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“You'll Love the Rockies”

“«YOU'LL LOVE the Rockies; my
hosts in Denver told me when 1
arrived from England on my frst
visit to the States. They knew of my
love of mountains, and my many
years of walking and scrambling up
the hills and mountains of Britain
and the Alps. Many others I met in
Denver. that sprawling city where
the plains meet the mountains, said
the same. Certainly it was impressive
1o step out of the house in suburban
Dener and find there. framed at the
end.of the road, a sparkling, -
snow-capped fourteen-thousander;
even more impressive to know there
were fiftv-one more in the state. Yet
when I actually got into the Rockiey.
thev were a disappointment. This
pmbme\ are fine,
ll mountains, and T pondered this
as I left the Rockies and wandered
around Yosemite Valley. Mount
Rainier. Manhattan. and other
scenic wonders of the United States.

Were my expectations raised too
high by my he hosts? Or was there
something disappointing about
the Color ado Rockies themselves?
I'supect it was both. First. the
expeCtations. .

THe AMERICAN NATIONAL RELIGION
The place of the Great Outdoors
in American culture immediatelv
strikes the European visitor. The
great Jandscapes of the West are not
Presented as scenery. as something
esthetic to be enjoved by those who
are interested in such things and
Passed over by those who are not;
rather thev are treated as arche-
'¥pally American. to be revered and
‘Bneraled b\ all "X brochure for
Yosemite National Park in€alifor-
housa\lwfs of
N

~

éfi refreshed and relaxed and
perhaps a blxmongg}:jgcjgea ble

invitation

in Europe, and in any case, I
thought I knew what T wanted out of
life. I couldn see howawaterfall or

a granite domet ¢ould add very much
to the millennia of Western culture
that have informed mvlifé View. On
venturing onto the trail to Nevada
Falls, the homilies came thlck and
fast ices:

inger now and enjoy sound and
power and change; then, *I'll
cquaint myself with the glagi
wild gardens,/and ge
hea the world as I can’
Eceulg authoritativelv told what this

enery meant. I thought it was
strange that a government that
prides-itsel{ on allowing freedom of
religion and bans religious educa-
tion {rom public shools should be
engaged thraugh-its National Park
Service in a massive education
program informing citizens that the
wonders of the  greal outdoo_r;;ax;;po

scenery 1o be admired. nor the

creation of the Judeo-Christian God,
butan autonomoys deity — the great
_g\oddess Nature —w W re
and.Irom whom we will receive
wisdom asto the meaning and
purposeof our 1ives. You are not left

alone to interpret the scenery as vou
will: the Xa.lio\nﬁ_all’?ﬂ; Service
beliexesﬁa&\gwg_\gsitor
requires interpretation. and the

interpretation given is unmistakably
un«ed with religion.

{ Ee place of nature i m the

national consciousness clearly varies
from nation to nation. Consider

“France, Germanv;and Italy, which
all contain substantial portions of
the Alps. Travel posters advertising
Germany (I mean the whole country,
not just its mountainous regions)
often depict an alpine mountain
towering above a meadow or lake;
this is taken to be the “real”
Germany, very healthy and out-

pdoorsy. But posters for France and
Italy hardly ever depict their alpine
scenery, even though it may be more
dramatic than Germany's; instead,
we find the dome of the cathedral in
Florence, or the Seine in Paris.
Apparently, it is culture and history,
not nature, that are near to the
hearts of these nations.

Well, in the States, it is nature
that reigns supreme. I met people
who had taken a few months off to do
a grand tour of the wonders of the
West. the American equivalent of the
grand tour of the antiquities of the
Mediterranean by English ladies
and gentlemen in the past century.

I half expected this from reading
books by American historians and
geographers about the place of the
land in images of America, but I was
surprised to find this reverence

for nature not only in the great
outdoors but j well. In
fact, I observed that the middle-
income people I met had no 13n-
guage for describing-eities-thabis
truleurban. Let me give examples.

