THE UrPHILL RoaD TO GRACE:

Some Pilgrimages

Walking came from Africa, from evolution, and from necessity, and it went
everywhere, usually looking for something. The pilgrimage is one of the basic
modes of walking, walking in search of something intangible, and we were on
pilgrimage. The red earth between the pifion and juniper trees was covered with
a shining mix of quartz pebbles, chips of mica, and the cast-off skins of cicadas
who had gone underground again for another seventeen years. It was a strange
pavement to be walking on, both lavish and impoverished, like much of New
Mexico. We were walking to Chimay6, and it was-Good Friday. | was the
youngest of the six people setting out cross country for Chimayé that day, and
the only nonlocal. The group had coalesced a few days before, when various
characters, myself included, asked Greg if he would mind company. Two of the
others were members of Greg's cancer survivors' group, a surveyor and a nurse,
and my friend Meridel had brought her neighbor David, a carpenter.

Although we were on our own route—or rather Greg's route—we had joined
the great annual pilgrimage to the Santuario de Chimayé and thus were walking
as pilgrims. Pilgrimage is one of the fundamental structures a journey can take—
the quest in search of something, if only one’s own transformation, the journey
toward a goal—and for pilgrims, walking is work. Secular walking is often imag-
ined as play, however competitive and rigorous that play, and uses gear and tech-
niques to make the body more comfortable and more efficient. Pilgrims, on the
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other hand, often try to make their journey harder, recalling the origin of the
word travel in travail, which also means work, suffering, and the pangs of child-

birth. Since the Middle Ages, some pilgrims have traveled barefoot or with

stones in their shoes, or fasting, or in special penitential garments. Irish pilgrims
at Croagh Patrick still climb that stony mountain barefoot on the last Sunday of
every July, and pilgrims in other places finish the journey on their knees. An early
Everest mountaineer noted a still more arduous mode of pilgrimage in Tibet.
“These devout and simple people travel sometimes two thousand miles, from
China and Mongolia, and cover every inch of the way by measuring their length
on the ground,” wrote Captain John Noel. “They prostrate themselves on their
faces, marking the soil with their fingers a little beyond their heads, arise and
bring their toes to the mark they have made and fall again, stretched full length
on the ground, their arms extended, muttering an already million-times-repeated
prayer.”

In Chimayé, a few pilgrims every vear come carrying crosses, from light-
weight and relatively portable models to huge ones that must be dragged step by
weary step. Inside the chapel that is their destination one such cross is preserved
to the right of the altar, and a small metal plaque by its carrier declares, “This
cross is a symbol in thanking God for the safe return of my son Ronald E. Cabrera
from combat duty in Viet-Nam. | Ralph A. Cabrera promised to make a pilgrim-
age, which consisted of walking 150 miles from Grants New Mexico to
Chimayé. This pilgrimage was finished on the 28th day of November 1986."
Cabrera’s plaque and knobby wooden crucifix, about six feet high with a folkloric
carved Christ attached to it, make it clear that a pilgrimage is work, or rather |a-
bor in a spiritual economy in which effort and privation are rewarded. Nobody
has ever quite anticulated whether this economy is one in which benefits are in-
curred for labor expended or the self is refined into something more worthy of
such benefit—and nobody needs to; pilgrimage is almost universally embedded
in human culture as a literal means of spiritual journey, and asceticism and phys-
ical exertion are almost universally understood as means of spiritual develop-
ment.

Some pilgrimages, such as that to Santiago de Compostela in northwest
Spain, are entirely on foot from beginning to end, the pilgrimage begins with the
first step, and the journey itself is the most important part. Others, such as the
Islamic hajj in Mecca or various denominations’ visits to Jerusalem, nowadays are
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as likely to begin with airplanes, and the walking only begins upon arrival
(though West African Muslims may spend a lifetime or generations slowly walk-
ing toward Saudi Arabia, and a whole culture of nomads has grown up whose
eventual goal is Mecca). Chimayé is still a walking pilgrimage, though most
walkers have a driver who dropped them off and will pick them up. It's a pilgrim-
age in an intensely automotive culture, alongside the highway north from Santa
Fe and then on the shoulder of the smaller road northeast to Chimayé. The road-
side for the last several miles is studded with cars whose drivers are keeping track
of family or friends, and in town the air can be noxious with carbon monoxide
from the traffic jam; from Santa Fe onward, it's also studded with signs to drive
slowly and watch for pilgrims,

Greg's route began about twelve miles north of Santa Fe and cut across country
1o join up with the rest of the pilgrims only a few miles from Chimayé. We had
arrived at eight in the morning at the land Greg and his wife Malin had bought
long ago, and for him the walk tied their land to the holy land due north some
sixteen or so miles. It made sense for the rest of us too; none of us were Catholics
or even Christians, and walking cross-country let us be in that nonbelievers par-
adise, nature, before we arrived at this most traditional of religious destinations.
| kept having to remind myself it wasn't a hike and get over my desire to move at
my own speed and make good time. As it turned out, it was slowness that would

. make this walk hard.

Like much of northern New Mexico, the town of Chimayé exudes a sense of
ancientness that sets it apart from the rest of the forgetful United States. The
Indians here embedded the landscape with stone buildings, potsherds, and petro-
glyphs, and Pueblo, Navajo, and Hopi people have remained a very visible por-
tion of the population. The Hispanic population is also large and old,-and their
ancestors established Santa Fe as the first European-inhabited town in what
would become the United States. Neither of these peoples has been forgotten or
eradicated as they have in other parts of the country; nobody imagines that this
landscape was uninhabited wilderness before the Yankees came. And in fact the
Yankees who come tend to borrow and revel in the cultures, becoming connois-
seurs of adobe architecture and Indian silver work, of Pueblo dances and
Hispanic crafts and everyone’s customs, including the pilgrimage.

......................................
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Before the Conquistadors came, Chimayé had been inhabited by ancestors of

the contemporary Tewa Pueblo people, and they named the hill above the
Santuario Tsi Mayo, “the place of good flaking stone.” Records of Spanish settle-
ment in the Chimayé valley date back to 1714, and the plaza at the north end of
this narrow, well-watered agricultural valley is said to be one of the best remain-
ing examples of colonial architecture in the region. Like much of New Mexico,
it is insular; one of its children, Don Usner, says in his history of the place
that those of the plaza didn't intermarry with people at the Potrero in the south-
em end of the valley. In colonial times the Spanish settlers were forbidden to
travel without permission, and an extremely local, land-based identity evolved.

In another northem New Mexico village 1 had lived in the year before this
pilgrimage, somecone once tartly remarked of a neighbor, “They're not from’

here. We remember when their great-grandfather moved here.” The Spanish
spoken here is old-fashioned, and it is often noted that the culture derives
from pre-Enlightenment Spain. In its strong agricultural and local ties and tra-
ditions, its widespread poverty, its conservative social views, and its devout,
magical Catholicism, this culture often seems like a last outpost of the Middle
Ages.

The Santuario is in the southern end of Chimayé, on its own little unpaved
plaza past a street of crumbling adobe houses and shops with hand-lettered signs
and chile ristras. Graves fill the courtyard of this small, sturdily built adobe
church. Inside it's covered in faded murals depicting the saints and Christ hung
on a green cross in a style reminiscent of both Byzantine and Pennsylvania Dutch
painting. The northern chapels are what make the church exceptional, though.

The first is full of pictures of Jesus, Mary, and the saints brought in by devotees,

and hand-painted images mingle with 3D and decoupage icons, a silver-glitter
Virgin of Guadalupe, and a printed, varnished, cracked Last Supper. The outer
wall of this chapel is covered with crucifixes, in front of which hang a solid row
of crutches, their silvery aluminum forming a surface as regular as prison bars
through which many Christs peer. Through a low doorway to the west is the
most important part of the church, a little chapel where the hole in the unpaved
floor yields up the dirt pilgrims take home. This year it had in it a small green
plastic scoop from a detergent carton with which to take up the moistly crum-
bling sandy earth. People used to drink this earth dissolved in water, and they
still collect it to apply to diseased and injured areas and write to the church of
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miraculous cures. The crutches here testify, as they do in many pilgrimage sites,
to cures of lameness. .

When | first came here several years before, | had heard of many holy wells of
water, but 1 was astonished to find a holy well of dirt. The Catholic church
doesn't generally consider dirt much of a medium for holiness, but the dirt well
in Chimayé is exceptional. The anthropologists Victor and Edith Turner use the
term "baptizing the customs” to describe how the Catholic church assimilated lo-
cal practices as it spread across Europe and the Americas—which is why, for ex-
ample, so many of Ireland’s holy wells were holy before they were Christian. It is
now thought that the Tewa considered the earth here sacred or at least of medi-
cinal virtue before the Spanish came, and that in the smallpox plague of the
1780s the Spanish women acquired some of their customs. To consider earth
holy is to connect the lowest and most material to the most high and ethereal, to
close the breach between matter and spirit. It subversively suggests that the
whole world might potentially be holy and that the sacred can be underfoot
rather than above. On earlier visits, ] was given to understand that the well was
supposed to replenish itself magically, and such inexhaustibility has been the
stuff of miracles since the bottomless drinking horns of Celtic literature and Jesus’
own multiplying loaves and fishes. Certainly the hole in the dirt floor of the
chapel is still only about the size of a bucket after nearly two centuries of devo-
tees scooping out soil to take home, But the religious literature I bought next
door made it clear that the priests add earth from elsewhere that has been
blessed, and on Good Friday a large box of such earth rests on the altar.

