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Author's Note


When I wrote my first monthly blog post in November of 2016, I didn’t really have a grip on my purpose, what my central theme or message was, or what the blog would become. I was simply and spontaneously moving pen across page. Now, looking back eight and a half years later, I realize: “Oh! I was home on the roam.” That first post doesn’t mention this, but I wrote it from Sunyani, Ghana.

After a somewhat random and uncertain start, I quickly get it in gear, sitting down once a month (occasionally twice) to write about what moved me the most during the preceding weeks. Almost always it came down to something to do with this fascinating planet and its limitless stories, gleaned through a daily life spent scratching the surface. I’d find something out I didn’t know about before, and want to share it.

I wrote about myself some, but hesitated to do it much. This is because, as Stella Adler put it, life is not you. In truth, life is outside of you. Because it is outside of you, you have to go to it.

Hence the roam. The go.

So here we go.


[image: Hanoi Home, room 403]



“The essential thing to know is that life is in front of you.

Go toward it.”

Stella Adler

“Roam, if you want to.”

The B-52s
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Kick it Out

November 11, 2016


Fourth novel is complete, edited, and road-tested! But I’ve decided to let it sit a little bit longer before I release it. Look for The Rooster’s Hindquarters to come out in early 2017.

The title makes sense once you read the book, but in truth I owe it to my beloved sister-mama Ann Wilson of the rock group Heart. She wrote a song back in the 1970s which she didn’t think much of, which she kept referring to as “The Rooster’s Hindquarters”. But her band thought the song was great and they wanted to record it. So they did, and now we have “Kick It Out”. 

I used Ann’s earlier song title as my working title all through the writing. It really helped, especially in the early stages when I was just trying to “kick it out” and the new writing often felt like a complete piece of crap and was. But now that I’ve love-labored over this manuscript for nearly two years, I like it! I look forward to kicking out what I hope will be a very fun story in just a few months.

In other news, I’m writing a new novel (that’s not news). Also, I will reprise my role as Bob Cratchit in the musical Scrooge at the Jesters Dinner Theater in Longmont, Colorado, when I get back there next month. It will be an honor once again to act alongside Scott Moore as he gives his iconic annual performance as Ebeneezer. He’s really great, and the whole show is lovely, and has been a Longmont Christmas institution for nearly three decades.



Hanoi Home

December 12, 2016
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Hanoi Home, room 403


It was fiesta time again when I returned to Hanoi yesterday on a gorgeous fall Sunday morning—something to do with lanterns. I’d taken the sleeper train from the city of Vinh and it had arrived late, which was perfect because by the time I walked over to the Hanoi Home Hotel, although Mr. Che was not expecting me, my room had just been vacated and they were cleaning it. Yay! So nice to be home. For the record, the special room has been renumbered from 502 to 403, but it is still the same groovy crash pad way up above an alleyway near Saint Joseph’s.

I got settled in and then went over to Hoan Kiem Lake for a run, where I joined the crowd and the party. The perimeter street was closed off to traffic, which made it fantastic for running, and I dodged lots of children driving around in electric toy cars. Paper lanterns were hanging everywhere.

My Thanksgiving was spent in Saigon with friends, careening the avenues and alleyways on the back of a motorbike and eating, eating, singing karaoke, and eating more (we also attended a wedding and a funeral). For your information, karaoke is different here than in the States. Here there are all these emporiums, where you go into a private plush room with your friends and sit on couches and sing while they bring in crates of warm beer and buckets of ice. Beer here is drunk over ice. 

We never ate turkey, but one night at 1:00 am after a karaoke fest we went for Peking duck. It was the whole nine yards: first the crispy skin carved into strips for rolling into little rice burritos with pepper and cucumber, then the rest of the bird brought in various noodle and rice dishes along with a pile of bone-in.

To get north from Saigon I traveled through Cambodia and Laos. Wow. That’s an appropriate thing to say about Laos—wow. This was just a quick scouting trip and I will be back.


[image: Waterfalls in the Bolaven Plateau, Laos]

Waterfalls in the Bolaven Plateau, Laos


After Laos, I dropped through the mountains to the northern Vietnamese city of Vinh where my American friend Cher was working. 

I finally heard my first Christmas carol this past Saturday. “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” played from a shop as I rode on the back of Cher’s moto through the streets of Vinh. I am feeling a little disoriented because I’ve been on the road since October 3rd—I was in Africa for six weeks prior to coming to Southeast Asia. As such I don’t currently have much of a concept of what time of the year it is. But I’ll get with it soon. I’ll be onstage next week in Scrooge at the Jesters in Longmont, singing Bob Cratchit. 

This journey has been very much about working on new fiction, and I am happy to report it has come off okay. I basically did back-to-back “nanowrimos” (National Novel Writing Month), turning off the internal editor and generating word count every day. I highly recommend this method for achieving an initial draft. What you get is crap, but if you do it every day for two months you get a lot of crap, which you can then begin to work with. I now have 97,700 new words of crap.

The words are the wood, the clay from which a finished piece of art can eventually emerge. Without the words there is nothing, and the task of creating a novel is impossible.

Aside from that, I still have a new novel—The Rooster’s Hindquarters—which is still finished (I hope), which I still plan to kick out early in 2017. I also might start working with a publisher on a Colorado hiking book. I did a whole lot of hiking and climbing this past summer; in May I decided I would drive nowhere far until I climbed everything I could see from my house. Then I proceeded to nearly do just that.
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Arbor Day in Enero 

January 11, 2017
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My backyard


I swung by my town’s tree limb diversion center today to drop off a few bags of leaves. Typical Colorado, after New Year’s snow we had a warm dry spell before it chilled down and snowed a foot, so I had a window of time to rake the back yard. I was out there in shorts and a tee shirt doing it. 

Autumn leaf collection around here can be challenging. Lots of times it snows in October before the leaves fall off. Other times they fall and then it snows on top of them, and it is easy to never get around to raking until spring. This year was a bit different: I took off traveling at the beginning of October, before they fell, and didn’t get back until a few days before Christmas. But the leaves called to me during those warm dry days last week and I went out and got them.

I never did get a Christmas tree this year since I got back so close to Christmas. This was the first year in I don’t know—a couple of decades?—that I didn’t have a tree. Even when I lived in India I had a little tree (a fake one) in my apartment. 

