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The Wild Never Was


I have had to come so far away from it in order to understand it all.

—LAWRENCE DURRELL



I’M NOT SURE WHAT I FEARED MORE: THE SHEER FIFTY-FOOT DROP behind me or another minute without coffee.

For reasons lost to time and memory, I had chosen this particular week to try to kick my coffee habit. Perhaps I’d gotten it in my head that my addiction to the bitter bean was out of control, and thought that I should curtail my caffeine intake. After all, I was living in Los Angeles at the time, surrounded by people who saw self-betterment as an extreme sport, and maybe I thought if I gave up my vices I might be able to improve my figure, clear my head, and land a $20 million contract with MGM Studios. Why, in my youthful idealism, I figured the best week to go cold turkey was when taking a group of thirty middle schoolers rock climbing in Joshua Tree is beyond me. What I do know is that in terms of stupid things I’ve done in my life, it ranks right up there with the time I peed on an electric fence.

I gingerly edged along the crack that was leading me where I needed to go—the apex of a huge, vaguely pyramid-shaped rock outcropping. At the very top was a wedged boulder that looked like a keystone in an arch-way. It would be perfect, I thought, to anchor a top rope there so the kids could try to scramble up the face. It was early morning and the sun was barely up. The kids were back at our camp ensconced in their tents. There was still a nighttime chill to the air, but I was sweating buckets from both fear and exertion, as well as caffeine withdrawal delirium tremens.

The gritty stone face I was on was rounded, so my body was being pushed ever so slightly outward. I felt exposed and unbalanced, with only a few feet to go before the wedged boulder. My harness, though jangling with cams and nuts (little metal anchors of various kinds that rock climbers wedge into cracks to secure ropes), wasn’t tied to anything. I was “free climbing” without a rope, an uncaffeinated Alex Honnold copycat.

I had “back-climbed” the pyramid-shaped cliff, easily getting nearly all the way to the top up the slanted slope on the other side. But the only way to get to the spot where I wanted to anchor our ropes was along this hairline crack, into which I’d wedged my climbing shoes and was now inching along. There were no handholds on the big flat face on which my body was pressed, so my arms were outstretched and I was trying to adhere my open hands to the rock gecko style.

Breathing hard, heart hammering, I pushed my foot another little bit along the crack. Not much more to go. I had to move in tiny increments, keeping my body as flat as possible to avoid pitching backward. It had seemed at first glance that this was a relatively easy way to access the spot I needed. Now that I was somewhat stranded on this sheer wall with no handholds, however, the idea that I could do this without being roped seemed idiotic. Pausing for breath, I craned my head slightly to look back over my shoulder. The desert was lighting up with the morning sun. My head was aching from caffeine deprivation and my thoughts were muzzy, but as I looked out over the expanse of desert and at the cruel rocks four stories below me, I realized I’d put myself in a predicament where I could, very possibly, die. This was deeply depressing to me, because I knew that if I pitched backward and fell to a bloody death on the rocks below, my last thought wouldn’t be of loved ones or family. I wouldn’t see my life flash before my eyes, a parade of people I cared for and experienced life with. I wouldn’t behold my wife’s face, or imagine my daughter’s hand in mine as we crossed the street. I would die with only one thought in my head: Sure would love a coffee right about now

I took another baby step, stretching out my right hand toward the big rock at the top of the climb. A few more inches. Almost there. I kept my balance—barely—and was able to finally get a handhold. I threw an anchor in one of the cracks and made myself fast to the rock. My body was slack with relief, and sweat soaked my shirt. I began to shake, the aftereffects of adrenaline and fear coursing through my body. That was close, I thought. The next thought came with such ringing clarity I can still remember it after all these years; it was like a billboard was instantaneously constructed right in front of my eyeballs with my thoughts emblazoned in neon: What am I doing out here?

A fair question. I had been leading outdoor adventures since I was nineteen. I could’ve been a lot of things: tube sock model, professional bikini-sniffer, Vanilla Ice impersonator. But I had, by dint of desire and fate, become an outdoor educator. I made a dubious living dragging young people out into the deserts, forests, and mountains to build self-reliance, develop teamwork, and poop in holes like a troglodyte.

