade of normalcy.
 
   In our more evolved 21st century culture we understand this notion as the onset of mental illness. Rather than believing that a person is being beset by demons we treat them with anti-psychotic medications. In the gaining of such scientific knowledge, however, the enchantment of the world is lost.
 
   The forest which I stand ready to enter is imbued with magic. Though I deny it rationally I sense intuitively that there are both spirits and demons inhabiting these isolated mountains and their existence must be respected. To go blithely into the wilderness is to court death. Attention becomes of paramount importance where one misstep can lead to serious or fatal injuries.
 
   The quality of these mountains cannot be defined in any story. Every time I try I can never seem to get it right. If my writings are descriptive enough, perhaps I'll be able to convey a few of my feelings out here and maybe I can begin to build an image in the readers' minds of what it is like to leave civilization behind—in a manner of speaking, of course, since in an explicit as well as in an implicit way I carry society with me—as well as a small part of the beauty I encounter in these isolated mountains.
 
   Since I will have to carry all my foodstuff on my back I eat a good breakfast from the food I have stored in the back of the Jeep. Using an old cast iron skillet that hasn’t been washed in twenty years I crack fresh eggs and open a packet of diced ham I pull from the cooler. Adding fresh onions and cheese I fold the concoction into an omelet and then set water to boil for coffee.
 
   I am not as hungry as I thought. Perhaps my mind is still unsettled at the prospect of entering these forbidding mountains. I try to decide whether I should leave now and go back home. I can pretend I have been into the heart of the night and lived to tell the tale rather than risking the real thing. No one will know any different... no one but me, that is.
 
   Instead I dump out my half-eaten omelet on the edge of the clearing for the animals to feast upon, finish my coffee, clean up my campsite, and make sure my Jeep is locked and out of sight from anyone traveling upon the main trail. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8
 
   It's time to begin my walk about.
 
   Now, I'm making sure I have everything packed before setting off for a few days in the mountains: focus, Dan, focus. Two years ago I forgot to bring an extra disposable lighter. I meant to. I had it on my list. I overlooked it… leaving it on my dashboard. And sure enough, three days in and my pocket lighter ran out of fuel. I always plan redundantly so I had spare wooden matches in my pack but still, a slip up like that can prove fatal where I'm heading.
 
   I bring along enough food for a week, dried soup, mostly, which is easy to fix and doesn’t weigh much. Jerky is good to carry as I can chew it while walking to keep up my strength. One change of clothes suffices in case I get wet from snow or rain, woolen shirts and underwear are best. A plastic poncho is handy both for wet days and to make a quick shelter if night catches up to me more quickly than I realize. 
 
   A fifty foot length of stout nylon rope is indispensable and good to loop under my backpack to carry my bedroll. Water purification tablets are a must to carry as are utensils for cooking. I used to carry a book with me but these days I merely rip out a few pages to stuff in my pocket since I never have much time to read anyway and every pound I can save makes a difference. 
 
   I once carried a camera with me but the pictures I took invariably disappointed me. I could never seem to capture the feeling that these mountains and forests project into my being. Instead, I pack along more necessary items like a small first aid kit should I injure myself along with elastic bandages. I also bring a snake bite kit which if used right away can save a person's life in the event they are bitten. 
 
   I top everything off with a small tarp that I can make into a tent if need be. Other incidentals include a toothbrush, toothpaste, soap, toilet paper, a small camp shovel that folds, extra matches and a tinderbox in case everything gets wet, and a small mirror for signaling for help should I fall afoul of an accident such as a broken ankle.
 
   Instant coffee and tea bags are light enough to carry plenty of and is always a welcome respite after a long day of climbing. I always bring along a few bars of dark chocolate as eating a couple squares over a campfire is a delight that cannot be described, only experienced. Since I know I will not be eating a proper diet I also pack along some vitamins sealed inside baggies.
 
   Cell phones do not work out here and though I've been advised to carry a GPS locator to use in an emergency I've never done so. I would rather rely upon my own resources and should they fail, I can think of worst places to die than deep inside these beautiful and unforgiving mountains.
 
   It is said that the Apache never prayed for harm against another person. They were taught to take vengeance into their own life rather than saddling the Creator with it. To them, Usen was a nebulous but remote Supreme Being known as the Giver of Life who did not care for the petty quarrels of human beings. The Apache's legends all connected them as sentient beings with mountain spirits both beneficial and malevolent. 
 
   The Apache knew the use of every plant, the habits of every animal, and the proper storage of every food item. They made a fermented drink called tizwin from the maize they grew by soaking the corn overnight in water before placing it in long trenches lined with grass. After covering the corn, they kept it watered daily until it sprouted. 
 
   They dug up the sprouts to grind with their mano and metate, or mortar and pestle, and then boiled it for four or five hours. Finally, they drained off the water and set it aside to ferment. When it stopped bubbling, after about twenty four hours, it was ready to drink. It had a low alcohol content but the Apache were efficient drinkers. After a preliminary fast, they drank enough to throw the whole band into disorder. Quarrels, fights, and even killings resulted from their bouts of drinking.
 
   Out here I find I must keep my wits about me, however. Attention becomes of paramount importance. At my home back in the city, one thing happens after another—I get up, I have breakfast, I go to work, I come home, I eat dinner, I write for a bit, I go to bed—so that each thing I notice becomes separate, as if my world is made up of all these bits and pieces.
 
   When I start to think of myself as the primary focus of reality I begin to lose my ability to see anything new. My ego creates a boundary between reality as it is and reality as I believe it is. When the facts show that I might have messed up in my assessment, I am not as likely to admit it. There is no room for skepticism.
 
   Back home in the lowlands, life is a series of critical choices demanding firm commitment to this or to that. Mutual exclusivity is a given. I am either alive or dead and since death is annihilation and nothingness, I identify my whole self with life. Death terrifies me. To even consider that one day I will be no more sends a cold shadow of dread cascading into my marrow.
 
   Out here, deep in the mountains, everything happens at once. The hallucination of separateness evaporates. To cherish the ego is to subsist on misery. Unless I am able to live fully in the moment, the future is nothing but a hoax. Idolatry is not the use of images but confusing them for what they represent.
 
   Back home, I make plans and when those plans mature I make more plans. I am forever living in the past, always planning my big moment, and forever yearning for the excitement and joy I can never seem to find. Out here I see that the world is an ever-elusive and disappointing place only to those who stand apart from it.
 
   I am not withdrawing from the world by seeking isolated places so much as I am fully collaborating with it. These things that pass before my eyes are but glimpses of a unified process which while distinct are in no way separate from me. 
 
   When I was much younger and more naïve I remember impetuously telling a girl how beautiful I thought she was. She became dismissive of me, saying that she was no more responsible for her beauty than the luck of having good genes passed on by her parents. She said I was just like all men... that all I thought about was a pretty body when in fact she wanted to be admired for her wit and her charm. She walked away in a huff.
 
   Now I realize that she had lost touch with her own astonishing wisdom and ingenuity. Instead she desired to be adored for the trivial tricks she could perform with her conscious attention. Yet we are all like that girl... we have disassociated our selves from these bodies we inhabit and from the whole network of forces that guide our birth as well as our death.
 
   These mountains and rocks, the trees and the insects, this nation and its people... none of these things exist in and by themselves. At the same time, this isn’t to say all these things exist only in relation to each other. These distinctions are not a separation at all, but instead to be likened to the crest of one mountain after another going on into infinity.
 
   I am deep inside Apache Nation. The Apache warriors were some of the fiercest adversaries their enemies ever met. The name meant 'cruel' in Zuni culture. There are actually six sub-tribes that make up the Apache... the Chiricahua Apache lived in and hunted this area of New Mexico.
 
   A lot of people today think of the Apache as one tribe but they were actually a group of nations, each one a separate people with their own history and their own culture and their own territory... Apache Nation.
 
   Geronimo told how he was born into the Bedonkohe, the smallest band within the Chiricahua tribe, though ethnic researchers dispute the correct divisions of the tribes. By his own account he entered the world in 1829 at the headwaters of the Gila River in what is now Arizona and was known as Goyahkla, or 'one who yawns' though some Indian elders held that his name if pronounced correctly meant more along the lines of 'wisdom.' 
 
   There is some debate as to the veracity of his account about the year of his birth. Some of the elders remembered it being closer to 1820. Either way, since written records were not kept there is no way to be certain of the date.
 
   It was said of him that once he gave his word, nothing would turn him from fulfilling his purpose. While his life was one long running battle he found his death late one night riding home drunk and falling off his horse into a puddle of water where he laid until he was found by passersby the next morning, dying of pneumonia.
 
   Geronimo's idea of a vacation was to go down to Mexico every summer and kill anyone he met. The Mexicans called him Jerome after they claimed he sneaked into their camp on a moonless night slaughtering dozens of armed troops using only a knife. Legend has it the dying soldiers called out appeals to St. Jerome. 
 
   The name stuck. Oddly, it was said that among his own people he was not counted as a person of great worth. Most of the tribe took Geronimo to be full of bluster and fury and refused to follow him into battle. He could only manage to convince a few of the more youthful and headstrong braves to accompany him on his eternal raiding parties.
 
   The morning is full blown by the time I feel I'm ready to set out. Gone are last night's doubts. I feel more alive now and curiously ready to die out here if today is the day. Though I am an old man a youthful sort of vigor has invaded my bones making the shouldering of my heavy pack easier than it has a right to be.
 
   I think of the pretty Indian girl at the last gas station where I stopped on my way here. When I handed her my American Express Gold credit card to pay for my gas she said: oh, not everyone can qualify for one of these. I wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or a lament but the way her dark flashing eyes gazed into mine I like to think it was the former.
 
   I wonder what her name is and why I didn’t say anything back to her other than thank you. I consider going home that way and stopping by the same gas station but I know my nature. Even if the same girl is there, I won't approach her. I have a million reasons not to. Still, those eyes are the reason why I am here.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Satisfied I'm ready, I start walking. 
 
   I see cruelty in the land. It's merciless. The trail leads uphill through great green Ponderosa pines that swaying in a gentle breeze whisper secrets I am not ready to understand as I pass them by. Weather-worn gray granite cliffs are forever popping and cracking and dropping stones from on high so I must stay alert. Chert, quartz, and mica crunch underfoot as I manage to walk only a few dozen steps before I'm winded. 
 
   I can't catch my breath... 
 
   I feel sick. As a wave of dizziness besets me I bend over breathing hard with my heart pounding so loudly in my chest it feels ready to break loose. I begin to panic as I cannot breathe enough to satisfy my body's cravings for oxygen but counting the seconds as they pass stills my thoughts and brings me back to the solidarity of life. I survive the moment. At eight thousand feet the oxygen in the air is too sparse for my lowland body to subsist upon when I exert myself at all. I'll get used to the altitude but to survive here for any length of time... I don't know. There's no open water; rocky valleys conceal underground streams. I hear it gurgling deep beneath heaped stones. My drinking water comes from melting snow I find on northern slopes even when it's seventy degrees and sunny.
 
   A person becomes easily disoriented out here. Footpaths lead every which direction and intersect constantly. My first trip here found me nearly lost by the time I'd traveled but a mile into the mountains. I told myself I'd keep taking the path to the left… so on my way out I could stay to the right. But I soon discovered I just went in circles. Pulling out my compass, I decided to go west, which seemed a good idea until I reached an outcrop of rock that must have contained a great deal of ferrous compounds which promptly sent my compass into a tizzy.
 
   Realizing I might be lost but assuring myself I was only bewildered, I managed to find my way back to my campsite purely by happenstance and luck. With panic brewing on the edges of my psyche it was all I could do to not run in circles screaming and shouting for help. I sat down to still my mind and in doing so—alone and lost deep in the mountains—I realized a great truth heretofore hidden from me.
 
   Few people look at their person as a whole. They say: I have a body rather than: I am a body. We say: I speak, I walk, and I breathe. I remember reading the Wizard of Oz as a boy and being fascinated with the Tin Man. He'd accidentally cut off his arms and his legs and had them replaced with tin ones. Finally, he'd lopped off his own head and it too was replaced with tin. I couldn't help but wonder where the man started and where he ended.
 
   The term 'individual' comes to us from the Latin form of the Greek 'atom.' It is that which cannot be cut or divided any further into separate parts. Unlike the Tin Man, once a person loses their head or their heart, they die. And like Geronimo, the individual can be just as effectively killed by separating him from his environment. This implies that the only real indivisible part is the entire universe.
 
   After innumerable battles, the United States government finally convinced Geronimo to come in. He did so not on account of his own well being but because winter was settling down hard and his small band of renegades had lost everything. Like a child, he was tricked into believing the words and the actions of the society with which he'd been at war.
 
   We are all children when it comes to recognizing the power of our social environment. We seldom realize our most private thoughts and all our cherished hopes are not our own at all but instead were given to us by society. We are not separate from the culture we inhabit but rather it is an extension of our biological being.
 
   Society is a game. When we play it—and to belong we all have to play the game—the patterns that compose our culture are able to convince us that each one of us is an independent source of action with the free will to make our own choices. Inexplicably, the more successful culture is in implanting these notions, the more trouble it has in gaining cooperation. 
 
   I stop for lunch in a clearing surrounded by tall ocotillo brush and piles of granite slabs the size of a man. The day is warm with the sun shining and a breeze just strong enough to rustle the dead leaves still cleaving to the bushes. Rather than starting a fire I break off a piece of jerky and wash it down with sips of water from my canteen.
 
   I think about what I'd be doing at home now... since it is a weekday I would be at my job, perhaps wolfing down a sandwich from some fast food joint that would leave me feeling nauseated though still wanting more. I would be busy fulfilling requests from clients and customers, making phone calls and acting important so that everyone would know who I am.
 
   I feel a twinge of guilt at being here, as if I'm shirking my duties by going off on this ridiculous quest into such an impossible place to imagine, much less experience, in its totality. A sudden need to talk to someone—anyone—rises up from an unknown place inside of me, to tell them where I am and what I am doing here even though I have no idea of either. My hand automatically goes to my pocket seeking out the cell phone I left behind.
 
   What a stupid thing this is... to be sitting in the middle of a forgotten forest amid worthless rocks and stones that no one cares about. I'm too important to be here. The urge to rush back down the trail comes over me... to jump in my Jeep and go somewhere, anywhere as long as it's far from here. 
 
   Instead, I rise, shoulder my pack, and set off up the trail again. The going isn’t any easier and having stopped for an hour only serves to cramp my legs and unsettle my stomach. I wonder if the water I drank was bad. Perhaps I didn't rinse my canteen thoroughly enough. Each step is an agony as I try unsuccessfully to make my toes into balls inside my boots to walk off the spasms afflicting my calf muscles. Though I want to stop, to give up this silliness and go back, I walk a step and then one more.
 
   I know it is my ego talking, trying to convince me how essential it is to my well-being to believe I am an irreplaceable part of the universe, the observer of all, a god looking down from high on a perch. I take a deep breath and sigh as I let it go before drawing another.
 
   We almost all agree that the 'I' that makes up the self doesn’t exist outside the body. We end at the skin. Beyond that boundary is an alien world only minimally concerned with the 'me.' We readily assume the world was there before we were born and will continue to exist after we die. This illusion has its beginnings in myth, in the language which we use to make sense of the world. 
 
   We have been hypnotized into a hoax called egocentricity. As a writer I am as guilty as anyone in perpetuating this illusion in that I must use words in order to make myself understood even while I attempt to dispel this myth. This is known as the double-bind, a kind of damned if you do and damned if you don't. The Apache were supreme at mastering the double-bind.
 
   The Apache relied on animals for much of their sustenance... for food, clothing, transportation, and agriculture. On the other hand, animals were their teachers, companions, and spirit guides. Not only did individuals have totem animals, but so did the tribe. Just as the individual kept their animal as a spirit guide for life, the tribe did so as well inheriting their animal from previous generations.
 
   These totem animals were considered sacred. They were never hunted nor were they eaten. If one should die, the tribe accorded them the same respect they would if one of their own members had perished.
 
   The individual Apache would consciously or unconsciously take on the same characteristics as their totem animal. Today we call these peculiar behaviors archetypes... the classical patterns exhibited by certain personality types. We have disassociated our inner beings with the outer world to the extent that we are little separate islands all our own floating about searching for that which we cannot find.
 
   The day is splendid so far as for the middle of January. I've removed my jacket to allow the sun to tickle the skin on my arms. As I make my way up the trail I hear the sounds of small mammals scampering under the Pinion trees and occasionally spotting a lizard sunning itself upon a slab of granite. They blend in so well I do not see them until my coming startles them away.
 
   Stopping every few minutes to regain my breath I listen as my heart quiets and the small sounds of the forest come to the forefront of my attention. The trees murmur to one another as they sway in the gentle breeze blowing up from the valley that smells of earth and of pine sap.
 
   Gradually my earlier disquiet at being here is replaced with gratitude.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10
 
   It feels as if I'm developing a blister on the bottom of my right foot.
 
   Knowing that the discomfort of a tiny sore can easily morph into a life-threatening infection out here I stop at an open spot where I can hear water trickling deep under a stone-filled creek bed. Setting down my backpack I unlace my boots, take off my socks, and check both feet.
 
   They've become moist from sweat and tender to the touch. I change socks while allowing my boots to breathe for a few minutes in the sun and the wind while I rest. I judge it to be nearly noon as I cut a piece of jerky to chew while I survey the forest below me.
 
   Totemism was both a religious as well as a social system of values for the Apache. On the religious side relationships of mutual respect and consideration were practiced between the individual and the totem animal while on the social platform obligations arose between members of the tribe as well as other tribes. In this fashion tribal members made no distinction between their attitude toward the totem animal and their attitude toward human beings.
 
   If the totem animal was a dangerous beast the tribal members assumed they would not be harmed by it. If in fact an individual incurred injury from such a creature that member would be deemed unfit as a warrior and expelled from the tribe. The Apache saw no contradiction in the overlaying of their values upon their particular totem.
 
   We see the same attitude today within the Catholic Church and their practice of transubstantiation. Wine and wafer become blood and body in a literal sense. Just as the Apache believed that eating the heart or liver of a freshly killed animal would render onto them the courage and strength of that beast so too do the fervent believers of today believe that by imbibing the flesh and blood of their lord they too will become more righteous and deserving in his eyes.
 
   The ties of the totem animal were much stronger than our present day ties of the family. If a member of a tribe was injured or slain the whole tribe would answer for that brutality. This led to the eruption of major conflicts over seemingly trivial provocations from the white point of view yet from the Apache way of life they had no choice but to expiate grievance for grievance.
 
   The hostilities between the Apache and the United States government began in 1860 with a visit by Mangas Coloradas—the acknowledged chief of the Southwest Apaches—to the Pinos Altos boomtown. He went there in an effort to keep the peace despite being warned by Geronimo not to trust the miners. When Mangas arrived, they tied him to a tree and bullwhipped him mercilessly. 
 
   After enlisting the help of Cochise, his son in law, Mangas understandably went on the warpath. Cochise had made a pledge to protect travelers on the California trail and he maintained friendly relations with the employees and drivers of stage coaches he met at Apache Pass. Even so, he joined Mangas in the war against the white intruders.
 
   The fighting began on September 27th. The Apache appropriated the Mexicans' corn, drove off their sheep and the miners' horses, and attacked the settlements and supply trains. They overwhelmed an emigrant wagon train on the California trail killing sixteen men, burning the wagons, and making off with four hundred head of cattle. The women and children were allowed to escape unharmed.
 
   Putting on a fresh pair of socks and carefully checking them to make sure they are tight and without wrinkles I pull on my boots, lace them up, and shoulder my backpack. Knowing I am not making the best of time doesn’t seem to matter as much as just being here.
 
   As I trudge higher into these mountains the air takes on the scent of snow and the feel of impermanence. Though I attempt to muffle the sound of my steps lest their thunderous thuds draw the ire of unseen denizens lurking among the rocks and ravines I have trouble remembering to step with my toes. 
 
   There is a trick to it. Back home, none of those things matter so I have grown used to being careless not only with my walking but with life in general... I take my days for granted, planning grand endeavors the promises of which I never fulfill. I while away my time with inane chatter and waste the hours that tick past never to be recaptured.
 
   I stop to adjust the buckles on my backpack. Like each time I come here I've taken too much with me. The load is nearly more than I can bear. Still, I know that all too soon it will become much lighter than I would like. It used to worry me that I might run out of food but over the years I've learned water is the greater scarcity out here. There is food everywhere. Maybe not the tasty kind I bring along but there is more than enough to sustain a person indefinitely should the need arise.
 
   As I walk I practice my breathing and by crossing my eyes ever so slightly I take in the totality of the view rather than focusing upon the path in front of me. This serves two purposes. First, I'm better able to notice any movement no matter how imperceptible it might be. Second, my mind comes to a standstill as my senses cannot comprehend the enormity of what I am seeing.
 
   Though I do not actively practice any form of meditation, it seems best to keep my attention focused on the moment out here, especially while walking. For a storyteller like me, it is too easy to lull myself into a daydream and overlook a turn I am supposed to make or a dangerous situation that I fail to see until it is too late.
 