While I was in Vietnam and its environs, I enjoyed seeing an occasional pink or blue decorated plastic tree in the stores and coffee houses. When I got back to Colorado and got with the x-mas spirit, acting in Scrooge at the Jesters Dinner Theater, there were plenty of decorations there, so that was my “tree” this year.

And today, I got absolutely showered in Christmas trees! 

At the tree limb diversion center, I was greeted by a whole mountain of them. It was wonderful. I suppose you could look at this in a different way and see it as not so wonderful, but to me it was lovely. And they still smelled like Christmas! Sure, it was just a massif of dated, disposed evergreens, but I found myself standing and gaping at them. So many trees, hundreds, thousands of them! It’s weird; I felt the energy in each one.  Each tree had been the objective of an outing by someone, or perhaps a whole family, and selected (usually after some debate), brought home (not easy!), decorated, and loved for so many days and nights. Each one. Each had been an object of happiness and delight, and a majority had probably been loved by children.  

Standing there facing them all today, I felt the cumulative power of the joy and celebration that had been involved with each tree, not to mention the earnest toil involved in its planting, cultivation, harvest, and transport. Though they were simply discarded drying-out hunks of organic matter, each one radiated its own story. 
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January 11 at the Longmont Tree Limb Diversion Center


It’s true: I did not have a Christmas tree this year. Instead, I had a thousand Christmas trees!

In other news, I will perform the role of Prince Delong in The Unsinkable Molly Brown at the Jesters for the run of the show, from February 3rd through April 2nd. In addition to having a single-cast Prince we have a single-cast Molly, so hopefully she and I can develop some chemistry. Actually I know we can. The woman playing Molly also played one of the Fantines in Les Miserables—she was the one who hit me so hard in the face when I solicited her that I had trouble chewing for three days. She’s a great actress! Her singing voice is even better.
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Me and Molly



Year of the Rooster

February 12, 2017


[image: Tet fireworks above Hoan Kiem Lake in Hanoi, February, 2016]

Tet fireworks above Hoan Kiem Lake in Hanoi, February, 2016


Happy Lunar New Year! Or Tet, or Chinese New Year, or whatever you’d like to call it. Friday night, January 27 was New Year’s Eve. We have left behind the Year of the Monkey and entered the Year of the Rooster!

It caught me a little by surprise. Last year I enjoyed Tet festivities in Hanoi, and I had it in my head that Tet happened in February and was more of a spring thing. After all, the fifteen-day sequence of celebrations is often called “Spring Festival” in Chinese.

But the exact dates shift around quite a bit, and definitely tilt towards winter. Lunar year begins on the first new moon between January 21st and February 20th, which means that it usually occurs only two moons after the winter solstice. 

To be more precise, we have entered the Year of the Fire Rooster, since in the twelve-year cycle the animal components are modified by the five elements. What does this mean? Lots of things, if you want to dig into the astrology. This might be a good year to be punctual, trustworthy, and manage your money. But heck, every year is good for those things. Also, it is predicted that this year people will be a little more polite, and a little bit less stubborn, while keeping up with their human tendency to complicate things. I’m going to work on the first two and ditch the third.

Zodiac superstitions aside, here’s a fact: The rooster crows. 

The rooster is, literally, a wake-up call.

And that’s a good thing. Maybe it was an essential thing if you lived in the days before alarm clocks.

I like to think of the Year of the Rooster as an ongoing invitation to wake up. To be present, be aware. And to keep asking myself, “What am I learning? What is my life teaching me? And what am I going to do, now, in this moment?”

On a similar note, we opened The Unsinkable Molly Brown at the Jesters Dinner Theater last night, after several delays for several reasons including not having a kitchen until yesterday. Talk about awareness! Negotiating myriad scene and costume changes while remembering my lines and songs was all good fun, and I can’t wait to go back and do it again plus wait tables today.

In other news, I recently signed a contract to write a book about 101 hikes in the Rocky Mountains close to Denver, scheduled for publication in 2019. To get started I made a list: 140 hikes to walk and whittle down. I’ve got a lot of work to do! And I am on it, and will be out there hiking several times a week all through this Year of the Fire Rooster. 

One thing I am certainly waking up to, thanks to this project: There is a ton of truly great hiking to be done here all year round. Who needs to wait until summer? It’s been a great gig so far, say on a Thursday morning, to walk up through scented ponderosa forest in sunshine, amid patches of snow, while mule deer hop around and ogle me. Not bad, for a job! 
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Mule deer on the Canyon Loop Trail, near Boulder, Colorado



Malt & Molly

March 13, 2017


[image: The Molly Brown House, Denver]

The Molly Brown House, Denver


“As we reached a sea as smooth as glass…I saw that it was necessary for someone to bend the oars. I placed mine in the oarlocks…”

—Margaret Brown, reporting to the Newport Herald in May of 1912, a month after the Titanic sank.


I visited the Molly Brown House after work-hiking one day last week. The historical Denver home-turned-museum on Pennsylvania Street, which the Browns bought in 1894 when it was six years old, was right on my way home, and I had a couple of motivations for stopping by.

One was research. I’d already visited the house once, a year ago with my children, long before I knew I’d be performing in the Broadway (and phony) version of Margaret’s life. Nowadays, three nights a week I play a French prince who is smitten with Molly. I chase her, woo her, and get her to say she’ll marry me. And each time she ditches me in the penultimate scene, where I stand singing and crying in a blue spotlight while she gets on the Titanic and goes back to Colorado to live happily ever after with her husband. Which isn’t what happened. Well, she did get on the Titanic, and by most accounts she lived happily, but not ever after, and definitely not with her husband. All this I knew. But still I wanted to spend some more time in the house, and soak in the aura of Maggie (she never went by the name Molly).

I was also looking for some inspiration. I’m now in week eight of working on a book about 101 hikes along Colorado’s Front Range. I’ve written almost twenty, and with each one I get slightly less of a feeling of “what the heck have I gotten myself into?”—but only slightly. And as I walk and walk (and walk), I’m getting pickier about the trails. My hike reject rate keeps going up and is approaching thirty percent. Part of this is because I don’t read anyone else’s info before (or after); I go into each hike “cold” and collect my own data and impressions.