Especially when I was younger, I’d head out into these open places on adventures and see myself as the star of the movie of my life, the plucky protagonist we’re all rooting for. What I didn’t get was that my own tiny story was being enacted against a backdrop of a much larger and more vicious tale. The story of white settlers clearing the land of its Indigenous people to create an untrammeled playground for people like me. After all, as a six-foot, three-inch white guy, I looked like the poster child for Manifest Destiny.

I headed out into these places that were “unpeopled” and “wild”—vast landscapes with nothing but chaparral and rocks and lizards. I would stride about these natural vistas like some colonial baron, overseeing my domain and acting as though I owned the place. I was like the gouty early colonists who purchased the entire western half of the Mississippi River basin without even thinking about the millions of Native Americans who lived there. The modern equivalent would be selling someone a “lovely undeveloped thirteen-mile-long island at the mouth of the Hudson River.” It’s painful to admit, but I gradually came to realize the cruel truth: White people like me are goombahs. We’re the elevator farters of history.

As hard as I tried, I couldn’t stay ignorant forever. I gradually came to see that the myth of virgin, pristine wilderness was exactly that, a myth. Accounts differ, but most historians and anthropologists and number-crunching geeks agree that before Columbus arrived in 1492, there were tens of millions of Native Americans occupying every corner of the Western Hemisphere, from the frozen ice of the North Sea to the wind-whipped mountains of Patagonia. What I saw initially as a tabula rasa where I could adventure to write my own epic life story, I realized was a landscape that already held countless stories. That I was, in effect, a visitor. A tourist. I was walking through a landscape soaked with the blood of Indigenous peoples, and my own ancestors—furriers from Minnesota and Mennonites from Pennsylvania—were the cause of their demise.

I know, I know: It sounds like sententious soapboxing. But the complication, as I saw it, was that while I acknowledged the memories of these places and the trauma that had played out there, I also loved it. The trees, mountaintops, valleys; the whole fresh air thing just clicked with me. Whether scrabbling up the rocks in Joshua Tree or wading through the swamps of Florida, I felt like myself when I was in nature, despite the creeping realization that I was a usurper.

I also knew I was woefully underequipped to deal with the real world, or a real job. I’d tried and failed spectacularly in a number of professions. I just can’t seem to care about institutional priorities or the machinations of business. I agree with humorist Dave Barry who wrote, “If you had to identify, in one word, the reason why the human race has not achieved, and never will achieve, its full potential, that word would be ‘meetings.’”

I knew, as I clung to that rock wall—and I know it now—that there is something in my temperament that is ill-suited for profitable, normal employment; deep-seated personality flaws I seem incapable of overcoming. I think many folks who seek respite in the outdoors do it because they just don’t feel like they belong anywhere else. The boardrooms and cubicles and classrooms feel like involuntary confinement, and so they strike out in search of a place where they can be themselves.

I always sought out experiences outdoors. Even from a young age, I was driven by an urge to get outdoors and wander around. The two factors that have defined the course of my life are a love of inclement weather and poor decision-making capabilities.

The first is equally a product of circumstance and genetics. I was raised in the mountains of Vermont, where the weather is so predictably awful there’s an added season to the normal rotation of spring, summer, fall, and winter to fully capture the schizophrenic meteorology of the state: “mud season.” In addition, my father’s side of the family is Scandinavian, my mother’s Scottish, so a love of rainy, cold, depressingly cloudy landscapes is a birthright. I am told that this affection for unpleasant climes is shared by others, particularly the British, whose famously rainy weather has driven them to solutions such as Wellington boots and the colonization of India.

This propensity for grinning cheerfully into the face of a driving rain or whistling happily like a man-child as I tromp through snow in subzero temperatures is, I fully acknowledge, a major character flaw. Worse, it’s a proclivity that has veered into sadomasochistic tendencies, as it makes me especially happy to inflict exposure to adverse elements on children.

The inability to make thoughtful choices has plagued me my whole life. A normal adult weighs options, considers stakeholders, then acts in accordance with common sense and an understanding of cause and effect. I, on the other hand, tend to act impulsively, making major life choices on a whim, driven more by fanciful notions than prudence. The reins of my brain have been given over to the overenthusiastic golden retriever of my worst impulses.