Virtually evervone I met in
Denx e living there.
When [ asked them why. their reply
was alwavs, “Because of the moun-
tains. I found this very odd. I have
lived in Aberdeen. Scotland. which
like Denver is one- 10 two-hours
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"drive from the moutains, and many
reople go there to walk or ski. Yet
.sk natives who are hikers what they
like about Aberdeen, and they reply
by praising characteristics of the

city: its pubs. its musical life, the
career prospects. and so on. Ask even
non-mountain-climbers in Denver
what they like about their ctty, and
they reply, “the mountains.’ So.
apparently the merits of Denver —
as big as England’s second city,
Birmingham — can be described only
in terms of nature.

I thought at first this lack of
urban rhetoric might apply only to
Denver and other western cities that
attracted people because of the
climate or outdoor life, but I began
to suspect otherwise when I visited

Chigage—My-hests were overjoved

that L icago worth a visit.
“Nq.tourists ever come to Chicago,’
they said. Well, thisTfound 6dd too,
for here were the most beautiful
skyscraEgﬂEﬁT;E?S‘tE_e_sjfhe most
interesting ethniccommunities.

>me-beautiful juxtapositions of
glittering buildings and lake or
rﬁmﬁm.éﬂmage. this
is nothing compared to the forests
and canvons of the West.

My suspicion was confirmed
when I ended up in New York. Here
is possibly the gcityin
the world with one of the most
stunning skvlines, the most amazing
diversity of people, and perhaps the
biggest selection of art and restau-
rarits anywhere. [ took a bus tour to
Harlem and our guide was a
sophisticated woman who clearly
loved her city. Yet as we drove past
the only major piece of greenery in
Manbhattan, the welcome but slightly
scruffy-Central Park, she announced:

“We are.now passing Central Park,
probably the most beautiful thing in
NWﬁutiful thing
in New York? Can you imagine a
Londoner saying this of Hyde Park?
It was not that she didn't love and

"preciate the intense urbanity of
_ew Ywma
language to describe it. She had to
use the language of nature, the
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only legitimate fount of beautv for
Americans. [ later learned with no
surprise that the States” most fanous
architect. Frank Llovd Wright. also
disdained the city and looked to
nature for his architectural vocabu-
lary. carefully photographing shells
to discover how nature builds houses.
I then began to understand whv
decidedly atural artifacts like
(e Statue of Liberty are owned Tnd
run by the National Park Service.
which I had najvely assumed was
dedicated to the preservation of
natural scenery. I began to see that.
whereas in Europe we began preserv-
ing ald buildings long before we
thought o :ing scenery. in the
States it was the other wav around.
The national importance of scenerv
was recognized first, the park service
was set up, and then it later turned
its mwss_gﬁ\_'i_rg_guildings. So
after a boat ride of just a few minutes
from that epitome of cityness, lower

Manhattan, we find ourselves once
more in the care of the National Park

Service; can vou imagine the

“National Citv Service"? Sounds like
a garbage collection agency. which
sadly is how many Americans see
their cities.

So at my first port of call, Denver,
I fourd myrself in a culture that
reveres nature, which leads — cer-
tainly for the naive visitor —to high
expectations of it. In this cultural

climate it w esv for me to admit

e it was heresy for me t
thatt ies were OK, but
hardly awe-inspiring. As a visitor

my opinions on a whole range of
matters were canvassed and my
replies were always courteously
tolerated — except when I expressed
disappointment in the Rockies: I
could see jaws drop as the heretical
words were spoken. When I added
how much I liked the new sky-
scrapers downtown and the older
suburbs of Denver, the jaws dropped
farther still.

A DiFfERENT BEAUTY

More than just the expectations
caused problems. On reflection, I
concluded that as a Europein [

foupd much about the Rockies, and
American mountains in general,
dificult to handle. [ grew up with ,
different esthetic. a different way of
seeing beauty and splendor in the
phvsical tangle of rock and snow.
tree and lake. grass and lichen. Thj,
had to be unlearned. and a new ™~
esthetic mastered.