On the day I visited the Molly Brown House, I was on my way home from a resounding reject: Waterton Canyon. Why a reject? I’ll save writing about that for my sequel: 50½ Hikes Not to Bother Ever Doing Along Colorado’s Front Range. Suffice to say it finally started to get good at mile seven. At mile eight it got great, and I had to tear myself away and turn back. I wanted to keep going! However, this is a book about day hikes, and most people don’t want to walk twenty frigging miles in a day.

I was tired and feeling a bit defeated by the time I called in at 134 Pennsylvania Street for the tour. It was hard for me to see, as progress, walking all day only to throw a hike in the trash. It seemed akin to rowing vigorously, only to stand still and not get sucked into the vortex of the Titanic. 

“Energize me, Maggie!” I said as I came through the door. 

And she did, with that bit above, which I read on a wall plaque, about dipping your oars in the water and keeping going. In the real life of Margaret Brown, that moment in the lifeboat added momentum to, and a platform for her many passions, which she went on to pursue with verve.

Passions are good. I like passions. “Only touch the things that turn you on,” says my friend Jane Siberry. “Let whatever makes you dark and dull and drained be gone. Even if people criticize and say you’re wrong.”

So yeah, I am rowing away at this book project thing. Whenever I find myself looking too far ahead, I tell myself to cut it out. To go one week at a time, one hike at a time, one footstep at a time, one article at a time, one pen stroke at a time. And kicking a hike off the list is progress. It’s 101 hikes, not 202!

Who am I to groan? Most of the time, my problem is that I walk too much amazing stuff and build up an onerous backlog of hikes I need to write up. I need to watch it. I’m already doing three hikes in one day sometimes, and daylight hours are getting longer. “You are not allowed to hike again until you get caught up on writing,” I tell myself.

And I get to meet great people as I hike. Sometimes I meet them posthumously. A couple Thursdays ago I was on Mount Galbraith, just outside of Golden. I came out of a gulch and headed up a grassy hillside, and the behemoth Coors Brewery came into view. That sucker is gigantic! And I finally wondered, “Who was the dude who started it?” 


[image: The Coors Brewery, from the Mount Galbraith Trail]

The Coors Brewery, from the Mount Galbraith Trail


A pretty incredible dude, truthfully. Adolph Kuhrs was orphaned at age fifteen while working as an apprentice at a brewery in Germany. A few years later, in 1868, he stowed away on a ship to the USA as an undocumented immigrant. He moved to Denver, worked as a gardener, saved his pennies, and was able to buy a bottling business. With his passion for brewing re-invigorated, he and a partner converted a tannery in Golden City to a brewery. 

Damn, the tannery beer he made was good! Then Prohibition hit in 1916 and lasted seventeen years, but did Kuhrs throw in the towel? No way. With customary ingenuity and adaptability, he diversified into industry-leading malted milk, near-beer, chemicals, and other products including porcelain. The porcelain business survives to this day. In fact, Coors Inc. once quarried clay for its porcelain on seventy-five of the acres of the Mount Galbraith Park I was currently walking on.

Mount Galbraith is a keeper! It’s going to be in the book.



Ivy Baldwin

April 12, 2017
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Ivy Baldwin, courtesy of History Colorado (Buckwalter Collection, Scan #20031674)


William Ivy was born on July 31, 1866 in Houston. He left home at the age of ten, and became a paperboy for the San Antonio Light and Express.

That was my first job too! Except I worked for The Seattle Times, beginning when I was twelve. I wish kids these days had the opportunity to do that. Long ago, paper routes got taken over by adults, and then papers got overtaken by something else. Such is the way things change and become. Anyway, the paper route is where me and Ivy’s lives diverge—or maybe not. I hope not.

In San Antonio, Ivy got good at walking across a highwire strung across the San Antonio River. He also dove off a bridge to win bets, and did trapeze stunts while hanging from a tree branch over said river. Naturally, when the Thayer Dollar Circus came to town, Ivy ran away with it. It was 1877, and he was eleven. Actually he’d already run away from home, so this was just the next phase of his development.

In the circus, Ivy hooked up with two brothers named Baldwin to perform highwire and trapeze acts. He changed his name to Ivy Baldwin, and became one of the Baldwin Brothers.

Balloon stunts were getting big in circuses in those days. One day when Ivy’s circus was in Terre Haute, one of the balloonists got drunk and didn’t show up for work, so Ivy filled in. At five-foot-four and 120 pounds he had a great build for it, as well as an innate desire to be up in the air. 

Balloons in those days were made out of a fabric similar to a bedsheet. To inflate one, as many as twenty men held it down over a stack from a wood fire burning in a covered trench. Soot from the fire would rise up and cling to the balloon’s interior seams, helping to seal things. When it became hot enough to ascend, it would rise as high as 3,000 feet, slowing along the way and then hovering as it cooled.

In the classic circus act, as the balloon went up in front of spectators, one of the men (in this case Ivy) would get “caught in the ropes”. He’d hang from a bar by his knees, or by his toes, and perform acrobatics as it went up. At about 2,500 feet he’d let go, and free-fall while pulling a parachute from a sack.
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Hot-air balloons near Boulder, Colorado


As a Baldwin Brother, Ivy traveled all over the world doing all kinds of stunts. In 1890, the Emperor of Japan was so impressed with him that he had a special kimono sewn for him depicting balloons, parachutes, and crazy leaps.

In 1893, Ivy broke away from the Baldwin Brothers to go solo, basing himself in Denver thereafter. He’d already gained a strong affinity for Colorado as a home; several years previously he and the Baldwins had performed at the opening of Elitch Gardens Amusement Park. 

In Denver, Ivy became something of a performance fixture. If a new saloon was opening, for example, he could be seen walking a highwire strung between the rooftops without a net. As this was free-wheeling, wild west Denver, he could get away with this sort of thing—when he did similar stunts back East, he had to comply with local regulations which usually stipulated a net. One time in Baltimore, in order to stay legal, Ivy ran out and got an old fishing net at the last minute and laid it on the ground beneath his tightrope.

In 1894 Ivy joined the Army Signal Corps in order to help get its balloon program off the ground. This was in the very early days of the “air” force, and the Corps had nearly given up on ever getting anything in the air when Ivy and his wife Bertha sewed a new balloon in their Denver living room. Ivy went on to become a sergeant in charge of “the” military balloon, and accompanied it to Cuba, where he served in the Spanish-American war. In 1898, he and an associate were shot down near enemy lines while flying on the day before the Battle of San Juan Hill. This meant they were the first American aviators ever to get shot down. They landed in a river and survived, and Ivy went on to finish his enlistment and become honorably discharged, in 1900. Later in life, he served in World War I.

