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She was an aging tart, but still an active volcano.

—John Grisham
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1: What’s It All About?
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Ability to see the cultural value of wilderness boils down, in the last analysis, to a question of intellectual humility.

—Aldo Leopold

If they don't have highpoints in Heaven, I'm not going.

—Jack Longacre

(Founder, Highpointers Club)
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Hello!  If you’re new to the Ameritrekking and Highpointing series of books and booklets, Welcome!  If you and I have met before, however indirectly, Welcome Back!
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I’ll explain what this little booklet is all about in just a moment but first I wish to be completely upfront and make the following ...

!!!!!  FULL DISCLOSURE  !!!!!

... which is that this short story is taken essentially word for word from a full-length book entitled Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Stalking the Wild Thirteeners.  Therefore, if you already have that book, there is no need to buy this booklet.
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And now, here are quick explanations of Ameritrekking and highpointing.  What are those things?  What’s it all about?

Ameritrekking is a word I made up.  It happened in 1995 when my employer required me to start using up a great deal of vacation time I had accumulated over eight years of taking almost no time off.  Since they were making me go, I talked my way into three weeks off to see the country by car.  This became the first book in the series, Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  Along the way I realized that something above and beyond a long vacation was happening.  That something I eventually called Ameritrekking.  The next year I took another three-week trip (the subject of Stalking the Wild Thirteeners) and a pattern was established.  It’s been over 20 years now and I’m still rolling around.  So far I’ve driven over 100,000 miles and been to all of the states in the Lower Forty-Eight.  I’ve spent over a year on the road.  After each trip I created an extensive report based on notes and pictures I had taken along the way.  Lastly I rewrote the detailed reports to create what I hope is a series of entertaining tales about a beautiful country.  That is Ameritrekking.

Highpointing is a word somebody else made up.  A highpoint is defined as the highest natural geographic point in a state.  Each state has a highpoint, even lowly Florida.  Every state is unique and so is every highpoint.  Some are mountains while some are not.  Some are accessible by wheelchair (once you drive to them) while some require a significant investment in mountaineering equipment and training even to attempt.  I have been to 45 of the 50 highpoints.  I live in Florida at an elevation of 13 feet above sea level, within walking distance of saltwater, and have few illusions about my abilities.  I am not a mountaineer.  Nevertheless I inspired myself to climb higher than I thought possible and maybe reading about my journey will inspire your own journey through life one way or another.  That is highpointing.

In this booklet there is no actual highpointing because it is about visiting Capulin Volcano National Monument.  However, the day before I had just climbed my first “thirteener,” a mountain at least 13,000 feet high.  Highpointing was on my mind when I was at Capulin, so it is useful for me to explain what it is here.  The word Ameritrekking comes before Highpointing in the titles of the main books because I spent a lot more time driving and visiting, as opposed to climbing.  For one thing, driving was necessary to get anywhere of interest, and visiting parks is a lot safer and easier than climbing.

It’s now been about two decades since these things came to pass and looking back over that span of time I honestly can’t say that the highpointing was better than the Ameritrekking or the other way around.  They were both worth doing and today the recollections of each are warm and fuzzy in some vital but indescribable way.

They form a mental bank account on which we draw in leaner times.

—Edwin Way Teale

(On memories)

Chapter 2 in this booklet first appeared as Chapter 31 in the book Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Stalking the Wild Thirteeners.  It is about a brief visit to Capulin Volcano in New Mexico, a little-visited but beautiful and worthwhile destination.  Fewer than 50,000 made in there in 2011.  You can drive up to the rim and you walk down into the vent.  The view from the top is grand.

There are occasional references to the rest of Stalking the Wild Thirteeners that may seem out of place here.  I left those references in so that you can see exactly what you’ll get in the big book.  The events described took place in 1996.  You may wonder how I can be so specific about a trip that happened many years ago.  The answer is simple: I wrote the details down in a notebook at the time, and when I returned home I wrote up a much more comprehensive report while the memories were still fresh.

Probably there are better ways to visit Capulin than the way I did it.  I should have given myself more time.  But I was short on time.  If you read the big books you’ll see that this is a common problem in Ameritrekking.  America is bigger than my vacations were long, which is a nice problem to have, although it’s still a problem.  But a short visit is better than no visit.  Capulin is a wonderful place, and you should go there if you can.  I was learning by doing.  I’m still learning.  I hope you enjoy the story of Capulin Volcano National Monument and if you ever plan a trip there, may you profit from my example.
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Sometimes the Earth destroys her own creations, only to better rebuild them.