   Totem animals acted as protectors to Apache warriors informing them of things to come, often appearing at critical junctures in life to offer guidance. Apache warriors sought to discover their individual totem animal when they were still young boys by being encouraged into going off into the wilderness on their own to spend anywhere from a day to a week in solitude and privation.
 
   The boys had to enter into these quests with right attitudes and proper intentions lest they draw a mischievous spirit. Once they had encountered their totem animal they could go back home where the elders would help them to interpret their experiences and guide them in how to best approach their new spirit helpers.
 
   Judging from the position of the sun I have about two hours until sunset. Easing my load down by bending my knees and allowing my backpack to rest on the ground behind me I stop for a short break near what looks to be the site of an old cabin, possibly built by the first settlers who came to these mountains: mountain men or prospectors. The cabin itself has nearly rotted away but it's clear someone lived here, probably hunting either the fur of animals or metal of silver and gold. 
 
   Only the foundation sill remains along with a few tumbled down logs. I can tell by the ancient axe work that whoever built this place had some skill. The ends of the logs are expertly notched to fit together and though this place could well be better than a hundred years old I can still see chunks of mortar adhering to the wood. I think how different life must have been in those days and yet how nothing much ever changes.
 
   I walk about the small clearing scanning the ground for artifacts. A glint in the light of the sun leads me to what looks to be an old green medicine bottle that still has its tattered cork in the top, half-buried in the clay a few steps from what might have once been the door of the cabin. The bottom is broken out so I leave it where it lays. Picking up a stick I prod the ground to see if I can unearth any other ancient treasures.
 
   A shimmer of gold catches my attention as my stick latches onto a necklace long buried. Pulling it gently from its resting place I find a locket attached. Inside under glass is a likeness of a woman standing beside a boy. They seem to be dressed in Victorian fashion though the black and white image is much obscured. I've seen old daguerreotypes like this but to find one still extant is surprising.
 
   I wonder if the locket belonged to the man who built this cabin. I wonder if he ever made it home to his family. The loneliness of the place unsettles my spirits and though I'd like to bring the necklace home with me to show it off, I take my stick to dig a small hole in the same place where I found it and drop it back into the good earth where it has rested in peace for so long.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Leaving the old cabin site behind I shoulder my pack to begin my trek up the trail once more. 
 
   Though there are myriad ways to travel through this never-ending forest I have purposely chosen the high trail. There is more snow this way and that translates into drinking water. Were I to stay in the low passes I'd be forced to carry far more water than is feasible. Watering holes are few and far between and with the influx of people into this area of New Mexico the aquifers are much lower than they once were.
 
   I often wonder why I never see anyone else out here. I understand hunting season is over yet the beauty and wonder of this place seems as if it would draw hundreds if not thousands of hikers. Instead I am alone each time I visit. 
 
   I have come to expect the isolation. I crave it like a gambler craves the bright lights of the casino... the never ending poker game and slot machines. We both play for high stakes though the gambler bets only money while I bet my life. On the other hand, the potential for winning—though of course that resides in the skill by which we each play the game—is much higher for me. Money cannot buy these moments.
 
   Like gambling, these mountains are addictive. Testing my skill against other human beings is easy compared to the risk I take each time I set foot in this forest. There are always tells which signal when a gambler is bluffing or when they are flush. Out here, there are no deceptions to watch for other than those within my own mind.
 
   Though it is the middle of January and snow packs abound on the northern slopes tiny blue flowers poke their heads up as if waving at me from in between tangled mats of pebbles worn round by some ancient pluvial onslaught and mosses gone brown with the season. I wonder at the tenacity of life. Here in one of the harshest environments on earth the forest puts forth a plethora of plants and animals perfectly suited to this ruthless land.
 
   The hostilities between the Apache and the Mexicans went far back in Southwestern history. The Spanish conquistadors had reduced the settled Indians they found to little more than slaves before sending out expeditions against the free-ranging Apache. They managed to incite other tribes against the Apache as well, finally driving them deep into the mountains where raiding Mexican villages became a way of life for them.
 
   That practice was for the Apache as legitimate a way of life as was gathering berries or hunting animals. First the Spanish, and later after gaining independence the Mexican government, made a systematic attempt to exterminate the Apache by paying a bounty on scalps. 
 
   The pattern of raiding Mexican villages had continued for so long that even historians came to believe the Apache had always been the predatory race. Their long experience taught the Apache all the tricks of survival as they knew the location of all the watering holes and every hidden canyon. 
 
   They could travel at incredible speed often covering a hundred miles in a day, men, women, and children alike. If they had horses, they rode. If the going became too rough, they killed and ate their mounts and continued on foot. When they were attacked they scattered and faded into the mountains traveling separately in order to leave no trail and joining together again in some predetermined spot.
 
   This age-old pattern formed the background of Geronimo's occupation as a warrior and war chief. As a youth he was taught the rules of survival... have the women pound enough meat and fat to last a week. Cross open places at night, reach a mountain, and hide under a bush during the day. Locate watering holes by climbing a high place and searching for green spots but don't go there during the day.
 
   Do not sleep under a tree for that is the first place an Indian, a Mexican, or an animal will look. Find a place in the open under a bush or some high grass but where you can reach the cover of rocks quickly. If you become lost, make a fire to send up signals, but put it out and run away to a place you can watch and see who comes. 
 
   Once a youth had mastered those techniques, he could volunteer for a hostile expedition. The older warriors watched out for him, but he and his fellow apprentices were required to do all the work around camp. If he performed his duties and showed courage and dependability during four raids, he became known as a warrior. 
 
   Geronimo said that his greatest joy when attaining his majority was the privilege of marrying the girl he loved. By his own account, as soon as he was granted manhood, he went to Alope's father who asked for many ponies. Making no reply, Geronimo left only to return in a few days with a herd of horses. He did not find it relevant to tell how he obtained the horses or how many Mexicans he had to kill in doing so.
 
   I stop for the night in a high valley close to an open circle with a ready-made fire pit. Nights here in the mountains come on early yet linger a good while since the sun is a long time setting behind the high peaks.
 
   It's cold up this high. I gather enough firewood to last the night as I break it into small twigs lest my fire becomes too large and attracts unwanted attention. As darkness settles over my campsite the stars begin poking bright holes in the blackness overhead. The moon is a silver crescent in the west crowded out by the immensity of stars and planets and the Milky Way galaxy unfurling its enormous arms above me. 
 
   I never see a sky like this back home. I remember walking away from my campfire during my first trip here all those year ago and gasping at what I saw. I finally understood why the ancients worshiped the sky and named their gods after the wanderers overhead that seem so close.
 
   The Tarantula sprawls across the north as the Little Canoe and the Big Canoe chase each other over the Milky Way galaxy. They are like old friends, these stars and planets that grace the darkness. After but a few nights I know all their movements as I watch the waxing and the waning of the moon. I can see the seasons of hot and fiery Venus unfurl against the horizon and touch the moods of Mars so cold and red.
 
   Kindling a fire using a clump of Beardstongue for tinder I brew a cup of chicken soup as the quiet sounds of the night explode like the tiny pops the flames are unleashing from the kindling. I'm famished, even after having eaten some jerky and drunk my soup. I have an urge to gorge myself on chocolate but instead heat water and put a spoon of instant coffee into the tin cup as I shake out a cigarette from the single pack I brought with me.
 
   Tobacco is a rare pleasure. I don't normally smoke at home and perhaps part of the lure of these mountains is contained in the small indulgences I allow myself here, like a puff upon a cigarette and the time to sit silent without any requirement pressing down upon me to be doing something else.
 
   Nights in these mountains unleash within me the morbid fear of death. The Apache word for dead is tats-on but they never employ that term when talking about deceased friends and relatives. Instead, if someone who didn’t know about the death entered the village asking about the deceased person the answer would be yah-it-tee, which means: they are away. The implicit fear of death isn't peculiar to the Apache for even today we employ such terms as passed away and moved on to convey the notion of death taking one of our own.
 
   Eating alone out here I always offer up a morsel to the spirits of the night by tossing a few drops of my soup into the flames. I remember an old man at a diner in town telling me how if an outsider were to share meat and drink with the Apache they could be sure of their protection and help. The binding force of a common meal is prevalent today among business people sharing lunch and a family sitting down together to dinner. After partaking in a meal together the Apache no longer considered that person as an enemy. But the bond wasn’t one of permanence, only lasting while the food remained in the body. To strengthen the union required repetition. 
 
   The Apache were a nomadic people who rarely built permanent houses. Their word for any temporary abode was kunh, or fire, which expressed a camping site such as this one where I am abiding the night out in the open. Should they have created a shelter of twigs and bark or perhaps erected a teepee the site would have been called kunh-gan-hay, or fire-place. 
 
   The care that has gone into these myriad campsites throughout the Gila forest is palatable. Unlike the state-run campgrounds I've stayed at it is rare for me to ever find any trash left behind. Though these stone circles seem ancient they are not badly used and trampled over as are the monuments and tourist attractions one happens across in southwest New Mexico and southeast Arizona. 
 
   My tiny fire crackles as I feed it twigs. The silence of the night is only occasionally broken by a rustle from under the nearby pines, perhaps small nocturnal creatures seeking a meal or curious to see a man all alone out here. 
 
   The smoke always makes me dizzy. Still, when my cigarette is finished and I toss the butt into the fire I feel the need for another one. Instead, I crawl into my bedroll and continue tossing fodder to the flames dancing in front of me until my eyes wink out.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12
 
   The cold wakes me well before sunrise.
 
   The eastern sky is but a different shade of black as I stand and stretch the sleep from my bones. I remember my first time here in the mountains and the tribulations I faced in this unknown territory. Having nearly become lost my first day out, I somehow found my way back to my camp. Though I was understandably reluctant, I still had the urge to test my mettle against this land.
 
   So the following day I had set out again this time deciding to mark my trail… I just didn’t know how to go about it. But then I noticed at each intersection small stone cairns had been carefully piled. It occurred to me in a flash of insight that those piles of stones were someone else's markers… signs. Careful not to disturb other piles of stones, I gathered my own to erect markers for myself to follow.
 
   These days, after twenty years of visiting these mountains, I no longer need stone cairns to guide my way. I've become familiar with the dusty paths and the rock-covered creeks and the old mine shafts that have been sunk horizontally into the side of the mountains… so low that the digger must have spent all their time bent over to crawl upon their hands and knees to get inside those dreadful holes. No amount of treasure in the earth could induce me to wriggle into those claustrophobic pits… and the black water that runs out of them gives me the willies. 
 
   I make camp far away from such spots.
 
   As I brew water for coffee I notice how the forest is wiggly as the dawn embraces the land. The clouds, the horizon, the creeks, the trees, even the sky... they all wiggle. It wiggles so much that I cannot make out where one begins and the other ends. I wonder if the form of the forest informs the wiggles or if it is instead the wiggles that inform the forest.
 
   I remember reading that the words 'matter' and 'meter' are both derived from the Sanskrit word matr-, or measure. The material world, like the wiggly forest, means no more than the world that is measured. The term 'material' is synonymous with the term 'physical' which comes from the Greek physis or 'nature' and the Indo-European bhea or 'to become.'
 
   Out here, I become nature. I am no longer at utter war with it and yet if I give in, I will die in this forest and become the rock upon which I walk. This opponent that I set my self against is as merciless as a mountain lion looking at me as its next meal. If I spend too much time thinking of what I am going to do next, I will ignore the danger of the present. 
 
   I feel a little out of control each time I return to these mountains. The world outside of me is so much vaster than the world inside. Gradually though, and almost imperceptibly, I discover I can go on with my normal activities as my eyes see and my ears hear as the wind blows and the waters flow. 
 
   I am carried along like a river that never runs away from the present. There is a feeling of this ground holding me close and the hills lifting me up and as I climb them I do not inhale and exhale so much as the air itself breathes in and out of my lungs and instead of listening and seeing the sounds and the light come to me on their own.
 
   Due to his lineage Geronimo could lay no claim to being a chief among his people… still, some chose to follow him in the harmony of the times thereby making him a war chief. Those who knew him said he had special insights known as 'power' by the Apache... the ability to walk without leaving tracks, the ability to survive injuries that would kill other men, the ability see far away both in time and space. 
 
   This led many to believe he was a medicine man but Geronimo was primarily a fighter, not a healer. Speaking to a biographer many years later, he recounted standing by a river by himself after finding his first wife, their three children, and his mother brutally murdered and how he knew at that moment that he would never feel at home anywhere again. He could never express the sorrow he felt but through the hatred and the rage he hurled against his enemies. That was his first taste of power.
 
   Looking out at the world I am reminded that the world looks at itself. These mountains appear to be an eternal arena while I think of myself as a temporary stranger here, a visitor who hardly belongs. This thin ray of consciousness does not shine upon its own source. Each infant dawns into life as I did, with no memory of a past. So, when I am gone, there will be no such thing as living through a vast nothingness with this me as a perpetual has-been.
 
   In surmounting these mountains, I attain my self. Though I don't remember how many times I've been here and in how many forms this forgetfulness is the necessary dark between intervals of blindness. Since my sensation of being alive came into being without conscious effort or intent, it will rise again and yet again in myriad forms, always the same and yet always new.
 
   Packing my few possessions and making sure I leave no trash behind, I bury my small fire with dirt before setting out. The sun is just rising over the mountains as I pick my way along a scarcely visible path. I've been this way at least a dozen times before so there is no fear of becoming lost and no need to mark my trail.
 
   The path I am walking goes continually uphill as it meanders through broken cliffs of sheer granite. The Ponderosa pine trees grow smaller this high up but are still formidable in circumference. The landscape is dominated by cracked stone and ocotillo brush gone brown from the winter winds with goosefoot and brittle grass crunching under my feet. 
 
   By noon it's warm so I've taken off the jacket I normally wear and wrapped its arms around my waist. Even so, I see snow lurking in the perpetual shadows where the sun doesn’t reach. Red elderberries still cling to their denuded branches while I stoop to gather up another clump of dry Beardstongue to use for tinder later tonight.
 
   By the way I am breathing I estimate I am at an elevation of ten thousand feet or better. I've been this high a number of times so I know I'll grow stronger with each passing day. Still, the effort of the climb today has become exhausting so I continue to pace myself by stopping every few minutes to rest. To be unable to catch my breath is disconcerting yet within seconds of stopping I'm able to breathe somewhat normally again.
 
   Sitting upon a high ledge to take a short break and chew on some jerky I spot a single Bald Eagle with its wings spread wide floating motionless upon the updrafts issuing forth from these mountains. I imagine what it must be like to be so all alone way up there and I wonder if the eagle can see me and if it wonders the same thing about me in this endless forest. 
 
   I'm not making good time today. As the years pass, my body becomes less able to stand up to the rigors out here in the wilderness. At nearly sixty years old, I doubt I'll be able to continue these trips much longer. In a way that makes me sad but in another way like an old soldier of fortune finally able to make his way home it gladdens me that I'll no longer have to suffer the privations these mountains throw at me.
 
   They taunt me. I swear that each trip I make here will be my last yet I keep returning. I never tell anyone where I'm going. I lie and say I go to tropical islands or to the tourist attractions in Mexico. Instead, I come here. 
 
   I decide to walk for another hour and make an early camp at a site I know will be awaiting me in a small clearing a mile or so up the trail. In years past I would have made this camp on my first day's travel but these old bones are not as strong as they used to be and these muscles are grown weak. I chide myself that I should exercise more and take better care of myself but between my job and my writing I have little time for any of that.
 
   I've grown comfortable in this excuse of a life that I live. It does not bother me to be alone as much as it might have ten years ago... hell, even five years ago. There is nothing left to prove, no ambitions, and no driving need to excel. Still, I revel in the challenges of my work.
 
   As my campsite comes into view I breathe a sigh of relief. The straps of my pack feel as if they've worn grooves into my shoulders and my feet must be blistered though I am hoping it might be just another wrinkle in my socks causing my discomfort. I'm unsure if I have ever been as tired but I figure there must have been a time.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Alone in the night I hear the voices of the trees over an occasional pop of my fire.
 
   The crackle of sparks that result match the shooting stars lighting the sky all seeming to originate toward the southeast, no doubt some type of meteor shower. I sit and watch until I get a crick in my neck. I fancy I can see the rings of Saturn and the moons of Jupiter with my naked eyes as they rage over my head like majestic gods of yesterday demanding obedience and fealty from all who worship them.
 
   I think how this painted sky and these hazy blue mountains have scarcely changed over the last two hundred years. The dealings of human beings seem trivial in comparison to the vastness of the eternity I see everywhere I look. Ancient people must have looked up at the sky with the same sense of terror that I feel in those depths of everlasting night.
 
   A hoot owl moans a far away sorrowful tune like a freight train on its way to nowhere and another much closer to me responds in kind. Though I cannot see them I imagine their great blinking eyes taking in this forest and all its myriad life scurrying among fallen pine needles and cracked granite boulders. 
 
   I am beginning to feel good about being here. Though the night is cold I'm warm in my layered clothing and fire of twigs as I bask in the knowing that I've overcome my reticence and fear of being so isolated here in the high forests of the Gila.
 
   The Apaches were the last of the independent Native American tribes to recognize the United States government as a legitimate governing body. Geronimo and his little band of warriors turned out to be the final indigenous guerrilla fighters in North America.
 
   Apache Nation: the name kept would-be settlers out of the Indian Territories for years, but now, the name adorns garbage cans in the middle of a forest no one knows exists. Crooked words scratched on a crooked can. I listen to the wind blow mournfully through the darkened forest as shadows gather thicker and more insistent as I sweep the ground with a fallen branch off a fir tree to remove any rocks and twigs before unfurling my bedroll. 
 
   On February 8th of 1861, while Cochise, Geronimo, and the Apache were engaged with skirmishes around Apache Pass, a government for the Confederate States was established in Montgomery, Alabama. With much of the California stage coach route in Confederate territory, it was decided by the United States government to abandon it. The transcontinental mail and stage traffic were shifted to the great Overland Trail through Nebraska.
 
   In July of that year the federal military posts in New Mexico and Arizona were being evacuated as word arrived of an invading force of Confederate troops advanced west from Texas. Led by the Indian-hating Colonel John Robert Baylor they advanced up the Rio Grande from El Paso. Dr. Steck of the Indian Agency was forced to abandon his post. At the same time the Apache swept away all the livestock from around the copper mines.
 
   Cochise and his warriors laid siege to the boomtown of Pinos Altos fighting an all day battle with its defenders. The miners fled the area as did the settlers in the Mimbres Valley leaving their homes and crops behind. Though Geronimo's name isn't mentioned in these battles it is certain he was there. 
 
   Geronimo understood that the enemy of a nation is its pruner. He knew better than to seek to totally eliminate his enemy but rather to include them in both cooperation and in conflict. By viewing his enemy as neither isolated people nor expendable, Geronimo saw them as focal points by which the universe expressed itself. Conversely, he didn’t understand that the people he was fighting desired his extermination.
 
   On August 1st, Colonel Baylor declared himself the military governor of the 'Territory of Arizona' comprising the southern half of the two present states of New Mexico and Arizona. He organized two volunteer regiments, the Arizona Rangers and the Arizona Guards, to re-open the trail from the Rio Grande to Tucson. On March 20th of 1862 he sent the following message to the captains of the Guard at Tucson: 
 
   “I learn from Lieut. J. J. Jackson that the Indians have been in to your post for the purpose of making a treaty. The Congress of the Confederate States has passed a law declaring extermination to all hostile Indians. You will therefore use all means to persuade the Apaches or any tribe to come in for the purpose of making peace, and when you get them together kill all the grown Indians and take the children prisoners and sell them to defray the expense of killing the Indians. Buy whisky and such other goods as may be necessary for the Indians and I will order vouchers given to cover the amount expended. Say nothing of your orders until the time arrives.”
 
   This order was disavowed by President Jefferson Davis as well as the Confederate Secretary of War George Wythe Randolph. Later, Colonel Baylor wrote a letter defending it saying he had learned of the 'law' from reading a newspaper article and felt convinced such a policy was the only way to deal with hostile and treacherous tribes.
 
   Finding himself bamboozled, instead of seeing himself as fulfilling his purpose as a great warrior, Geronimo became exhausted and frustrated, caught up in an alien world of materialism. Though he grew old and died with a small fortune in the bank, he could never find enjoyment in the world as it unfolded around him.
 
   I pick this particular spot on account of the sandy bottom that encompasses the clearing. By clearing off any sticks and rocks before rolling out my bedroll I look forward to a good sleep tonight. Last night I woke constantly shifting seeking out the comfort of my mattress back at home.
 
   I've eaten a meager dinner and had my coffee and cigarette but when I lay down to sleep I find I am overly tired... the type of exhaustion that drains the body of strength but leaves behind the ache of muscles long unused and leg cramps that urge me to rise and walk about in the sand to allow the pain to dissipate in the darkness. I remind myself to bring along a bottle of pain killers on my next trip, if indeed there is another one.
 
   It is my third night here in New Mexico, my second on my way into these mountains though I doubt I have come more than ten miles. This old body no longer abides the sufferings and abuse I hurl at it. I throw a few more twigs into the fire and pull a page of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by Robert Pirsig out of my back pocket to read by the light of the fire. 
 