A contemporary of the Wright brothers, Ivy, in the early 1900s, participated in the design, build, and testing of prototype aircraft—as well as in many crack-ups in them. Through all this he never lost his life nor his affection for ballooning, parachuting, and—especially—his first love: tightrope walking.

In 1906 or so, Ivy began what became a long association with the El Dorado Springs Resort in the stunning El Dorado Canyon, nine miles southwest of Boulder. This is where I “met” Ivy this past month, while doing research for my hiking book. El Dorado is now a rustic state park with hiking trails, and has been a rock climbers’ mecca since the inception of the sport, but in Ivy’s day it was a major holiday resort. On any given summer day, El Dorado hosted tens of thousands of people, attracted by its artesian water-filled swimming pools and carnival atmosphere. Fine hotels such as the New El Dorado catered to honeymooners of the likes of Dwight and Mamie Eisenhower. The Glenn Miller Band played its dance hall.

There is a spot near the El Dorado Canyon entrance that absolutely cries out for a tightrope walker. This is between Bastille Rock, on the south side, and Wind Tower on the north. It’s about 600 feet across and almost the same dimension high.
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El Dorado Canyon (with Ivy’s tightrope drawn in)


Ivy did this walk more than eighty times over the decades. Sometimes he did it backwards. One time he had to stop and hang by his knees for about an hour, in order to let a storm pass.

Ivy liked to say his tightrope act was “the greatest poison in the world” because “one drop could kill you.” But it never killed him. He died at the age of 87, in bed in his house in El Dorado Springs. By then his daredevil life had exceeded standard USA life expectancy by 45 and 20 years, respectively, of what it was in the year he was born and in the year he died.

Several years before that, in 1948, on his 82nd birthday, Ivy walked El Dorado Canyon for the last time. The wire was set lower than usual, for a shorter span, but only because of the insistence of his daughter. The event was filmed by Life Magazine, and you can watch the video online. The best part, in my opinion, is when a smiling, fit Ivy steps off at the end on completing the walk, waves, and climbs down the rocks.

One source said that Ivy felt so good after his “final” walk that he did it again the next day. 

This is the point where me and Ivy’s life stories will reconverge—I hope. I want to keep on changing and becoming and exploring, all my life, and when I reach the age of 82, I want to still be doing the stuff that I love to do, including the stuff I loved to do when I was ten. Call it poison. 

And then I want to get up and do it again the next day.

It would be nice to die in bed, but we don’t have a say in that matter, do we? So we might as well just get out there and make the most of our one go-round in life on this planet. Or to quote Maggie (Molly) Brown, another oddball Coloradan whom I wrote about last month:

“I am a daughter of adventure. This means that I never experience a dull moment, and never know when I may go up in an airplane and come down with a crash, or go motoring and climb a pole, or go off for a walk in the twilight and return all mussed up in an ambulance. That’s my arc, as the astrologers would say. It’s a good one, too, for a person who had rather make a snap-out than a fade-out of life.”

Maggie wrote this shortly before she died, in bed, in her sleep.



Land of Sky Blue Waters

May 12, 2017


[image: Promotional brochure for Red Feather Lakes, circa 1922 (fair use photo)]

Promotional brochure for Red Feather Lakes, circa 1922 (fair use photo)


One of the many areas I’ve gotten to know while working on my hiking book is Red Feather Lakes, northwest of Fort Collins. Here’s how a 1920s promotional brochure, put out by some Denver businessmen who were trying to develop a resort there, described it: 

“…Regal mountain nature sweeping from lighted up patches by the silvery sheen of quaking aspen groves; broad, undulating meadows covered with gorgeous wild flowers, varying from the most delicately tinted to the most barbaric colored types; gigantic piles of multi-colored, castellated rocks in awesome formation; lovely, azure skies holding the mystery of the ages; rarified air of incredible clarity; babbling brooks that tumble their ways through hills and dales; golden sunshine, more glorious in Colorado than anywhere on earth, and in the distance, the empurpled mountains, their glistening, snow-capped peaks piercing the floating clouds…”

I read this and made a commitment to myself that, no matter how true it was, I would not write that kind of shit in my hiking book.

Maybe a few such words will trickle in. I like “castellated rocks”, for example, and “empurpled mountains”. But dammit, I’m never going to ever say that aspens quake! Even though they do. “Quaking” is a pseudo-technical term I learned recently which is related to the fact that each aspen leaf is attached by a flat petiole which acts as a pivot for its blade, making it flutter in the slightest breeze so that the whole tree looks like it is trembling. As of this past week these leaves were just sprouting, so I haven’t yet seen them quake this year, and as such don’t need to search-and-replace the verb in my manuscript.

Of course I wanted to know why they were called the Red Feather Lakes. And of course, it wasn’t a short answer. Well actually it was, but it sent me off on tangents—as tends to happen.

This chain of foothills reservoirs, built more than a century ago, were first called the Mitchell Lakes. When developers were trying to promote a resort here in the 1920s, they wanted to replace this humdrum name with something that sounded more alluring. Then along came Princess Redfeather.

Tsianina (pronounced “Cha-nee-nah”) was born on a tribal allotment in Indian Territory, now Oklahoma, in the late 1800s. She grew up “free as the whistling wind,” as she put it in her memoir, 100 miles as the red eagle flies from where my granny grew up. Tsianina was a spelling bee champion at the Indian Government School she was sent to, and also became its pianist, playing the march for the children as they entered the dining room. One of her many talents was that she found it easy to memorize things. Her teachers and a benefactor wanted her to have better opportunities, so they organized for her to move to Denver and study piano with a noted maestro. 

Tsianina was in the habit of humming to herself sometimes as she played, and one day her Denver maestro interrupted her and asked if she ever sang. After he heard her sing, he recommended her to a renowned Denver voice teacher who, after her third lesson, introduced her to Charles Wakefield Cadman.

Cadman had recently become famous. A music critic and reporter for The Pittsburgh Dispatch, Cadman was also a composer and pianist, and had been working on romanticized Indian music using authentic melodies. The paper sent him to interview Lillian Nordica, one of the biggest opera stars of the day, and he and Lillian struck up a friendship. Lillian asked to see some of his music, and then went on to sing his composition “From the Land of Sky Blue Waters” on her tour in 1909. She brought Cadman onstage as her accompanist on at least one occasion. Around this time, Cadman’s health deteriorated with common-at-the-time pulmonary problems, and he moved to Albuquerque and then Denver—a common thing to do back then, when you had pulmonary problems.