The story goes that during Holy Week early in the nineteenth century a local
landowner, Don Bernardo Abeyta, was performing the customary penances of his
religious society in the hills. He saw a light shining from a hole in the ground and
found in it a silver crucifix that, when brought to other churches, would be found
again in the hole in Chimayé. After the crucifix returned to the hole three times,
Don Bernardo understood that the miracle was tied to the site, a_ggi he built a pri-
vate chape! there in /1814—16. The curative properties of the earth were alrcady
known in 1813—a pinch of it in the fire was said to abate storms. The miracle
story fits the pattern for many pilgrimage sites, notably the medieval “cycle of the
shepherds” in which a cowherd, shepherd, or farmer discovers a holy image in
the earth or some other humble place amid miraculous light or music or homage
hy the beasts, an image that cannot be relocated, for the miracle and the place are

world, the closer they come to the realm of the divine. We might mention that in Japanest the word for "walk™ is the
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Tolstoy captures this in a longing that comes to Princess Marya in War and
Peace as she feeds the myriad Russian pilgrims that pass by her home: “Often as
she listened to the pilgrims’ tales she was so fired by their simple speech, natural
to them but to her full of deep meaning, that several times she was on the point
of abandoning everything and running away from home. In imagination she al-
ready pictured herself dressed in coarse rags and with her wallet and staff, walk-
ing along a dusty road.” She has imagined her life of genteel seclusion become
clear, sparse, and intense with a purpose she can move toward. Walking expresscs
both the simplicity and the purposefulness of the pilgrim. As Nancy Frey writes
of the long-distance pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela in Spain, “When pil-
grims begin to walk several things usually begin to happen to their perceptions
of the world which continue over the course of the journey: they develop a
changing sense of time, a heightening of the senses, and a new awareness of their
bodies and the landscape. . . . A young German man expressed it this way: ‘In the
experience of walking, each step is a thought. You can't escape yourself.”

In going on pilgrimage, one has left behind the complications of one’s place
in the world—family, attachments, rank, duties—and become a walker among
walkers, for there is no aristocracy among pilgrims save that of achievement and
dedication. The Turners talk about pilgrimage as a liminal state—a state of being
between one’s past and future identities and thus outside the established order, in
a state of possibility. Liminality comes from the Latin limin, a threshold, and a
pilgrim has both symbolically and physically stepped over such a line: “Liminars
are stripped of status and authority, removed from a social structure maintained
and sanctioned by power and force, and leveled to a homogeneous social state
through discipline and ordeal. Their secular powerlessness may be compensated
for by a sacred power, however—the power of the weak, derived on the one
hand from the resurgence of nature when structural power is removed, and on the
other from the reception of sacred knowledge. Much of what has been bound by
soctal structure is liberated, notably the sense of comradeship and communion,

or communitas,” ey

one. The Tumers write of Christian pilgrimage, “All sites of pilgrimage have this
in common: they are believed to be places where miracles once happened, still
happen, and may happen again.”

Pilgrimage is premised on the idea that the sacred is not entirely immaterial, but
that there is a geography of spiritual power. Pilgrimage walks a delicate line be-
tween the spiritual and the material in its emphasis on the story and its setting:
though the search is for spirituality, it is pursued in terms of the most material de-
tails—of where the Buddha was born or where Christ died, where the relics are
or the holy water flows. Or perhaps it reconciles the spiritual and the material,
for to go on pilgrimage is to make the body and its actions express the desires and
beliefs of the soul. Pilgrimage unites belief with action, thinking with doing, and
it makes sense that this harmony is achieved when the sacred has material presence
and location. Protestants, as well as the occasional Buddhist and Jew, have objected
to pilgrimages as a kind of icon worship and asserted that the spiritual should be
sought within as something wholly immaterial, rather than out in the world.

There is a symbiosis between journey and arrival in Christian pilgrimage, as
there is in mountaineering. To travel without arriving would be as incomplete as
to arrive without having traveled. To walk there is to earn it, through laborious-
ness and through the transformation that comes during a journey. Pilgrimages
make it possible to move physically, through the exertions of one's body, step by
step, toward those intangible spititual goals that are otherwise so hard to grasp,
We are eternally perplexed by how to move toward forgiveness or healing or
truth, but we know how to walk from here to there, however arduous the jour-
ney. Too, we tend to imagine life as a journey, and going on an actual expedition
takes hold of that image and makes it concrete, acts it out with the body and the
imagination in a world whose geography has become spiritualized. The walker
toiling along a road toward some distant place is one of the most compelling and
universal images of what it means to be human, depicting the individual as small
and solitary in a large world, reliant on the strength of body and will. In pilgrim-
age, the journey is radiant with hope that arrival at the tangible destination will
- bring spiritual benefits with it. The pilgrim has achieved a story of his or her own
and in this way too becomes part of the religion made up of storics of travel and
transformation.

We started casily enough, on a flat wooden bridge across a stream that watered
the banks around it into rare lushness, then up through Greg and MaLin's dogleg
cornfield bordered by oaks. From there we went over an irrigation ditch and
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through the fence that divided their land from the Nambe reservation, the first of
many fences we would crawl under, scramble over, or unlatch a wire-fastened
gate and pass through. On the Nambe reservation, we passed Nambe Falls,
which we could hear roaring in its gorge but not quite see. | liked its invisibility
as a reminder that we were not on a scenic walk or the territory of people imbued
with the mainstream European tradition of such walks. We could hear it as we ap-
proached and, by going to a promontory point and craning, could see part of it,
but the only possible clear view on our route would be the quick one during the

_ plummet from the cliff into the deep channel below. So we glimpsed the foaming
white edges and lower streambed and went on. We all kept pace with each other
for the first half of the expedition, and though the way utterly failed to resemble
the route that had looked so coherent when Greg had shown it to us on the topo-
graphical maps, the roads and irrigation ditches and landmarks made it clear
enough to him.

"“Wherever you go, there you are,” he said whenever someone asked him if we
were lost yet. We had a cheerful moming of it. Sue said that she had expected us
to proceed in somber silence, but everyone told stories and made observations.
We ate a first snack under a roadside cottonwood tree past the San Juan Reservoir
on the Nambe reservation, which adjoins Greg’s land, then walked through the
outskirts of the reservation town with its horses, fruit trees, sweat lodge, buffalo
pasture, and many scattered houses. For the whole length of that road inte
Nambe, Meridel told us about her first New Age experience in Santa Fe, having
her aura balanced in the 1970s, and we variously inquired and wisecracked about
the notion. Sue taught us the acronym AFGO, “another fucking growth oppor-
tuniry,” for the plethora of spiritual opportunities (and opportunists) in Santa Fe.
Three in our party had had Christian upbringings, and | had come out partly to'
help Meridel celebrate her fiftieth birthday with a revisionist Passover dinner the
day after our walk (she was raised as a nonreligious Jew, and | was raised as noth-
ing in particular by a lapsed Catholicand a nonpracticing Jew). Since the Last
Supper was a Passover seder, even Good Friday and Easter are overlaid on the
Jewish holiday celebrating the flight from Egypt, and this pilgrimage was built on
top of all those layers of meeting, suffering, moving, dying.

We began to drift apart north of the Nambe settlement when we reached the
rough sandstone expanse of the badlands, with wind-carved pillars of red stone
studding a hot, airless expanse of sand and gravel and ruddy dirt stretching to the
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red cliffs in the distance: The two other women began to trail, and the two men
I didn't know went on ahead. We all met up at the windmill, which marked a rn
in terrain and in direction, and lounged around the shade of its waterless tank.
Afterward, Greg and Sue decided to go around a hill the rest of us were going to
go straight over, because she was wearing out. The badlands had given way to
more of that intricate terrain of hillocks so hard to navigate in, and rather than
going over the single hill | had expected, we found ourselves surmounting and
descending innumerable tree-studded red-soil rises. We shouted, hut we couldn't
find them, so we kept walking. One of the other men had gone on far ahead; the
other was walking faster than Meridel could. She is an athletic womnan, but she is
small and had pulled something in her knee, and her steps had grown short.

