
​Footsteps

A Son’s Journey

JOHN S. PRITCHETT

Copyright © 2021 John Pritchett

All rights reserved.

Illustrations Marissa Verber

Contents

1 Seward Park

2 Luther Burbank Park

3 Johnston Ridge Observatory

4 Drumheller Fountain

5 Montlake Park

6 Cascades Volcano Observatory

7 Volunteer Park Conservatory

8 Elizabeth River

9 Kane Hall

10 Rainbow Falls

11 Mount Etna

12 Dry Falls

13 Johnson Hall

14 Snoqualmie Falls

15 Suzzallo Library

16 Return to Snoqualmie Falls

17 Pierce County

18 Puyallup Valley

19 Orting

20 Out There

21 Move Emily Move

22 A Son’s Journey

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1 Seward Park

[image: ]


[image: ]
I held my breath in uneasy anticipation as I toggled the power switch on the lower right-hand corner of the microfilm scanner to the on position. The wide screen glowed with a soft yellow light. I tugged the carrier to the front of the machine and slid the archived microfilm reel of the Seattle Times onto the stainless-steel post. As I grasped the black film, I slipped it onto the receiving reel. One push of the blue uptake button allowed the film to spool onto the wheel. After sliding the carrier under the lens, I was ready to view the film. Or was I?

My father had been dead for over ten years. Only eight years old when he died, the trauma cast a long shadow of denial over my life. Not in the classic sense of “no, not me, it can’t be true.” I knew my father was dead. I chose instead to avoid the topic. A survival instinct to shun the topic kicked in as a defense mechanism to buffer me against the unexpected shock.

Troubled by my response, my mother, Sarah, turned to a grief counselor. My grief was a normal reaction, according to the counselor. It gave me the mental space I needed to collect myself until I could cope with my father’s death. The psychologist assured my mother my response would be temporary.

At first, the counselor urged me to talk about my father’s death. I refused to take part in the conversation. After countless sessions, the counselor explained to my mother how my grief had left me stuck in the emotional equivalent of quicksand. The more he struggled to make me address the topic, the tighter it held me. He convinced my mother that, in time, I would escape my grief.

I used the wheel on the control pad of the scanner to advance the film to the page I sought. The loud whirring noise of the reels signaled I had begun my discovery. Before glancing up at the screen, I reminded myself why, after years of emotional solitude, I had chosen now to undertake this journey. The answer was straightforward: It all started a week ago during one of our frequent mother and son walks.

Free from distractions, we talked openly during these walks, and I looked forward to them. For last week’s stroll, she had selected Seward Park, my favorite open space. It was close to our home on Mercer Island across from Lake Washington, east of downtown Seattle. Water surrounded the park on three sides and offered majestic views of Mount Rainier and Lake Washington. Its old-growth forests teemed with wildlife. Accompanied by our black Labrador retriever Ace, we completed the 2.4-mile paved path before we sat down on a bench that overlooked the lake. My mother told me, in a soft voice, that after ten years she was going to get remarried.

My mother remained still as she waited for my response. I worried how much she had fretted over my potential reaction. I didn’t want to make her wait a second longer, so I gave her the biggest smile I could muster. She released a sigh of relief. Her mouth curled into a tender smile, and a sense of peace seemed to circulate through her to me. She leaned in and gave me a hug.

I didn’t know her partner, Frank, very well. Sensitive to the impact her renewed dating might have on me, my mother kept her relationships to herself. As I grew older, I came to understand and appreciate her sacrifice after my father’s death: not to date until only recently. When she met Frank last year, I spotted the difference in her demeanor almost immediately. Kind and patient, Frank allowed her the time she needed to adjust, and in return, she gave him her love.

I returned my attention to the machine that sat waiting for me. I used the select button on the right side of the control wheel to zoom in on the blurry caption that appeared before me. The apparatus sprung back to life. The Monday morning headline of the January 16, 2008, edition of the Seattle Times, Washington’s largest newspaper, announced “St. Helens’ activity surprises scientists.”