   "Einstein had said:
 
   "Man tries to make for himself in the fashion that suits him best a simplified and intelligible picture of the world. He then tries to some extent to substitute this cosmos of his for the world of experience, and thus to overcome it—he makes this cosmos and its construction the pivot of his emotional life in order to find in this way the peace and serenity which he cannot find in the narrow whirlpool of personal experience—the supreme task—is to arrive at those universal elementary laws from which the cosmos can be built up by pure deduction. There is no logical path to these laws; only intuition, resting on sympathetic understanding of experience, can reach them.
 
   "Intuition? Sympathy? Strange words for the origin of scientific knowledge. A lesser scientist than Einstein might have said, 'But scientific knowledge comes from nature. Nature provides the hypotheses.' But Einstein understood that nature does not. Nature provides only experimental data. A lesser mind might then have said, 'Well then, man provides the hypotheses.' But Einstein denied this too. 'Nobody,' he said, 'who has really gone into the matter will deny that in practice the world of phenomena uniquely determines the theoretical system, in spite of the fact that there is no theoretical bridge between phenomena and their theoretical principles.'"
 
   An intuition resting upon a sympathetic understanding of experience—that's exactly what these mountains are all about... not the logical deductions that I bring along with me on these trips. 
 
   The personal experiences of my real life—the rational ones I live by day to day as I go about my job—are a poor substitute for the serenity that I discover by letting go of that logical world and instead submerging my being within the purity of these mountains. There is nobody to make an impression upon out here. These trees don't acknowledge my presence at all. No one cares if I am here or not here.
 
   The Apache who lived here and loved here and died here were supreme at existing with these mountains, not conquering them. There is a fundamental cultural difference at work here that goes beyond savage versus civilized. Though the Indians were looked down upon as godless heathens by the whites they had highly ritualized religious customs all their own. 
 
   Falling to sleep I dream of being caught up within vast eddies of sand that I seem to sense must be classified grain by grain and though I sit down to sort through it I soon give up realizing the futility of such an endeavor.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14
 
   I wake feeling like I've been beaten.
 
   Despite spending the night upon soft sand my body aches as if I slept on a bed of granite. A cold wind blowing down from higher up penetrates through my bedroll with each breath I take.
 
   The morning is misty gray. I spend a few minutes trying to urge sleep to return but soon give up, crawl from the sack, and kindle a fire behind a great granite slab that serves as a windbreak. The smell of coffee does nothing to revive my sagging spirits.
 
   I've come to expect these foul mood swings. As good as I felt yesterday, today I have fallen into a morose brooding that doesn’t lift. Though I know better I decide to skip breakfast. As soon as I finish my coffee I set out with half a mind to turn around and go back the way I've come. Instead, I keep going higher.
 
   I should have known better than to push myself. I'm an old man acting as if he's still a teenager. A flurry of snowflakes begins to fall as I consider the best way to kill myself. Falling from a high cliff has its advantages though I always worry about not dying right away and laying there on the rocks below with broken legs as the vultures swoop down to peck at the tender flesh of my still-living body. Cutting my wrists is too messy and would doubtlessly hurt. Had I a gun one shot might suffice but moron that I am I do not carry one.
 
   After walking about a half hour I feel sick. I have to quickly stop and sit without taking off my backpack as waves of vertigo and dizziness wash over me. The whole forest spins out of control. I chide myself for having not eaten anything. My blood sugar is low and combined with the altitude I'm lucky I didn’t stroke out.
 
   My hands shake so badly I can hardly start a fire. Slowly chewing on a piece of jerky helps to bring about a sense of equilibrium. I shrug off my backpack. I am alongside a high creek bed and though there is no regular camping place nearby I kick a few loose stones into a circle. Luckily I still have some Beardstongue left.
 
   Within minutes I have some hot soup to sip as the world begins to come back into focus. The snow has passed and the morning is warmer now that the sun has peeked out from behind the mist. My melancholy starts to evaporate as I watch a group of a half dozen black squirrels—perhaps litter mates—scamper among the pine needles chasing one another and leaping into the air.
 
   Their antics remind me of my own children. Two are grown now with kids of their own. We see each other rarely as they live out of state but we used to play much like these squirrels... silly games that meant nothing but were lots of fun in the doing. 
 
   I wonder sometimes where the years went. I went to bed one night when I was twenty one years old and when I woke I was fifty. Like the man I am I was expected to earn a living and I did a good job of it... maybe too good. The short vacations I took with the family amounted to nothing more than a few days out of many hundreds. 
 
   Time roared by like a runaway train. One day I was holding my children in my arms and the next they were getting married. I'm sure it's a lament all parents sing. I wonder what they would think of the old man trudging through these lonesome mountains. It is my fondest desire that they never feel the need to do the same.
 
   After eating, sitting, and resting my bones for an hour or so my strength begins to return along with an upswing in my mood. The dizziness has passed as have the suicidal thoughts that tend to linger around the edges of my psyche more than I would like. It isn’t that I actively hate the world. Rather, there are times when I wonder about the other side, the mystery forever hidden from the living, and whether or not that blank nothingness might be better than the unending struggles.
 
   Other people take solace in the belief that their god will make a place in heaven for them. That paradise scares me, however. To think of an eternity of what must be a dull existence borders upon insanity in my book. Neither do I cotton to the idea of a lake of fire where my soul will burn in torment for all the ages of the world.
 
   The winking out of what we call death must be followed by another flash of light, a rebirth of sorts. In that darkness time could not exist. Rather, when we burst back into this existence we do so as if we've only closed our eyes a second.
 
   Still, all this is speculation. If I have died before I have no memory of it any more than I do of having lived before. Maybe these sinister shadows that threaten at times to swallow me have their murky origins in the wonder of that night that lies in between the light of the living.
 
   Standing and testing my strength I find it adequate to go on. I carefully trod upon my small fire until I feel it is out and then pile small stones over the ashes just to make sure the flames will not erupt into a renewed blaze once I leave. This forest is dry. Any spark can easily ignite a conflagration that might burn hundreds of square miles.
 
   Making sure I have left nothing behind I shoulder my backpack as I start my walk up the path that is fast growing nearly indistinct from the forest crowding in upon me. I've been this way before. I know this path soon runs into one that is better used as I remind myself to leave a marker at that intersection as it is easily missed on the return trip.
 
   Though my vertigo doesn’t return, the weakness does. After I walk for an hour judging by the sun I come to one of my favorite sites from which to view the forest. A high cliff leans out over tree tops and craggy rock. There is still plenty of daylight so I decide to take another break rather than pushing my already weary body beyond its limits again.
 
   I've learned to respect the fact that I can no longer do the things I once did. It isn’t that I feel old—except perhaps in moments like these—but the blazing vitality of my youth has somehow diminished into a slow-burning fire that if I take care to stoke properly might last another twenty five or thirty years. 
 
   Not that long ago I remember taking stairs two at a time without becoming winded. Now, walking up a flight of stairs is something I pause to consider whether or not it's worthwhile doing. I used to wonder what the old folks all preferred single story homes without stairs. Now I know.
 
   This mountain was never as tough to climb as it is this January. In years past I would have reached the top and started down the other side by this time. Still, there is nothing to be done about it. With luck, I'll feel stronger tomorrow. When I stop to consider things, however, and judging from the way my bones feel, that won't be happening again, at least not in this life. 
 
   The urge to have a cigarette surfaces as I set down my backpack. That's the danger of allowing myself even one puff. The old addiction comes roaring back full-throated and hungry for more. Instead of pulling out the pack I reach into my backpack and find the tube of toothpicks I brought along for just such emergencies. Twirling the wooden stick in my mouth satiates the oral fixation and the urge to smoke passes.
 
   After resting and chewing a bit of jerky I decide to move on up the trail, at least to the next good site to camp. These mountains are nothing to fool around with, especially at night when the critters come out to play. I've learned it is best not to make camp just anywhere. Rather, over the years I have discovered the best places and make it a habit to frequent them.
 
   Shouldering my pack I fall into an easy rhythm walking slowly and yet with purpose keeping my tracks light as my foul mood of the morning evaporates like darkness before the dawn.
 
   As I move higher the tree line begins to fall away, almost imperceptibly at first. The enormously fluffy Ponderosa pines are replaced by smaller Pinions with longer needles and sparser foliage. The brush grows thicker between the trees while the great granite rocks have sharper edges to them, as if they haven’t been worn down by tumbling into the valleys below. 
 
   Despite myself I wonder if I will make the ridge. On my last trip I gained the summit after only two days of walking. It is difficult to believe only a year has gone by judging how I feel today. I'm beat. It is all I can do to put one foot in front of the other. Though I tell myself I am merely having one of those days I know in my heart that the grace of youth has faded away for good.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15
 
   It is time to stop for the night.
 
   I've come to a familiar spot, one I discovered many years ago by sheer luck. It is apparent someone else has recently made use of the fire pit by the fresh ash but otherwise there is no sign anyone has been here to disturb the quiet. Unlike conventional campgrounds with their crowds and trash, it is clear that those who frequent these isolated mountains do so with a reverence.
 
   The campsite is nearly indiscernible. Years ago I'd of walked right past not seeing the signs. It's a good place to stop for the night. Chunks of gray granite the size of small cars dot the area where they have rolled down from higher peaks. I take care not to camp too close to the overhanging cliffs lest I'm flattened during the dark night by a renegade rock.
 
   I remember learning that important lesson during my first trip here twenty years ago after stopping at a similar place. Not knowing any better, I made camp close to one of the boulders somehow thinking it might offer protection from the fearful darkness that was approaching. 
 
   Late that night I was awakened by a terrible clattering in the nearby brush, as if something heavy was moving through the undergrowth, and since the night was cloudy I could not see even my hand were I to put it in front of my face. Whatever it was, it sounded as if it was moving right toward where I lay. The noise stopped as suddenly as it started leading me to believe that the terror in the night had found what it was searching for.
 
   I had a flashlight with me but thinking whatever was making that ruckus might see my position, I did not use it. Instead, I huddled deeper into my sleeping bag, scarcely breathing. I thought of everything that could make a noise like that. It sounded too big to be a wolf or a mountain lion. I hadn’t seen any moose about. But I had seen signs of bears.
 
   Lying there in the pitch black of night I fairly convinced myself it had to be a bear, and a large one at that. I knew there were black bears in this forest but I was certain this one had to be a grizzly. My ears strained to pick up any discernable sounds. I thought I could hear a snuffling sound though listening again I wasn’t sure if I heard it or not. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder how well a bear could see in the dark.
 
   Despite my fear I must have fallen back to sleep for I woke with the first glimmer of pink light in the east. It was cold and a white frost had settled over my belonging and even upon my sleeping bag.
 
   Standing up and stretching I looked about to see if I could find any tracks from the intruder of the night before... I could not. Walking around the campsite, I noticed small saplings and bushes had been flattened by something heavy. It was then that I saw the rock.
 
   A boulder the size of my Jeep had apparently rolled off the high cliff that I camped beneath and cascading down the slope it had broken everything in its path finally coming to rest not ten feet from where I lay. Had I set up camp just a few feet closer, that rock would have ended up on top of me and my broken bones wouldn’t have been found until the world had crumbled.
 
   The campsite I use now is in the middle of a clearing and yet obscured by the ocotillo brush growing liberally in the area. There are Pinon pine trees close by and yet not so close as to risk a branch falling upon me in my sleep. From the abundance of dead wood beneath the trees I assume the signs are saying that I'm the only one who has visited this deep in the forest for some time.
 
   I say there are signs here but not signs like we're used to using in civilization. Do this. Don't do that. Stop. Yield. Caution. Signs here are more like patterns of value. A person has to understand the value of what they're seeing before they come to realize the underlying patterns lurking there. Often a lifetime is needed to understand the value of this land. It's said Geronimo confessed on his death bed his one regret: surrendering. That's what this land whispers to me... never surrender, never surrender.
 
   By fully collaborating with the world as a harmonious system of contained conflicts including both life and death, I come to see that the only true self is the whole endless process unfolding every moment. To say certain events are causally connected is only a clumsy way of saying they are features of the same event.
 
   This escapes my notice back home where the living is easy and the days and nights all run together into a miasma of unending difficulties. Back home, the thought of death troubles me... the loss of my loved ones, the pain I might feel when it is my turn to take that final step into the unknown.
 
   Here in the Gila and deep in the Pinos Altos mountain range I am as one not only with the harsh landscape but with my death. It walks beside me. Were I to stop and consider the consequences of what I am doing out here, I would have never ventured into these mountains. But since I am at one with all I see I have no time to meditate upon happenstance and just plain bad luck.
 
   The days run together easily out here. I never have enough time so I keep coming back, year after year, but I can't tell you why. These mountains scare the hell out of me. The ground is hard, the January mountain winds roar cold, and I can't sleep for more than an hour at a time. There's no proper water to drink - I boil everything. The food stinks and there's not much of it. There's things out here I'd rather not run into on a dark night, things I don't see as much as I hear. Big cats frighten me more than bears and worse than both are snakes.
 
   Now, when I say 'scared' I don't mean I'm shaky-kneed Sally. Out here, deep in the mountains, fear heightens awareness. If a person wanders into these mountains unaware, odds are they won't survive. Sheep. It happens all the time. They tell me that the park rangers require a person to have a permit to go hiking so if they don't return in a timely manner they can come and find them. In fact, if they caught me out here I could be arrested. I have no permit. They don't see me though.
 
   I don't walk into these mountains so much as they fall into me. The Germans have a name for this feeling: Hintergedanke. It means we have overlooked something startlingly obvious but which we cannot easily admit, even to our own self. Instead of thinking of the self as an isolated event here but for a blink of an eye, the self resides from the nuclear fields deep within my body all the way out into the whirling far-flung galaxies hurtling overhead.
 
   In this sense I am immeasurably old. This form I call me is indefinitely infinite and its comings and goings are but pulses of energy in the eternal flow. Conceptual thinking cannot grasp this. Rather, it takes something like a visit to these mountains to come to a realization that there was never a time when the world began. 
 
   Out here the sky goes around and around like a circle with no beginning and no end. It is like a breath forever flowing in and out. Out here I am a god in disguise who has forgotten that she hid herself within me. This god is the self of the world but I cannot see her. This god sometimes hides inside of horrible people who do terrible things but she does not do this to anyone but herself. 
 
   This story, this myth, is in no way a scientific description of the world. Still, there are many people who believe in the absurdity of mythical explanations of the world because they think it is a true test of their faith. My test resides deep in these mountains resting upon the bedrock of life and the abyss of death.
 
   I'm weary tonight. Sitting before a small fire and listening to the rustle of the night descend around me I think how fortunate I am to have found this place. I feel like an athlete on the verge of retirement. Though the love of the game is still strong I am beginning to realize my part in it is coming to an end.
 
   I think of the old cabin I passed by and what it must have been like to live out there, isolated, to work and to struggle each day in order to survive. I wonder if my life back in the north is really all that different. I've grown accustomed to the ritual. Each day flows into the next as the years pile up and the man in the mirror gradually turns into someone I no longer recognize.
 
   These January nights are always cold but this night seems more chilly than normal so I wrap myself in my plastic poncho for added warmth. The moon is rising earlier each night and growing larger too. Bright Jupiter sits alongside it tonight with the angry warlike Mars just a little lower. It is rare to see bright-eyed Venus until I make my way higher out of the valley I'm in with the mountains obscuring its view from me.
 
   A lady screams in the dark, the same sound I heard my first night here. It is closer than I would like as I throw a couple more twigs on the fire and fondle the jackknife in my pocket for comfort. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Mornings deep in the mountains are unlike any I have known before. 
 
   As I walk out to a high cliff overlooking the forests below I can see the tops of tall Ponderosa pines spreading out before me like an endless sea. All manner of paths lead to destinations I can only guess at. Movement catches my eyes. At first I think it is a pack of wolves running fast one behind another but in an instant I recognize the animals instead as white tailed deer. 
 
   There must be thirty of them. I watch until the last one disappears into a distant canyon that seems just a shade greener than most of this brown and gray countryside. I'm sure the deer are heading for a watering hole. Making a mental note of its location I plan my return route to go that way.
 
   The Apache continued raiding and killing at will throughout the Arizona Territories but the Confederates were driven out by the Colorado Volunteers in the summer of 1862. At the same time Union soldiers under General James Henry Carleton were advancing from the west on the California trail. The Apache under Cochise prepared an ambush in the rocks high above Apache Pass. They selected a strategic site overlooking the abandoned stagecoach road and a nearby spring that meant life or death to men and animals on the trail.
 
   Professing friendship the Indians allowed a reconnaissance mission to go through the Pass. When an advance party led by Captain Thomas Roberts with one hundred twenty two men and two mountain howitzers entered the pass the Apache opened fire from their hiding places high in the rocks killing one soldier and injuring several more. The troops trained their howitzers on the mountains and began firing at which point the Apache withdrew.
 
   The Apache had failed to drive off the soldiers. After the battle in the Pass, Captain Roberts left a detail of men to build a fort commanding the spring. This was the beginning of Fort Bowie which would become a prominent place in the life of Geronimo and his people.
 
   Breaking camp and making sure I've left nothing behind, I use a fallen fir branch to brush the ground erasing any sign of my being here. I doubt I am being tracked but the screams of the night before and past experience tells me to cover my paths well. During a walk out of these mountains I noticed a trail of cougar tracks and upon closer examination I saw one print left inside of my footstep I had left here during my trek in. I didn’t know if that cougar was following me or merely going the same direction but it gave me pause to wonder what it would be like to be attacked from behind by a large cat.
 
   These days I strive to leave no trail, no indication I've passed this way. I walk toe to heel so as to lessen the chance that footprints will be left behind. I travel as lightly as possible to not only make walking easier but to reduce the weight of my feet upon the earth. Before I set out to continue my journey up the mountain I pull out a page that I've torn from Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance to read a few words that I might consider them along the way.
 
   "Phædrus wrote a letter from India about a pilgrimage to holy Mount Kailas, the source of the Ganges and the abode of Shiva, high in the Himalayas, in the company of a holy man and his adherents. He never reached the mountain. After the third day he gave up, exhausted, and the pilgrimage went on without him. He said he had the physical strength but that physical strength wasn't enough. He had the intellectual motivation but that wasn't enough either. He didn't think he had been arrogant but thought that he was undertaking the pilgrimage to broaden his experience, to gain understanding for himself. He was trying to use the mountain for his own purposes and the pilgrimage too. He regarded himself as the fixed entity, not the pilgrimage or the mountain, and thus wasn't ready for it. He speculated that the other pilgrims, the ones who reached the mountain, probably sensed the holiness of the mountain so intensely that each footstep was an act of devotion, an act of submission to this holiness. The holiness of the mountain infused into their own spirits enabled them to endure far more than anything he, with his greater physical strength, could take."
 
   These mountains that I am traveling through are every bit as holy as Mount Kailas. I feel the reverence with each step I take and when I am exhausted, ready to collapse and never get up again, these rocks and stones lend me a bit of their strength allowing me to take one step more and then another. I have no fixed goals in mind by walking these isolated trails. 
 
   When I return home people ask me about my adventures and why I come here year after year. There is no reason I can give that they will understand so I lie to them. I tell them how I spent my time in a comfortable cabin eating my breakfast each morning on a veranda overlooking the forest. The privation out here is as unsettling as is the complete and utter loneliness that creeps into my bones finally becoming not only a part of me but the whole of my experience.
 
   I've noticed that my senses are heightened out here deep in the mountains. I see that which is far off with but a glance. I hear the crack of stone or branch on high protecting myself from falling branches and rocks. I smell the coming of the storms while they are still days away. The soup I make tastes as fine as any gourmet meal I have ever eaten back in civilization. I've become as light on my feet as the Apaches who still grace these forgotten places.
 
   After the battle of Apache Pass, General Carleton proceeded to the Rio Grande where he assumed command of the Department of New Mexico. His first orders were to kill all Indian men wherever they were found. Within the next few months his troops had rounded up the Mescaleros and the Navahos and placed them on a small tract of land on the Pecos River called the Bosque Redondo. There, the two tribes starved and suffered.
 
   Geronimo was unable to grasp the concept of overall government entity. In his biography, he described the establishment of forts within his homeland as a few white men. In a characteristic understatement, he told of the battles that erupted as some trouble between the whites and the Indians. It was the murder of Mangas Coloradas, chief of the Southwest Apache, which set the wheels of death in motion.
 
   Though there are several versions of the story, all agree that Mangas was lured to his death by pretence of peace. A party of gold seekers had made camp at the abandoned Fort McLane when it occurred to them that by capturing Mangas Coloradas and holding him hostage they would be ensured of safe passage through Indian Territory. They managed to lure him to the old Pinos Altos mining camp under a flag of truce where they took him prisoner.
 
   It was then that Captain Roberts appeared taking possession of Mangas Coloradas and bringing him to Fort Bowie. Placing him under guard, Captain Roberts made his wishes known to the sentries who during the night shot the Apache chief under the guise of his supposed escape. The army surgeon removed the head of the corpse, boiled it in a great black pot, and sent the skull back east where it was put on exhibit.
 