In Denver, Cadman and Tsianina formed a musical duo and became a big hit. They went on to perform all over the country. “From the Land of Sky Blue Waters” became Tsianina’s signature song, but equally popular were Cadman’s compositions “At Dawning” and “The Canoe Song”. The pair remained a big draw all through the 1910s.
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Tsianina in 1915 (public domain)


The same cannot be said for Lillian Nordica, whose voice and health were already declining when she went to Australia in 1913 to perform as Brunnhilde in complete Ring cycles. She almost missed her boat back from Sydney, but (unfortunately for her) wired the captain and told him to wait. Unfortunately the captain waited, and after she boarded the boat hit a reef and got stuck for three days. Lillian got hypothermia, was hospitalized in Queensland, got a little bit better (enough better to rewrite her will and disinherit her third husband), and was then transferred to Batavia (now Jakarta) where she died of pneumonia within a few months. 

Meanwhile Tsianina and Cadman were going strong. However, in the waning days of the World War, Tsianina paused her career when the opportunity arose for her to entertain troops in Europe. Claims of patriotism aside, I can relate to what she did: she followed her travel bug! 

Tsianina hints at her mindset at the time in her memoir, Where Trails Have Led Me, writing about the confusion Native Americans often felt, young men who wondered “why they should fight for America after the way they had been treated by her.” She wondered it of herself too.

On nearing Liverpool, Tsianina’s ship got torpedoed, didn’t sink, and she went on to have a blast in London for ten days and accomplish her goal of meeting an earl. Then it was onward towards the front lines in France in the days just before the armistice, where she contemplated America as being “on the defensive and therefore the lesser of the savage men…American history had recorded the Indian as savage because he was defending his home and loved ones, and here I was—helping defend the homeland which in turn had robbed us of our heritage. Amazing! I wondered if I had all my marbles!”

You can watch a YouTube clip of Tsianina entertaining soldiers in post-armistice Germany. The clip has no sound, but that doesn’t matter; Tsianina is absolutely radiant.

She came back from the war with, as she put it, an “entirely changed viewpoint…For the first time in my life I was learning that the world is what you make it.” She got back to work with Cadman, who noted to a friend that she was “mentally dominant”, and continued performing, as she put it, “confident, secure and unafraid”.

This was the year that an opera Tsianina had helped Cadman create—Shanewis, based on Native American characters, stories, and themes—premiered at the New York Met. Tsianina was asked to perform the title role but she demurred, content to work instead as a coach. At least once she stepped in and performed the role, most notably in 1926 before a capacity crowd at the Hollywood Bowl.

Around this time, Tsianina met the guys who were working to develop the Mitchell Lakes resort. She had long been a local celebrity in Denver, where she often spent time. The developers glommed onto her Indian motif and worked to integrate her legendary Cherokee ancestor named Chief Redfeather into their business plan. According to oral history, in days of yore, Chief Redfeather died in a battle against the Pawnees somewhere northwest of present-day Fort Collins. Tsianina made a publicized trip to the Mitchell Lakes in 1921, accompanied by Charles Lory, the head of what is now Colorado State University, to “look for Redfeather’s grave”. After that the lakes were given new monickers. Instead of being named after homesteaders like Mitchell, they were dubbed Hiawatha, Apache, Shagwa, and so on. And they remain so. That’s how they became the Red Feather Lakes. You see how I can go off on tangents?

As for Tsianina, she retired from professional singing in 1935 and lived for fifty more years, passing away in 1985. She worked on Native American causes such as education, citizenship, and others, and helped found the Foundation for American Indian Education, which still exists today as the AIEF.

Last week I finished writing up my hike in the Red Feather Lakes, but I wasn’t done with Tsianina. I felt I needed to read her memoir, Where Trails Have Led Me, which she published in 1968. It’s out of print, but Amazon had a copy for $49.99. 
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“Should I buy it?” I asked my consultant (my son). 

“No,” he replied.

Then I remembered this thing called the library. It turned out Fort Collins had a copy of Where Trails Have Led Me in its museum archives room! This past Wednesday, a rainy afternoon, I went there and sat and read it.

Here’s how Tsianina begins her memoir:

“All mankind has a world, a world in which he lives and moves and is his being. It may be a world of his own choosing or it may be of someone else’s choosing—it may be a family’s choice. In the final analysis, the individual has a right to choose for himself what his world will be—choose his world…choose the way he wishes to live.”

I love that, and offer my edits: “The individual has the responsibility to choose for himself or herself what their world will be, in fact, he or she is doing it anyway.”

Which brings me to my point. Did I have a point? I think I did.

To illustrate my point, let me describe a visit I made with my friend Harriet, on the morning of the afternoon I visited Tsianina in the museum archives.

Harriet will die soon, incidentally. During our visit, she and I spoke about the things we loved, and about how we both had loved being stay-at-home parents. She told me she’d always been filled with passions and done what she loved doing. I told her I’d never done what I didn’t love, not for any significant period of time anyway. Maybe a better way to put it would be that I’ve always loved, or at least liked, the things I’ve done. I can’t fathom any other way of living.

On my way out, down in the kitchen, I ran into Harriet’s husband Willie. He shook my hand and encouraged me to keep going with the hiking book. 

“It’s going to pay off!” he said.

I smiled and concealed an inward twitch. It was the same sort of twitch I concealed when one of my fellow actors at the theater said, “I hope your hiking book makes you rich.” I know both she and Willie were speaking from their heart and had nothing but warm intentions for me, so I didn’t go off on them about how weird what they were saying sounded to me.

Hope I get rich? I am rich, because of the day I enjoyed yesterday. Early morning found me in a drizzle at the Devil’s Head trailhead. The sun broke through as I moved on to hike the Stanley Rim, and continued shining as I did an exquisite afternoon trek in Mueller State Park. Dusk found me discovering the Dome Rock State Wildlife Area, where I am compelled to go back next Monday. I can hardly wait to get back and pick up where I left off! 
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Rock Pond, Mueller State Park, on May 11, 2017


It’s going to pay off? How about is paying off. Has already paid off. Why do humans seem to always need to focus on going somewhere to get something and achieve some sort of end goal? And in the process, miss out on reveling in and deeply appreciating what already is?