This drifting apart was dispiriting. When | think about what we were doing,
it seems as if it ought to have been an experience of paradise attained—dear
friends and amiable new acquaintances moving across a varied landscape toward
a remarkable goal under an azure sky. But, alas, we had various bodies and vari-
ous styles. | had been frustrated for the last few hours by the pace. Someone
would stop to pull out binoculars or to confer, and everyone would come to a halt
that would grow protracted. Standing or wandering slowly makes my feet hurt;
it's why museums and malls are more painful than mountains. And if the devil is
in the details, mine was in the heavy-duty boots | thought | had broken in but
which had begun to break my feet in all over again. So | oscillated between the
man ahead and the woman behind until we finally reached the open grassland.
Three of us arrived at the road on the far side of the grassland together. A steady
stream of walkers and cars was going by—the former all uphill, the latter in both
directions—and Meridel and 1 joined it. We were now part of the much larger
community spread out for dozens of miles along the highway that is the main pil-
grimage route. The trail of empty water bottles and orange peels bore evidence
to the volunteers farther down the road, people who came every year and set up
tables bearing slices of oranges, water, soft drinks, cookies, and occasionally
Easter candy that everyone was welcome to take. This was one of the most mov-
ing parts of the pilgrimage to me, these people who were out not to earn their
own salvation but to sypport others doing so.

On Good Friday of the year before, | had been struck by how little prepara-
tion most of the pilgrims seemed to have made for a long walk. Their everyday
clothes had been something of a rebuke to me that this was not a hike, and many
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stout people who looked as if they never walked much otherwise persevered.
This year the day was much warmer, and everything seemed different: with our
aching feet and our packs, w¢ looked more serious, more dogged, than the jaunty
young pilgrims in their colorful shorts and jeans and T-shirts (though Meridel’s
husband Jerry told us when he met us in Chimayé that he had seen a woman from
a very small town walking in a fancy white dress—"the kind of dress you would
get married in, or buried in"—and two days earlier and thirty miles west | had
seen two men in fatigues walking eastward, one of them carrying a large cross),
Both times | joined this pilgrimage | had the strange sense that | was walking
alongside people in another world, the world of believers, people for whom the
Santuario up ahead contained a definite power in a cosmos organized around
the Trinity, the mother of God, the saints, and the geography of churches,
shrines, altars, and sacraments. But | had suffered like a pilgrim; my feet were
killing me. '

Pilgrimages are not athletic events, not only because they often punish the
body but because they are so often gone on by those who are seeking the restora-
tion of their own or a loved one’s health. They are for the least equipped rather
than the most. Greg told me, when | called him up to ask if | could join in, that
when he had leukemia he made a deal with the gods. Framed in the same easy-
going humor he brought to other subjects, the deal’s terms were flexible: that if
he lived, he would try 10 go on the pilgrimage when he could. This was his third
year of walking it, and it got easier every year. Four years before, when he was
deathly ill, Jerry and Meridel walked for him and brought him back some dirt
from the Santuario.

This Easter week in which we were walking to Chimayé, a similar pilgrimage
from Paris to Chartres would be taking place again, and far larger crowds of
Christians would be gathering in Rome and Jerusalem. In the last half century or
so, a wide variety of secular and nontraditional pilgrimages have evolved that ex-
tend the notion of the pilgrimage into political and economic spheres. Not long
before | had set out, a march in San Francisco commemorated the farmworker or-
ganizer César Chévez's birthday with a crosstown “Walk for Justice”; and in
Memphis, Tennessee, civil rights activists commemorated the thirtieth anniver-
sary of Martin Luther King's assassination there with another march. In the
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southwest in April, | could have instead joined the Franciscan-led Nevada Desert
Experience on their annual peace walk from Las Vegas to the Nevada Test Site
(akin to another pilgrimage route from Chimayé to Los Alamos, birthplace of the
atomic bomb, thirty miles west). Then there was the Muscular Dystrophy

" Association’s annual walkathon on the first week of April and the March of

Dimes's WalkAmerica the last weekend of that month. | had come across a flyer
in Gallup, New Mexico, for *“Native Americans for Community Action, Inc. 15th
Annual Sacred Mountain 10k Prayer Run and 2k Fun Run/Walk” to be held in
Flagstaft in June, which sounded like the Spirit Runs held by the five tribes fight-
ing the proposed Ward Valley nuclear waste dump in southeastern California,
and | knew that the annual breast cancer and AIDS walks were coming up in San
Francisco's Golden Gate Park and other locations around the country. And no
doubt somewhere somebody was walking across the continent for some other
good cause. All these were outgrowths of the pilgrimage, or adaptations of its
terms.

Imagine all those revisionist versions of pilgrimage as a mighty river of walk-
ers flowing from many sources. The first small trickle comes, like March ice melt
from a high glacier, from a single woman almost half a century ago. On January
1, 1953, a woman known to the world only as Peace Pilgrim set out, vowing “to
remain a wanderer until mankind has learned the way of peace.” She had found
her vocation years before when she walked all night through the woods and felt,
in her words, “a complete willingness, without any reservations, to give my life to
God and to service,” and she prepared for her vocation by walking 2,000 miles on
the Appalachian Trail. Raised on a farm and active in peace politics before she
abandoned her name and began her pilgrimage, she was a peculiarly American
figure, plainspoken and confident that the simplicity of life and thought- that
worked for her could work for everyone. Her cheery accounts of her long years
of walking the roads and talking to the people she met are unburdened by com-
plexity, dogma, or doubt and rife with exclamation marks. :

She started her pilgrimage by joining the Rose Bowl Parade in Pasadena, and
something about setting out on her long odyssey from this comy festivity recalls
Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, with her own farmgirl can-do determination, start-
ing down the Yellow Brick Road amid daricing munchkins. Peace Pilgrim kept
walking for twenty-eight years through all kinds of weather and every state and
Canadian province as well as parts of Mexico. An older woman at the time she
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first set out, she wore navy blue pants and shirt, tennis shoes, and a navy blue tu-
nic whose front was stenciled with the words “Peace Pilgrim” and whose
text changed over the years from “walking coast to coast for peace” to “walki
10,000 miles for world "disarmament” to “25,000 miles on foot for peace®
Something of her brisk, practical piety comes across in her explanation of the
choice of dark blue—"jt doesn't show dirt,” she wrote, and "does represent peace
and spirituality.” Though she attributes her extraordinary health and stamina to
her spirituality, it is hard not to wonder if it was the other way around. She con-
tinued her pilgrimage in her simple outfit through snowstorms, rain, a harsh dust
stormn, and heat, sleeping in cemeteries, in Grand Central Station, on floors, and
on an endless succession of the couches of new acquaintances.
Though most of her writings are nonpartisan, she took a strong stand on na-
tional and global politics, arguing against the Korean War, the cold war, the arms
race, and war in general. The war in Korea was still going on when she set out
from Pasadena, as was Senator Joe McCarthy's anticommunist intimidation. It
was one of the bleakest periods in American history, with fear of nuclear war and
communism driving most Amertcans into the bunkers of conformity and repres-
sion. Even to argue for peace took heroic courage. To set out, as Peace Pilgrim
did on the first day of 1953, with nothing more than her single outfit, whose
pockets.contained “a comb, a folding tocothbrush, a ballpoint pen, copies of her
message and her current correspondence,” was astonishing. While the economy
was booming and capitalism was becoming enshrined as a sacrament of freedom,
she had dropped out of the money economy—she never carried or used money
for the rest of her life. She says of her lack of material possessions, “Think of how
free | am! If ] want to travel, | just stand up and walk away. There is nothing to tie
me down.” Though her models were largely Christian, her pilgrimage seems to
have arisen from the same 1950s crists of culture and spirituality that pushed John
Cage, Gary Snyder, and many other artists and poets into investigations of Zen
Buddhism and other nonwestern traditions and sent Martin Luther King to India
to study Gandhi’s teachings on nonviolence and satyagraba, or soul-force.
‘Most people who diverge from the mainstream withdraw from its spaces, but
Peace Pilgrim had withdrawn from the former to enter the latter, where she
would be most required to mediate the gap between her beliefs and national ide-
ology—she was as much an evangelist as a pilgrim. She had set out to walk
25,000 miles for peace, and it took her nine years to do so. Afterward, she con-
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tinued walking for peace-but stopped counting the miles. As she put it, | walk
until given shelter, fast until given food. | don't ask—it’s given without asking.
Aren't people good! . . . | usually average twenty-five miles a day walking, de-
pending on how many people stop to talk to me along the way. | have gone up to
fifty miles in one day to keep an appointment or because there was no shelter
available. On very cold nights I walk through the night to keep wam. Like the
birds, [ migrate north in the summer and south in the winter.” Later she became
a widely recognized public speaker and occasionally accepted a ride to get her to
her speaking engagements. She died, ironically, in a head-on car crash in July
1981. .