   Geronimo had opposed the peace plan that the white settlers offered to Mangas Coloradas. He considered the murder of the chief as the greatest wrong ever done to the Apache. Half the tribe had accompanied Mangas Coloradas and they were also slain or taken prisoner. The other half had remained behind with Geronimo as their nominal leader. When word came to them of the treachery of the white soldiers they retreated into the isolated mountains of the Gila. 
 
   Setting out this morning my mood is lighter as is my load. As the days go by and as I eat my provisions and as my body loses its excess weight from these struggles my mind becomes clear like glass. Today I feel as if I can go on forever. Rather than stopping for lunch I break off a piece of jerky to chew as I continue my walk.
 
   I'm no longer goading myself to hurry. My steps are measured and slow. I remind myself that I have no purpose here, no pressing need to be anywhere but where I am. I find it hard sometimes to shake off the intentions of my life at home where my days are filled with doing. Out here my time is filled with not-doing. 
 
   I like walking and so I walk. I'm not going anywhere in particular. There is nothing to guide me other than the sun and the moon, the stars and the coming of the dawn. The air smells of newly fallen snow, crisp and light, and it makes my mouth water. Out here, I can never drink my fill. The few watering holes I happen across must be filtered and purified before drinking and boiling snow is a chore in itself.
 
   I will lose an average of five pounds a day out here. Most of that is water weight, or so I assume, though I eat little. Though I attempt to keep myself in shape by exercising back at home, nothing can prepare a person for the exertions of climbing these high mountain trails. 
 
   I'm winded by the middle of the afternoon so I pull up on a circular plateau near the crest of this mountainside I've been climbing for four days. It is a good place to camp for the night, not easily accessible by man or beast. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17
 
   A high mountain mist descends with another night. 
 
   As it creeps in with the cold to hover over my campsite I watch a moon now grown to half as it hop-scotches over fast-moving puffy gray clouds. Here in the forest surrounded by the Pinion pines the breeze has grown still. Not a tree creaks tonight. I think how the high winds above are an indication that the jet stream is shifting.
 
   There's a faint circle around the moon taking up half the sky, portending bad weather. I decide to start back in the morning. I'm four days into the mountains but I judge it'll only take me three to get out since it's all downhill from here. I'd like to spend a few more days here but I don't like the signs. Snow piles up with a quickness here.
 
   Some ten years ago I became snowed in for over a week and my food ran out. At that time I didn’t recognize the signals the sky was giving to me, either than or I ignored them. I remember seeing an enormous halo in the night sky circling the moon like the rings of Saturn. I stood there in awe gazing up at it without ever realizing what that halo was telling me.
 
   If a person is adept at picking up the gestures of the sky they can usually make a reasonably good prediction of the weather patterns for up to a week in advance. I didn’t learn that in any book nor did I have the opportunity to go to the university and study under the great masters. Rather, I came by my knowledge by pain and by the suffering that ignorance trails in its wake.
 
   Every cloud tells a story out here. Each stone is an adventure all its own. In the normal world outside of these precious and magical mountains the days sing past all the same cluttering up my life like old leaves fallen from the trees gathering into rotting piles of pulp. I stop counting them after a while... there is no telling one day from another.
 
   Here, each day is painted vibrant and new upon this land so constant and yet immeasurable in its paucity. Deep in these mountains I walk, I eat, and I sleep. Though I do the same at home in the north, here those same acts take on a sort of reverence that only the insane and the intensely religious might appreciate.
 
   I had walked five days into the mountains when the first flakes began falling. I remember I went a different way than I am traveling now and I also made better time. Rather than making a measly five miles a day I probably walked closer to fifteen miles though I have to admit to pushing myself harder than I had to. I scaled one mountain range, went down into a valley, and had already climbed up close to the top of the next peak.
 
   A decade ago I prided myself on not only my physical strength but my growing knowledge of the forest. I shook off my fear of the unknown as if I was shedding a dirty shirt. I took charge of every situation with the full knowledge that no one in the world knew these haunted forests better than I did. A few scattered snow flakes weren’t going to upset my walk.
 
   Of course I checked the weather forecast before setting out, seeing no indication of any substantial weather patterns moving in so I figured it might snow a bit and then subside. I was confidant of the meteorologists that practiced their art like the rainmakers of old, so sure and precise in their measured opinions of not only themselves but the world around them.
 
   The storm grew into a blizzard, however, and before it quit snowing over foot of fluffy white stuff covered the ground. I had quit lugging along a tent by that time so I sought shelter under a tarp which I strung over a set of long poles I managed to cut from saplings before the snow got too deep creating a kind of teepee inside of which I could kindle a fire leaving a hole at the top for the smoke to exit.
 
   I was actually quite comfortable during the storm. I had never before witnessed such an event up close like that. At home I am sheltered under a solid roof with a furnace to keep away the chill and a refrigerator full of good things to eat. I am safely behind a thick pane of glass as I watch the snow falling never exposed to it for more than a few minutes when I go outside to shovel or to walk to my vehicle.
 
   In those mountains I became a part of that snow that changed the world in ways I was never before aware of. The whiteness of the blizzard corresponded to the blackness of night creating a mystery I was heretofore quite ignorant of. Though I rationally assured myself that the snow-covered world I looked out upon was one and the same world as before, my intuition told me differently.
 
   I had told no one where I was going or when to expect me back. Though it disconcerted me a bit that I was beyond rescue I nonetheless set my resolve to survival mode. I sat cross-legged in my crude shelter far enough away from overhead rocks that might come tumbling down upon me from the added weight of the snow and yet still close enough to the forest to avail myself of its succor. 
 
   I felt like an outcast kicking through the drifts in search of dead wood to keep my scanty fire burning. I mourned the passing of my old life as one already dead only to be reborn into a world unlike the one I once knew. I was locked away in that high mountain pass just as surely as if I had been thrown into an iron cage with the door fastened and barred behind me.
 
   The Apache had no prisons as we do nowadays. Instead of incarcerating their criminals, they were banished from the tribe. If an Apache was unfaithful to their spouse, if they were cruel and uncaring toward their parents, or if they profaned the land, they were cast out in a manner which ensured that they could join no other tribe. 
 
   They had to live outside the unwritten laws of all tribes, often banding together with other outlaws. Often times these renegades committed atrocities against others that were charged against the regular tribes, but the outlaw life was hard, especially when they invoked the wrath of others thereby securing their own destruction.
 
   Geronimo's grandfather, Mako, had been chief of the Nedni Apaches. He was known for his great size and strength as well as the sagacity of his wisdom. Geronimo's father, Tablishim, married into the Bedonkohe tribe and thus lost his right to rule the Nedni by heredity. Therefore, Geronimo could never be a chief either. He lived the life of a warrior instead.
 
   I stayed put hoping the weather would break… that it might warm up a bit and melt off the snow… but a cold front moved in. When the last of my food ran out I broke off pine needles from the Pinion trees that grew pendulous around my campsite to mash and boiled them into a tea. I found a few wild rose roots by kicking the snow away from their base and pulling them from the still unfrozen earth. 
 
   When the snow stopped falling I noticed a grove of Oak trees which stood out in the frozen landscape. Making my way to them I was able to burrow beneath the snow to discover handfuls of acorns left behind by the industrious squirrels. Roasting them over my fire provided me with much needed nutrition and by sprinkling a little salt over them they were actually quite tasty. 
 
   Tonight the mountains are as quiet as if they were once again covered in a thick blanket of snow. I hear only the crackle my tiny campfire and the sound of my own heart beating. 
 
   After brewing a cup of tea I shake a cigarette out of its package to light with the hot end of a twig that I pull from the fire. I take a deep draught of smoke into my lungs feeling its effects upon my body as my heart beat increases and a wave of dizziness besets me. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18
 
   I'm physically tired tonight but sleep doesn’t come.
 
   I think about brewing a second cup of tea but instead I crawl into my bedroll which is close enough to the fire that I can continue feeding twigs into the tiny dancing flames. I keep thinking back to that winter week I spent trapped in these mountains by the unexpected snowstorm.
 
   I had learned from talking to an old timer in one of the nearby towns that the acorns of the Southwest were edible without having to leach them as would be necessary in the north. At the time I paid little attention to the old man's ramblings only later to regret not having listened more closely and asked more questions.
 
   A waitress told me his name was Ned but everyone called him Tonto. I later learned it was a derivation of his tribal name but the way she pronounced it the word took on the meaning of 'stupid.' Most of the Indians wouldn’t listen to him so he sat alone on the steps in front of various stores until the white owners came out and ran him off.
 
   The waitress said he drank but I never smelled alcohol on his breath. She told me that was because Tonto only drank after shave lotion. I wondered silently how that could be since I thought that stuff contained ethanol alcohol that would cause kidney and liver damage. He died a couple of years after I met him so maybe that waitress was right.
 
   I first met him during my second trip to New Mexico. He was sitting in a greasy spoon diner in a town called Hillsboro where I stopped to have some breakfast before continuing my journey to the Gila. When I walked in the waitress was trying to run him off because he'd been sitting there too long nursing the same cup of coffee. I remember it was a sunny mid-January day but brutally cold. 
 
   I don't normally stop to eat at restaurants as it tends to remind me of what I've lost over the years. When I was a young man married to a beautiful woman we dined out a lot. When the children began arriving they would of course accompany us. Now that I find myself alone again it is difficult to do those things.
 
   There wasn’t anything special about that diner. In fact, it was as shabby a place as I'd seen for some time. A white menu board over the counter merely announced in black letters breakfast, lunch, and dinner with a price next to each. The place was empty but for the lone old man who was being harried to get out. A coffee pot stood on a card table with a sign over that said: help yourself.
 
   As I walked over to pour myself a cup I listened to the waitress haranguing the old man telling him how he was costing her tips because no one else wanted to come into the diner when they saw him there. Outside the street was dead. Not even a car drove by. I wondered where all those imaginary customers that she was worried about were keeping themselves.
 
   I waved the woman over and told her to put the old man's tab on my bill... to let him order breakfast and sit as long as he wanted and I would leave her a good tip. She made a face as she walked over to his booth. I heard her tell him breakfast was paid for. The old man kept looking at me as if deciding if he should come over and sit. About the time I quit paying attention to him he was standing in front of me.
 
   "Thank you."
 
   I nodded toward the opposite side of the booth for him to take a seat. His voice was guttural, as if he spoke only in great need. Seeing him up close I realized he wasn't as old as I first thought... though his face was laced with a million yawning cracks like the desert floor in deep drought his eyes were bright and his step still youthful.
 
   The waitress appeared with a pad in her hand. I wondered how hard it was to remember breakfast, lunch, or dinner but I assumed it was more a formality to keep track of expenses. I asked her what breakfast came with. She said two eggs, hash browns, and sausage. When I ordered three eggs over easy she acted as if I just ruined her day.
 
   The coffee smelled as old as it tasted, like it had been sitting there since last week and reheated when needed. The silverware didn’t look too clean so I picked up a napkin to polish off the spots. The old man across from me was so silent that I thought he might have turned to wood. Finally, he spoke.
 
   "Where you from, Mr. I never saw you around here before."
 
   I pointed at my red pickup truck sitting in the parking lot thinking he could read the license plate but he only shrugged. I wondered if perhaps he was illiterate but later I learned his eyesight was going bad, probably from the ethanol he drank.
 
   "I live near Chicago."
 
   He grunted as if my words meant nothing to him. 
 
   "I usually roast acorns and eat them. They taste like shit but I can only afford to eat regular once a week or so. She said I can order what I want today."
 
   He nodded toward the surly waitress who was standing at the counter glaring at us. I couldn’t tell if she was Indian or Mexican or a mixture of both. I was pretty sure I'd seen uglier women but I couldn’t remember when. An enormous black mole on her cheek looked like a hairy spider which had sunk its fangs into her skin permanently planting itself there.
 
   "That's right. I told her to put your tab on my bill. I'll leave her extra money so you can come by later for lunch or dinner if you want."
 
   Though I urged him to eat more he only ordered toast and coffee. He said his gut was no good. Looking at his red eyes and large bulbous nose I got the impression he drank more than his share. He seemed to read my mind.
 
   "When I was younger I used to stay drunk all the time. Now I can't take a sip of booze without it burning my belly."
 
   When our meals arrived I dived into mine with abandon. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I took a bite. Despite the tattered appearance of the diner the food was excellent, or perhaps it was made so by my appetite. My new friend munched on his toast and sipped at his coffee without saying a word.
 
   Sopping up the egg yolk on my plate with my toast as I polished off the rest of my breakfast I finally pushed the plate aside. I noticed the waitress had set a fresh pot of coffee to brewing so I walked over to carry the pot back and refill both our cups. Taking a sip, the coffee tasted just as horrible as the first cup. I made a face that the old man noticed.
 
   "It's the water. Ever since the copper mine opened the well water has gone bad."
 
   Looking out the window I couldn’t help but notice how quiet the main street that ran through the little town seemed compared to where I lived. Across the way I could see a hardware store with a closed sign in the window next to a barbershop with a red and white spiraled pole that wasn’t turning. It too looked darkened inside.
 
   "Is today a holiday?"
 
   "Nah... it's always like this here."
 
   When I got up to leave I went to the counter to pay the bill leaving the waitress a big tip as promised and then I walked back over to the table where the old man was still sitting. I pulled out a pack of cigarettes I had bought to bring with me on my trip into the mountains and handed it to him. He grunted and said stop by and see him sometime... that everyone knew where he lived. I imagined him living in one of the old trailers I saw parked haphazardly on the edge of town looking like they'd been dredged up out of the bottom of a landfill. 
 
   As I was driving away I remembered I hadn’t asked his name. 
 
   Funny... I hadn’t thought of that old man in years. Lying there in front of a crackling fire in the middle of one of the most isolated mountain ranges in the world, I wondered why the old times long buried in my memory were floating to the surface. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19
 
   I scold myself to get some sleep.
 
   The moon has set behind the mountains and by the position of the constellations I can tell midnight will be coming on soon. Getting up and sorting through my backpack I tap out another cigarette and light it with the hot end of a twig I pull from the fire as my mind wanders back ten years prior to the time I was sitting inside my tarp teepee waiting for the snow to melt without much success.
 
   I decided I needed to walk out of those mountains, snow not withstanding. 
 
   I had never wished I carried a gun before that trip… the deer tracks adorning the snow told me that whole herds frequented the area and one shot would have provided me meals for a month or more.
 
   I'd been eating acorns and drinking pine tea and thinking about old Tonto for a week while the cold lingered. Each day I expected the weather to warm up with the brilliant sun shining down but a cold wind blew down from the north. A crust had formed on top of the snow which would not support my weight making it nearly impossible to walk farther than the surrounding area.
 
   The following year after first meeting him I was going through Hillsboro when I thought about the old man's offer. Stopping at the diner I saw the same ugly waitress standing at the counter. The spider on her cheek seemed to have grown larger. She scowled at me until she must have recognized I was the fellow who left her a twenty dollar tip for a three dollar meal. When she came over to my table I ordered breakfast and then asked her a question.
 
   "Do you remember that old man who was here the last time I was here?"
 
   "Old Tonto? Sure. I remember him."
 
   "That's his name... Tonto?"
 
   "His name is Ned but everyone calls him Tonto. Why are you looking for him?"
 
   "He invited me to stop by his place sometime. He said everyone knew where he lived."
 
   "He lives out on Harkness Road. Once you turn off the highway his place is the second one on the left. At least that's where he usually stays. He drinks, you know."
 
   "I thought he stopped drinking."
 
   She shrugged her shoulders as she walked away after taking my breakfast order. After eating, settling my bill, and asking directions to Harkness Road, I soon found the second house on the left. It was built of cinderblock and so small it reminded me of one of the outhouses in the city park back in my home town. There were no windows and the only door was so small it lent the building the appearance of a closet.
 
   The north wall was black with mildew. The foundation seemed to be giving way causing cracks to appear in each corner. The yard was cluttered with refuge. An old rusty mattress spring lay in the dirt surrounded by tin cans. On the side of the house stacks of old appliances sat in the sunshine. In the back yard I counted at least three old cars sitting on cement blocks though I had a feeling others were huddling in tall weeds. 
 
   When I knocked an old woman answered the door. Though she moved to block my vision of the interior I saw six kids lying on rugs placed upon the dirt floor. A tattered blanket had been stretched across the room to form a partition making the interior seem even smaller than it was.
 
   "What do you want?"
 
   I could see the hate in her eyes. The way she said 'you' made me feel like I was the enemy who had come to claim victory all over again. She stepped outside onto the front step as she closed the door behind her.
 
   "I'm looking for Ned. Is he around?"
 
   "Does he owe you money?"
 
   "No... I met him at the diner in town a while back. He told me to stop by sometime."
 
   "He isn’t here."
 
   I waited for her to tell me where he was but apparently she thought our discussion was over. She opened the door to slip back inside.
 
   "Will he be back soon?"
 
   "I don't know. He comes and goes."
 
   "Do you know where he is?"
 
   "Are you sure he doesn’t owe you money?"
 
   "Yes ma'am."
 
   "He might be down at the creek. Keep driving and you'll come to it."
 
   I wanted to ask her what creek and which way to keep driving but she had gone back inside and slammed the door. I drove on down the road until I came to an old covered bridge with a rusted sign that read: closed to traffic. Parking alongside the road I wiggled through a break in the fence to make my way down to the creek that ran beneath the bridge. The water stank of pollution which seemed odd since I hadn’t seen any factories in the area. 
 
   "It's on account of the mine."
 
   The old man's voice startled me. I hadn’t noticed him sitting on the dirt abutment that ran under the bridge. He seemed to be waiting for me. I handed him a carton of Marlboro cigarettes. I had slipped a couple twenty dollar bills inside since I didn’t want to embarrass the old man by giving him money outright.
 
   "The old woman at your house told me you'd be here."
 
   "I live with my daughter and her six kids. They got nowhere else to go but they sure drive me nuts. Come go for a walk with me."
 
   He stuck the carton of cigarettes under one arm and started out walking down the creek bank without waiting for me to follow. I'd left my truck unlocked so I hesitated a moment wondering if I should run back up to the road first but the old man was fast disappearing from view so instead I hurried after him.
 
   He was as sure-footed as an old mountain goat as I stumbled along behind him dislodging rocks as I tried to keep up the pace. There was a purpose to his strides which said he seemed to have some destination in mind. After walking for the better part of an hour we were still following the creek but we had left the road far behind. Finally he stopped and pointed at an old deserted farmstead on a hillside.
 
   "This is where I was born."
 
   I could hear the rumble of heavy machinery not too far away. Climbing the hill we looked down into the valley behind the old shack. It reminded me of a bomb crater. Earthmoving equipment had hollowed out and scarred the land to a depth of hundreds of feet. A pall of dust hovered over the open mine as enormous bulldozers and dump trucks fought an endless battle with the earth.
 
   We stood there silent amid the turmoil of the pit in front of us. I wondered why the old man had brought me here. It wasn’t my fault that his old back yard was now an enormous hole in the ground growing larger by the second. I had nothing to do with the scene unfolding in front of me.
 
   "I have to get back."
 
   I didn’t know what else to say. A spell had fallen over me. I was in no hurry but neither did I wish to spend what little time I had in New Mexico staring into hell. 
 
   "You know the way."
 
   As I began to walk away I looked back. The old man was still standing there. Following the creek back we had come I eventually found my truck. Despite my trepidations at leaving it sitting unlocked no one had disturbed anything inside it. I thought about the old man there beside that yawning hole in the ground and I wondered again why he had brought me to that horrible place. 
 
   As I flick the butt of my second cigarette of the night into the flames the cold of the night begins to seep into my bones so I crawl back into my bedroll. Lying here staring up at the sky pierced with stars the image of old Tonto comes roaring back. 
 
   I had taken to visiting him every year. I'd always find him under the old covered bridge so I no longer bothered stopping by his house. Each time I went there I brought him a carton of cigarettes with a couple twenty dollar bills stuffed inside though I'd never actually seen the old man smoke. He accepted the gift without a word. 
 
   It might have been the second time I went there, or maybe the third, that he took me for a walk into the hard pan of the desert. The old man pointed out various plants telling me what each one represented to his people. Some were good medicine while others sufficed as food when in need. He talked as if I wasn’t there. I don’t think he ever asked for my name during the time I knew him.
 
   I don’t remember what all he told me. Sometimes he rambled on for hours about different Apache tribes that I never heard of but which he seemed to take for granted I knew all about. He spoke of names like Chato and Naiche which I couldn’t place but with whom he seemed familiar.
 
   He told me of the Mescalero... how those warriors were tall and powerfully built while the Chiricahua were shorter and wirier yet just as strong. He said Geronimo was not a big man yet he was as muscular as anyone. He spoke of a tall group of Indians who once lived in the north of Mexico and how they developed a taste for human flesh. Finally all the other tribes banded together to attack the cannibals killing off the entire tribe.
 
   His guttural voice had a way of lulling me into a weird kind of hypnotic trance. He always talked to me from my left side though I didn’t realize that until years later after I heard of his death from that ugly waitress at the diner in Hillsboro.
 
   I doze off about the time the sky is turning a different shade of black.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20
 
   I wake late. 
 
   The sun shining in my eyes brings me out of a deep dreamless sleep. I feel as if I have a hangover from staying up too late the night before. My body is sore in places that I have forgotten I had. 
 