I had grown comfortable in my ignorance of the events surrounding my father’s death on Mount Saint Helens. My motto was the less I knew, the better. But my mother’s announcement that she was getting married changed everything for me. The revelation turned my thoughts to my father. What emerged from some place deep in my mind surprised me. It was fear, a fear of how, with this change in our way of life, the memory of my father, suppressed for so long, might become lost forever. I determined, right then, not to allow this to happen and decided that the best way to keep his memory alive in my head and in my heart was by confronting his death.

I scanned the newspaper. On January 16, 2008, Mount Saint Helens, notorious for its dramatic May 16, 1980, eruption, had stirred back to life. I continued to scan. The article related how correspondents observed geologists near the new dome dodging fierce outbursts of rocks and debris flung several hundred feet into the air out of volcanic vents, which pierced the volcano’s dome. The article remarked how one piece of rubble had struck a geologist, who rescuers evacuated. Numbed by the recollection that this piece of debris would end up killing my father, I quit reading.

I forced myself to speculate how much time had passed before somebody telephoned my mother. Cell phone coverage was spotty in the area. There may have not been an immediate call home from the United States Geology Survey Seattle Field Office, where my father worked. I wondered to myself who had called her to let her know that a stray rock had injured her husband.

I recalled, from hushed conversations from long ago, how the tragedy had progressed. What my mother first believed to be a minor injury turned into a more serious discussion of head trauma. What followed was a longer period of hope for recovery, then my father’s death.

In the early years after my father’s death, I had continued to protect myself by avoiding any discussion of his death and the events surrounding it. In my teenage years, as the reality of his loss seeped in past my emotional defenses, I grew angry. To grapple with this growing anger, I tried to shift my pain to somebody else, anybody else. But who could I blame? My father, my mother, the volcano? My mother had raised me to accept responsibility and not to look at external sources for excuses. It was a tough mantra, but it provided me with a powerful form of self-control.

As I reflected on it, I now felt ashamed for not having spoken earlier of this time with my mother. Even from the funeral, all I could recall was standing still, silently, next to her. I needed to apologize to her for my long absence and let her know I was ready now to share her pain.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2 Luther Burbank Park
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With Ace loaded into my mother’s green Subaru Forester, my mother and I headed off to Luther Burbank Park. The waterfront park that overlooked Lake Washington was Ace’s favorite playground. Residents knew the park for its designated off-leash areas, where dogs could run free if they would come back to their owner when signaled. We trained Ace well. He only violated the park’s rules once when he chased a squirrel in a haphazard game of cat and mouse. In this version, the squirrel won, but the commotion captured the scrutiny of a park ranger, who issued us a warning.

It was a gorgeous September day. The early fall foliage was vibrant after a dry summer. The tints of red, orange, and gold leaves contrasted against the backdrop of evergreen trees. Fallen leaves swirled in the breeze. After parking, we followed an unpaved path, hemmed in by a forest of evergreen and broadleaf trees, to the off-leash area.

Ace looked up at us with his hazel eyes and begged to be set loose to join the other dogs already chasing one another. Even unleashed, Ace sat at my side until, with just the slightest nod of my head, he knew he had permission to run free. Over time, countless trampling dogs had turned the once luscious tough ryegrass into a lifeless brown turf.

My mother selected a nearby bench within view of Ace. I shared with her my reflections from the library and told her I was ready to hear more about my father, John. She hesitated for a second and asked where she should start. With the weight of my initial request off my chest, I asked her to begin wherever she was most comfortable.

She started with how they met. She told me that my father had served onboard a Coast Guard cutter in Seattle’s South Downtown (SoDo) district as a boatswain’s mate. She said he had devoted the bulk of his time to maintaining the constellation of buoys, beacons, and lighthouses that marked Seattle’s waterways.

Continuing, she shared how the University of Washington had welcomed him into the Earth Science program after he finished his tour of duty, adding that this was the same year that she had entered the university as a medical student. I asked her how they had met. I was amused to learn that they ran into each other at a Dave Matthews concert. My father had cut his foot on a broken beer bottle, and my mother, who had volunteered at a medical tent, treated him. After a year-long courtship, the two married at Seattle’s breathtaking Sodo Park. One year later, I was born.