Like a pilgrim, she had entered the liminal condition the Turners would later
describe, leaving behind an ordinary identity and the goods and circumstances
that bolster such identities to achieve that state of anonymous simpliclty and
clear purpose Tolstoy’s Princess Marya longed for. Her walking became a testa-
ment to the strength of her convictions and suggests several things. One is that
the world was in such trouble that she herself had to drop her ordinary name and
ordinary life to try to heal it. Another is that if she could break with the ordinary
and go forth unprotected by money, by buildings, and by a place in the werld,
then perhaps profound change and profound trust were possible on a larger scale.
A third is that of the carrier: like Christ taking on the sins of all his followers or
the Hebrew scapegoat driven out into the wildemness, burdened with the sins of
the community, she had taken personal responsibility for the state of the world,
and her life was testimony and expiation as well as example. But what makes her
unorthodox is that she adapted a religious form, the pilgrimage, to carry political
content. The pilgrimage traditionally dealt with disease and healing of self or
loved ones, but she had taken on war, violence, and hate as plagues ravaging the
world. The political content that motivated her and the way in which she en-
deavored to achieve change through influencing her fellow human beings rather
than through divine intervention make her the first of a horde of modern politi-
cal pilgrims.

She foreshadowed this shift in the nature of the pllgnmage, from appealing
for divine intervention or holy miracle to demanding political change, making
the audience no longer God or the gods, but the public. Perhaps the postwarera
marked the end of belief that divine intervention alone was adequate; God had
failed to prevent the Jewish Holocaust, and the Jews had seized their promised
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land through political and military means. African Americans, who had long used
metaphors of the Promised Land, stopped waiting too. At the height of the civil
rights movement, Martin Luther King said that he was going to Bimingham to
lead demonstrations until “Pharach Jets God's people go.” The collective walk
brings together the iconography of the pilgrimage with that of the military

march and the labor strike and demonstration: it is a show of strength as well as.

conviction, and an appeal to temporal rather than spiritual powers—or perhaps,
in the case of the civil rights movement, both.

Because of the involvement of so many ministers, the practice of nonviolence,
and the language of religious redemption and, occasionally, martyrdom, the civil

rights movement was more saturated with the temperament and imagery of pil-

grimage than most struggles. It was in large part about the rights of access of
black people, and it was first fought on the contested sites: sitting down in and
then boycotting buses, bringing children into schools, sitting in at lunch coun-

ters. But it found its momentum in events that united the protest or the strike

with the pilgrimage: the march from Selma to Montgomery to petition for vot-
ing rights, the many marches in Birmingham and throughout the country, the
culminating March on Washington. In fact, the first major event organized by
the newly founded Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) was the
"prayer pilgrimage” at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., on May 17,
1957, the third anniversary of the Supreme Court nuling in favor of desegregat-
ing schools. It was so called to make it sound less threatening; a pilgrimage makes

an appeal while a march makes a demand. King was profoundly influenced by the-

writings and actions of Mahatma Gandhi, and he adapted from Gandhi both the
general principle of nonviolence and the specifics of marches and boycotts that
had hastened India’s liberation from British rule. Perhaps Gandhi was the founder
of the political pilgrimage with his famous 200-mile-long Salt March in 1930, in
which he and many people living inland walked to the sea to make their own salt
in violation of British law and British taxes. Nonviolence means that activists are
asking their oppressors for change rather than forcing it, and it can be an extra-
ordinary tool for the less powerful 1o wring change out of the more powerful.

Six years after the founding of the SCLC, Martin Luther King decided that
nonviolent resistance by itself was inadequate, and the violence the southem seg-

regationists inflicted on blacks should be made as public as possible. The audi-

ence would no longer be merely the oppressors, but the world. This was the
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strategy of the Birmingham struggle, perhaps the central episode of the civil
rights movement, which began on Good Friday of 1963 with the first of many
marches, or processions. It is from these protests that the most famous images
come, of people being blasted by high-pressure fire hoses and savaged by police
dogs, images that provoked worldwide indignation. King and hundreds of others
were amrested for marching in Birmingham, and after the supply of willing adults
began to run out, high school students were recruited, and their younger siblings
volunteered, They marched for freedom with bold jubilance, and on May 2 of
that year 900 of these children were arrested. To go out onto the streets knowing
they risked attack, injury, arrest, and death took an extraordinary resolve, and the
religious ardor of Southern Baptists as well as the Christian iconography of mar-
tyrdom seems to have strengthened them. A month after the Birmingham cam-
paign had begun, writes one of King's biographers, “Reverend Charles Billups and
other Birmingham ministers led more than 3,000 young people on a prayer pil-
grimage to Birmingham jail singing ‘1 Want Jesus to Walk with Me’ as they
moved.”

A photograph of the 1965 Selma-to-Montgomery march has been on my re-
frigerator for months, and it speaks of this inspired walking. Taken by Matt
Heron, it show a steady stream of marchers three or four wide moving from right
to left across the photograph. He must have lain low to take it, for it raises its
subjects up high against a pale, clouded sky. They seem to know they are walk-
ing toward transformation and into history, and their wide steps, upraised hands,
the confidence of their posture, express the will with which they go to meet it.
They have found in this walk a way to make their history rather than suffer it, to
measure their strength and test their freedom, and their movement expresses the
same sense of destiny and meaning that resonates in King's deep-voiced, in-
domitable oratory. :

In 1970 the form of the pilgrimage was moved yet further from its origins when
the first Walkathon was held by the March of Dimes. Tony Choppa, who has
been working on these walks since 1975 and is their unofficial historian, says it
was risky at the time, since walking the streets en masse was associated with more
radical demonstrations. The first walkers were high school students in San
Antonio, Texas, and Columbus, Ohio, and this-first “walkathon™ was modeled af-

one’s mother, including the final journcy into death. Joumncying is therdfore an activity redated to a larger feminine
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ter a fund-raiser for a hospital in Canada. It rained on both walks, he says, and
there was “no money but great potential. People did actually come out and walk.®
Over the years the route was trimmed from the initial twenty-five miles to ten
kilometers, and participation mushroomed. The year we walked to Chimayé
from Greg'’s land, nearly a million people were expected to join what the March
of Dimes now calls WalkAmerica, and they would raise about $74 million for in-
fant and prenatal health care and supporting research. The walk was cosponsored
by K-Mart and Kellogg’s, among others. This walkathon structure, with corpora-
tions sponsoring the event in retumn for promoticonal opportunities and walkers
raising the money for the charity, has been adopted by hundreds of organiza-
tions, the great majority of them dealing with disease and health care.

The summer before | had accidentally run into the eleventh annual AIDS
Walk San Francisco in Golden Cate Park. A huge throng of people in shorts and
caps milled around the starting area that sunny day, holding various free bever-
ages, advertisements, and product samples. The hundred-page booklet for the
walk consisted almost entirely of advertisements for the dozens of corporate
sponsors—clothing companies, brokerage houses—who also had tables set up
around the lawn. [t was a strange atmosphere, a cross between a gym and a con-
vention, crawling with logos and ads. Yet it must have been profound for some of
its participants. The next day the paper said 25,000 walkers had raised $3.5 mil-
lion for local AIDS organizations and described a walker who wore a T-shin
printed with photographs of his two sons who had died of AIDS and said, “You
never get over it. The walk is a way to cope with it.”

These fund-raising walks have become the mainstream American version of
the pilgrimage. In many ways they have traveled far from irs original nature, no-
tably in the evolution from devoutly appealing for divine intervention to prag-
matically asking friends and family for money. And vet, however banal these
walks are, they retain much of the content of the pilgrimage: the subject of
health and healing, the community of pilgrims, and the eaming through suffer-
ing or at least exertion. Walking is crucial to these events, or at least it has been.
Bikeathons have come into being, and the last indignity dealt to this highly mu-
tated form of pilgrimage came with the virtual walk, including the San Francisco
Art [nstitute’s “nonwalk,” in which people were asked to give money and were
given a T-shirt but weren't obliged to show up, and AIDS Action’s “Until It's Over

realm, so l.bal it is mot surprising tbat Freud bimself was ambioalmt about it. Of the kandscape lx said, "All oftbm
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e-March,” which proposed that participants electronically sign their names to a
letter on the Internet as a substitute for marching or walking.

Fortunately, walkathons are not the end of the story. Though mutant forms of
the pilgrimage keep springing up, the older ones thrive, from religious pilgrim-
ages to long political walks. A month after 25,000 people walked ten kilometers
to raise money for AIDS organizations in San Francisco, gang counselor Jim
Hemnandez and antiviolence organizer Heather Tackman finished a 500-mile
walk from East Los Angeles to Richmond, California, carrying more than 150
photographs of young murder victims and meeting with teenagers along the way.
In 1986 hundreds of people joined together to form the Great Peace March.
They walked across the United States together to ask for disarmament in a mass
pilgrimage that created its own culture and support structure and had a large im-
pact in some of the small towns through which they trekked. The walk began as
a sort of publicity event, but somewhere along the long way the walking itself
took over, and the walkers became less concerned with media and message and
more with what was happening within themselves. In 1992 wo more cross-
continental peace walks did much the same thing, and like the walkers of the
Great Peace March they drew inspiration from Peace Pilgrim. Similar walks went
across the Soviet Union and Europe during the early 1990s, and in 1993 straw-
berry pickers and other United Farm Workers (UFW) supporters reenacted the
great three-hundred-mile Delano-to-Sacramento march César Chévez had orga-
nized in 1966 and called a pilgrimage.