   I decide to stay put today. Though I know bad weather is on the way the sun is shining and a warm breeze has sprung up from the south. I stir my fire pit hoping to find some living coals but they are as dead as my ambitions.
 
   It doesn’t take long to kindle a new fire and set some snow to boiling. I cut a piece of jerky upon which to chew until my coffee is ready. Walking around the perimeter of my campsite I check for signs of any critters that may have visited during the night but find nothing.
 
   Judging from the position of the sun I reckon I've slept until midmorning. After my breakfast of jerky and coffee I unfold the tarp I carry from my backpack and begin laying out everything I have upon it. I can smell the odor of mildew beginning to permeate the nylon exterior so I suspect some moisture may have penetrated the fabric during the snow shower I walked through.
 
   Once I have it all laid out in the sun I check my supplies. There is plenty of coffee and tea left but my cigarette pack is better than half empty. There is enough soup for the time being and the jerky is holding out better than I expected. My chocolate bars are twisted and melted into lumps but I trust they are still edible.
 
   I decide to tie the remainders of my food up into sack and hang it in a tree while I reconnoiter a bit. My presence spooks any of the squirrels and mice that live in the area away from my camp but if I leave I know they will be into my stuff in an instant. As I walk about poking at rocks with a stick in a search for fossils I recall my thoughts of the previous night.
 
   I'd been snowed in for a week and I sensed that I had to get out of those mountains. When I tried to find my way I remember how the snow cover disoriented me. I couldn't see the paths and all my stone markers were covered. 
 
   Walking was nearly impossible. With each step I'd break through the upper crust and plunge knee deep into snow. My boots were filled with it. My thighs ached from having to raise them high. I might have walked a mile or so when I decided I was lost. Following my trail back to my camp I spent the rest of the day trying to decide what to do.
 
   When the stars came out at night I was able to pick out Polaris, the North Star, and set directions in that fashion, focusing upon distant mountain peaks for landmarks. I knew I'd walked north into the forest so I plotted a southern route remaining on the paths as best as I could. I ended up walking out onto a highway some ten miles from where I parked… hungry and cold but at least knowing I could take the worst nature throws at me and survive.
 
   By my actions in concert with my environment I succeeded in saving myself for another year. Yet to say I am an action of the universe is not to define me as a thing helplessly pushed around by other things. It is of vital importance to understand this: the thing-in-itself, or Kant's ding an sich, does not exist. What we call things are no more than glimpses of the unified process of the world. The distinction of things doesn’t mean separation. Knowing this has saved my life more than once.
 
   Before I realize it, night is coming on. Having discovered no fossils of interest I make my way back to camp where I gather wood, kindle a small fire in the sleeping depression, and huddle close to chase away the clamminess that seems to rise up out of the ground. 
 
   I'm deep inside Apache Nation. The words haunt me tonight. These mountains tell the truth: every time. Warrior that he was Geronimo must have known that too. He might have camped at this same spot and warmed his hands much as I am. As darkness gathers about me I hunker by the firelight to read a page I've torn from a book called Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. I think about a passage Robert Pirsig wrote:
 
   "The real University, he said, has no specific location. It owns no property, pays no salaries and receives no material dues. The real University is a state of mind. It is that great heritage of rational thought that has been brought down to us through the centuries and which does not exist at any specific location. It's a state of mind which is regenerated throughout the centuries by a body of people who traditionally carry the title of professor, but even that title is not part of the real University. The real University is nothing less than the continuing body of reason itself." 
 
   That seems right. Apache Nation is a state of mind. It's an attitude. It's not about the mountains yet the mountains have formed traditions cruel and unforgiving, demanding aggressiveness and courage of anyone wanting to survive the difficulties here, the values the Apaches prize the most. And these rational traditions are carried on by 'professors' as such—warriors, chiefs, and medicine men. The Apache traditions are every bit as rich as any university only different. It puts intellect in a whole new light.
 
   It's quiet again though for just an instant I think I hear the distant sound of wolves howling. When I listen more closely all I hear is the wind crying through the cracked granite. As I heat water to make soup for supper the old guilt surfaces at having done nothing today. It seems as if I must always be busy lest that little voice in my head begins to complain at my lethargy. 
 
   My whole life has been like that. Even as a child I felt compelled to busy myself with nonsensical rhythms of life in order to quell the fear of doing nothing. Yet often times not doing anything is a prelude to great changes. The most formidable ideas seem to arise while sauntering about without a care in the world. 
 
   To survive out here... the challenge seems formidable. One of our only advantages against the elements is intellect. And that doesn't mean thinking about metaphysics. It means coming up with ideas to secure food, shelter, and warmth. Out here, intellect means brutal creativity.
 
   Having eaten a sparse meal of soup and chocolate I put more water on the fire to brew a cup of tea. Lighting a cigarette I take a deep draw on the tobacco feeling the familiar nausea and dizziness wash over me. I can't think of anyplace I would rather be tonight than right here. Crawling into my bedroll I lay in front of the fire feeding twigs into its ravenous flames for a bit of warmth and consolation from the encroaching darkness of the mountains.
 
   I recall reading that there were people here before the Apache. Researchers named them the Clovis people, after the site here in New Mexico where their spear points were discovered. There are many competing theories as to why they disappeared but one of the most intriguing to me is that of a massive comet striking the eastern seaboard roughly fourteen thousand years ago. The resulting conflagration set whole forests aflame and caused multiple volcanoes to erupt all across the continent. All the mega fauna disappeared about the same time too, at the end of the last ice age.
 
   I wonder what it must have been like, to see a falling star the size of a mountain streaking to earth and in one blinding second followed by a shock wave of unimaginable proportions. The wind in the pines is a lullaby. I'm tired from the previous night as my eyes close of their own accord.
 
   I am standing alone on a high cliff… a red-tail hawk soars high overhead. The land surrounding me seems both foreign and yet familiar. A crystal clear creek meanders silently and blue among swaying Ponderosa pine trees deep in the valley entrenched between mighty mountains. The silence cracks open with a roar. The ground convulses, knocking my legs from under me. I look up at the mountain on the base of which I stand but it's gone. Instead, I see an enormous pyroclastic cloud roiling its way toward me. 
 
   I watch entranced as lightning flashes at the edges of the cloud black as night as the heat mounts and the air crackles electric around me. I take a breath but my lungs involuntarily spasm into an exhale as they expel the acrid sulfur fumes. I sense the need to cough but I know if I draw another breath I'll be dead in just a few seconds. 
 
   I look down into the valley below, searching for a cave or even a crevice in which to hide. I try fleeing to safety but the ground is liquefying, giving way beneath me. My feet caught in quicksand I claw at melting rock with blistering fingers trying to gain purchase but I can't move. 
 
   I'm drowning in dirt. I feel concrete and mud lodge deep inside my lungs as I struggle for just one more breath. I've never wanted anything as much.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21
 
   I start out of an inebriated sleep.
 
   I wonder if I'm experiencing something that's happening now, if it has already happened, or if it is something that's going to happen. I decide it's all the same anyway so it doesn't really matter. Rationality arrives to tell me I'm oxygen-deprived here at eleven thousand feet. My brain is working overtime. I read somewhere that the Victorians with their thick bed curtains were particularly prone to suffering from night terrors for the same reason… on account of the lack of fresh air… the thick draperies restricting the flow.
 
   I sit up still not sure I'm awake but pleased that the shaking is gone and the ground is once again solid. I walk down wind to the food cache that I've tied high in a tree to keep the critters away, lower it, and break off a piece of turkey jerky I bought at a road-side stand. I stand chewing it slowly to savor it. It tastes of sea and smoke. It's not a cheese sandwich in Death Valley on Christmas but I suspect it's pretty damned close.
 
   The camp fire is out. The moon has set. A pink dawn dapples a craggy horizon, the sky still ablaze with stars and raging planets. It's cold. The mountain mist has crystallized onto the brush and trees and the early morning breeze sifts it down to the ground creating just for me the illusion of drunken dancing angels losing their balance and tumbling head over heels as they fall from their perches on pin heads high above, their little broken wings forming tiny white patches of snow on the ground below. I kindle a fire to make coffee while shaking off the last vestiges of the dream.
 
   This physical world is a vibration this morning. 
 
   Every sound is actually a silence that I fail to register. Light is but darkness moving too rapidly to see. Having once worked at a sawmill I wondered why there were no lights on until I saw that the moving blade when illuminated looked to be standing still.
 
   Tiny multicolored finches of blue and gold are singing sweet January songs as they welcome the coming of the day. A breeze stirs the boughs of the Pinon pine trees surrounding my campsite with a melancholy melody perfectly in tune with the morning which is not all together unfamiliar even though I do not remember hearing it before. The air smells of new beginnings and days long past.
 
   Music is not composed of a continuous series of notes and melodies but rather the intervals between them. Those auditory spaces are as distinct as the distance between us and the world or the time between events. Looking at the world bit by bit we convince ourselves it is separate and distinct from the self. If we become aware that this is only a way of looking at the world, however, the problem of how these things are connected and what causes them never arises.
 
   To notice the world is to select some features as more noteworthy than others. To those we attend while the rest we ignore. The first things that garner our attention are those advantageous or disadvantageous to our survival, to our social status, and to the maintaining of our egos. 
 
   I remember asking Tonto to come with me once. I think it was my fourth year of visiting the Gila. He acted as if he didn’t hear me so I let it drop. I had the notion that I could demonstrate to the old man how well I was getting on in those mountains. I wanted to show off. Perhaps he sensed that, or maybe he'd just grown hard of hearing.
 
   I could never seem to bring myself to call the old man by name though I was never sure why. He didn’t ask for my name so I followed suit. It never seemed important. We accorded one another the respect of listening while the other spoke. When he talked about the Apache he seemed to assume that I knew a lot more than I did. That assumption caused me to spend a great deal of time actively doing research when I returned home though I've always suspected I learned most of what I know by talking with him.
 
   He told me that he was half Chiricahua and how his father was an alcoholic who died in prison. His mother was white. She had come to the reservation to teach school and that is where she met his father. She took him back east when he was young so he could attend a better school though he could see nothing wrong with the one on the reservation. 
 
   After the death of Geronimo's father, he assumed the care of his mother. Shortly thereafter, he married the love of his life, Alope. She was a woman of slight stature who never gained much strength during her short while on earth. They had been lovers for quite some time and in due course they had three children together, children that played, loitered, and worked much as he had done as a boy.
 
   They lived together in a teepee not far from his mother. Alope decorated it with beads and artwork drawn on buckskins. The beads were obtained by trading with the Mexicans, who also gave them money. But the Apache placed no value upon the paper and coins and often gave it to their children to play with.
 
   Geronimo was with a trading party in Sonora when word came that their camp had been attacked. Leaving the women and children behind the warriors went into town to barter for goods. Some of the Mexicans had shared their mescal with the Apache and rumor has it that the band became drunk and disorderly during the night thus they did not arrive back at camp at the appointed time.
 
   A few women and children who managed to escape the massacre made their way to their men to tell of the slaughter. Since the raiding party had taken all their weapons, their supplies, and their extra horses, Geronimo and his band were forced to let the Mexican soldiers go. But he did not forget.
 
   I'm hesitant to start back down the mountain today. I seem to be in tune with the pine trees as well as the granite. I consider staying put, perhaps constructing a small dwelling which might provide for a bit of shelter as I eke out a living by poaching a deer once or twice a year and collecting fist-sized nuggets of green quartz that are revealed in the landslides that occur after a rain and during the spring thaw. I might be able to set up a road-side stand like several I've seen while driving here.
 
   I realize I'm still caught up in taming these mountains. The illusion of the world of things moving on their own is extremely persuasive until I settle down and consider the behavior of the environment mitigating the movement. The individual thing rapidly becomes the whole field of activities in which it is found. When someone aspires to govern something like nature or society they are soon taught the absurdity of any one feature ruling the others.
 
   The various features of a situation arise mutually and imply one another just as chickens imply eggs. Still, just as birth implies death, not all the features of the situation arise simultaneously. Each situation is comprised of innumerable patterns arising not only in space but in time. 
 
   We can never hope to describe all the patterns of a total situation because not only is each situation infinitely complex but the total situation is the entire universe. We never get more than an outline of the situation but that is enough to understand that actions must be understood in terms of situations just as words must be understood in the context of sentences and indeed life itself.
 
   I know I can never stay here but there is nothing stopping me from lingering for another day. The bad weather will catch me whether I leave now or if I stay. I have enough supplies for a few more days and after that I can live off the land for as long as I need to... not forever, but at least until I can walk out should another snow storm descend upon me.
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22
 
   It's pleasant not pushing myself to go anywhere.
 
   I spend a leisurely day making repairs on the worn areas of my backpack and checking my supplies. The straps have a tendency to cut into my shoulders as the padding wears away so I make use of the extra pair of woolen socks I carry to loop around the buckles and soften the impact upon my skin. If it happens that I need the socks they are undamaged and available but since I have decided to stay put today I have taken off the pair that I wear, scrubbed them with sand, and hung them on a pine tree to air out.
 
   The ground is warm under my bare feet. I sense the living roots beneath as if I am walking upon a vast living beast which although it does nothing to acknowledge my presence nor does it stand aggrieved at it. Padding gingerly to the northern slope to gather snow I notice the quick change in temperature in just a few paces. Though the sun is shining warm on my upper body my naked feet are freezing.
 
   I notice tracks. I pause as I consider what made them... certainly a larger animal as they look fresh. Older tracks as they decay tend to take on out of proportion shapes compared to new ones. I'm of the mind that these are the tracks of a mountain lion, or at least a cougar fully grown and capable of killing a human being if it takes a mind to do so. Most times, unless it is a mother with cubs, big cats tend to shy away from people unless they're starving.
 
   I wonder if it might be the one I heard screaming during the night. If so, there is another one close by as I heard a return cry in a different direction. Big cats tend to mate this time of year so that their cubs are born in the spring giving them ample opportunity to grow large enough to survive the coming of winter.
 
   I decide there is nothing to be overly concerned about. The cat no doubt sensed me here during the night and if it was hungry the cover of darkness would have been the time to attack. I guess it was just curious to see a lone human being so deep in the mountains or perhaps it didn’t notice me at all in its pursuit of matrimony. 
 
   There was no successor to Mangas Coloradas. Though Geronimo himself claimed he was elected chief after the death of Mangas, others dispute that. The Bedonkohe had long followed the leadership of their Mimbreno neighbors and their chief, Mangas Coloradas, and soon after his death they became permanently merged with the Chiricahua, which effectively ended Geronimo's office if indeed he was ever elected to it.
 
   In 1863 the federal government began making plans to administer to the whole Southwest. Congress cut off the western half of New Mexico to form the Territory of Arizona and thus establishing the form of the present day states. Later that year Dr. Steck returned with plans for the Apache. 
 
   He believed military conquest was impossible and even if it was it would cost far more than establishing reservations and providing for the Indians. He believed the Apache should be encouraged to begin adopting white ways such as accumulating property and giving up their celebrations in favor of religious ceremonies. Dr. Steck was unable to make much headway against General Carleton's insistence that the Apache be exterminated or imprisoned. 
 
   Such differences between civilian authorities and the military would continue throughout the Apache wars. This disagreement lay more in the politics of authority than in any fundamental philosophy, however. Both Dr. Steck and General Carleton had consolidation plans to plant the Apache on reservations. By 1865 the Mescaleros must have had enough. The tribe vanished not only from the military pursuit that hounded them but from all historical records.
 
   After gathering snow to melt over my fire and while I wait for the water to boil I gather enough dead wood for the night. Then as my soup simmers I take another walk around the circumference of my campsite checking more carefully for any tracks. Finding none sets my mind more at ease as the silent sun slithers into the west.
 
   It might have been the fifth year after meeting Tonto that I went to the old covered bridge expecting to find him there but I met with disappointment. Though I had driven past his house on the way there I'd gotten in the habit of no longer stopping, thinking that he'd be where I always found him.
 
   I backtracked to his house but it seemed deserted. The stench of trash permeated the air which was filled with the buzz of a billion flies. I waved them away from settling upon my face as I knocked but no one answered the door. 
 
   "May I help you?"
 
   Looking around I noticed a pretty Indian woman leaning on the rickety fence that separated the yards. She was calling out to me. Walking over I introduced myself and told her I was looking for the people who lived there.
 
   "I think they moved out last month. I keep hoping they'll come back to clean up the mess they left. It stinks, and it's going to get worse when it warms up."
 
   "Do you know where they went?"
 
   She eyed me suspiciously while looking over my shoulder at my pickup truck. 
 
   "Are you a bill collector?"
 
   "No... I'm a family friend. I don’t get a chance to stop by but once a year."
 
   I had brought along the customary carton of cigarettes which I had tucked under my arm. I'd gotten in the habit of always bringing Tonto a gift of tobacco. Without thinking I handed the carton to the woman. She seemed both surprising and gratified with the present.
 
   "Oh... thank you! You know... I think she found government housing in Silver City. One of the neighbors told me that social services threatened to take her kids away if she didn’t find a better place to live."
 
   "What about the old man?"
 
   "I didn’t know there was an old man living there. I never saw anyone but the woman and the kids."
 
   "I guess he didn’t spend much time there."
 
   Leaving Hillsboro I drove to the Gila Forest where I spent ten days or so wandering forgotten trails and camping under the open sky. I kept thinking about the old man though and wondering where he was. It didn’t make sense for him to move away too. After all, he told me it was his house. I thought about stopping by the diner on my way home but when I finished my walk out of the mountains I was beat so I put it off.
 
   It has warmed up this afternoon. I figure it must be seventy degrees or better. I'm camping in a clearing and with the sun shining down it's almost hot though a pine-scented breeze is rolling up from the south. There is never any telling what the weather will be like in these high mountains come the middle of January. Some years the ground is frozen solid and other times, like this year, it is as if spring has come.
 
   Standing and staring into the trees that surround me I notice some strange marks on a big oak some hundred yards away. Walking across the clearing barefoot I approach the tree and look up. Angry gashes mar the bark some ten feet off the ground... claw marks. I know that there are no mountain lions that big in the forest... only a fully grown tiger could reach that high.
 
   I wonder momentarily if a bear could have made such marks but I've been told there are no grizzlies in these mountains and black bears don't grow to such a size. I remember the man who sold me the jerky at a roadside stand telling me about tiger sightings in the area but I put it off to him having some fun at my expense. 
 
   Now, I'm not so sure. I've read stories about people buying small python snakes and releasing them into the Everglades when they grow too large. I also understand there is a thriving market for tiger cubs. Most of them are surplus cubs that are bred by zoos, which aren’t covered by the Endangered Species Act. Some come from India.
 
   A fully grown Bengal tiger can weigh up to seven hundred pounds and can easily reach twelve feet in body length. Mountain lions are like bobcats in comparison. I can imagine someone buying a tiger cub only to watch as it grew into an enormous beast capable of consuming a small horse in one sitting. It would be pretty easy to take it out to these mountains and set it loose.
 
   Still, from everything I've read, tigers are not prone to attacking human beings unless provoked in some way. I study the ground around the tree but I can discern no recent tracks. Whatever made these marks did so some time ago judging by the weathering patterns on the exposed wood.
 
   Still, standing and gazing at those scratch marks, I am impressed.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23
 
   I cannot help but think I should be doing something.
 
   All my life I've been engaged in the pursuit of useful endeavors. My father, who had grown up during the Great Depression of the 1930's, believed that hard work was its own reward. He raised his sons to work, not to laze about. 
 
   To spend a day at leisure is a decidedly new experience for me. Even on these sojourns into the mountains I feel the need to constantly stay busy doing this and doing that. Still, the image comes to me of my father on his death bed with a pleading look in his wild eyes as he told my how he never realized until that moment that he never had to work as hard as he did.
 
   He died with nothing, the earnings of a lifetime spent on medical bills that accrued during his final few years. That look in those hollow eyes haunts me tonight. I remember as a boy how we as a family never took a vacation unless it was somehow related to my father's work. Later, when I grew up to have children of my own, the process repeated itself like an insidious loop.
 
   I had hoped for better but there is nothing to be done about it now. Somehow the air in these mountains brings a clarity to my memories that is often times lacking in the lowlands, or perhaps it has more to do with my isolation. 
 
   I recall taking my young sons on trips to nearby campgrounds where we made believe we were deep in the wilderness surrounded by dangerous animals and wild Indians. Just when they seemed to be having the time of their lives I would become morose and brooding over missing something that might be happening somewhere else, something more important.
 
   I would treat them harshly. Though I could see the hurt look in their eyes I was relentless as I berated them over nothing. I wouldn’t stop until they began to cry. Of course the next time I suggested a camping trip they had other things to do.
 
   I wonder what those boys would think of these mountains. There's no telling... they've moved off to live lives of their own thousands of miles from where they grew up. I miss them. Had I the ways and means to travel back into time with the knowledge I now possess perhaps I could be the father I always dreamed of being. Likely as not, however, I'd screw things up again.
 
   I chide myself how these indulgences in personal sorrows are of no use. I shake off the regrets of times long ago to focus upon the here and the now. Setting the pot to boil over the fire I dig out a tea bag and a cigarette from my backpack as I turn my thoughts elsewhere.
 