—Maurice Krafft

(Geologist, killed by volcano)
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They say that the works of man reduce the beauty of the natural world but this is not always so.  Some feats of civil engineering enhance that beauty.  The great bridge called the "Mighty Mac" crossing from the Lower Peninsula to the Upper in Michigan is an example.  And I was seeing another through the windshield: There was a road on one of the volcanoes circling around from the bottom to the top.  It was a striking sight and it was the first time I'd ever seen a spiraling road.  Actually, it remains the only spiraling road I’ve ever seen, despite all the years and miles of Ameritrekking.

This country needs more spiraling roads!

—Presidential Candidate Joe

Time 1445 hours: I arrived at Capulin Volcano National Monument (CVNM).  Volcanic rocks littered the roadside on the drive to the Monument.

The elevation of the visitor center was 7,242 feet above sea level.  By one of those weird coincidences, that was exactly the height of my first highpoint, Harney Peak, the climb of which was described in the first book in this series as well as a mini-book devoted to that mountain.

The visitor center was not crowded.  There weren’t many displays but they were worthwhile.  A brief and interesting film looped repeatedly in a small auditorium.  Capulin is pronounced cah-poo-LEEN and may be a mispronunciation of the Spanish word for chokecherry, a common shrub in the area.  The volcano is probably extinct, having last erupted 62,000 years ago.  Unlike many cinder cones, which tend to collapse, Capulin is still nearly perfect in shape.  At one point, eruptions of material containing less gas resulted in lava flows that covered 25 square miles.  The rim of Capulin rises 1,300 feet above the surrounding land to a height of 8,182 feet.  On a clear day, three states can be seen from the top: New Mexico, Colorado and Oklahoma.  The road to the rim circles the volcano once and is two miles long.  When I first caught sight of the road it seemed to spiral more than just once around.

This country needs more spiraling roads that spiral more!

—Presidential Candidate Joe

All of the hills and mountains and buttes in this area were created by the same volcanic forces that created Capulin.

There was a volcanic bomb in the visitor center, a big chunk of lava ejected during an eruption.  It pinged metallically when I tapped on it.

I learned a new word.  Scoriaceous lava contains bubbles of gas frozen into the rock when it solidified. If enough bubbles are trapped such that the solid floats, it is known as pumice.

Scoriaceous is a two-dollar word that means “resembling cinders.”  It comes from Greek, where the original meaning was “excrement” or “dung.”  I thought it was fitting to learn that word in a place with poo in its name.  Feel free to use this new knowledge at work with people you don’t get along with:
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Congratulations!  Your presentation in the meeting was very scoriaceous.

Why, thank you!  Coming from you, that means a lot.

You’re welcome.
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Nearby Folsom is a famous archaeological site where the earliest firm evidence of human presence in North America was found.  At least that's what was asserted in one of the displays at the time of my visit.  Archaeology is a contentious field and it is the nature of new discoveries that dates of things that are considered the earliest tend to get pushed back in time, not forward.

Kiowas and Comanches used to live in this area.

An elderly and frail-looking female Forest Stranger behind the desk warned me of the hazards of driving up the caldera trail and hiking along the rim because of the elevation.  The air at eight thousand feet is thin, she wanted me to know.  Of course she knew nothing about yesterday's Day of Triple Thirteeners and I did not tell her.  Eight thousand feet!  I listened politely and promised I would take it easy.  She meant well.

A short nature trail outside the visitor center was worth walking.  I was the only one on it.  It led past several good examples of tumuli.  Tumuli is the plural of tumulus, which is another two-dollar word, in this case meaning squeeze-up referring to the action of magma (underground lava) flowing below a hardened crust.  If there is a weak spot in the crust, the magma can break through to the surface (becoming lava), where it hardens into mounds.  One tumulus was 25 feet long and 8 feet high.  You might be able to use this word at work too.  In the example below you are calling from home:
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I don't feel well, Boss.  Do you mind if I don't come in today?

What's wrong?

I think I have a tumulus.

That doesn't sound good.  You should probably get it checked out.

I may do that.

––––––––
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Here is more business coaching from Joe Consultant.  In my career at the resort I was involved in three legal actions that went on for a total of seven years, during which I gave many depositions.  Depositions have the same legal standing as sworn testimony inside a courtroom.  Depositions are hazardous because whatever you say and write you have to live with forever, or risk a charge of perjury.  Most of my depositions were in writing and the key was to craft sentences with safe harbors that I could escape into one day, should the need arise.  Notice that in the above example you don't tell your boss that you have a tumulus, merely that you think you have one.  See the difference?

Who knew that geology could be so useful in the workplace?

[image: image]

The lava in front of the tree is a tumulus.
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I saw a disturbing sign as I left the parking lot of the visitor center.  It said that the Monument closed in 15 minutes, at 1600 hours.  I had not planned to show
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