I learned from my mother that my grandfather, papa Tom, had insisted they accept, as a wedding present, a home on Mercer Island. Bridges connected the island to Seattle to the west and the city of Bellevue to the east. It was a lavish present, but a gift my grandfather, who ran one of the largest forestry-products companies in the area, could easily provide.

She told me my father’s Earth science courses progressed from geology to volcanology. His interest in volcanoes was easy to understand. Volcanoes flanked Seattle. The expertise he gained about them helped to explain my award-winning exploding volcano entry during my first-grade science fair. After college, he took a job with the United States Geological Survey’s Seattle Field office.

Our conversation continued. I learned that the bulk of my father’s work was with volcanoes. He wanted to understand the processes involved in their formation and what caused them to erupt. A dozen potentially active volcanoes were part of the Cascade Mountain range that commanded the skyline of the Pacific Northwest. For my father, the range served as a privileged, open-aired workshop.

The twelve-hundred-mile-long mountain chain stretched from northern California through Oregon and Washington to southern British Columbia. Near our home, these sleeping giants included Mount Rainier, Mount Adams, Mount Hood, and Mount Saint Helens. These volcanoes defined the Pacific Northwest section of the Ring of Fire, an array of volcanoes that rimmed the Pacific Ocean.

Our conversation turned to the fateful day when a volcanic blast killed my father. My mother pointed out how, as a volcanologist, my father visited Mount Saint Helens frequently to work on ground survey equipment designed to forecast eruptions. She explained how my father loved his job and enjoyed working outdoors. She told me, as a scientist, he studied volcanoes to try to more accurately predict when eruptions might occur. She said that after the 1980 Mount Saint Helens eruption, my father was even more determined to figure out what was happening on what he called “his volcano.”

With a surge of pride, she leaned into me and placed a hand on my shoulder. She appealed to me to accept that my father wasn’t a reckless man and that he had taken every safeguard. He wasn’t a thrill seeker, as some would have me think. With tears in her eyes, she finished by urging me to understand that his sole focus on the mountain, that fateful day, was to save lives.

I thought it best to let our discussion end here. I turned to find Ace, and with a sharp whistle, he came bounding over to me, leaving behind a cluster of rustling leaves in his wake. Before we took off, Ace knew we owed him a turn in the waterfront that skirted the park. With a flick of my wrist, I tossed a stick into the lake. Ace leapt into the water, setting a throng of ducks into the air in protest. Later, he shifted his attention to the water itself as he plunged his black muzzle into the basin, stirring his nose around underwater. It was an act that neither my mother nor I understood. Was Ace fishing?

We dried and loaded Ace into the station wagon and headed home. It was a quiet drive. Along the way, I thought about my father. I admired his work and his aim to save lives. This insight filled my heart and offered me a new direction. I, too, wanted to understand how volcanoes, like Mount Saint Helens, worked. I promised one day, like my father, I would use this expertise to protect the lives of people living in the shadow of volcanoes. It was a turning point in my life.
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3 Johnston Ridge Observatory

[image: ]


[image: ]
There is nothing quite like waking up in the morning to the smell of bacon. I dressed and joined my mother downstairs for breakfast. After my talk with her the previous day, I felt renewed and wanted to move forward. I had seen the tears in her eyes at the mention of Mount Saint Helens. They signaled to me she wasn’t prepared, as I hadn’t been, to discuss this closing chapter of my father’s life. She could only carry me so far on my new journey of discovery. As if she expected this limit, she surprised me by suggesting I pay a visit to my father’s colleague and best friend from work.

I made a brief call after breakfast and arranged to meet my father’s former colleague, Joffre. He requested we meet at the Mount Saint Helens Johnston Ridge Observatory, where he was completing some research. It was a convenient place to meet him. I wondered if he knew I hadn’t visited the mountain since my father’s death. Was this his attempt, like my counselor’s effort years before, to have me face my father’s death?

I drove for two hours south on Interstate I-5 and turned east onto Washington State Route 504. The road served as the primary access to Mount Saint Helens National Volcanic Monument. A torrent of ice, mud, and rocks, released by the May 18, 1980, Mount Saint Helens eruption, had destroyed large sections of the roadway, all now restored. The eruption took fifty-seven lives and damaged over a billion dollars in property.