   In 1938 an archeological expedition to Mexico brought back word of an Apache tribe still living in the Sierra Madres which had never surrendered to the United States government being led by a red-headed blue-eyed man thought to be Charlie McComas, who as a boy had run off into the mountains after an Indian attack on a wagon train in 1883 and who was never found again, alive or dead. 
 
   I wonder if they are still there. Somehow, in this 21st century world, that seems impossible. The lure of the city lights would serve as a draw to any of the youngsters living a life of privation in the mountains and over the years the tribe would no doubt die off as the old ones perished one by one.
 
   Some time later in 1954 an old Apache warrior spoke of how Charlie McComas might have really died. He told a tale of how as a young brave he came across the remains of a wagon tipped upon its side and still burning after an attack by Indians or Mexican banditos. A young boy with red hair lay close by under some bushes, as if placed there by someone seeking to hide him.
 
   His head was bleeding from a serious wound showing that the boy yet lived. The old warrior told how he was afraid he'd be blamed for the atrocity and so he left the boy there to die. I like to think it was possible someone else happened along after that young brave and perhaps saved the boy's life but the odds are Charlie McComas was eaten by animals after he died of his horrendous wound. As for that lost Apache tribe in Mexico, no one ever verified its existence.
 
   Geronimo was sixty some years old when he surrendered but he'd still take your ass and hand it to you on a platter should he have wanted. If you were a white settler and Geronimo came upon your homestead, he'd likely as not cut off your sack, cram it down your throat with the knife hilt, and leave you there to die choking to death on your own genitals.
 
   I've read innumerable accounts of Geronimo. He's described as a bitter, savage, brutal man who would stop at nothing to drive off white settlers. He particularly hated Mexican soldiers and showed them no mercy. It's said he rubbed raw garlic on his weapons and struck not to kill so that his Mexican victims died slow deaths from blood poisoning and gangrene. 
 
   "St. Jerome-O!"
 
   Time and again, though, it's noted that he never physically harmed women or children. Not once. Yes, they were carried off to become part of the tribe, or to be sold, that practice being common among the Apache. Once, while on a raid, Geronimo took a young white boy by the name of Jimmy 'Santiago' McKinn as a hostage.
 
   Apparently the boy had been lounging beside a creek when Geronimo and his men rode up on him. After asking him about the farm where he lived—how many cattle were about and how many horses—they made him get up on one of their spare horses and off they rode.
 
   The boy lived with the tribe for quite some time—nearly a year and a half—and according to witnesses when he was finally rescued and told he was going to be sent to his parents, the boy began to wail and sob telling everyone that he wished to remain with the Indians. Though he understood English and Spanish he rarely spoke either language, instead preferring to talk in Apache. The boy refused to go back home with white soldiers so a small band of Chiricahua braves accompanied him as far as the nearest outpost. 
 
   In time, he once again became acclimated to domesticated life. Still, I would think it must have been hard for him to give up the embrace of the land and the love of the game in exchange for the trappings of four walls and a society bent upon forcing him back into that life which he had forgotten.
 
   Who wants to be stuck forever in a church wearing their best Sunday clothes and singing Hallelujah after experiencing the freedom of the land? Is it any wonder that like premature death the life of unceasing angst does not appeal to those who have tasted the forbidden fruits of knowing real freedom?
 
   Tonight I feel at home out here. Each time I visit these mountains I arrive as a stranger entering a forbidden land full of hardship. Within a few days, I find a sort of grudging acceptance here, as if I might have been in this place before and though my rational mind says not, my body remembers. 
 
   Clouds have moved in with the coming of night. The forest and mountains are like pitch without a light stirring anywhere except for the tiny flames of red and blue that dance in front of me. Though I am at a high altitude it isn’t as cold tonight. Perhaps the cloud cover is holding in the heat or else the weather is turning.
 
   The moonless night seems to have an affect upon the creatures that might normally be stirring. I hear nary a rustle in the undergrowth and though I listen long and hard I can discern no cries of the predators that prowl these nights. Perhaps they too are holed up somewhere sensing as I do a change coming.
 
   I fall asleep to the soft crackle of flames as the smell of wood smoke permeates my bedroll.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24
 
   I haven’t had a bath in days. Back in the world it is highly unusual for me to go a day without taking a shower but out here there is no practical way to even wash myself. Since I'm not planning on going anywhere today I decide to construct a rudimentary sweat lodge in order to bathe that way.
 
   The Apache used sweats as both a cleansing technique as well as a religious ceremony. According to the legends I've heard from some of the old timers, the lodge was built of native materials and in complete silence, though sometimes to the sound of drums. A framework of sticks and branches was erected first and then covered with either leaves or rawhide. 
 
   I haven’t that same ability. After I make a framework out of dead wood I cover it with my tarp securing the edges with rocks to keep the vapor inside. But first I create a pit to hold hot rocks that I know are not from the creek bed. Even though water hasn’t flowed on the surface for thousands of years I can still hear it deep beneath the stones that cover the water. And if I was to heat one of those stones, the water inside would expand and cause the rock to explode. Not something I want to happen.
 
   I construct the lodge in such a fashion that the door faces east and congruent to my camp fire. When I can find them, I use rounded stones though irregular chunks of granite are the most abundant rocks in this region. I build my fire just a little larger than normal while placing the stones I have selected onto the hot coals so while I work at making the lodge the rocks will heat up.
 
   Between the lodge and my campfire I place a pile of firewood both to have ready access to it and to keep myself from accidentally falling into the fire when I emerge from the sweat. I know from experience that a person can become disorientated when stepping outside from the heat and the moist environment inside the lodge to the cooler temperatures outside. 
 
   Sweat baths are common all over the world. In the Scandinavian countries they're used as health remedies. I've heard people there go so far as to spend an hour or so inside the warm lodge and then race outside to hurl themselves into a freezing cold snowdrift. Thank you, no... that isn’t for me.
 
   Normally I like to fast before I do a sweat. Today I've purposely skipped breakfast for just that reason. The old timers say how the Apache used to spend the entire day before a sweat fasting but I'm not that vigilant. They also used a peace pipe in their ceremonies, something I am lacking. I consider smoking a cigarette instead but decide against it.
 
   Once the lodge is completed, I carry the hot stones inside one by one by rolling them onto a cedar bough after brushing all the ash from them, otherwise the steam coming off the rocks would irritate my lungs, my throat, and my eyes. I've gathered seven stones today and along with my canteen of water I enter the lodge, pull the flap shut behind me, and sit cross legged in front of the pit.
 
   I can feel the heat rolling off the stones. Legend has it that fire helps to awaken the spirits trapped inside the rocks... that's why it is beneficial to spend some time in selecting just the right stones to use. I don’t know about all that... me, I just pick out the ones that I like... that speak to me somehow... and those are the stones I heat up.
 
   I strip down to my underwear before entering. Once I'm settled inside the lodge I pour a miniscule amount of water onto the hot rocks listening to it hiss. The rocks pop and groan, probably from the rapid contraction created by the cold water hitting the hot surface, though the old timers say that is the spirit of the rock speaking to us. If we are adepts, we might learn many secrets. But I am not.
 
   Within just a few minutes I am drenched with sweat. The air is thick with vapor and the darkness inside causes me to see things that aren’t really there. I have no way of telling time. I sit as long as I am able... until my legs are full of aches and I am so hot that if I don’t go outside to cool off I will probably pass out. People have actually died in sweat lodges, or so I've read. But that is unlikely in my situation since I am the one trickling water over the hot stones. Were I to succumb to the environment, the air would clear relatively quickly and I would awaken. Or so I tell myself.
 
   Normally I do four sessions inside the lodge with a cooling off period in between. By the second session I am hearing voices from the past... my father speaking to me though he's been dead for ten years... my mother too. By the third session I find I have the ability to leave my body at will... to fly over this forest. By the fourth session I have settled into myself once more.
 
   When I emerge for the final time the sun has sunk low into the western sky and a cool breeze chills my body to the point that I begin to shiver violently. I dress quickly after toweling off with my extra shirt that I'll hang out later to air. I remove the tarp and dismantle the framework of sticks piling them next to my fire to burn later tonight. Lastly I sweep the ground clear of any debris that might have accumulated. 
 
   I'm starving. Though a steak dinner sounds fantastic I settle for gathering snow, melting it over my fire, and boiling up some soup to go with a bit of venison jerky. My mind has stilled to the point that I do all this without thought. When I chew the jerky the taste is phenomenal, and the soup the best I have ever tasted. 
 
   As the night comes on I watch the stars poking bright holes into the sky and as I light a cigarette I see the moon growing brighter with the passing of the sun, its nightly battle won once more. I still feel a tad dizzy from the heat of the lodge, almost nauseous. 
 
   It is strange how much cleaner I feel. It is as if my inner body has been cleansed as well as my outer skin. My thought process is slow in emerging again. I have to make a concerted effort to ignite my internal discursive dialogue in order to ground myself once more in this world, otherwise I feel as if I might float away into some grand abyss. 
 
   Later I boil water for tea and allow myself a square of chocolate which I savor like my earlier dinner, though I can feel the magic beginning to wear off. Once my thought processes begin again, the dizziness gradually falls away and my stomach resumes its normal ambience. 
 
   As the night deepens I roll out my sleeping bag close to the fire where I can feed twigs into the flames as I meditate on the visions of today. I feel both drained and yet renewed as I think about the last time I saw my father alive.
 
   He died at a relatively young age of seventy two after enduring several years of failing health. After his kidneys failed he was forced to undergo dialysis three times a week and it was during of those treatments that he suffered a heart attack and stroke and never regained consciousness.
 
   Suddenly our roles were reversed. He was the child and I the adult. Though he could no longer speak I talked to him constantly. Did he hear me? I don’t know. Maybe... but it was more to me that the words were aimed at, I suppose. When we were alone I told him of all my misdeeds... the cruelties that I perpetrated on others... and he listened without judgment. 
 
   When he died I was five hundred miles away. Though I wanted to stay with him, my life wouldn’t allow it so after a week I had to go home. At his funeral my step mother was angry that so few people showed up to pay their respects. Me, I didn’t notice. But then again we were never on the same wavelength.
 
   I fall asleep with his voice ringing somewhere upon the edge of my consciousness. He seems to have something important to tell me and though I listen with all I'm worth I cannot make out the words.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25
 
   I'm feeling stronger today.
 
   Perhaps I'm becoming acclimated to the elevation or maybe sleeping well last night for the first time in a week has reenergized both my body and my spirit. I'm fairly certain my sweat of yesterday has something to do with things as well. Making camp for a full two days has doubtlessly helped to restore my vigor too. 
 
   Waking early I'm no longer sore as I stretch my muscles and walk about to get a bit of life back into my legs. I kindle a fire for coffee as I chew a bit of jerky savoring the taste as the water begins to boil. I break off a chunk of chocolate as dessert. 
 
   Afterwards, I gather up my belongings and after sweeping the area with a pine branch to erase any sign of my being there I shoulder my pack to set off down the trail. The morning is already quite warm so I leave my jacket packed away. 
 
   It is amazing how much easier it is to walk downhill than up. The inclination of this mountain isn’t terribly steep but it is relentless. That combined with my old and out of shape body and the thin air served to make the walk uphill a challenge I'm not sure I'll repeat any time soon.
 
   Walking all morning without stopping I'm sure I've made a good five miles already. The early afternoon has turned cool with the sun still hiding behind high clouds and a westerly breeze that hints of coming storms. 
 
   I stop for a meager lunch break near a creek piled high with broken stones of granite laced with veins of white and green quartz. I hear water gurgling beneath the rocks as I cut a small piece of jerky to chew while I rest. Squirrels are rummaging through fallen pine needles in search of nuts and berries. One of them comes closer to me to sit on its hind legs peering at me, no doubt inquisitive and curious at seeing someone sitting here watching its play. Unlike the squirrels I see at home, gray squirrels, this one is entirely black with a great bushy tail and well developed front paws that look like miniature human hands.
 
   A sudden gust of wind sends the squirrels scurrying for cover. I estimate I am still a good two day's journey to where I parked my vehicle. I've seen no one else since entering the forest but from time to time I see jet planes in the sky high overhead leaving contrails behind them as they make their way east and west.
 
   I suspect that most times in our Western culture knowledge of the true nature of self is only revealed at the end of our life when we are finally released from the ego-prison that has held us enthralled for our entire existence. Such moments are made for rejoicing, like when Santiago was carried away by Geronimo to seemingly suffer a fate worse than death. Instead, the boy discovered what it was like to really live.
 
   He became one with his enemies. He played games with other young braves counting coup on their enemies but never seeking to overcome them with force. Still, just as customs demand and like the soldiers tirelessly searching for the boy to return him to his rightful home, doctors and nurses, family and friends press around to assure the dying person that they'll soon be back on their feet. Suppressing freedom is like smothering the thought of death though both are inevitable in the end. 
 
   Even more than the Apache, the white citizens who were returning to New Mexico after the Civil War was over were suffering under General Carleton's intransigence. In 1868 silver was discovered southwest of the old boomtown of Pinos Altos and Silver City sprang up. The Indians continued to raid and kill at will, even driving off the horses from military forts putting the soldiers on foot. The citizens' protests joined Dr. Steck's in Washington and General Carleton was finally transferred to another command.
 
   The Chiricahua had attacked, robbed, and killed white settlers and soldiers unchecked along the California Trail for years. By the summer of 1869, the Apache had begun to make tentative peace offers to the military posts along the Rio Grande. The superintendent for Indian Affairs in New Mexico suggested they be settled among the recently repatriated Navaho. The Mescalero agent, unable to contact his own invisible tribe, wanted the Chiricahua Apache sent across the Rio Grande to be under his jurisdiction.
 
   Soldiers had attacked Geronimo's camp in the winter of 1870 killing sixteen of his people, capturing all their horses and supplies, and burning their lodges. Having nothing left and with a bitterly cold winter descending, Geronimo decided to seek help from Chief Victoria of the Chihenne Apache near Hot Springs in New Mexico. Geronimo's band stayed with the Chihenne for a year during which time they enjoyed peace for the first time in ages.
 
   A cold mist has descended from on high which forces me to stop for the day near a campsite I am not familiar with but which catches my eye by sparkling at me as I walk down the trail. It sits on a little rise... a circle seemingly chiseled out of stone. I had hoped to make better time but the trail down the mountain has become slippery and I must watch my step. Finally I judge it too risky to continue on even though I have at least an hour of daylight left.
 
   I recognize all manner of things in these mountains but sometimes I am mistaken in my knowing. If during walking one of these high mountain trails during the dead of winter I come across a barren tree I have every right to say: oh, you are not a fruit tree. However, if I return in the summer and find the same tree laden with fruit, I must say: oh, excuse me! You really are a plum tree. I am merely recognizing what I desire and not what is.
 
   Walking through these mountains during these winter days, most people would say they are only filled with rocks. Conversely, returning in the summer they would see the valleys are filled with life brimming up to the mountain tops. Therefore it only makes sense to describe organisms as works of their environment. Just as young Santiago learned to prefer the life of the tribe, I have come to revel in the solitude of these mountains.
 
   It took ten years and five thousand men to track down Geronimo and his band of twenty warriors. The United States government finally shipped him off to a concentration camp back east, cut his hair, and put him to hard labor sawing logs. Later in his life, Victorian high society took great pleasure in parading around with the Noble Savage. He actually rode in a car with President Theodore Roosevelt at his inauguration. Can you imagine? Today, that would be akin to Osama Bin Laden riding in a car with President Obama.
 
   To their credit, the Victorians talked with him and wrote down his words. He explained how he didn't understand the ways of the whites. Apaches had no need of treaties and promises as they believed no one would give false testimony in regards to their own people. He said it seemed to him that the whites needed laws to ensure goodness while the Apache needed goodness to ensure law. Wow. What does that say about both cultures?
 
   We are a harmony of contained conflicts. If a person knows what they want and are contented with it, then they can be trusted. On the other hand, if they have no idea what they desire, there is no telling how to deal with them. A person who thinks they are separate and apart from the world will never be content. They reach for the shiny baubles of reality with frantic hands only to find what they thought was a treasure is instead merely trash.
 
   All their intense expectations fizzle. The girl is gorgeous but the man is impotent. Since there must be something somewhere, expectation is once again kindled, however. Sadly, there is no way to rid oneself of the feeling of separation by an act of will, by forgetting the self, or by becoming absorbed in another interest. 
 
   As long as the goal in life is to amount to something or to be someone famous, all winners will need losers, all the saints will need sinners, and all the sages will need fools. If instead I define myself in terms of this environment I find myself in, I begin to view my self as this whole process and pattern of life. 
 
   The clammy mist falling upon me with the night makes starting a fire difficult. I've used up my supply of Beardstongue and failing to find any more I have no tinder. Finally I resort to burning some of the book pages I carry in my pocket to set the tiny twigs I've gathered to blazing. I've memorized the words by now anyway.
 
   The fire smokes more than I would like but at least I can heat water for soup and chase away the damp that has huddled in my bones. A loud and a long drawn out wail breaks the silence. It sounds so human I think that perhaps there might be someone else out here but I am certain I do not wish to meet anyone or anything who can make a noise like that.
 
   I keep my fire low not wishing to be seen from afar. The night is warm enough that I decide to take my bedroll and sleep under some nearby ocotillo bushes that will help conceal me if someone or something is attracted to the smell of my fire and my food. I keep listening for the sound of soft steps approaching as I fall asleep.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26
 
   I rise well before the dawn.
 
   The forest is still as death. I wonder where the morning birds are but I assume they're still sleeping since the sky isn’t even pink yet and whatever nocturnal creatures that haunt the night must have like me sensed the coming of the day though it has yet to be announced in full. 
 
   I banked the fire with earth the night before and digging into it I discover the coals are still red. Feeding it another torn book page from my pocket and stacking small twigs over it and blowing into the coals softly I am able to produce hot coffee for breakfast with a bit of chocolate to chew upon.
 
   After making sure my fire is out, looking about to ensure I've left nothing behind, and packing up I set out when the sky is just a velvet sort of crimson. I know I should wait until complete daylight but that wail in the night still has me spooked. In the ruddy dim glow I have to step carefully lest I twist an ankle on an unseen rock or errant tree root or by stepping into a hole that blends in with the dusky morning light.
 
   I walk until I feel as if I am given out. Coming to a clearing I stop to rest. I'm famished having eaten only a small bar of chocolate for breakfast. The day has dried out enough that I am able to find a clump of sagebrush which doesn’t make as good of tinder as Beardstongue but suffices in a pinch. I kindle a small fire. Sitting down beside it I pull off my boots to rest and eat.
 
   Finishing my soup I pull a crumpled Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance page from my pocket to settle my nerves by reading a bit before setting out again. My body seems to be on edge though my mind cannot come up with a rational reason why that should be happening. I've heard many strange noises during my nights in these mountains but I cannot seem to get the reverberation of last night's wail out of my ears.
 
   "What guarantees the objectivity of the world in which we live is that this world is common to us with other thinking beings. Through the communications that we have with other men we receive from them ready-made harmonious reasonings. We know that these reasonings do not come from us and at the same time we recognize in them, because of their harmony, the work of reasonable beings like ourselves. And as these reasonings appear to fit the world of our sensations, we think we may infer that these reasonable beings have seen the same thing as we; thus it is that we know we haven't been dreaming. It is this harmony, this quality if you will, that is the sole basis for the only reality we can ever know." 
 
   I suppose my sense of harmony has been shaken. With no one around to communicate with my mind is running wild with obscene speculations that have no reality outside my own comprehension. For all I know I could be dreaming though I'm certain the flames of my fire will burn my hand should I test that theory.
 
   This notion of objectivity is being shaken from my being. Perhaps that's why I feel so unsettled today. I have no moorings against which to focus my attention. As I become ungrounded from the only reality I have ever known—that of the Western culture in which I grew up—I become an island unfettered by the chains of objectivity that have always enslaved me.
 
   Rather than helping to calm my anxieties the words on the page only serve to unleash the impression that I have somehow become caught up in a magical realm occupied not by reasonable spirits but by demons that haunt these forgotten and isolated places seeking out those who are foolish enough to venture here alone and unaided. 
 
   Deep in these mountains I've left behind those harmonious reasonings to enter a realm foreign to my senses. Though I reassure myself how I've been here before and I know the way, I'm lost most times, confounded as to which direction to go. Each morning I wake with a fright at finding myself here. It always takes several minutes to gain any sense of equilibrium that I can manage to muster.
 
   There is a noxious odor blowing in the air of something long dead. I tell myself it's my imagination playing tricks on me... that perhaps my nerves are still on edge from the silence of the forest and the echo of that mournful wail in the night that I cannot seem to shake. I keep looking around expecting someone or something to step into the clearing.
 
   Feeling refreshed from a sparse lunch of soup and jerky, I dampen the fire with rocks and earth, pack up, and move on. The afternoon is agreeably cool making my walking more of a joy than a burden though the sun is partially obscured by a cover of high clouds. The forest is somehow ominously silent, however, as if every creature but me is hunkered down expecting an onslaught of which I can only guess the nature of.
 