Make money from a book—sure, why not? But let’s say my publisher emailed me tomorrow and said the deal was off. No way would I not complete this project. I’d finish it. Absolutely. And make it into a book, and self-publish it and sell it at-cost, and make an e-book as well and price it at ninety-nine cents. If through my book someone else could experience one one-hundredth of what I have experienced already in creating it, that would be icing on the cake. But as for payment: I’ve already been paid.

Being is payoff. Living is payoff. This is the miracle. This is enough. 

The wealth is the here and now. Breathing out. Breathing in.

On top of that, it’s in the spring I have in my step. How my body feels. How giddy and excited I get when I climb out of the car to begin a hike, even on a drizzly morning at Devil’s Head.

Or the jolt of energy I feel when I research what I’ve hiked and find “the story” in the hike. Every hike has a story. Every hike has a thousand stories. As the rush and the thrill course through me, I rub my hands together and dive into more research, follow the thread, and stay up until 3:00 am.

Meeting people like Tsianina!



Moon Pies at Ted’s Place

June 12, 2017
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A Moon Pie from Ted’s Place


Do you remember Moon Pies? They’re still going strong! This year they are celebrating 100 years of crumbling in your lap when you take a bite. I hadn’t eaten a Moon Pie in hella, but a chance encounter this past month flooded me with memories and happily renewed my relationship with them. 

I was researching my hiking book, out driving in the countryside one afternoon and I was (a) thirsty and (b) hungry. I’m not talking a little; I was a lot of each. I stopped at one of the roadside beef jerky shacks which are so prevalent on the mountain roads of Colorado, hoping they had items other than jerky to satisfy my pangs. As I went through its glass door (on which was taped a sign that read, We do NOT sell pot) my heart sank a little because it looked like the only thing they sold was beef jerky, which was not going to cut it for satisfying the gaping hole I felt in my tummy. Fortunately there was a cooler out on the porch containing soda pops. With a big Cherry Coke in the cup caddy, I went on my way with one of two needs met.

But dang I was hungry! I passed another beef jerky shack and didn’t even stop. “I think I can make it to Ted’s Place,” I told myself.

Ted’s Place of today is a nondescript Shell station at a highway junction northwest of Fort Collins. When Ted Herring and his brother built the first version in 1922, it was a grassy field at the intersection of one dirt road going to Wyoming and another dirt road going into the mountains. They sold gas, pop, and candy to road travelers, groceries to the convicts building the road, and also a lot of tires. Back in those days, especially when heading into the mountains, you needed several extra tires on board to replace the inevitable flats. Ted and his family went on to have many successful decades at that location, and some Colorado maps even label the spot “Ted’s Place” (the fact that Ted eventually joined the state’s House of Representatives might have something to do with this).

I entered the Shell station that now occupies Ted’s Place and scanned the aisles. In addition to my ever-increasing hunger, I felt a growing sense of doom. Everything looked small and unsatisfying, mostly candy in little packages, lots of sugar with nothing to address my hunger. And everything cost at least $1.99. I was looking for something cheap and filling, and I just didn’t see “it”.

I turned a corner by the windows and examined the shelves. I blinked. I blinked again. On the bottom shelf, peeking up at me, was a box of Moon Pies!

I grabbed one and caressed it. While admiring it, I noticed something written on the label: Celebrating 100 Years.

I closed my eyes and the decades fell away. I was in Seattle. It was 1973. I was nine. I was perusing the aisles of the 7-Eleven that was located at the halfway point of my walk home from elementary school. I was hungry as hell. I had a dime and a nickel of my allowance burning a hole in my pocket and I was searching for something—the thing—that would satisfy me. And I wasn’t finding it. I didn’t want a candy bar. I was hungry. It was the kind of hunger that a candy necklace also could do nothing for, and I wasn’t in the mood for seven pieces of black licorice—although I loved black licorice and still do. Other substantial options, old standbys of mine at age nine, included Big Hunk and Salted Nut Roll, and it looked like one of those was going to have to do the job.

But then I remembered: “Of course. I’ll have a Moon Pie.” 

For the record, a banana Moon Pie.

I wasn’t the only one who felt this way. Back in 1973 I had no clue I was partaking in a tradition, an American institution, one that preceded the Great Depression. I didn’t realize I was one of millions who had gone through this ritual for generations. I was just nine and hungry!

A traditional Moon Pie is two round graham cracker cookies with marshmallow in between them, dipped in a flavored coating. Longtime cuisine of the American South, a Moon Pie meal is traditionally completed by an RC Cola. 

Moon Pies have been baked daily in Tennessee at the Chattanooga Bakery since April 29, 1917. Early on they came in chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry. In the 1960s banana was added and the Double Decker was introduced. Double Deckers also come in lemon and orange and, as of 2014, salted caramel.
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Double decker banana Moon Pie


How did Moon Pies come to be? It was the 1910s. A traveling salesman named Earl Mitchell queried a Kentucky coal miner: “What would you like to eat for a snack?” The miner replied he wanted something with graham cracker and marshmallow, and held out his arms. “And make it big as the moon!” he added.

The Chattanooga Bakery was already in business in 1917, making a hundred other things, but it soon became clear they had something special in Moon Pie. Large in portion size and costing five cents, it was more than an occasional treat. A Moon Pie and an RC Cola became something of an American version of the ploughman’s lunch, or working man’s lunch. It fit nicely into a coal miners’ tiffin. 

Here are some fun facts about Moon Pies:

*Two songs concerning “a Moon Pie and an RC Cola” have charted, one in the 1950s and another in 1973.

*In Mobile, Alabama, New Year’s Eve is celebrated by raising a 12-foot mechanical banana Moon Pie to a height of 200 feet.

*In Bell Buckle, Tennessee, there’s an annual RC & Moon Pie Festival.

*Moon Pies have long been a standard “throw item” from Mardi Gras floats throughout the South.

*Many a Moon Pie eating contest is held around the country each year.

*On October 16th, 2010, competitive eater Sonya “Black Widow” Thomas consumed 38 Moon Pies in eight minutes in Caruthersville, Missouri.

*The Limestone Branch Distillery of Kentucky makes an award-winning Moon Pie Moonshine which is officially sanctioned by the fifth generation of the same family that still runs Moon Pie. The liqueur comes in chocolate, vanilla, and, of course, banana.