Case in point: I grew up in the Green Mountains in a forested valley. My parents ran a bed-and-breakfast and Nordic ski center out of a nineteenth-century farmhouse. There was still a working dairy farm on the property run by an old couple that lived nearby, George and Elise. My earliest memories are of a house full of strangers, and parents who were so frightfully busy cooking and cleaning for inn guests that I enjoyed radical liberty through benign neglect.

I’d often wander about the farm and fields, poking around for something to do or hanging out with the taciturn George, an iconic Vermonter who rarely spoke a word. My greatest joy was when “Uncle” George, as I called him, would hoist me up to ride beside him on his tractor as he headed out into the hay fields to spread manure. To a kid like me, getting to witness firsthand several hundred gallons of bovine poop flung twenty feet into the air in a great, splattering rooster tail bordered on the sublime.

One March day in particular stands out. There’s a saying in Vermont: “If you don’t like the weather, wait twenty minutes.” The previous day had been warm, so the deep snow had begun to soften. Overnight, the temperature plummeted to single digits. The result was that the snow acquired an icy glaze on the surface: a thick, hardened veneer of glass-like ice covered the ground. An adult trying to walk on the snow would crunch through, but the frozen layer could support a child just fine. My sister and I strapped on our ice skates and skated around on top of the snow through the fields and forests, slaloming through trees and racing across meadows.

We eventually began exploring an old logging road that ascended the side of the valley. We came to a spot at the top where a steep hill dropped away at our feet. It was forested by a mixed stand of maple and pine, but there was just enough space between the trunks for a straight shot down the vertiginous pitch. We’d already discovered that the icy surface of the snow and our light bodies turned every hill, no matter how gentle the slope, into a slick slide. We didn’t even need sleds; our butts worked just fine.

But this hill was of a different order. Steep and forested. A kid who slid down would be putting themselves in danger of grievous bodily harm.

“Let’s go!” I yelled. But my sister—older by two years—was the ranking sibling, so she got to go first. She shoved herself off, scooching on her butt but quickly picking up speed, rocketing down the hill like some pint-sized bobsledder with a death wish. As she neared light speed, I watched her face hit a low branch and her head snap back. Even from the top of the hill, I could see the bright red blood on the snow where she spun to a stop.

This was the defining moment. A normal kid would view the destruction laid out before them, wrought by the Arctic Hill of Death, and work out in the reptilian part of their brain the basic calculus that it was dangerous. I, on the other hand, scooted forward and followed my sister, picking up speed and rocketing down on my bum as she sat bleeding and wailing below.

I crashed—spectacularly—into a more forgiving evergreen. The rest is a blur: my parents arriving to scoop up my crying, bloodied sister, a trip to the hospital, her return with stitches in her lip.

Here we have the germinal seed of my personality: a deep-seated ignorance of cause and effect. But something else as well: a love of the unpredictable, an eagerness for experience seasoned with inappropriate amounts of blithe disregard for propriety. Despite the narrow confines of my life, I’ve tried to get out and about and see what the world has to offer. While I acknowledge it’s a fault, I’m not particularly keen on analysis and contemplation (to which my children, who’ve consumed meals I’ve made that go beyond fusion and enter into the gastronomical realm of the multiverse, can attest), and would prefer, whenever possible, to just do something rather than talk about it. So it’s hardly surprising that one of my first jobs was as an Outward Bound instructor, leading incarcerated youth on river trips in Florida. Which makes sense, as I’m temperamentally incapable of tucking in my shirt.

I’d go on to lead trips in the Sierra, Vermont, Puget Sound, even Mexico and Europe. I would take students into landscapes that weren’t mine, really. I was colonizing—dressing up in organic wool pullovers and recycled-plastic puffy jackets and preaching Leave No Trace ethics, but colonizing nonetheless. I played the part of a bumbling, anodyne conquistador.

But none of this was on my mind as I secured the anchors on the top of the pyramid-shaped boulder in the middle of Joshua Tree National Park. Despite the fact that I’d almost killed myself due to a deeply flawed and quickly abandoned attempt at self-improvement, I began to feel tiny sparks of what resembled happiness. I was tired and coffee-deprived, and also entertaining growing fears about how the regularity of my bowel movements would be affected sans caffeine, but I was able to enjoy, at least a little, the beauty of the place I was in. Once I was sure I’d double-anchored the top rope, I clipped in and began to rappel down. Looking back over my shoulder, I saw the desert and the sun, the rocks and the sand, and felt, for a fleeting instant, that I was right where I should be.
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RIFA


They are already dead … those who had lost track of their own absurdity.