Even the most sophisticated yield to the pilgrim’s impulse, and even wnhout
the superstructure of religion, the ordeal of walking makes sense. The filmmaker
Wemner Herzog writes, “At the end of November, 1974, a friend from Paris called
and told me that Lotte Eisner [a film historian] was seriously ill and would prob-
ably die. | said that this must not be, not at this time, German cinema could not
do without her now, we would not permit her death. | took a jacket, a compass
and a duffel bag with the necessitiecs. My boots were so solid and new that | had
confidence in them. 1 set off on the most direct route to Paris, in full faith, be-
lieving that she would stay alive if | came on foot. Besides, 1 wanted to be alone .
with myself.” He walked the several hundred miles from Munich in winter
weather, often wet, often smelly, often thirsty, and usually suffering from great
pain in some part of his feet and legs.
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Herzog, as anyone who has seen his films knows, is fond of deep passions and
extreme behavior, however obtuse, and in his journals of his long walk to Paris he
took on the qualities of one of the obsessives in his films. He walked in all
weather, though he occasionally accepted a lift, and he slept in barns and a dis-
play mobile home he broke into as well as in strangers’ homes and inns. The
sparse prose describes walking, suffering, minor encounters, and fragments of
scenery. Elaborate fantasies that themselves sound like outlines for Herzog
movies are woven into the description of his ordeal. On the fourth day, he writes,

“While | was taking a shit, a hare came by at anm's length without noticing me. '

Pale brandy on my left thigh which hurts from my groin downwards with every
step. Why is walking so full of woe?” On the twenty-first day, he put his feet up
in Eisner’s room, and she smiled at him. “For one splendid fleeting moment some-
thing mellow flowed through my deadly tired body. [ said to her, open the win-
dow, from these last days onward | can fly.”

We had arrived too, along the curving road into Chimayd. Sal and [ sat down and
waited for Meridel on a sidewalk. Cars, policemen, and children carrying Sno-
Cones passed by in front of us; behind us bloomed a few stunted fruit trees in a

knobby pasture. Afterward, Sal went to stand in the long line in front of the

Santuario, and | went off to buy us some lemonade at a little mobile food-stand
around the comner, near the Santo Nifio Chapel, where people used to offer up
children’s shoes because the Santo Nifio, a version of the Christ child, is said to
have worn out his own running errands of mercy around the countryside at night.
It was nice to be back on familiar ground. | knew what was inside the Santuario
and thought of the thousands of crosses woven into the cyclone fence behind the

outdoor chapel below, crosses made of grapevine and cottonwood twigs and

larger sticks, and then of the irrigation ditch that flowed just the other side of the
fence, of the swift shallow river that runs through the town, of the burrito stand

that sold meatless alternatives for Lent, of the old adobe houses and the trailer

homes that are beginning to look old, and of the many unwelcoming signs:
“Notice: Please Don't Leave Your Belongings Unattended at Any Time,” “Not
Responsible for Theft,” “Beware of Dog.” Chimayé is a desperately poor town,
known for drugs, violence, and crime as well as for sanctity. Jerry West was wait-
ing for his wife, Meridel, in front of that chapel, and | made my last foot journey
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back with the lemonade, bade Sal farewell, and went off to my own culminating
destination. About ten thousand pilgrims would come into town and stand in line
1o go into the chapel that day, and Jerry found Greg and Sue standing in line to
go in too. When we left after the moon had risen, there were still more figures
walking along the narrow shoulder of the road in the night, shadowy groups that
no longer looked festive, but dedicated and fragile in the dark.

s
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LABYRINTHS AND CADILLACS:
Walking into the Realm
of the Symbolic

| didn't mind not getting into the church at Chimay¢ along with all the long pa-.

tient line of pilgrims, because | had another destination. The year before I'd
walked the last six or so miles of the pilgrimage, and later, trying to catch up with
my friend who'd driven in, | walked past the Cadillac with the stations of the
cross painted on it. | kept going after a cursory inspection, and then | did the
world's slowest double take. A Cadillac with the fourteen stations began, during
the interim between those two Good Fridays, to seem more and more extraordi-
nary, a gorgeous compression of many symbolic languages and desires into one
divinely strange chariot. Jerry said, in front of the Santo Nifio Chapel, that it was
just up the road a hundred yards, and so | limped off to see it again.

Long and pale blue and somehow soft-looking, as though the metal body
were dissolving into velvet or veils, this 1976 Cadillac was a contrary thing. The
stations of the cross were wrapped around its long lean body, below the chrome
line that bisected it horizontally. Jesus was condemned at the rear end of the driv-
er’s side and carried the cross, stumbled, and encountered his way around the car
to be crucified in the middle of the passenger's side, next to the door handle, and

he was buried at the back end of that side. All along those sides was painted 2

outer pilgrimage. One can bave one witbout the otber. It is best to bave both. —THOMAS MERTON [ was the
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dark gray sky full of lightning that made the place of his suffering into New
Mexico, with its volatile thunderclouds. There was Jesus again on the trunk as a
big soft-focus head with a crown of thorns, flanked by angels, thorny roses, and
the same kind of undulating ribbons that bear inscriptions in medieval and old
Mexican religious paintings. The thoms everywhere seemed like further re-
minders that Chimayé and Jerusalem were both arid landscapes, and the same
thorny roses adorned the hood, where Mary, the Sacrcd Heart, an angel and a
centurion were.

This car was designed to be looked at standing still, but it retained the possi-
bility of moving. It didn't matter if the car ever went far, just that it could, that
these images could hurtle down the highway, whipped by wind and drops of rain
running sideways. Imagine it doing seventy on the interstate, passing mesas and
crumbling adobes and cattle and maybe some billboards for fake Indian trading
posts, Dairy Queens, and cheap motels, an eight-cylinder Sistine Chape! wurned
inside out and speeding toward a stark horizon under changing skies. The artist,
Arthur Medina, a slender, restless-looking man with wavy black hair, showed up
while | was admiring it and leaned against the adjacent wooden shed 1o receive
compliments and questions. Why a Cadillac? [ asked, and he didn't seem to un-
derstand my premise that a luxury car is not the most natural and neutral thing on
which to paint holy pictures. So | asked him why he painted the car with this sub-
ject matter, and he said, “To give the pcoplc something for Lent,” and indeed he
displayed it here every year.

He had, he said, painted other cars and had an Elvis car, and then he darkily
intimated that other local artists were imitating him. It was true that another long
1970s car was parked nearer the Santuario, in front of a white-painted adobe
shop, and that very shop was painted with perfect accuracy on the side of the car
facing the street, while a radiant image of the Santuario itself covered the hood.
This made it almost as dizzying a vehicle of meaning as Medina's car, a transfor-
mation of immobile place into speeding representations. But the tradition of cus-
tomized low-rider cars goes back more than a quarter of a century in northern
New Mexico, and this other car was painted much more professionally—which
is not to say that Medina was a lesser artist, only that most such cars have an or-
thodox aesthetic that comes from a particular way of handling the airbrush, and
Medina had made his figures simpler and flatter and created a much more lushly
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misty atmosphere. You could say that most low-rider cars are baroque, with a
slightly cynical hyperreality of form, while Medinas had something of the flat
devout force of medieval painting about it.

It was an extraordinarily quixotic abject, a car about walking, a luxury item
about suffering, sacrifice, and humiliation. And the car united two radically dif-
ferent walking traditions, one erotic and one religious. Customized cars exist
both as art objects and as the vehicles for an updated version of an old Spanish
and now Latin American custom, the paseo or corso. For hundreds of years, prom-
enading the plaza in the center of town has been a social custom in these places,
one that allows young people to meet, flirt, and stroll together and dictates that
villages and cities from Antigua, Guatemala, to Sonoma, California, have a cen-
tral plaza in which to do so (the more casual promenades of northern Europe take
place in parks, quays, and boulevards). In some parts of Mexico and elsewhere
the custom was once so formal that the men strolled in one direction and the
women in the other, like the indefinitely extended steps of a line dance, bat
in most nowadays the plaza is the site of less structured promenading. The
Wpromcnade is a special subset of walking with an emphasis on slow statelv move-

ment, socializing, and display. It is not a way of gelting anywhere, but a way of
being somewhere, and its movements are essentially circular, whether on foot or
by car.