Moon Pies were popular during the Depression, naturally. You can go to the website, where this year the public is invited to share Moon Pie memories, and read about a Depression-era great-grandad who would come home with three Moon Pies to share between his five kids. He’d take two and divide them into five equal portions—don’t ask me how he did this—and to see who got the third Moon Pie, there’d be a contest: horseshoes, an obstacle course, a footrace, or perhaps rope climbing. The winner got the third Moon Pie all to herself or himself. The writer goes onto explain what Moon Pies meant to the relationship between his father and grandfather, between himself and his own dad, and now, between him and his daughter.

Moon Pie sales skyrocketed after World War II when the Baby Boom hit and moms needed a filling snack for their kids. That’s where I came in. I was born in 1964, which makes me the very last of the Baby Boomers. So I know there are a lot of you out there—20 years’ worth of you—who know about Moon Pies!

Back at Ted’s Place, I reached down and grabbed a second banana Moon Pie from the box. As I told you, I was hungry. And I’m not nine anymore. And heck, they were only 79 cents!

Back in the car, I polished off both Moon Pies as I drove, and relished the familiar bloated feeling. Of course I gathered all the crumbs from my lap and shoved them in my mouth. I loved the fact that I’d bought those Moon Pies for the exact same reasons as when I was nine: because they were (a) cheap and big, and (b) good. And (c): I was oblivious to/apathetic towards nutrition. 

As for reason (c), I think it is important to cut ourselves a break and to realize—and I have learned this over and over again, so many ways, so many times—that then at age nine, as now, my body was telling me something: to trust myself. To be in touch with my intuition. To pay attention, not just to the feelings in my head, but also to the ones in my gut—where there are 72,000 nerve endings. To trust this gut-feel whole heartedly, and not just in what to eat.

Each of us knows best what is right for ourselves. It is important to listen, and trust yourself when you hear from you. No matter what anyone else says.
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Before leaving Moon Pie’s website last night, I found myself pulling out my credit card and buying the attractive black hundredth-anniversary tee shirt. I threw in a box of traditional banana Moon Pies, and added a box of double-decker salted caramels. I have to try the salted caramel Moon Pies.

In other news, I have a problem: my rose bush is too abundant, and I have to detour into the back lawn to avoid the long grabby thorny branches as I walk to the garbage cans. Oh wait. Never mind. Abundant roses? No problem.
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My rose bush




Just Set That There

July 11, 2017


“Orwell? I read Animal Farm when I was in fourth grade on a bus in India.”

This is what I heard my son say to his girlfriend the other day. He’s home for the summer, getting ready to head off to college. They were sitting in the next room and discussing literature.

I grinned and leaned into the kitchen counter. 

He remembers.

“Baba!” he called to me. “Then we got to that place where the women cooked for the goddess. What was it called?”

“Thiruvananthapuram,” I called back.

“Yes, Thiruvananthapuram!”
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Ah, Thiruvananthapuram. My smile expanded. How I’d missed those seven syllables. Back in the day, my son and I enjoyed lobbing them back and forth in our conversations: Thiruvananthapuram, the green hilly city near to India’s southern tip, with the groovy rhythmic name that stretches all the way across the map of the Arabian Sea.

More memories flowed.


***


March, 2009


As our bus reached the outskirts of Thiruvananthapuram, it halted. Then we began to literally crawl into the city, inch by inch, detouring around many closed streets. As we got nearer to the center, for the first time ever in India I became concerned about safety.

The place looked like a war zone! All the shops had their metal doors down, and the sides of the streets were littered with thousands of charred red bricks, clay pots, and other debris.

Oh geez, I thought. What happened? Had bombs gone off? Was there a riot? Was a war going on that I didn’t know about?

The answer was, “Nope.” There was no need to be concerned. Quite the contrary. What had been going on was not a war, not a riot. It was women cooking.

Millions of women cooking.

They’d come to Thiruvananthapuram, and earlier that day they’d sat in peaceful lines along the streets, each in front of her own little makeshift red-brick stove fired by coconut branches. And each had prepared rice porridge for the Goddess Attukalamma (Amma).

The full name of this festival is Attukal Pongala Mahotsavam, and it is centered around the Bhagavathy Temple. It happens once a year, and only here in Thiruvananthapuram. 
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Pongala pots by the side of the road in Thiruvananthapuram in March, 2010


In 1997 The Guinness Book of World Records listed it as the largest gathering of women in the history of the world, at 1.5 million. Since then attendance has increased. The Times of India estimated this year’s crowd at more than three million, with more roads occupied than last year. About twenty square kilometers around the temple were fully choked in. Not all women were able to cook; it was necessary to arrive three days early in order to stake out a spot anywhere close to the temple.

Goddess Attukalamma is revered as an incarnation of Kannaki, the heroine of the epic poem Silappathikaram. In this story, the King of Madurai wrongfully imposes the death penalty on Kannaki’s husband. Enraged, Kannaki kills the king and flees. She travels to Kerala where she rests for a while. Here in Thiruvananthapuram, women cook a special porridge to appease her. This porridge, called pongala, which means “to boil over”, is a delicious and comforting confection of rice, molasses, shaved coconut, nuts, and raisins. It is pronounced the same as the Spanish phrase póngala, which means, “Set that there.”

The cooking event is the culmination of the ten-day festival. By 10:30 am, over a million women are ready to cook on over a million pots and fireplaces that they have “set there”.

To give the starting signal, the chief priest lights the main stove.

Try to imagine what happens next.

In a giant wave, up and down the streets of Thiruvananthapuram, for miles and miles, the women step forward, light their fires, and begin cooking.

By 2:30 pm, porridge is ready. What happens next is this: the priest comes by and sprinkles each pot with holy water.

Aha! I thought. So that’s why we saw all the puddles of water by the road. I didn’t think it had rained.

I wondered where they got all that holy water. I also wondered where they got the holy tanker truck, to drive up and down the streets of Thiruvananthapuram and spray millions of pots of pongala. 

You can readily detect the happiness women experience in coming together to prepare this porridge. All castes and creeds show up, mostly from southern India but also from all over the country. Celebrities and other luminaries arrive as well. Miss World first runner-up Parvathy Omanakuttan was here this year, preparing pongala for her second time. “Last time, I won the Miss India crown and became the Miss World runner up…Amma is really powerful and one really experiences a feeling of satisfaction after doing this pongala. I am really happy I am here,” she The Times of India.