—SHIRLEY HAZZARD



THE NIGHT HUMMED AND CRACKLED AROUND ME WITH LIFE: CHIRPS, buzzes, squawks. Moths dive-bombed my headlamp. I felt an insect chomp my ankle, then another behind my knee. In Vermont, mosquitoes and blackflies can be a nuisance, but what I quickly realized is the mosquitoes biting me in Florida were in a different league. It was like someone was dancing around me under Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak with a cattle prod, zinging me with abandon. Each bite brought a sharp, stabbing, wasp-sting pain. I slapped and swore, stamping my feet. Panicking, somehow I got the tent up into a rough facsimile of shelter and dove in through the door, pushing my sleeping bag in front of me and hysterically zipping the screen shut.

But somehow all the mosquitoes had gotten in the tent with me. They continued to bite everywhere now; I felt their needle-like proboscises stabbing my ribs, back, arms, even my face. Trying to muffle my screams, I wriggled into my sleeping bag despite the oppressive, armpit-like heat and humidity of the Florida outback. The stings kept coming. Popping my head out of the stifling bag, I used my headlamp to examine my body, and that’s when I saw them.

I was covered in fire ants.

I had unknowingly pitched my tent on an anthill populated by Sole-nopsis invicta Buren, commonly known as the red imported fire ant, or RIFA.

The next period of time exists in my memory as a shattered, frenetic series of jump-cuts. Me, twisting wildly about as I pinched ants off my body, their mandibles visibly jabbing my skin; a frenzied, tent-bound discotheque striptease as my headlamp strobes wildly and I twist and writhe, ripping off clothing; half-muffled screams and curses that sound as if I’m speaking in tongues.

I spent the night hunting down ants in my tent, crushing their little exoskeletons while my body buzzed with painful bites. I was too embarrassed to sprint back to the bunkhouse and admit my stupidity, yet sweatily desired nothing more than to escape the sheer hellishness of a tent infested with fire ants. Caught between a self-imposed Scylla and Charybdis of idiocy. I barely slept, as the occasional well-hidden ant wriggled out of hiding and made its location known with yet another savage bite.

I was in Scottsmoor, Florida—a godforsaken place to begin with, fire ants notwithstanding—to train as a wilderness instructor with Outward Bound. Training I clearly needed, as I aptly demonstrated that first night. The landscape around Scottsmoor doesn’t look like stereotypical Florida. No glitzy schmaltz of the beach cities farther south, no soul-sucking tourist lures of Epcot and Disney. But it’s still Florida, so it’s flat and hot. Gridded by dusty roads, Vidalia onion fields alternate with orange groves.

Earlier in the evening, at the tender age of nineteen, I landed at the Orlando airport to begin my training as an Outward Bound instructor. I was nervous and unsure of what to expect. I had lived practically my whole life in rural Vermont, and it showed. I was untraveled, unworldly, and clueless. I’d never eaten sushi and believed 1980s movies to be the zenith of civilization. I wandered aimlessly among the massive gleaming terminals, looking for the lead trainers who were supposed to pick me up. It was late in the evening, and the hordes of tourists had already passed through on their way to The Happiest Place on Earth. The only thing that would’ve completed the image of the yokel out of his depths would’ve been if I was barefoot with straw clamped between my teeth, a burlap sack flung over my shoulder.

A man ran toward me. A shock of curly terrier hair haloed his high forehead, a giant grin showcasing his diastema. Good omen. A gap-toothed smile was indicative of puckish intelligence and mischievous goodwill—see Eddie Murphy, Madonna, Woody Harrelson, and Samuel L. Jackson.

“You must be Erik!” he said, panting. “Finally found you. I’m Pete.”

Pete was one of the other trainees. I’d later learn he’d been in the army. He’d also worked in Antarctica, driving a forklift and doing odd jobs for researchers. He had the personality of a poodle, all bounce and goofy exuberance. Pete was just past thirty, but we bonded despite more than a decade separating us. We both, by circuitous routes involving shared peripatetic employment habits, had signed up to be trained as Outward Bound instructors and had arrived in Florida for a few weeks of orientation.