   My breathing is no longer labored so I pick up my pace. Uneasiness has crept into my bones. I feel I am on the edge of a precipice in danger of tumbling over and yet not caring. I wonder if my death is tracking me today and was I to look around quickly if I might catch a glimpse of it.
 
   I remember breaking into a deserted house as a young boy on a dare from a couple playmates. It was said to be haunted though I suppose there are a lot of old abandoned places that are labeled like that without any rational reason. My playmates were a year or two older than I was and perhaps I wanted to impress them so despite knowing better I did what they urged me to do.
 
   The house sat at the end of a long lane with tall overgrown trees and bushes on each side which made it seem as if we were walking down a corridor. The yard was surrounded with a high hedge that had turned black and withered yet still stood guard over the bleak old Victorian filled with odd stained glass windows that made the house seem somehow malignant and hateful.
 
   Scrambling under that horrid hedge a claw reached out and fastened itself around my right ankle. Making a whimpering sound that I would have rather my playmates not heard I yanked away leaving a long gash which healed into a white angry scar that I carry to this day. With my pants torn and my skin bleeding the last thing I wanted to do was to enter that house but by the look in my playmates' eyes it was too late to go back.
 
   The back door gave way with but a push though the doorknob was locked when I tested it. As I entered I looked behind me making sure I wasn’t alone even though my playmates wouldn’t come inside with me. They stood there with an odd glow of anticipation on their faces. The air inside that old house smelled of mildew and of some sort of livid fungus that might have been growing between the walls or under the house.
 
   Fighting off the urge to turn around and run I walked through the back porch filled with decrepit furniture and stacks of old newspapers and magazines to make my way into the kitchen. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I shouldn’t be there. The inky shadows in the corners of the room seemed to move but when I looked right at them they were still as stone.
 
   The dishes were still set upon the dining room table as if the family who lived there left in a horrible hurry and clothes covered in spider webs and still upon their hangers were languishing in the closets. Dusty cans of food waited in the cupboards, some of them so old they had erupted and disgorged their moldy contents onto the shelving. As I walked across the floor the house creaked and moaned as if it knew I was there and was calling out to the demons still lingering in its walls that a trespasser had come.
 
   When I began to venture up the stairs a sort of breath blew over me sending my body into a panic as I rushed for the door and out into the clean light of day seeking my companions who had already run away. For a long time after that, I could feel something following me around... a sort of malevolent spirit perhaps upset that I had disturbed the holiness of that old house. I seemed to have more than my share of ill luck in those days though of course I always put it off to something else.
 
   I have the same feeling now, as if I am being watched, as if I have disturbed something best not messed with. Though I continually stop and survey my surroundings I can see nothing out of the ordinary. An urge to run creeps into my bones but I know I will only exhaust my resources and collapse upon the trail making me fair game for whatever is coming my way.
 
   Rounding a curve in the path I come upon an old mine, probably where a prospector once searching for silver or gold a hundred years ago or more. I realize I have taken a wrong turn as I know this place and would never come this way intentionally. Tailings spew down the slope indicating the hole I am looking at goes deep into the mountainside, perhaps deep enough to disturb something that might be there.
 
   According to Apache legend the world and its people were created in darkness. There was no sun, no moon and stars. Noxious creatures roamed the night seeking to destroy the offspring of the people. The great eagles seeing that the people were in danger of becoming no more made war upon the darkness.
 
   Finally, after many days of fighting light was admitted to the world. The worst of the creatures of the night hated the sun and the moon and burrowed deep under the mountains where they vowed to live until the world was shrouded in darkness once more and they might issue forth. 
 
   I'm a rational man steeped in the ways of the 21st century Western culture. I do not believe that demons and spirits live in these wild isolated places. I trust science which tells me that the feelings of dread arising within me come from my own fears of the dark and of death. I know that no matter how deeply a person was to dig beneath these mountains there is no way they could disturb that which never existed.
 
   Still, I can think of many places I would rather be than right here.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27
 
   The sparse sunshine has abruptly vanished behind clumpy gray clouds as the wind rises. Suddenly cold I set down my backpack to don my jacket.
 
   I cannot believe what I'm seeing. In the middle of this pristine and untouched forest the stench of polluted soil fills my nostrils as I stop short trying to decide what to do next. I close my eyes and rub them with the heels of my palms but when I open them again the scene in front of me is still surreal and otherworldly.
 
   Tainted water black as oil trickles out of the hole in the side of the mountain forming a fetid pond that sends my imagination into overdrive. My mind sorts back over the trail I have traveled getting here seeking out the wrong turn I must have made. It had to be in the early morning. I chide myself for setting out before full daylight. I know better than to make mistakes like that.
 
   I've gone a good five miles out of my way. I curse and kick at the rocks on my trail as if they are somehow to blame. I can either backtrack until I find the right path or I can go on and trust my instincts to lead me out of here. I have only been this way one time but I know which direction I am traveling in and I am more than certain that I do not wish to make camp anywhere close to this terrible scar in the earth.
 
   Rather than turning around I shoulder my pack once more to move on down the trail taking extraordinary care in making a wide circle around the contaminated earth that has been befouled by that horrible hole. Out of the corner of my eye I think I see movement inside that terrible tunnel carved into the heart of the mountain but I resist the urge to look at it directly lest my suspicions are confirmed. 
 
   I have to keep warning myself to slow my pace. Though my body feels up to it I know it's easy to overdo things, especially with the revulsion I feel at the defilement that I've just passed through. Though I want to make up for lost time I know there is no real need for it. No one is waiting for me and if I have to spend a couple extra days here I am fully prepared for it.
 
   I've been alone for years now. I tell myself that I'll meet someone one of these days... perhaps a pretty young thing like the Indian girl who admired my credit card at the gas station where I stopped, the one with the long black hair and eyes that flashed like muted lightning... but I have these doubts.
 
   I've become settled in my ways. When a person is alone for as long as I've been they begin to abide in their own company in ways that are not always good and yet become comfortable like the old boots that I wear. 
 
   I wonder what it would be like to make love again after so long an abstinence. Though I am not a handsome man by anyone's standards I have always seemed to attract beautiful women, at least by my reckonings. I can still see that Indian girl looking at me with something like desire burning behind her eyes. I see her writhing in ecstasy beneath me and later riding me like I am still a wild stallion.
 
   I tell myself what nonsense all that has become... if indeed love ever meant a thing to me at all. I think what it might be like to start over again with a young wife and a new family... a chance to get things right this time. 
 
   By late afternoon I have left that miserable mine far behind and come to a wide open area that looks as though it might have burned over since last time I was this way. All the larger fir trees are but skeletons blackened but still standing while in between them the new growth is vibrant and green even in the middle of January.
 
   It's getting late but I am loath to camp here. There is a feeling in the air—an indescribable smell perhaps lingering in my nostrils from that defiled place I passed through earlier or maybe the odor left over from the burning of this place—which bodes ill. I haven’t been this way in over a decade and though I wrack my brain I cannot think of a suitable site that's close by.
 
   Going down a small slope and then up a steep rise I come out into a high open prairie. Now that the clouds have blown off a gibbous moon is growing brighter as the sun is well behind the mountains. I stop to scan the area with my eyes slightly crossed and half shuttered. A sparkle on the far side of the prairie catches my attention but it isn’t a place I'm drawn to.
 
   Despite the growing gloom I walk gingerly through the prairie plunging back into the gathering dark beneath the trees. A few minutes later I come to a stone circle that I recognize as a place I once camped years ago... a good place to stop. Besides, I am risking a sprained ankle if I press on any farther tonight.
 
   Setting my backpack down I gather dry twigs from under the nearby Pinon trees before the dying light is extinguished all together. Once I have a formidable stack beside the ready made fire pit I kindle a small blaze while chewing upon a piece of jerky to quell the hunger pangs causing my belly to rumble and my hands to shake. 
 
   I'm exhausted. If I hadn’t taken that wrong turn I would be close to the roundabout where I left my Jeep. Other than the occasional crackle and pop of my fire the forest is as silent as a tomb. As the night envelopes me my ears keep seeking out some sound to hear and finding nothing they instead focus upon the beating of my own heart.
 
   Tonto once told me how The Apache used myth and storytelling to pass on the history of its people. Their language was not determined so much by grammatical rules but by the emotional content. The classical Apache word was different from the typical English word representing a clearly delineated concept. It was instead a sound symbol with strong suggestive powers bringing to mind an indeterminate pictorial image and emotion. 
 
   When the whites began to arrive in the west the Apache remarked how their babies cried easily and were hard to console. Apache babies were more adaptable and calm, crying was rare and they were easily pacified. While the white parents talked to their babies constantly the Apache mothers were silent, using their eyes to attract their baby's gaze. Consequently eye contact among white children was of shorter duration while the Apache were stoic and steady.
 
   I notice that torpid gaze in my dealings and conversations with the old men who live in town and upon the reservations I pass through to reach this forest. I find it difficult at times to hold their eyes with mine yet it is only when I do so that they seem to open up. They always seem to turn their left ear to me when I speak as if they might be deaf in their right while conversely I find myself turning my right ear to them.
 
   I've come to see that the 21st century Western culture as a rule deals through the rational left hemisphere of their brains while the Apache are apt to use the right cerebral hemisphere which is linked more to imagery. Learning for the Apache was rooted in direct experience while for school children of Western culture education is conducted by sitting and listening to lectures.
 
   This has profound implications so far as thinking for oneself goes. Knowledge gained by regurgitating what has been taught tends to create students who fail to achieve their potential. Instead, they are groomed to take their place as adults in the corporations that require strict adherence to conformity. Any natural creative tendencies are quashed in favor of rigid compliance to societal rules.
 
   The art of approaching the unknown is lost. In the staid day to day existence of a typical Western person there is no magic left. Science has explained away all the mysteries that once held children enthralled. Though I tell myself I have no reason to visit these forbidding mountains, perhaps I do. I am looking to discover a small part of that enchantment that once permeated my childhood before I was sent away to school and learned about the world.
 
   I dig through my backpack in search of something to eat. I've noticed the weight of it becoming less as the days wore away but I paid it no real mind. Just like me, my backpack tends to lose many pounds during these journeys. We are old friends that go back twenty years to my first trip here. The sides are worn and tattered, the straps no longer serve to hold the covers properly in place, and I've mended the bottom more times than I can count.
 
   Before leaving for this trip I visited a sporting goods store to purchase supplies and while there I took a look at new backpacks, splendid marvels of engineering that contain all the many scientific advances of the last couple decades. Gazing at those new backpacks I felt a want arising within me bordering upon obsession.
 
   I felt like I was betraying my lover. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28
 
   I notice I only have two packets of soup left and the jerky is nearly gone. 
 
   As the night deepens I pour some water from my canteen into a pan to set it boiling while I take a short walk around the perimeter of my campsite to reconnoiter the area. It is too dark by now to see much and if there are any animal signs I cannot spot them.
 
   I wish I hadn’t noticed those claw marks high on the tree. Now I cannot seem to get images of tigers out of my mind. I tell myself that a beast that large couldn’t possibly survive for long in these mountains but I know otherwise.
 
   The soup tastes so good I am tempted to eat the last package but instead I settle for a cup of instant coffee and a cigarette. The sky is a black diamond pierced through with a billion sparkling lights as the moon rides high. The wind has shifted from westerly to blowing in from the south and the mysterious odor of death in the air has dissipated. 
 
   Most people are unable to surmount the fear of loss and love. They seem to have the idea that nature is kind and magnanimous lending its succor to all who avail themselves of it. They envision playful deer frolicking with bunny rabbits and bears that are bumbling balls of fur. They clothe a god in a fatherly kind of love that waits patiently for the disenfranchised forgiving all manner of sins in exchange for a token of esteem.
 
   I often wonder if that is what I'm doing here, as isolated a human being as anyone has ever been. Having no predetermined goals in mind by entering these mountains I seem to be seeking the time to survey my fears. Once, the fear of my parents' death was enough to send me into turmoil but they've been in their graves for decades. Later, the fear of losing my wife and my children held me enthralled to a job I detested yet they all left me behind anyway. I am the rock they broke themselves against.
 
   I've come to view these mountains as a kind of taboo. For those of us who grew up in the Western culture taboo has meanings that branch off in two opposite directions. Going one way means something sacred and divine while the other path leads to that which is dangerous, forbidden, and unclean. Taboos lack justification and are of unknown origins. 
 
   The word taboo comes from the Polynesian language but is often considered untranslatable into English as we no longer possess the idea it connotes. The converse of taboo in Polynesian is noa, which means that which is common. Things that are considered taboo are said to be charged with tremendous power which is transmittable by touch. 
 
   Those who are too weak to handle such power are destroyed by the strength of the discharge yet by their weakness they are most apt to seek it out. Ordinary people who manage to touch those things considered taboo and yet live are subtly transformed into something greater than they were. They assume the nature of the forbidden object as if absorbing the entirety of the discharge.
 
   I am reminded of the madness Lancelot suffered upon being banished from the kingdom by Guinivere when she discovered he fathered a child with another woman... how he wandered the wilderness for two years until he was shown the Holy Grail at which point his insanity was healed.
 
   A person has to be insane to enter these mountains alone and unarmed. That is probably why I am the only person here year after year. I understand how certain areas of this forest of taboo are sacred while others are profane. Perhaps part of that knowledge is imparted to me by my presence here, or maybe I am simply overlapping my own poor sensibilities onto that which is unfathomable.
 
   The whole basis of taboo appears to be those forbidden actions for which there are strong inclinations of the unconscious mind to seek out. Those who violate a taboo become taboo. Those who have touched that which is prohibited become dangerous in that they may tempt others to do the same. They arouse envy in others who wonder why they are allowed to do what others are not.
 
   Everyone wants to be king yet one must not yield to the lure of the temptation of power beyond their capacity. Exceptionally great differences in social status tend to cancel one another out. Thus the king must be segregated from his subjects much as an ordinary person must be kept apart from places of great power such as these mountains and wild places. If others did not punish those violations they would be part and parcel to them too.
 
   The dangerous power of taboo corresponds to two facilities: the capacity of reminding us of our forbidden desires, and the temptation of violating those prohibitions in the service of those wishes. Taboo becomes a contagion, infecting all who come under the sway of those who have touched the illicit.
 
   As I feed twigs into the crackling flames I think what it means to be so alone, not only out here deep in these precious mountains, but at home, where I might go for days and even weeks without talking to anyone other than the clerk at the gas station or the teller at the bank. Taboo is the reason why I cannot communicate the feelings that arise in these hidden places.
 
   This might also be why so-called haunted houses are eschewed by the living just as these mountains are. Something as ephemeral as ghosts aren’t necessarily dangerous but the taboo surrounding them is. That old mine that I passed has no power over me but what I allow it to have. Those who fervently believe in witchcraft have been known to waste away and die when they discover a spell has been cast over them even when the person known as the witch has no real power to speak of.
 
   Checking my pack I see I have enough cigarettes left to allow myself another tonight. I expect to spend only another day in these beautiful mountains though of course if the weather change that I've been sensing for the past couple days comes to fruition I might become stranded here longer.
 
   Though I am physically fatigued sleep seems far away. I am on an island in the middle of a dark sea floating on the currents of my mind. I think how the Apache had their taboos too, customs growing out of the ancient days long before whites ever appeared in their land but which still led them in their ways of warfare against the enemies they encountered.
 
   Geronimo was said to be haunted by a superstitious fear of his dead enemies. Rather than scalping the deceased the same way that the Mexicans and the whites did he forbade his warriors to take such trophies. When returning from successful war parties the warriors sequestered themselves apart from their family for several days in fear that the spirits of the dead might follow them home and do harm to their loved ones.
 
   Heightening the importance of Geronimo, by attributing to him the power over the day and the night, by calling attention to his ability to see that which was hidden from others, and to survive wounds that would kill other warriors also allowed his enemies to make him responsible for all the painful atrocities of their lives. 
 
   The silence of the forest is as remarkable as anything I've experienced here before. Normally these mountains are filled with the scampering of small mammals through the fallen pine needles and the howling of far off wolves and the hoot of nearby owls but for the last two nights it has been quiet, as if every living creature but me has sensed some coming conflagration and has retreated to safe ground.
 
   As I climb into my bedroll I decide to set out as early as possible in the morning. Since I don’t want a repeat of the mistake I made today I vow not to leave until full daylight has come but still, once the decision is made my nerves calm enough that I fall into a gentle slumber.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29
 
   Out here I normally wake before the dawn though at home I prefer sleeping in.
 
   Though the cool of the night still lingers it is by no means as cold as most morning. I figure I'm still at some nine thousand feet above sea level and though I am steadily working my way lower I expected chillier temperatures.
 
   Walking away from the circle of stone I urinate behind a large rock and putting a finger to one nostril after the other I blow my nose. The smell of the old mine still lingers. Walking back to my campsite I stir the coals of the fire hoping to find them still hot but luck isn’t with me.
 
   Geronimo died a prisoner of war far from home.
 
   Still, someone out here takes the time to haul out the trash and scratch Apache Nation on empty garbage cans… as if they're daring someone to use it. I never see them. I take that back. I do see others from time to time but take care they don't see me. Out here, I have the advantage—I can hear someone coming from a long way off. I get so winded after walking for five minutes I'm forced to stop, my heart feeling like it might burst right out of my chest. As it quiets, I sit and I listen and the mountains whisper me stories of all the comings and goings. 
 
   Before breaking camp I pull the last page from my pocket that I tore from the book Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, just to read a paragraph or two and perhaps mull over the words as I walk today.
 
   "Mountains should be climbed with as little effort as possible and without desire. The reality of your own nature should determine the speed. If you become restless, speed up. If you become winded, slow down. You climb the mountain in an equilibrium between restlessness and exhaustion. Then, when you're no longer thinking ahead, each footstep isn't just a means to an end but a unique event in itself. This leaf has jagged edges. This rock looks loose. From this place the snow is less visible, even though closer. These are things you should notice anyway. To live only for some future goal is shallow. It's the sides of the mountain which sustain life, not the top. Here's where things grow."
 
   It is obvious that Robert Pirsig has been in the same position that I find myself this morning, alone and without recourse to help should some accident befall him. I read the passage over again a couple times to embed the words in my consciousness the same way someone else might jot them down in a notepad and then I use the page to kindle a fire.
 
   Saving my last packet of soup for later I brew coffee and nibble on a bar of chocolate. Clouds obscure the sun so dawn is a long time coming. When I breathe deeply I can smell the scent of far off rain wafting on the morning breeze.
 
   As I am getting ready to set out this morning the first sign of life I have seen in two days—a little red fox with a sable tail and white twitching whiskers—comes trotting up to my encampment. He seems to have no fear while standing just outside my circle seeming to entreat me with his wrinkled nose for some food. He makes motions as if he wants to come closer and yet some instinct warns him against it as he wobbles to and fro not ten feet from me. I know better than to feed wild animals but I nonetheless break off a piece of jerky to leave it lying on the ground as I walk off into the forested mountains.
 
   The Apache regarded the dead as enemies. It was a taboo for them to keep anything that belonged to the deceased lest the spirit did not depart but instead lingered causing problems for the living. This only served to further their poverty but it was so powerful a superstition that the custom was nearly impossible to eradicate.
 
   Neither would they pronounce the name of the dead. Rather, they might give the deceased a new name and call them by that with the presumption that they would not recognize the name. Often times anyone with a similar name to the dead would change their own name so as not to attract retribution by the spirit. Since death is the worst calamity that could befall anyone the Apache believed they were envious of the living and would seek their company by manifesting disease to kill them. 
 
   Even today in our highly civilized 21st century culture we make enemies of the dead. Myriad stories are told about them returning as demon zombies bent upon devouring the brains of the living. We have developed highly ritualized ceremonies not only to give ourselves over to the mourning that accompanies the loss of loved ones but to placate the dead by offering our sympathies and condolences even though we understand rationally that they cannot hear us.
 
   Just as we do today the Apache exhibited tenderness toward the dead by according them special places upon sacred ground where they might better enter the Promised Land and live happily in their afterlife. They were often buried with their possessions and sometimes accorded more respect in death than they were ever given in life.
 
   The trek downhill is even easier today than it was yesterday. Again I am tempted to quicken my pace but I fight off the urge knowing I will only tire myself more quickly. I fall into a routine of stopping every fifteen minutes, standing still and listening as silence erupts all around and a strange noise—the sound of my own blood pumping—resonates through my head.
 
   This whole business of conquering nature appears to be a mirage. We lay siege to the earth and alter its face to suit our own purposes yet in just a few centuries all our work is erased as if we've never been here at all. Technical progress is impressive from the standpoint of the individual but in a geological sense we have been here but a few seconds and in a few more moments we will become extinct.
 
   These mountains were old when my ancestors were crawling out of the muck after congealing from the scum that grew on top of ancient ponds. Seeing them laid low with the passage of time does nothing to take away from their majesty. 
 
   A year after the massacre known as Kaskiyeh, Geronimo and his band came across the Mexican cavalry that had slaughtered his family. Since he recognized the soldiers and in accordance with how he had suffered the most grievous loss, he was allowed to lead the fight against them as an honorary war chief. By attacking from both the front and the rear, the Apache avenged the death of their loved ones.
 