My fizgt problem was that the
Colorado Rockies have no glaciers

speak of. I had assumed thata req/

mountain, and certainly one that js

fourteen-thousand feet or more,

shoul v rray of
glaciers-as-inthe Alps. Certainly [
knew that the nearer the equator. the
higher the snow line. but mv
sentiments were formed by the
European image of a mountain asa
glaciated alpine horn: on such
mountains. after all. the sport of
mountaineering began in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
and such mountains first attracted
the pens and brushes of romantics
such as Lord Byron and J.M.W.
Turmer, who shaped European
images of mountain beauty. Settlers
in the New World needed several
generations to shake the European
esthetic and create their own.
entered on the wilderness with its

ura of remoteness and solitude. It
was perhaps expecting too much for
me to revise my sense of mountain
beauty in a few weeks.

My second problem was caused
by.the sun. It was too high in the sky.
I'am used to the hills of Britain.
where the sun is low, especially in
winter. This puts every crag and
outcrop in shadow, even though they
may be at only forty degrees or so,
and makes them look vertical. Every
little undulation is emphasized. so
the mountains look much bigger
than they are. In Colorado the sun
was higher, so everything, bar the
truly vertical] was in the sun, and the
landscape was somewhat fattened as
a result. In such latitudes you need 2
landscape more vertical than much
of the Colorado Rockies if it is to
appear really dramatic. I do not
mean that Colorado has no dramatj
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scenery, but the general effect is a
flattened one. ‘

In addition, the sun shone too ’
much. In maritime Britain the hills
generally are illuminated by an ever
changing sky, with patches of
sunlight picking out a crag here, a
lake there, or a patch of heather
somewhere else. The subtleties of
color. of light and shade, are brought
out all the time. In addition, the
weather rarely is so bad that you
an't be outside. In the Rockies, by
contrast. I was subjected either to

epitome of visual boredornT
cloudless das, assaults by hail.
lightning. andﬁmmus
that the locals had long since gone
home. After a while I began to come
loterms with the weather, the sun,
and the lack of glaciers. But when I
arrived in the Pacific Northwest my
senses did not need to struggle out of
their European mold because rain
and glaciers existed there in plenty.
What I could never appreciate
were ~Mith .all
Evergreen, except where they
thinned near the timberline, all

bﬁ@g@}’fi{ew. For the British,
being out on 1he hills meansbeing
out on-the-apen moors and fells.
‘over centuries ago by medieval axe

The Rocky Mountains look tall and striking
to initiates. but foreigners who have

grown up with a different landscape mav have
another view. Crestone Peak, San Isabe|
National Forest. Colorado. Photo courtesy of
the United States Forest Service. v

and by sheep and deer in later

-t R
centuries. On the open moor you
learn to appreciate the view when
the weather d youTearn to
use a map and compass when the

mist closes in, You can go where you
will; you hear the skelacts above,
you see a-herd of red deer in the
distance. You feel that once again
vou can Wmhough
a smoky industrial town lies just a
couple of miles out of sight below.

But those infernal trees of the
American West!] found them
evervwhere, in the Rockies, in the
Sierra. in the Cascades. Claustro-
phobic. Boring. For hour after hou
I couldn’t see a thing from the trail.
Yet Americans love them! Why?

1 suppose forests symbolize God's
wilderness before Homo industrialis
came to rape the earth. but surely
tant, perhaps, is that most Americans
live in cities laid out expansively
of opennessare not what most
Americans lack. What the forests

provide, in contrast-isa secure
womb; if Mother Nature's landscapes
are different from the land-

scapes of evervday v must

be womblike. Thev provide security
and reassurance for a society that

1s open geographically as well as

ng



Depending on vour point o view. trees may be
majestic or just in the way. Blue Creek.