Outward Bound was started in England in 1941 by educator Kurt Hahn, a German Jew who spoke out against Hitler during the 1930s, got imprisoned, then fled to England where he zealously threw himself into education and created a number of different schools. The inception of Outward Bound—an organization taking students on rigorous outdoor adventures with the aim of building confidence and teamwork skills—resulted from Hahn noticing that older sailors fared better than young whippersnappers when faced with dire survival circumstances. Hahn saw the need for a school that taught outdoor skills, but also attempted to engender the kind of patient resilience he saw as essential to coping with extreme outdoor challenges. “To serve, to strive, and not to yield,” became the Outward Bound motto. Now, outdoor programs and wilderness schools have proliferated across the world, with giants like the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) sharing a piece of the Outward Bound pie. But Hahn created one of the first of its kind. If various historical records are to be taken at face value, Hahn was a complicated individual; his accomplishments were numerous but contrasted sharply with other personality attributes, including a propensity for discipline involving a stout cane and an overbearing personality. You can take the man out of Germany, but you can’t take Germany out of the man, I guess.

Instructor orientation was a few weeks long, during which we’d learn to paddle canoes on the rivers and lakes of Florida in preparation to become Outward Bound instructors in its Youth at Risk program. Incarcerated kids would join us for thirty-day river trips once we were all trained up.

I helped Pete gather up a few other straggling trainees and we all jumped in a van driven by Jon, one of the lead instructors, and headed to basecamp in Scottsmoor.

It was dark by the time we got to camp. There were maybe a dozen other trainees, all in their twenties. I was the youngest, Pete the oldest. The Scottsmoor basecamp was just a simple double-wide ranch house with a bunkhouse behind it, surrounded by palmettos and scrubby copses giving way to agricultural fields.

Like most teenagers, I was susceptible to a soul-crushing amount of insecurity for which I overcompensated with false bravado and embarrassingly obvious posturing. I keenly felt my age and lack of experience after spending a few minutes with the other trainees—most had graduated college—and noted a deficit in both outdoor and more elementary life skills: no bank account, stumped by the logic of filing taxes, understood female anatomy about as clearly as quantum theory. Thus, I was eager to overcompensate and prove that I was a capable outdoorsperson, ready to face whatever challenges the outback of Florida could offer. It was late, and as bunks were chosen, I volunteered to pitch a tent out in the yard. Jon and Heather, the instructors who’d be training us, looked puzzled but shrugged. I grabbed one of the tents we’d be using during the course and blundered out into the yard.

It was dark. I had a cheap headlamp that I strapped on and began trying to assemble the tent. After a few frustrated attempts I finally began to make headway, threading recalcitrant aluminum poles through little nylon sleeves. It was at that point I began to make the acquaintance of the RIFA ants and endured a long, sleepless, miserable night.

As soon as the sun streaked the sky I left the tent, taking care to step over the now-obvious anthill right on my doorstep, covered in my sneaker prints. I quietly made my way to the bathroom, and stared in horror at my shirtless reflection in the mirror.

It looked like I’d been slammed by atomic-force puberty. Fire ant bites turn into little pus-filled whiteheads. I was covered in what looked like zits. Hideously disfigured, I waited in a shame spiral until I heard others waking and shuffling over to the kitchen. Mortified, I made my appearance.

I was teased and given some advice. Don’t pop the stings; it risks infection. Avoid ant hills (duh). As I awkwardly stood with everyone else drinking bad coffee, the stories began. My own humiliation had acted as a prompt, and stories of stings, bites, and poor decisions began to flow. I gradually began to feel a bit less like an idiot. As Kyle, a bearded Georgian, related a story about a wasp nest in an old car, I murmured to Pete that it was nice to hear others had made mistakes like mine.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Yours was pretty dumb.”

