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High and Dry

In May I returned home for a visit with my family and friends. Being in the
United States afforded me the chance to reflect on many aspects of my
homeland and culture. I find that spending time away from the place where I
grew up allows me to see and appreciate it in a new light each time I go back.

This time I found myself marveling at the severity of the high desert
climate which constitutes much of the western US. As I flew over the states
of Nevada and Utah, below me stretched hundreds of kilometers of unbroken
wasteland in all directions. Burned mountains alternate with cracked plains
and dry riverbeds in a landscape primarily devoid of human settlement. This
area is a real no man's land, a place where few pioneers wanted to stay when
crossing on their way to more fertile parts of present-day California, Oregon,
and Washington back in the 1800's.

I can hardly imagine what it must have been like to cross this vast desert in
a covered wagon. From all accounts, it was an incredibly harsh journey which
claimed the lives of many who attempted it. It is no surprise that many
pioneers searched for a route which would allow them to circumvent this
forbidding territory. Even today, crossing the American desert in an
air-conditioned car or airplane is enough to overwhelm me with thirst.

Though I may come off as defaming the desert in the paragraphs above, my
actual feelings on the subject are quite different. I grew up on the edge of a
desert and find a certain comfort in its austerity. The dry heat and silence fill
me with calm. The clean scent of wet sagebrush after a rare rain shower is
one of my favorite smells on Earth (yes, sometimes it rains in the desert!).
Upon closer inspection, the supposedly barren desert isn't dead at all - a
variety of well-adapted plants and animals thrive in this climate. The desert
may seem somewhat intimidating at first, but over time one learns to
appreciate its subtle beauty. Ilook forward to drinking in this familiar
landscape again upon my next return.
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