During the days | was writing this, I ran into my brother Steve's friend José in
Dolores Park after San Francisca’s May Day Parade and asked him about the cus-
tom. At first he said he knew nothing about it, but as we talked, more and more

ame back to him, and his eyes shone with the old memories flooding back in a
new light. In his hometown in El Salvador, the custom was called “going around
the park,” though park meant the plaza at the center of town. Mostly teenagers

sed the park for this socializing, in part because the small houses and warm

cather made it uncomfortable to socialize at home, at least at thar age. Girls
didn't go to the park alone, so he was mauch in request as a sort of inidget chap-
rone by his older sister and his three beautiful cousins. Many Saturday and
unday evenings of his childhood were spent licking an ice cream cone and ig-
oring their conversations with boys. The paseo, like less structured courtship
atks in other places, allows people to remain visually in public but verbally in
rivate, giving them enough room to talk and enough supervision to do little
nore. Nobody could afford to stay in the village, he said, and 5o the romances
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kindled during strolls in the parks rarely led to marriage. But when people came
back home, they would go around the park again, not to meet people but in rem-
iniscence of this part of their life. Every small town and village in El Salvador and,
he ventured, Guatemala had some form of this custom, and “the smaller the town
the more important it was for keeping people’s sanity.” Other versions of the
pedestrian paseo exist in Spain, southern ltaly, and much of Latin America; the
custom turns the world into a kind of ballroom and walking into a slow waltz.

It is hard to say how the customized car and the cruise came together, but the
cruise is very much the successor 1o the paseo or corso, with the cars moving at
promenade speed and the young people within flirting with and challenging each
other. Meridel, my companion on the Chimayé pilgrimage, had in 1980 made
one of her earliest series of photographs about New Mexico, a documentary proj-
ect on low riders. At that time the subculture was booming, and the cars would
slowly cruise the old plaza at the center of Santa Fe. Like low riders in most
places, these ones met with the hostility of the civic authorities, who turmed the
four streets around the plaza into a one-way roundabout and took other steps to
ban the practice. But when Meridel’s series was complete, she organized a show
of herwork in the plaza, to which the low riders were invited and at which many
of their cars were on display. By resituating them within the context of high art,
she had reopened the space to them and introduced their work and world to the
others in the region. It was the biggest art opening in Santa Fe history, with all
kinds of people milling around the plaza 10 look at the cars, the photographs, and
each other, an art paseo. .

Though cruising came from the paseo, the cars’ imagery sometimes spoke of
a very different tradition. In devout New Mexico they bore far more religious im-
agery than, for example, low-rider cars in California, and Meridel came to see
many of them as chapels, reliquaries, and, because of the plush velvet upholstery,
even caskets, They express the culture of young people who are both devout and
hard-partying as an indivisible whole, not a set of contradictions. And they ex-
press something of the centrality of the car in New Mexico, where sidewalks and
roadside trails are often hard to find and both rural and urban life are built around
the car (even on the pilgrimage, low riders cruised the road and did the occa- .
sional doughnut for us pedestrians). Still | find it strange that the paseo should
have ceased to be a pedestrian event and become a vehicular one. Cars function
best as exclusionary devices, as mobile private space. Even driven as slowly as
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possible, they still don't allow for the directness of encounter and fluidity of con-
tact that walking does. Medina’s car, however, was no longer a vehicle but an ob-
ject. He stood beside it to receive compliments, and we walked around it less as
devotees would walk the stations of the cross than as connoisseurs would tour a
gallery.

The stations of the cross are themselves one of those cultural things made up
of many strata laid down upon each other. The first layer is the presumed course
of events from Jesus's condemnation to the laying of his dead body in the tomb
in the cave, a walk from Pilate’s house to Golgotha, the walk that the pilgrims
dragging crosses to Chimayé imitate. During the Crusades pilgrims in Jerusalem
would tour the sites of these events, praying as they went, laying down a second
layer, a layer of devout retracing that brought pilgrimage close to tourism. In the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries Franciscan friars created the third layer by for-
malizing the route as a series of fixed events—the fourteen stages—and abstract-
ing them from their site. From this tradition come the stations of the cross

nave of the church—that adorn nearly all Catholic churches, and it is an amaz-
ing abstraction. No longer is it necessary to be in Jerusalem to trace these events
two millennia ago. The time is past, the place is elsewhere, but walking and imag-
ining are adequate means to enter into the spirit of those events. (Most of the rec-
ommendations on praying the stations emphasize reliving the events of the
crucifixion, so that it is an act not merely of prayer but of identification and imag-
ination.) Christianity is a portable religion, and even this route once so specific
to Jerusalem was exported around the world.

A path is a prior interpretation of the best way to traverse a landscape, and to
follow a route is to accept an interpretation, or to stalk your predecessors on it as
scholars and trackers and pilgrims do. To walk the same way is to reiterate some-
thing deep, to move through the same space the same way is a means of becom-
ing the same person, thinking the same thoughts. It's a form of spatial theater, but
also spiritual theater, since one is emulating saints and gods in the hope of com-

makes pilgrimage, with its emphasis on repetition and imitation, distinct amid all

the modes of walking. If in no other way one can resemble a god, one can at least
walk like one. And indeed, in the stations of the cross, Jesus appears at his most

artworks——usually fourteen small paintings or prints running up and down the

ing closer to them oneself, not just impersonating them for others. It's this that
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human, stumbling, sweating, suifering, falling three times, and dying in the

course of redeeming the Fall. But by the time the stations of the cross hat‘:l be-

come a sequence of pictures in any church, anywhere, devotees wcr.e tracing a

path that was no longer through a place but through a story. The stations are set .
up all along the nave of churches so that worshipers can walk themselves into

Jerusalem, into the central story of Christianity.

There are many other devices besides the stations of the cross that let p<.:op(11c
bodily enter a story. | found one last summer. ] had a date to meet some fncn.s
for drinks at the famously kitschy old mock-_Polynes-ian bar thn.: Tonga Room in
the Fairmont Hotel atop Nob Hill. After walking over Nob Hill, past a gr.occryi
store advertising caviar, past a Chinese boy skipping with joy, past the less joyful
adults in this posh neighborhood, and around the back of Grace Cathedral,
walked through a courtyard where a fountain was playing and la young man waj
waving a Bible around and mumbling something. At the far side of the space
saw, to my delight, something new there, a labyrinth. In pale and dark cement it
repeated the same pattern made of stone in Chartres Cathedral: c!cv.cn. concen-
wric circles divided into quadrants through which the path winds until it ends a:
the six-petaled flower of the center. | was early Ilor my renldczvous, and sol
stepped onto the path. The circuit was so absorbing 1 lost sight ?f th;.- pEOp ¢
nearby and hardly heard the sound of the traffic and the bells for six o'clock.
Inside the labyrinth the two-dimensional surface ceased to be c.npcn space .:m::1
could move across anyhow. Keeping to the winding path became important, an
with one’s eyes fixed upon it, the space of the labyrinth became large and com- .
pelling. The very first length of path after the entrance almost reaches the ccr:cr
of the eleven rings, then turns away to snake round and round, nearer and farther,
never so close as that initial promise until long afterward, when the walker has
slowed down and become absorbed in the journey—which even o.n a maze forty
feet in diameter like this can take a quarter hour or more. That circle bccar.nc a
world whose rules | lived by, and | understood the moral of mazes: :somcumcs
you have to tumn your back on your goal to get there, sometimes youre farthest
away when you're closest, sometimes the only way is the long one. A&cr. that[
careful walking and looking down, the stillness of arrival was deeply moving.
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looked up at last to see that white clouds like talons and feathers were tumbling
cast in a blue sky. It was breathtaking to realize that in the labyrinth, metaphors
and meanings could be conveyed spatially. That when you seem farthest from
your destination is when you suddenly arrive is a very pat truth in words, but a
profound one to find with your feer.

The poet Marianne Moore famously wrote of “real toads in imaginary gar.

dens,” and the labyrinth offers us the possibility of being real creatures in sym-
bolic space. I had thought of a children's story as | walked, and the children's
books that | loved best were full of characters falling into books and pictures that
became real, wandering through gardens where the statues came to life and, most
famously, crossing over to the other side of the mirror, where chess pieces, fow-
ers, and animals all were alive and temperamental. These books suggested that
the boundaries between the real and the represented were not particularly fixed,
and magic happened when one crossed over. [n such spaces as the labyrinth, we
cross over; we are really traveling, even if the destination s only symbolic, and
this is in an entirely different register than is thinking about traveling or looking
at a picture of a place we might wish to travel to. For the real is in this context
nothing more or less than what we inhabit bodily. A labyrinth is a symbolic jour.
ney or a map of the route to salvation, but it is a map we can really walk on, blur-
ring the difference between map and world. If the bedy is the register of the real,
then reading with one’s feet is real in a way reading with onc's eycs alonc is not.
And sometimes the map is the territory.