   From the moment the war command was given, everything assumed a religious significance for the Apache. All manner of camping and cooking was carefully prescribed. Every article pertaining to war was called by its sacred name... for instance, a horse might be called 'charger' and an arrow 'missile of death.' The Indians weren’t called by their ordinary name, but by a sacred one. They prayed, but not for help. Instead, they asked for health and to avoid deception and ambush by the enemy.
 
   The battle lasted two hours. At the end, all the Mexican soldiers lay dead. Still covered in the enemies' blood, Geronimo was surrounded by the remainder of the warriors and amid war-cries of jubilation and celebration he was made honorary war chief over all the Apaches, at least according to one historian. When I once recounted the tale to Tonto thinking I was telling him something he didn’t know he laughed saying how Geronimo was never accorded such respect among the tribe. 
 
   By the time the sun is beginning to set behind the mountains I have reached a kind of a plateau where I know I can spend the night in safety. I've been here many times. Gathering wood for a fire I kindle a blaze and brew my super using a few handfuls of snow lying in the perpetual shade and adding my last packet of soup. Water boils quickly here.
 
   I drink it slowly to savor the broth as the coming night huddles over the forest like an old beloved friend gradually blotting out the sins of the day. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30
 
   The sky is pink for a long time before finally turning a deeper violet and then black. 
 
   After my soup I brew more water for coffee as I shake out a cigarette from a crumpled pack using a hot coal at the end of a stick to light it. The smoke makes me dizzy and unsettles my stomach so I only take a few drags before snuffing out the cigarette and saving the butt for tomorrow.
 
   The sky turns from black to bright as the stars and planets emerge between the clouds. Though my belly rumbles for more food I lay out my bedroll in a body-sized depression made in the hardpan that serves as soil here. Lying back exhausted from my journey I watch the stars shooting across the sky as I listen for the far-off cry of wolves in the night. Again, the mountains are silent, however, and the uneasiness of the day infests my thoughts. 
 
   I think of Geronimo and how he murdered countless people and yet still upheld a sense of decorum in warfare. That taboo of conscience might well have led to the rise of all civilization starting in the dim recesses of time. The guilt of conscience is the inner objections to impulses that arise in regard to the rigors of the environment that we inhabit, for what no one wants to do cannot be prohibited. 
 
   Every prohibition conceals a desire. One of the fundamental codes of punishment presumes the same forbidden impulses in the criminal as in the members of the society that avenges the crimes. The retribution gives the executors the same opportunity to commit sacrilegious acts in the name of expiation. 
 
   In a sense it is understandable that Geronimo undertook a life of brutality after finding his family viciously murdered. Our own society pays infinite homage to the lone warrior who takes revenge for those who are unable to do so. Taboos against murder and mayhem may be broken as long as such acts are done with goodness in mind. The twin cognates of taboo—the juxtaposition of the divine versus the profane—have been obscured with time but when we stop to examine the underlying nature of our social mores we see they are still active and alive.
 
   It was said that Geronimo had spirit helpers who informed him of things no one could know otherwise. These helpers were not to be taken as living beings but spirits inhabiting the mountains and forests of the environment. By animating the inanimate the Apache comprehended the world as a totality whereby the explanation of one phenomenon gave rise to the whole.
 
   In the course of time there have been three great systems of thought: animism, religion, and science. The first system is the most consistent and exhaustive, one which explains nature in its entirety. Animism lives on in the mythos, or the ground of all our rational and logical thought processes. 
 
   Animism isn’t itself a religion so much as it provides the prerequisites that religion required to flourish. It is the foundation of all languages, our belief systems, and our philosophy. The practical need of mastering their world led the Apache to construct elaborate directions to achieve supremacy by way of magic and sorcery. 
 
   Their sorcery was the art of influencing spirits that abided in the rocks and the trees of these isolated mountains. By appeasing them, by treating them as ordinary people, the Apache sought to make the spirits subject to their will. Magic, on the other hand, was probably the earlier and more important part of animism, for among the spirits were found enchanted beings that could render protection to individuals as well as give the Apache the power to seek redress for the wrongs done to them.
 
   Geronimo was said to be deeply in touch with power. It was said those who followed him did so on account of witnessing the marvels he performed, such as being aware of happenings far away, walking without leaving tracks, ordering the sun and the moon to stand still, and surviving countless battles.
 
   Clouds roll in just as sleep begins to take me. A cold rain starts falling. I don't like tents. Years ago I carried one, just in case, but I never seemed to need it. To save weight I carry a tarp now. With the feel of rain on my face I stretch one end of a rope over a large gray granite standing stone pulling the other end tight to a stake I cut from a branch of firewood I collected earlier. By pulling the tarp taut I'm able to quickly create a crude shelter.
 
   These campsites look to be hundreds of years old, maybe thousands. They're not easily seen and they're always circles. During my travels here I've seen a good two dozen of these sites scattered over the area. They seem to be set at intervals that might contain some religious significance that I am unaware of yet like walking into a deserted church I can feel a sort of power emanating from these rocks.
 
   The circles are some thirty five feet wide with perimeter stones of a cream color, rectangular shaped rocks some four feet long and a foot wide, softer looking than granite but harder than sandstone. Sometimes the center is empty and sometimes there are stones in the center of the circle standing some six to ten feet tall. These are made of granite and they are massive. I can't imagine how or why anyone would want to arrange the stones as they have but they've clearly been placed here by someone.
 
   I wonder who made these circles—the Apaches? Maybe, but on close inspection the placing of stones look so old and so big—they must weigh a ton a piece—I suspect they too found these sites and understanding their value put them to use, just as I have. A warrior could cook a meal, find warmth and protection here. Cocooned in my sleeping bag with a slip of a fire going in the little dugout pit in front of me—rain dripping just inches away—it feels as though this is more than a camp site. I feel at home.
 
   When he was a young man, they came into camp and murdered his wife and three children… his mother too, along with the rest of his family. Geronimo returned in time to see the last of the Mexican soldiers bent on genocide riding through the smoke on the horizon. While the warriors were out trading, the whole village had been decimated, ravaged and burned. Old men, women, and children, bludgeoned, bayoneted, beheaded, lodges toppled, even the dogs, slaughtered like pigs… the end of one way of life and the beginning of another.
 
   Though he would marry several more times, exacting revenge for the deaths of his first family consumed most of the rest of Geronimo's life. I wonder how I would react to similar circumstances... if I too might become a bloodthirsty savage bent upon payback.
 
   The last time I talked to Tonto he told me that Geronimo's totem animal was the turtle. His totem gave him the ability to stay grounded even as chaos raged all around him. His determination and persistence was legendary. The turtle linked Geronimo to the spirits of water as well as imbuing him with a deep understanding of the fluid nature of emotions. 
 
   Following his totem animal, Geronimo was said to have desired a peaceful life more than anything. Circumstances spiraling beyond his control conspired to drive him to commit various atrocities that even until this day inspire fear of the words Apache Nation.
 
   Before the rain begins in earnest I take my shovel to dig a trench around my makeshift tent. Though it won't stop a deluge at least I'll stay dry in a simple downpour. I gather heavy rocks to weigh down the corners of my tarp should the wind pick up and I gather a store of twigs inside with me so they'll burn easier.
 
   As the raindrops hiss into my campfire I crawl into my warm and dry bedroll to close my eyes on another day.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31
 
   I wake from a muddy dream of desolation and death. 
 
   The rain falls harder and the wind is picking up. I pull on my poncho, exit my shelter, and gather more large stones from a nearby rock slide to weigh down the flapping edges of my tarp. Flashes of lightning dotting the horizon reveal ugly cloud formations. 
 
   It looks like I'm in for it. The tarp still looks loose. I take several lengths of rope to secure it as best I can. Once I feel good about my shelter, I gather as much firewood as I can to stow under the tarp. This site is close to the trees but not so close as to present a danger should high winds knock down limbs.
 
   The wind rises, staggering me back into my shelter. This is called the Pinos Altos mountain range... the Tall Pines... and those pine trees are bent nearly sideways in the wind. It's gone past a roar to become a cacophony. The storm is moving slow, which bodes ill. I've never heard of tornadoes in January but damn, the way those clouds are swirling overhead...
 
   The storm surrounding Geronimo consumed the rest of his life. Though he pleaded with President Theodore Roosevelt to be allowed to go home, he was denied. Though he was allowed to travel with a minstrel show acting out his wild days of youth, and though he amassed a small fortune, he died at Fort Sill in Oklahoma hundreds of miles from his old haunts.
 
   Many of his contemporaries—Cochise, Sitting Bull, Crazy Horse, Black Kettle—perished during their prime of life but Geronimo lived to be eighty some years old. He proved to be as shrewd a business man as he was a warrior, often selling the buttons off the army coat he wore only to sew more on during the trip to the next town.
 
   An enormous clap of thunder startles the night, and then another. Wind tears open the makeshift flap on my tarp. While I'm struggling to re-tie it my eyes are drawn skyward. The sky is crying fire—massive cobwebbed networks of jagged lightning run from horizon to horizon, north, south, east, and west— jumping cloud to cloud to earth. I've seen a lot of storms but I don't recall ever seeing something like this. Holy Christ on a stick, what a show!
 
   All of a sudden my tarp is gone. Poof. As if god itself in all its infinite tomfoolery has flawlessly performed the snatch-a-tablecloth-from-under-the-earth trick only it is using my tarp instead. I find myself lying in a muddy ditch with a piece of yellow braided nylon rope in my hand but nowhere to tie it and nothing to tie it to. Everything I have is drenched in an instant though my poncho keeps me relatively dry underneath. Plus I only wear wool clothing in the mountains... wool doesn't lose its insulating value when it gets wet. Still, this isn't good.
 
   A lightning bolt splits a tree not forty feet away. The trunk explodes into a vicious shower of sparks. I smell burnt pine and hear tree sap hissing. Jesus fucking god, I felt the heat from that one! Another bolt hits, then another. I circle around the standing stone trying to put the storm to my back. It doesn't help... it's coming from all directions now. I sit back to stone with my knees pulled up to my chest and then I pull my poncho tight around my knees. Pine cones and any other forest paraphernalia the wind finds hurtles against my body. Something hard hits my face.  I touch my cheekbone below my left eye where it hit me. I feel a mouse forming but there is no stickiness of blood.
 
   "They took the whole Apache nation," I sing aloud to myself. "Locked us on this reservation." 
 
   The height of the storm is upon me. There is nothing to do, nowhere to go. 
 
   "Though I wear a shirt and tie... I'm still part red man deep inside." 
 
   My body discovers a small crevice in the standing stone I'm leaning against, just big enough to shield me from the side-on assault. With feet planted in a small hollow I push my back up against the rock to keep from being swept into rapacious winds and cover my face with the plastic poncho hood. My mind shuts down as I meditate on the value of good tents.
 
   When Geronimo told the tale of his life to his biographer S. M. Barrett, he dedicated it to President Theodore Roosevelt. Barrett had met Geronimo in 1904 when he acted as an interpreter in selling a war bonnet for the old warrior. He said that Geronimo never talked directly to him until he learned that Barrett had once been wounded by a gunshot from a Mexican. 
 
   After several general discussions Barrett asked Geronimo if he was willing to tell him the story of his life. The old Apache refused unless he was paid for his time and only if the army agreed. Barrett asked permission from the officer in charge at Fort Sill to interview Geronimo. That permission was denied. 
 
   Barrett wrote to President Roosevelt requesting that Geronimo be given permission to tell his side of the Apache story. Roosevelt agreed and consequently wrote the officer in charge at Fort Sill ordering him to allow Barrett access to Geronimo. 
 
   Geronimo refused to talk if a stenographer was present. He wouldn’t answer questions put to him nor would he abide any corrections to be made to his words. Each day he told a tale in a clear and concise way and if anyone asked him more he would say: write what I have spoken.
 
   Upon reading the document, Brigadier General Thomas Barry, Assistant to the Chief of Staff, wrote the President advising against its publication. Geronimo had criticized several army officers of bad faith when in fact it was the government that reneged upon treaty after treaty. In the end, the biography was published with the addendum that S. M. Barrett was wholly responsible for its contents.
 
   After what seems like hours the wind lessens, the lightning abates and the rain lets up. My legs numb, I stand, stretch, and walk around until the feeling returns. The sky is brightening with the coming dawn; it's not daylight but at least I can see. I survey the area around the campsite hoping to locate my tarp.
 
   I spot it hung up in some nearby ocotillo brush and walk over to retrieve it. The metal eyelets for ties are ripped out but the tarp is serviceable. When I turn back to camp, something catches my attention... the center stone I've been leaning against has a fire on top of it, a violet colored fire. No. More like an intense velvet glow. At first I think I'm seeing things. I rub the water from my eyes with the back of my hands. My hand glows the same violet color as the stone. I hold both hands out in front of me and when I bring my thumbs together a faint violet streamer appears between my hands when they're about six inches apart.
 
   I look out at the forest. The pines all stand back upright as if nothing has happened. But there is something strange going on here. A violet fire is blazing on the tip of every tree. It's one of the most incredible sights I've ever seen. The air feels electric. I feel such a sense of elation. I've survived a battle of the elements. But more than that, I'm privileged enough to see something few others have seen. I feel good. I manage to hang the tarp to dry and kindle a fire to get some coffee brewing. I feel really good but for a niggling thought needling my brain: this storm caught me unprepared. I could have died out here.
 
   When the white storm broke on the Apache, they weren't prepared either. The Apache and white cultures differed in deep and profound ways, as best expressed by Geronimo when he spoke to the Victorians. For the Apache, the good, the moral fiber of the tribe, established the law. As Robert Pirsig tells us in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, the ancient Greeks reduced goodness to a sub-species of truth. They encapsulated goodness in the law. And their children, the Europeans, relied on the law to establish the good. Human beings were seen as fundamentally flawed, lacking moral fiber. They had to be told what's good. Law established morality.
 
   When the Europeans arrived in the New World they saw the native people as lawless savages. And the Apaches were the worst of the lot... a cruel and aggressive people with seemingly little or no regard for human life. Surviving the rugged lands where they lived demanded such traits. Without knowing the Apache culture, how could the Europeans reconcile the bloodthirsty nature of the Apache with anything good?
 
   As dawn breaks over the forest I scan the area for damaged trees but there are none. Other than a few downed branches a person wouldn’t even know that such a powerful storm system blew through the area only hours ago.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32
 
   When the sun rises I tie a nylon rope between two trees to hang out my wet clothing. 
 
   Though buckets of rain fell the soil is already dry. A cold breeze blows down from on high causing me to shiver and don my poncho since my jacket is still soaking wet from the storm's onslaught. 
 
   I keep going back to the stories about Geronimo and how they mention, almost as an afterthought, how he never harmed women and children. It doesn't jibe with the image of a lawless savage. And then I think of the passage in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance about Odysseus...
 
   "Thus the hero of the Odyssey is a great fighter, a wily schemer, a ready speaker, a man of stout heart and broad wisdom who knows that he must endure without too much complaining what the gods send; and he can both build and sail a boat, drive a furrow as straight as anyone, beat a young braggart at throwing the discus, challenge the Phoenician youth at boxing, wrestling or running; flay, skin, cut up and cook an ox, and be moved to tears by a song. He is in fact an excellent all-rounder; he has surpassing arête."
 
   As the storm grew worse, Geronimo found himself and his people confined to a reservation. Perhaps he sensed the imminent demise of not only his way of life but the culture of the Apache... the extinction of his people. He did what he did best... he survived. He slaughtered the enemies of his tribe but not the innocent. He never forsook goodness... arête… all-around excellence. He couldn't. It formed the basis of Apache existence. So, whether he found himself hobnobbing with Presidents or cutting the nuts off settlers, Geronimo strove for excellence. He became the most feared person in the Western hemisphere and, later, a revered elder statesman for his people.
 
   Apache Nation still lives. Oh, there's no acreage, no grounds, no buildings, no classes, no teachers, no books, nothing at all to signify that it exists... well, maybe that rusty old trash can at the end of a dirt road deep in the forest. The signs are here for all to read if they but learn. Take a step and watch the signs, and then take another step. Over time, the mountains unfold their story. Out here, a person is always being tested. And there's only one rule: failure means death, the ultimate accountability partner.
 
   A year after I discovered Tonto had moved away I stopped at the little greasy spoon diner in Hillsboro. The ugly waitress with the spider on her cheek seemed to recognize me instantly and actually smiled when I walked in. After I ordered breakfast and filled a cup with coffee I walked up to the counter where she stood to ask her about the old man... if she knew where he went.
 
   "Oh, he died."
 
   She seemed surprised that I didn’t know that already, is if it happened long ago. Before I could ask her how he had passed she volunteered the information.
 
   "I heard that he had a bleeding ulcer and by the time he got to the clinic he'd lost too much blood."
 
   Another waitress sitting at a stool by the counter smirked how she heard the old man was hemorrhaging profusely from his rectum.
 
   "They told me how he took a screwdriver and shoved a rag up his bung hole to stop the bleeding."
 
   I didn’t know her name but I disliked her immediately.
 
   I remembered the last time we talked Tonto had wondered what his life would have been like if he has stayed back east where his mother brought him. He had gone to college and earned a degree in civil engineering. Though he had a good future in front of him he decided to come home to the reservation.
 
   "I was young and naïve. I thought I could change the world. I left my wife and children back east with the promise of sending for them when I had carved out a niche for us here in New Mexico."
 
   He thought he could help pull the others up out of their poverty. He had grand plans of opening an Indian-owned casino like other reservations in the area had found success in doing. He had even managed to procure the land for his dream—a hundred acres of desert that not knowing the prices of real estate in the area he had paid ten times too much for—and had begun to build a magnificent structure.
 
   He hadn’t counted on the hatred still manifesting in those parts. The contractors he had hired were all whites. Though he had asked around about Indian builders there were none. The whites had colluded to gouge him by raising the prices on both labor and materials even after presenting him with written estimates. Before the shell of his new casino was erected, he had run out of money.
 
   "You've seen it."
 
   I shook my head as I tried to recollect seeing anything as big as a casino. I considered myself fairly astute on observing my environment so when he said I had seen it I felt momentarily flustered, as if the old man was testing me
 
   "It looks like a skeleton of the Taj Mahal."
 
   As soon as he said that, I knew right where it was. We had walked right by it the first day I found him under that old covered bridge and he took me out to his old homestead to show me the open pit mine. There wasn’t much more to it than a cinder block foundation with a weathered framework of old lumber nearly covered in Mexican flame vines. He hadn’t mentioned the place at all but now I recalled how he kept looking at it as we moved past.
 
   "What kind of financing did you have?"
 
   "There are no banks on the reservation. The only capital I could raise was through my savings and my retirement fund that I had built while working back east. I had a good job. I had a wife who loved me. I left all of it for a crazy dream of helping my people to better themselves.
 
   "When I ran out of money I tried offering shares of the casino to the people I had working for me. They refused it. They all thought I was trying to scam them into working for nothing. I went back east to try and interest my old colleagues in investing in it. They all laughed at me and made fun of my hat. One of them said he'd like to have two hats just like mine: one to shit in and the other to cover it with."
 
   "What kind of work did you do out east?"
 
   "I worked for the city planning commission. I did well too... I made six figures. Growing up on the reservation had instilled an ethics of frugality into me so I saved most of what I made. The wife always wanted fancy jewelry and a bigger house though. When I told her I was going back to New Mexico she filed for divorce.
 
   "I ended up having to give her half of everything I had otherwise I think I could have pulled it off. I'd be a high roller now instead of just another old man without two nickels to rub together. 
 
   "When I saw the casino wasn’t going to go anywhere I came back here with a load of cinder blocks to build a house on the family plot. I figured in time I'd be able to raise more money but then my wife back east finalized the divorce and then my son died and suddenly nothing much mattered any longer.
 
   "My daughter showed up here ten years ago. I had no idea she'd been living in Arizona all the time I was working on that old casino. She told me she came out here looking for me but got sidetracked by the bright lights and smooth gamblers.
 
   "She worked for a time as a black jack dealer. She ended up meeting and marrying Navaho boy who worked with her for a time at the Twin Arrows casino in northern Arizona... I modeled my plans on that place. 
 
   "He drank and he beat her. When the casino fired him for drinking on the job he beat her some more and then he started in on the kids. She showed up here with six young ones, no money, and bruises from head to toe. Looking at her you'd think she's an old woman but she just turned forty last September.
 
   "Her husband turned up here a couple weeks later. He meant to take her and the kids back with him. A few Apache friends of mine here on the reservation had a talk with him. When they couldn’t change his mind they took him for a ride out into the desert. There are a lot of holes out there. A man has to take a lot of care not to fall into one of them."
 
   I think about old Tonto and how he could have been set for life if he stayed put where he was instead of coming back here. I wonder if the waitress at that greasy spoon diner knew that he was once a wealthy man and how he put all that aside to help his fellow Apache. Somehow, I doubt it.
 
   Full morning comes. It's gotten cold. I love these mountains, not just for the good times though. To have seen a storm like that! Snow is coming. Though I am tempted to stay it's time to go home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



I hope you enjoyed Apache Nation. Please do me a favor and take the time to leave a review. I read each and every one and I always learn something by them. Thank you!
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