I met Joffre at the Johnston Ridge Observatory at the end of Route 504. The United Forest Service managed the area. We met in a cramped office on the site that served as the headquarters for the monument. We each chose one of two well-worn leather office chairs. So many questions; I didn’t know where to start.

I opened with a straightforward challenge. “What was my father doing at the volcano?” Joffre leaned back. He had expected this question. He pointed out my father, like him, wanted to figure out how volcanoes worked. They planned to use these insights to help more accurately forecast future eruptions. “Why Mount Saint Helens?” I asked. He said that the glaciers that covered it were of particular interest. He noted this mixture of glaciers and volcanic forces presented an uncommon hazard that demanded increased monitoring and study.

My thoughts shifted back to my father. I asked Joffre what more he could tell me about his death. By his reaction, I think he had expected this question as well. Joffre said he and my father had studied together at the University of Washington. He told me he had joined the Geological Survey’s Seattle Field office in 2003 and that my father had joined him at the same office the next year.

Joffre said in their first two years together, the volcano was quiet. He pointed out how, on September 23, 2004, there had been an earthquake. He said later there were more shocks, and then dozens of magnitude two and three tremors spaced two to three minutes apart. He said over two hundred minor earthquakes struck less than one-half mile below the site of the 1980 blast. Twenty-five years after Mount Saint Helens’ historic 1980 eruption, he said that the volcano had come back to life.

Joffre saw by my expression that he had my full attention. His voice raised in excitement as he said seismic activity was “the holy grail for geologists,” sharing that the data it furnished served as the lifeblood of their investigations. He told me he and my father devoted untold hours monitoring data from the volcano. Joffre said they were “drunk with excitement and data, especially data.”

Joffre revealed how, along with the renewed seismic movement, a new lava dome had appeared behind the original lava dome on the crater floor. “We all waited for something,” he said. Then he detailed how, at mid-day on October 1, 2004, a fissure opened in the pit. The mountain spewed forth a violent burst of volcanic ash and steam, which soared to twelve thousand feet into the sky.

He said this explosion wasn’t a full eruption, at least not compared to the explosion in 1980, but for him and my father, it was significant. Joffre recounted how intense showers of steam and ash, accompanied by low-frequency harmonic tremors, followed in the next two days. According to Joffre, the tremors proved that magma​[1] in the crust beneath the mountain was “on the move.” Then, with his voice trembling in nostalgic excitement, he said, “It happened. Magma! Magma reached the surface of the volcano.” He drew a breath and said, “What a year.”

“The eruption surprised us,” he said. “Even with the outpouring of research since the 1980 Mount Saint Helens eruption, they didn’t see the 2004 eruption coming. Josh, it seemed as if everything geologists had learned about volcanoes from the previous twenty-four years hadn’t brought us any closer to being able to make more accurate predictions.”

Joffre detailed how, in 2005, the new lava dome continued to grow. Then he said that, on March 8, a partial collapse of the lava dome led to a new plume of steam and ash. Finally, he said that after this, the dome disintegrated. His voice, almost mournful now, wavered as he described how, in July, a chunk of the dome broke off with an accompanying display of rockfall and dust.

Joffre said, “The party was over.” He noted the rest of 2005 and 2006 were uneventful. His voice calmer now, almost sad, he told me the National Park Service had reopened the crater rim to tourists. “Tourists!” he exclaimed. Except for a steam plume in late 2006, he told me the volcano remained quiet until January 2008.

In January 2008, another geologist discovered steam seeping from the lava dome in Mount Saint Helens’ crater, according to Joffre. A minor magnitude 2.9 earthquake followed the discovery. Joffre explained it was in response to this activity that he and my father disappeared from their lab and returned to the mountain. At this point, Joffre recommended we take a stroll around the volcano.

We left the Johnston Ridge Observatory and joined the Harry’s Ridge Trail just outside the gray concrete slabbed building. The hiking trail twisted around the northwest face of the volcano and presented a dramatic view of the area. We walked at a gentle pace as we enjoyed panoramic views of Spirit Lake, Coldwater Peak, and Mount Adams. Then we returned to the observatory.