For TV actress Chippy, it was her tenth time preparing the pongala. “One has to be here to experience the goodness,” she said.
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Going home after Pongala, March 10, 2010


And everyone in Thiruvananthapuram gets the day off from work. Except the constables. And the IT employees.


***


“That was a good trip for me,” my son told me recently, of the thirteen-month journey he and I took around the world when he was nine and ten years old.

“It was good for me too,” I said.

So many memories. And I wondered: What to do with them? What to do with all of these beautiful memories that flood me and haunt me, a decade later?

Just honor them when they come, I guess. Don’t cling. Love them, honor them, and then set them down again and let them be.

Just set them…there.


[image: Watching the World Go By]

Watching the world go by. My son, on the train in India, 2009.




The Toy Metro

August 11, 2017


[image: The M-1 Metro, Budapest]

The M-1 Metro, Budapest


The Toy Metro of Budapest has yellow cars which are spotlessly clean and measure only seven of my shoe lengths across. The ceilings aren’t much taller than I am, and are fitted with leather hand straps. At each stop, a buzzer and a red light go off over the door. The stations have walls of glazed red and white tiles and wooden ticket booths. Rows of wooden lockers line one end of each station; I haven’t been able to find out what those were for. The riveted support columns are painted dark green and have Corinthian embellishments. 

From each station, a dozen or so stairs take you up to Andrassy Avenue, an elegant boulevard constructed in 1872 which is now a World Heritage site. It got renamed Stalin Street in the 1950s, spent a short spell as Avenue of Hungarian Youth during the 1956 attempted revolution, and was People’s Republic Street for the remainder of the Communist period. In 1990 it became Andrassy Avenue again, named after an 1870s prime minister.

The Toy Metro is nearly as old as the avenue. It was completed in 1896, just in time to convey people from Pest’s city center on the Danube out to City Park, to attend the celebration of the 1,000th anniversary of the Magyars—the Hungarians—arriving in the Carpathian Basin. This makes it the oldest subway line in continental Europe, and the second oldest in the world after London’s (well, third oldest if you include Istanbul’s Tunel funicular). I knew it was special from the moment I laid my tired eyes on it recently, loaded as I was onto it with my children and luggage one noontime, on the way to our Airbnb apartment near Heroes’ Square.

Introductory fares were 20 fillers. One ticket was valid for one adult or two children taking an uninterrupted trip on the next train. Later the route was broken into two fare sections costing 12 fillers each, divided at Oktogon. Passes were introduced in 1900. Women conductors were employed during World War I to address the labor shortage.

Nowadays you can buy a seven day pass for 4,900 forints (about $19), which lets you ride not only the Toy Metro to your heart’s content but also the rest of Budapest’s outstanding network of other metros, trains, buses, and trams that take you everywhere and barely keep you waiting ever. Like most things in this intoxicating, atmospheric, utterly groovy city, $1.80 gelato not excepted, this is a superb value. The pass will even get you up into the Buda Hills on the cog railway for a hike, if you’d like.

The best thing about the Toy Metro is that it’s hardly a toy. At one hundred and twenty years and going, the thing is functional! It was our chariot, our ground zero during the mesmerizing week we spent in this sultry summer city-on-the-Danube.

In other news, I was surprised to learn that paprika wasn’t popular in Hungary until around 1880. And it wasn’t until 1920 that it went from being hot to sweet. The air-dried red bell peppers from which this goulash, rice, soup, and sausage seasoning-colorant are made originated in central Mexico.

In still other news, I’m back in Colorado’s Rockies now and hitting the summer trails, making good progress on my hiking book. Love them mountain, all them mountains! And thrilled that this recent foray to central Europe included an injection of Swiss Alps.



Towers, Tangents, Tunnels

September 11, 2017


[image: Erzsebet Tower, on Janos Hill in the Buda side of Budapest, Hungary]

Erzsebet Tower, on Janos Hill in the Buda side of Budapest, Hungary


Yesterday was the 119th anniversary of the assassination of Empress Elisabeth. I’m not talking Liz with a “z” of England, but Lis with an “s” of Austria-Hungary. I met her last month, on a hill in Buda overlooking the Danube. Actually I met a charming neo-Romanesque tower that was erected in 1911 and named in her honor.

Circular, and built from haraszti limestone that is holding up well, the tower has about 100 steps leading to its top. I should know the exact number—but I don’t—as I climbed it three times. First I went there with my kids, who for some reason didn’t want to go up with me and instead stayed in the basement cafe eating ice cream. I went up by myself, and then went up again because I had forgotten my ice cream stick on top. I went up a third time a few days later while trekking the Buda Hills. 

Sisi, as Elisabeth was known, was beautiful, ultra-thin, and did everything she could to stay that way. Control of her image was important to her, and after the age of 32 she never sat for another portrait or photograph. Aging was out of her control but her waistline wasn’t, and she maintained that until she died. Her beauty regimen purportedly included a cold shower in the morning, an olive oil bath in the evening, nightly facial masks of raw veal or crushed strawberries, and a metal plate for a pillow. She was big on fasting and exercise, rode horses all the time, and hiked when chronic back pain forced her to spend less time in the saddle. Later in life she took up fencing. She also smoked.

Sisi was born into an eccentric Bavarian family, and grew up free in the countryside. Her older sister was supposed to marry Emperor Franz Joseph I, but after Sisi attended the engagement meeting at age sixteen, Franz insisted on marrying her instead. Thus began her long reign of never fitting in at the Habsburg court, a scene that literally made her sick. Early on she fell in love with traveling and with spending time in Hungary, where she felt more relaxed and at home.

Her travel bug intensified after her only son, Prince Rudolf, shot his mistress in the head and then killed himself at his hunting lodge. After this incident Sisi firmly withdrew from court life, wore black and gray, and traveled. She maintained her figure and very long hair and frequented the French Riviera, Lake Geneva, Morocco, Algeria, Malta, Turkey, and Egypt.

One beautiful fall day, on September 10, 1898, when she was 60, Sisi was at the lakeshore in Geneva. She was traveling in cognito with a Hungarian duchess friend. Shielded by a parasol, they departed their hotel on foot to go board a steamer and travel to the town of Montreux, at the other end of the lake. 

This
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