If there is some grand creator out there conjuring worlds, then surely Florida is their attempt at a joke. Equatorially hot, it contains stagger-ingly beautiful natural areas: the Everglades, the Crystal River, white sand beaches, the Keys. Yet it’s also the tackiest place on earth. Disney, wizard theme parks, SeaWorld, and Universal Studios conjure images of hungover parents, red-faced and sweaty, herding their offspring through endless lines of bloated vacationers all eager to throw away a year of savings on reckless purchases of inflatable rodents and overpriced gastrointestinally dangerous food. One imagines them home after a week or so in Mickey and Minnie country, surrounded by suitcases exploded with dirty tank tops and grimy flip-flops, collapsed in a heap on the couch staring vacantly at the wall, murmuring, “Wha … what happened?”

There are creatures crawling around the swamps and backcountry of Florida that are Jurassic in stature and temperament. Invasive Burmese pythons have made a home for themselves—and they’re from an Asian jungle. But they’re perfectly content to hang in Florida, as it checks all the python boxes. Hot? Yep. Wet? Yep. Filled with lots of things to eat? Yep. How do Floridians respond? By creating a therapeutic support group for former soldiers with PTSD. The vets hunt down and kill Burmese pythons in an attempt to work through the violence of warfare. That could only happen in Florida In fact, if the internet is to be believed, one of the pythons actually tried to eat an alligator. When a snake is so carelessly predatory it tries to eat another large reptile that’s a cross between a Buick and Godzilla, you know it means business.

The history of Florida is a chaotic one. Syphilis-ridden conquistadors and slavers landed there throughout the 1500s, usually on a stereotypical trip of plunder, resource theft, enslavement, and Indigenous genocide. The usual colonial menu. Juan Ponce de León is often credited with being the first white person to land in Florida, though this is disputed. He had a notorious career in the Caribbean and South Atlantic, joining Christopher Columbus on his second voyage, running slaving businesses on Puerto Rico and elsewhere. In fact, it’s estimated that a significant percentage of people in Puerto Rico can trace their ancestry to Ponce de León, which must be like having the last name “Manson” or “Kaczynski” on your Tinder profile. It bears noting that Ponce de León wasn’t merely an accessory to the violence of early colonialism in the Caribbean; he was a murderous military commander. In Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti and Dominican Republic) he put down an uprising known as the Higuey massacre in which members of the Taíno people—men, women, and children—were disemboweled and had their hands and feet hacked off by the Spanish. He traveled to Florida twice, and like many Spanish was seeking slaves and basically whatever he could grab. Inexplicably, there are statues of Juan Ponce de León to this day in both Puerto Rico and Ponte Vedra Beach in Florida, which is sort of like having a monument to the world’s biggest hemorrhoid.

But, Florida being Florida, it’s the locale for at least one exception to the rule of violent European colonial dispossession of native culture and lives. It’s home to the Seminole people, the only tribe that never officially surrendered in the face of the US pogroms of the nineteenth century that attempted to wipe out native populations. Eventually, the US military just gave up hunting down the Indigenous peoples of Florida, who’d taken refuge in the impenetrable swamps. If there is a geographical equivalent to giving the middle finger, it’s Florida.

But during my brief time there I’d come to love it. It was a love like the mom has for her homicidal son in that movie We Need to Talk About Kevin I know Florida is dangerous, filled with both creatures and people out of nightmares. But for the most part, I still feel tenderly toward her. Exploring the rivers and lakes of Florida changed the way I saw the state. I got to spend weeks at a time drifting on slow currents of water the color of weak tea that snaked through dense palm and hardwood forests. Paddling quietly, I’d watch pterodactyl-like herons flapping overhead. Cottonmouth snakes would be sunning themselves on half-submerged logs. Once, paddling in ocean waters just off the coast, I saw a small shark dart from the shadows and watched it glide underneath me through the water. Late at night, camped on the shores of brackish lakes, I’d shine my headlamp out over the water and see the dull red eyes of alligators looking back.

While much of the state was chockablock strip malls and concrete, getting outside and on the rivers gave a glimpse of just how rugged, jungly, and wild Florida could be. But it wasn’t just the place; what I was doing—working with kids outdoors—was something I loved. I threw myself into it wholeheartedly.

A fair question to ask would be: Why? What’s the point of outdoor education? After all, most of us end up flipping burgers or answering emails or selling Mitsubishis for a living. The ability to safely ford a river or construct a shelter out of leaves and logs hardly seems necessary. For example, despite my deep-seated antipathy for long department meetings, I’ve never had to rig an emergency rappel rope to escape out the window (yet).