I thanked Joffre for his time. Joffre smiled as he passed me a well-worn business card from the University of Washington. He said if I wanted to learn more, I should call Professor Stanley, chair of the Department of Earth and Space Sciences. And as if I needed any more motivation, Joffre offered that Mount Saint Helens reminded geologists just how lethal the volcanoes in the Cascade Mountains could be. He told me that, one day, one of these volcanoes would erupt again and that geologists had to work harder to understand how they worked if we were going to be ready. “Josh, we need people like you to help us,” he concluded.
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4 Drumheller Fountain
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Professor Stanley’s office was in Johnson Hall at the University of Washington’s Seattle campus. A staff member showed me to his door at the appointed time. Professor Stanley greeted me and offered me a seat. The velvety black leather armchair was the only spot in the place that Professor Stanley hadn’t heaped high with journals and papers. The professor must have sensed my reaction to the stuffiness of his room, and so he proposed we grab some fresh air. I agreed.

The professor’s office was minutes away from the campus’s iconic Drumheller Fountain. The landmark served as the centerpiece of the university. As we strolled around the fountain’s six-hundred-and-fifty-foot circumference, we enjoyed a magnificent view of Mount Rainier. The mountain was out today, a local axiom that meant clouds did not obscure the view of the gentle giant.

Professor Stanley asked me what he could do for me. I told him I wanted to continue my father’s work. “And your grades? How are your grades?” Confidently, I reached into the back pocket of my frayed jeans and offered him an envelope containing a photocopy of my high school transcript. He steered me to a seat on one of the many benches that flanked the fountain. He put on his black-rimmed reading glasses. After what seemed like an eternity, he removed his glasses and handed me back the sheet of paper. He said, “Josh, not bad, not bad at all.”

What the professor asked next took me off guard. He asked me if I could start next month. The only response I could muster was a faint, “Yes.” We both remained silent for a minute, me with a confused look on my face, until Professor Stanley turned back to me and said, “Didn’t your mother tell you?”

“Tell me what?” I asked, dumbfounded.

Professor Stanley pointed out that after my father’s death, my grandfather had established a generous trust in my father’s name for students who wanted to study geology. According to the professor, the trust, which had already funded over fifty scholarships, contained one key provision. If any of my parent’s direct descendants applied to the school, the university had to grant them priority admission if they otherwise satisfied all the university’s admission criteria. I stood there in disbelief. “Okay then,” Professor Stanley said, “let’s get some paperwork done.”

Professor Stanley walked me a short distance across the knoll to Mary Gates Hall, a stunning gothic-styled stone masterpiece whose architectural flourishes included turrets, ramparts, and gargoyles. The building evoked a bygone age of ornate architecture and superb craftsmanship. It served as the school’s center for undergraduate studies. After a few minutes alone with the staff, he introduced me to Emily, an undergraduate counselor, who, he reassured me, would take care of me.

I thanked Professor Stanley for his time. He invited me to call on him as needed. Then, with a modest grin on his face, he said, “Josh, one last detail. Your grandfather’s endowment had one other provision.” He said in order to continue to qualify for funding from the grant, I had to maintain a 3.2 grade point average. And with this, he wrapped up our meeting with one final caution for the morning: “Watch those math grades.”

Emily set me to work. She passed me a stack of paperwork and pointed me toward a nearby table. I finished the forms that included a lengthy checklist of things I had to do to get ready for admission. Emily helped me sign up for the mandatory student orientation session required of all new freshman students. One form noted that I would meet an academic counselor at the conference, and they would help me choose the courses I needed to sign up for.

Paperwork completed, I handed it back to Emily. With the morning sun on her face, I saw just how beautiful she was. Her creamy pale skin glowed in the morning light. And her eyes, those emerald eyes, held me in place. I needed a photo to use for my student id. Emily suggested I use the photo from my Washington State Driver’s license. The photo featured a very unflattering cowlick that my grandfather teased me about relentlessly, so instead, Emily helped me upload a better picture from my Facebook page.

Emily said my identification card and welcome packet would arrive by mail within a week. She added the package would include instructions
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