In medieval churches these labyrinthe—once common, but now existing only
in a few churches—were sometimes called chemins 2 Jerusalem, “roads to Jerusalem,”
and the center was Jerusalem or heaven itself. Though the historian of mazes and
labyrinths W. H. Matthews cautions that there is no written evidence on their in-
tended use, it is widely thought that they offered the possibility of compressing
a pilgrimage into the compact spacc of a church floor, whth the difficulties of spir-
itual progress represented by the twists and turns. At Grace Cathedral in San
Francisco, the labyrinth was commissioned by cathedral canon Lauren Artress in
1991. "Labyrinths," she writes, “are usually in the form of a circle with 2 mean-
dering but purposeful path, from the edge to the center and back out again. Each
one has only one path, and once we make the choice o enter it, the path be-
comes a metaphor for our journey through life.” Since then Artress has started
something of a labyrinth cult, which has trained nearly 130 people 1o present

......................................................................................................................................
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'
labyrinth workshops and prograrns called “the theater of enlightcnment,” even
publishing a quarterly newsletter on the labyrinth project (including a few pages

“hawking labyrinth tote bags, jewelry, and other items). Labyrinths as spiritual de-

vices are proliferating around the country, and garden mazes are also unc.icrgo!ng
a revival. In the 1960s and 1970s a very different kind o.f labyrinth prohfcr:t{on
took place, in the work of artists such as Terry Fox, and in thc l.atc. l9805dAbuz:|I2ln
Fisher became a wildly successful maze designer in Britain, dCSI.gnmg and build-
ing garden mazes at Blenheim Palace and dozens of other locations. :
Labyrinths are not merely Christian devices, though they alw.ays rcpreslen
some kind of journey, sometimes one of initiation, death and rgbmh,.or s.: va-
tion, sometimes of courtship. Some scem mcrely to signify the complexuryho any
journey, the difficulty of finding or knowing one's way. They v.:ere m;lcc mcrl1—
tioned by the ancient Greeks, and although the legendary labyrinth of Crete in
which the minotaur was imprisoned has never been found and prc.)bably.' never ;:‘x-
isted, the shape now called the Cretan labyrinth appcar.ed on its coins. Other
labyrinths have been found: carved in the rock in Sardinia; cleared m‘the stozy
desert surface in southern Arizona and California; made of mosaic bydt t;
Romans. In Scandinavia there are almost five hundred known labyrinths made Tk
stones laid out upon the carth; until the twentieth century, fishermen wou.ld wa]
them before putting out to sea to ensure good catches or favorable \-mrmo:lls.f n
England turf mazes—mazes cut into the earth—were used by young pe}:10p ¢ for
erotic games, often in which a boy ran toward a girl at the co.:r.ncr, and the twt:ts
and tums of the maze seem to symbolize courtship's complcwf:tues. m'mmh et-
ter known hedge mazes of that country are a later, more aristocratic m.no;at:n
of the Renaissance garden. Many who've written about mazes and labyrint sh is-
tinguish between the two of them. Mazes, including most garden malzesb, _a::
many branchings and are made to perplex those who enter, whereas a 1:ahj.rﬁn
has only one rbuie, and anyone who stays with it can find the paradise of t ;z qm-
ter and retrace the route to the exit. Another metaphorical moral sec.ms bf.u tinto
these two structures, for the maze offers the confusions of free will without a
clear destination, the labyrinth an inflexible route to salvation.

Like the stations of the cross, the labyvinth and maze offer up stories we can wal.k
into to inhabit bodily, stories we trace with our feet as well as our eyes. There is

.lbr past. Seoeral works designed by Jaowa Drake along a path named Freedom Walk commemarate the brutal police
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a resemblance not only between these symbolically invested structures but be-
tween every path and every story. Part of what makes roads, trails, and paths
unique as built structures is that they cannot be perceived as a whole all at once
by a sendentary onlooker. They unfold in time as one travels along them, just as
a story does as one listens or reads, and a hairpin turn is like a plot twist, a steep
ascent a building of suspense to the view at the summit, a fork in the road an in-,
troduction of a new storyline, arrival the end of the story. Just as writing allows
one to read the words of someone who is absent, so roads make it possible to
trace the route of the absent. Roads are a record of those who have gone before,
and to follow them is to follow people who are no longer there—not saints and
gods anymore, but shepherds, hunters, engineers, emigrants, peasants to market,
or just commuters. Symbolic structures such as labyrinths call attention to the na-
ture of all paths, all journeys.
This is what is behind the special relationship between tale and travel, and,
perhaps, the reason why narrative writing is so closely bound up with wilking.
To write is to carve a new path through the terrain of the imagination, or to point
out new features on a familiar route. To read is to travel through that terrain with
the author as guide—a guide one may not always agree with or trust, but who can
t least be counted upon to take one somewhere. | have often wished that my
Ecmcnccs could be written out as a single line running into the distance so that it
would be clear that a sentence is likewise a road and reading is traveling (I did the
math once and found the text of one of my books would be four miles long were
kit rolled out as a single line of words instead of being set in rows on pages, rolled
up like thread on a spool). Perhaps those Chinese scrolls one unrolls as one reads
Ercserve something of this sense. The songlines of Australia’s aboriginal peoples

re the most famous examples conflating landscape and narrative. The songlines
re tools of navigation across the deep desert, while the landscape is a mne-
monic device for remembering the stories: in other words, the story is a map, the
fandscape a narrative.
So stories are travels and travels are stories. |t is because we imagine life itself
s a journey that these symbolic walks and indeed all walks have such resonance.
The workings of the mind and the spirit are hard to imagine, as is the nature of
ime—so we tend to metaphorize all these intangibles as physical objects located
n space. Thus our relationship to them becomes physical and spatial: we move
oward or away from them. And if time has become space, then the unfolding of

'fpr:.ssio'n of the famoxs marches in the spring of 1963. In ome work, the walkway passes betmeen hwo pertical slabs,
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time that constitutes a life becomes a journey too, however mulch o:aht}t‘::ﬁor::
travels spatially. Walking and traveling ha\..rc become c;:cn(;(riadr.neEnp e
thought and speech, so central we hardly notice l.hcm. Em ‘ ed in G :‘c )
innumerable movement mclaphom:dst%ﬁn_g stral.ght_, ::::;.nfe :ou\::)ra‘:k Ak u;

i e distance, getting ahead. [hings get in ou ] ! ;
zﬁz‘g:?::;, give us a head start or the go-ahead a%s we app_r;ach;m:?on;s.pﬁtf
move up in the world, reach a fork in the road, hit our stride, t‘a € pss o
<on in trouble is a lost soul, out of step, has lost hc:r r;ensc of direicuo.n, 11es i
an uphill struggle orgoing downhill, through a difficult pl'!asc, m‘;:ircn 7 b
nowhere. And there are the far more flowery phrases of sayings ar:i S0 gs.s—t;-eel
primrose path, the road to tuin, the high road and the IrThw road, i:s?n man;’
lonely street, and the boulevard of broken dreams. .\Walkmg a:tp:tac ey
more common phrases: set the pa(I:e, mfakﬁ: gﬂ?athsi;ng?;s:c s:cpsy(:h;i)c o poi
keep pace, hit one's stride, toe the line, lollow in his f : o

iti imagined as spatial ones: thus in his final spc‘:ech artin Lutt
IIE:: :;:lﬂtsl:;t bcengto the mountaintop,” to de.:scribc a Spir‘ll‘u?l ;ta:c;:}:o:vnags
ihe state Jesus attained after his literal mountain ascent. ngi rs el ot
called Stride to Freedom, a title echoed more than tlTrcc .dccadcs ater by o
Mahdcla*s autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom (while ‘hls forrr?cr f:Ol;l:t;;::;‘ o
Doris Lessing called the second volume of her mc‘mom Wallun.g u{; o 'Eco-s
then there’s Kierkegaard's Steps on Lifes Way or the hterar)t theorist 1 m ,:iering-
Six Walks in the Fictional Woods, in which he describes reading a book as wa
" al;c;:::li)t:sclf, the passage of time allotted to us,‘is*dcscribcd as a 1ou:‘ncr;r::is-
most often imagined as a journeyf on foclu:, a pil@:;_:;og:;:‘:z:ois i;agine
. nal history. And often, when we imagi : :
::arzl\?:s;::::ing, ‘wher:shc walked the earth” is one wa.ly to deis,c.nbe soms]zne; s
existence, her profession is her “walk of life,” an expc}rt isa '\uadkmg.;ncya s:;lc

dia” and "he walked with God” is the Old Tcstanjlents way of’ CS(}Z:I |n;i e

of grace. The image of the walker, alone and active and .passmg t ro;;fmh he

than settled in the world, is a powerful vision of what it means Lo : UShU{:

whether it's 2 hominid traversing grasslands or a Samuel Bct.:kctt c arac e}:c w

fling down a rural road. The metaphor of walking becomes h.tcral ag.am wur ?ivcs

really walk. If life is a journey, then when we are actually journeying c::an e

have become tangible, with goals we can move toward, progress we .