If it’s not about hard skills like building a snow cave or orienteering in the bush, then it’s about what it shifts for us internally. How it changes—sometimes subtly, sometimes dramatically—the very landscape of our souls. This isn’t to say that everyone who takes an Outward Bound or NOLS course experiences a transcendental moment as they traverse scree-covered ridges at 12,000 feet with a forty-pound pack wobbling on their back. But moments like that broaden our perspective of who we are. Rigorous outdoor adventures deepen who we are. I’m not sure you can say the same thing about learning to calculate compound interest or how to code in C++.
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Breakfast with Lars

SOMEONE WAS HAMMERING ON MY DOOR IN THE STEAMY PREDAWN. I lurched to wakefulness, heart thumping. Groping my way to the door in darkness, I yanked it open. There stood Lars, in a tiny pair of running shorts, hair neatly tied back in a braid.

“Yah, we are running now!?”

My cabin at the Yulee basecamp was approximately the size of a SpongeBob suitcase a child would take for the weekend to Disneyland. The close confines meant that a healthy fart could suffocate in mere seconds—a scenario I’d tested nightly after consuming what passed for dinner at basecamp.

I mumbled some sort of acknowledgment and began hunting around for my shorts and socks. The not-quite-morning air hummed with insect life. The sky had the slightest of glows to the east, either the rising sun or the Stuckey’s truck stop a mile or so away. The sun was still below the horizon—not that I could see the horizon through the dense scrub forest around us.

Lars resembled a pint-sized Arnold Schwarzenegger in physique and bearing. He had harsh, Teutonic good looks. You could imagine him beating someone up for information in a Stasi interrogation room with a smile. He was Scandinavian—Swedish, I believe—and how he ended up working with us among teenage felons in Florida, I never knew or have long since forgotten.

He took off like a deer. Lars didn’t run so much as prance up on the balls of his feet. There was a gliding buoyancy to his stride, as though gravity had less of a claim on him than the rest of us. The perfect inverted triangle of his trapezius muscles led me into the thick undergrowth down a narrow trail. How does someone even get muscles on their back like that?

People experience their first moments of wakefulness differently. My wife, for example, is on a very different wavelength than I am upon rising from the waters of sleep. As we begin to shift and stretch, eyes barely open in the early morning, she’ll turn to me—and it’s like walking into an auctioneer’s pitch midstream: “Finn has violin today but we also need to pick up the prescription before swimming I’m really worried that if we don’t transfer money out of saving over to checking the account is going to be at zero if that appliance guy doesn’t call back I swear to God can you call the school and make sure they know Finn won’t be there Friday when’s the last time you even called your dad”

My own internal monologue is more along the lines of “Mph. Coffee, whatz coffee.”

It appeared Lars woke with all cylinders firing. I tried to keep up as best I could. I am not the fastest guy out there. I don’t have spring-like tension in my tendons and muscles. I’m built rather loosely, like an Ikea desk after it’s been around for a few years and moved three times: Screws are stripped, pressboard is flaking, one side is propped up with a wad of paper because it’s uneven. Wobbly but functional. I could practically hear the vitality surging through Lars’s veins.

He zipped down the trail, the distance between us growing by the second. Immediately I began to fabricate excuses for why I was slow should he stop to wait for me: twisted ankle, recovering from a shark bite, just donated a kidney, hypoglycemic. Through the greasy sheen of sweat already stinging my eyes I saw Lars bob, low, like a boxer, then spring back to the center of the trail without breaking his gazelle-like stride. I had only a moment to wonder why he’d performed this little maneuver before it happened. I ran straight into the massive web of a spider. Strands pasted themselves across my face. I felt filaments of silk bind my arms and legs, surprisingly springy and resilient. I frantically brushed a hand across my face and chest. As I did, my hand hit what felt like a crab clinging to my shirt.

Golden orb weavers (which Floridians have given the innocuous and misleadingly cute nickname of “banana spider”) can be huge, with a leg span the size of a child’s hand. I don’t know if the one I ran into was that big, because I was busy having a nervous breakdown and vividly remembering the scene from Alien where the
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