...............
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ac.hievcmcnt we can understand, metaphors united with actions. Labyrinths
gnimages, mountain climbs, hikes with clear and desirable destinations, ail all
us to take our allotted time as a literal journey with spiritual dimensio;w we ca
understand through the senses. [f joumeying and walking ate central metaphors,
then all joumneys, all walks, let us enter the same symbolic space as mazes and rit.
uals do, if not so compellingly. "
There are many other arenas in which walking and reading are conflated Just

as the church labyrinth had its secular sibling in the garden maze, so the m.di
of the stations of the cross has its secular equivalent in the sullpture garden:
Pnf:modern Europeans were expected 10 recognize a large cast of charactere ir;

painting, sculpture, and stained glass, from the saints—Saint Peter with his ke
Saint Lucy with her eyes on a plate—to the graces, cardinal virtues and dcadl‘!;:
sins. Most churches would have some portion of the Bible tmnslatéd into art; a
particularly elaborate cathedral like Chartres would include such features as t;\é
Seven Liberal Arts and the Wise and Foolish Virgins as well as scenes ffom the
I?fe of Christ arranged symbolically. Though book literacy was far lower, image
lucr.acy_was incomparably higher, and the more educated would be ablc‘to rec-
f)gn:zc the gods and mortals from classical mythology as well as Christian
iconography. Because the sources were usually literary, each figure represented a
story, and these stories could be arranged in various sequences and often were—
_sequences that could be “read” by strolling past (embodiments such as Liberty or
Splt‘lng were not narrative, but they might be arranged in a sequence that was
while gods and heroes often appeared in some climactic moment from a familia;
tale, making the sculpture equivalent to a film still). Many gardens were sculpture
gardens, not in our modern sense of greenery as a sort of picture frame for vari-
ous individual objects, but as whole spaces that could be read, making the garden
as much an intellectual space as the library. Sculptures and, sometimes architec-
tural elements were arranged in sequences that the viewer-stroller intc,rpreted as

she passed, and part of the charm of these gardens is that walking and readin
body and mind, were harmoniously united there. 3
. The cloisters that were part of cvery monastery and convent sometimes bore
elaborate Christian stories. Usually a square arcade around a garden with a cen-
tral well, pool, or fol.:lnlnin, the cloister was where monks or nuns could walk
without leaving the contemplative space of the order. Repaissance gardens had
elaborately arranged mythological and historical statues. Because the walker al-

leatds through an opening in @ metal wall Jaced by two water cannoms, just off the wall by the walk, are two browgz
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recady knew the story, no words need be said, but in the space and time of the
walk and its encounter with the statuary, the story was in a sense retold just by
being called to mind. This makes the garden a poetic, literary, mythological, and
magical space. The great gardens of the Villa dEste in Tivoli had a series of bas-
reliefs that told the tales of Ovid's Mdamorpboses. A more completely lost narrative
was the labyrinth at Versailles, destroyed in 1775. In it were placed, along with a
s1atue of Aesop, figure groupings from his fables, and “each of the speaking char-
acters represented in the fable groups,” writes W. H. Matthews, “emitted a jet of
water, representing speech, and each group was accompanied by an engraved
plate displaying more or less appropriate verses by the poet de Benserade.” The
labyrinth was thus a three-dimensional anthology in which walking, reading, and
looking united into a journey into the fables’ morals and meanings. Versailles, the
largest of all Europe’s formal gardens, had the most complex sculptural program,
in which the Aesop maze was only a minor diversion. It organized nearly all its
sculptures around the central image of Louis XI'V as the Sun King (subsequent ad-
ditions and subtractions make it hard to decipher now). Seventy sculptors la-
bored that the sculptures, fountains, and very plants would speak to strollers of
the power of the king, a power naturalized and endorsed by the imagery of the
sun and the classical sun god Apollo, on a scale that made the symbelic nota
scale model but a vast expanse of the world. A century later, the celebrated for-
mal garden at Stowe in Buckingham, England, was transformed into a more nat-
uralistic landscape, but its rolling hills and groves were studded with even more
pointedly political architectural motifs. The Temple of Ancient Virtue was lo-
cated pear both the ruined Temple of Modem Virtue and, across a pool, the
Temple of British Worthies, featuring the poets and statesmen most appealing to
the garden’s Whig owner The conjunction deplored the state of the eighteenth-
century world while setting up the Whigs as heirs to the noble ancients. Other
¢lements at Stowe were more humorous {or those who could read space and sym-
bolism: the hermitage located near the Temple of Venus, for example, pitting as-
ceticism against sensuality. If a narrative is a sequence of related events, then
these sculpture gardens made the world into a book by situating these events in
real space, far enough apart to be “read” by walking (and made Versailles and
Stowe into books of polltical propaganda). Sometimes what is to be read in the
garden is less literal. “A garden path,” write the flandscape architects Charles W,
Moore, William . Mitchell, and William Turnhull, “can become the thread of a

faures of African Americans, a man crumpled 10 the ground and a woman standing with ber back against ibe
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plot, connecting moments and incidents into a narrative. The narrative structure

might be a simple chain of events with a beginning, middle, and end. It might be
embellished with diversions, digressions, and picaresque twists, be accompanied
by parallel ways (subplots), or deceptively fork into blind alleys like the alterna-
tive scenarios explored in a detective novel.” Los Angeles's contribution to this
genre is the Walk of the Stars on Hollywood Boulevard, in which tourists read
celebrity names as they tread themn underfoot.

Sometimes walkers overlay their surroundings with their imaginings and tread
truly invented terrain. The American minister and walking enthusiast John Finlay

wrote a friend, *You may be interested to know that | have a little game that | play :

alone: namely, that of walking in some part of the world as many miles as | actu-
ally walk here day by day, with the result that ] have walked nearly 20,000 miles
here in the last six years, which means that | have covered the land part of the
earth in a circuit of the globe. [ finished last night 2,000 miles since the first of
January 1934 and in doing so reached Vancouver from the north.” The Nazi ar-
chitect Albert Speer traversed the world in his imagination while pacing back
and forth in his prison yard, like Kierkegaard and his father. The art critic Lucy
Lippard found that after her retumn to Manhattan she could continue to take the
daily walks that ha_d been so important a part of her year’s residence in rural
England "in a kind of out-of-body form—step by step, weather, texture, views,
seasons, wildlife encounters.”

There is a very practical sense in which to trace even an imaginary route is to
trace the spirit or thought of what passed there before. At its most casual, this re-
tracing allows unsought memories of events to return as one encounters the sites
of those events. At its most formal it is a means of memorizing. This is the tech-
nique of the memory palace, another inheritance from classicai Creece widely
used until the Renaissance. It was a means of committing quantities of informa-
tion to memory, an important skill before paper and printing made the written

word replace the memory for much storage of rote information. Frances Yates, -

whose magnificent Art of Meamory recovered the history of this strange technique
for our time, describes the workings of the system in detail. "It is not difficult to
get hold of the general principles of the mnemonic,” she writes. “The first step
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was to imprint on the memory a series of loci or places. The commonest, though
not the only, type of mnemonic place system used was the architectural type.
The clearest description of the process is that given by Quintilian. In order to
form a series of places in memory, he says, a building is to be remembered, as spa-
cious and various a one as possible, the forecourt, the living room, bedrooms, and
parlours, not omitting statues and other ormaments with which the rooms are
decorated. The images by whieh the speech is to be remembered . . . are then
placed in imagination in the places which have been memorized in the building.
This done, as soon as the memory of the facts requires to be revived, all these
places are visited in turn and the various deposits demanded of their custodians.
We have to think of the ancient orator as moving in imagination through his
memory building whilst he is making his speech, drawing from the memorized
places the images that he has placed on them. The method ensures that the
points are remembered in the right order, since the order is fixed by the sequence
of places in the building.”

Memory, like the mind and time, is unimaginable without physical dimen-
sions; to imagine it as a physical place Is to make It into a landscape in which its
contents are located, and what has location can be approached. That is to say, if
memory is imagined as a real space—a place, theater, library—then the act of re-
membering is imagined as a real act, that is, as a physical act: as walking. The
scholarly emphasis is always on the device of the imaginary palace, in which the
information was placed room by room, object by object, but the means of re-
rrieving the stored information was walking through the rooms like a visitor in a
museum, restoring the objects 1o consciousness. To walk the same route again
can mean to think the same thoughts again, as though thoughts and ideas were
indeed fixed objects in a landscape one need only know how to travel through.
In this way, walking is reading, even when both the walking and reading are
imaginary, and the landscape of the memory becomes a text as stable as that 1o
be found in the garden, the labyrinth, or the stations.

But if the book has eclipsed the memory palace as a repository of information,
it has retained some of its pattern. In other words, if there are walks that resem-
ble books, there are also books that resemble walks and use the “reading” activity
of walking to describe a world. The greatest example is Dante's Divine Comedy, in
which the three realms of the soul after death are explored by Dante, guided by
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Virgil. It is an unearthly travelogue of sorts, moving past sights and characters
steadily, always keeping the pace of a tour. The book is so specific about its ge-
ography that many editions contain maps, and Yates suggests that in fact this
masterpiece was a memory palace of sorts. Like a vast number of stories before
and after, it is a travel story, one in which the movement of the narmative is
echoed by the movement of the characters-across an imaginary landscape.

with calm, with cyes, with shoes, / with fucy. with forgetfubness—pasLO NERUDA