Uncomphagre National Forest. Colorade. Photo

courtesy of the United States Forest Service.
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culturally. English toymsare-more
enclesed— certainly Bath, where I

live, is that way — 30 we seek open-
ness when we take o the hills, The
forest that Americans experience
as womblike, I found claustrophobic.
The other adjective [ used for
American forests was boring. This
hints at the chief difference between
how Americans and Europeans
construe beauty in landscape, the

difference betweern beauty based on
essence and beauty based an balance.
In Britain, particularly Wales and
the south of England. the landscape

is characteristically complex, com-
posidig_fra_nix’u_x_rgg[_elunents.
Think of a typical scene in the
English Lake District described
sowell by the poet Wordsworth and

his sister Dorothy, and so beloved of
English Tourist Board brochures. A_

cottage nestles by a lake with a little
coppme
flowers. Across the lake are walled
fields with sheepgrazing, above
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themsa-hillside. not dramatic but a
subdeblend.olaun:gmd_cgggiand
colars. The scene is beautiful, and
what i i

; the wav the elements
are put together. In particular. the

/ beawmwen
( people d nature, sensitively won
over the centuries. The beauty of the

Swiss Alps is composed in the same
way; pea e. glacier and
cQw untain and meadow,

forestan rillage, all in delicate
balanee-

The finest American landscapes
are constructed diﬁ'erently.;[hg)ul‘e

not-a balance of several elements.
They er a vivid contrast

between only two elements — sky-

scraper and waterfront, rock spire

forest — or they are one element in
in_fall. the

p

canyon, the desert, the forest, the

mountain. You drive for two

hundred miles and see nothing but
ired miles and see nothing
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Jesert.ar nolhinv_b_g,(,p:airie You
really begin to getinside that one.

ure e landscape. You even find that
,uburban gardens are constructcd of
gsence rather than balance. Whereas
the Engli rden is a careful

m}alleHWus

fower beds, and trees, the American
rd(ﬂ;_;_g_lj,essence pure lawn,
pure space. Once vou have learned
i pne esthetic language, it is strange to
'be in a country that also speaks
English but speaks a different visual
language. It's as though the English
landscape, like English culture,

aks 1in subtle shades, while the
American landscape and culture
speak in primary colors. An English
garden in the States looks fussy and
overrefined; merican garden in
Englandjooks crude and tasteless.

I recall a television documentary
recently screened in Britain about a
busband rife who were bring-
inm two children inalog .
cabm twenty miles upstream from
their nesrest-nelghbors in the
Alaskan wilderness. One shot showed
the man in his fishing boat on the
river with one vast forested moun-
tain Ailling the backdrop. This was

perfection for him; pure wilderness, .

pure mountain. Introducing any
human artifact into the scene. other
than his own boat. would have
profaned the wilderness for him.
But 1 would have appreciated a
abin orasmall townat the base o

the mountain: the tiny insignificance

of the human structures w ould have

emphasized the gran e
mounteit I am used to seeing the

Matterhorn towering above the little
town eilmﬁ?]'ﬁﬁgfrau
glistening-above the big resort of
Interlaken. Each enhances the other.
Two very different wavs of seeing
beauty-existhere—essence versus

balanee, Perhaps neither is 1o be pre-
o me@
learned-the.ather set of rules can be
difhenht—-

Lthipk this explains why I found
Osemne and especially its back-
country. so beautiful. I had come
¥Xpecting something tvpically

American — pure rock. vast scale. Yet
what I found was something utteriv
European —a magical tumbling
together of various clements — clifl.
forest. meadnw, dome. river, water-
fall. snowy alpine peak. This combi-
nation, not anv one cliff or waterfall,
made the place beautiful. When 1
tried to hgure out hou' the combina-
tion worked. I couldn', because it
was too subtle. As a bonus, I could
actually see the view most of the
time, for even well below timberline
the profusion of naked granite
creates many spaces where trees will
not grow

Hasaw: beauty is related
to h_gl«_\_sg,}udgescale.\__ergs

angther European/American leer-
epce that hindered my apgreaatmn
of the Rockies. Everything in the
United.States is. by European
slandand&blg Houses are big, lawns
are big, rivers are 5 ig;
the forests. the desert. and the
prairie. are all big. Afier a while
no)mng.seems.bxg_an»-more Rising

above the thousand-mile prairie and
sprawling Denver. the Rockies da not

seem nearly as large as if they had
been set in a toy-scale landscape of

Eyrope.Itisa ntext. The
lakeland fells of northern England, a
mere two- to three-thousand feet.

but set in the most magically intricate
landscape-oflittle lakes and villages

and-farntheuses. ook twice their
size In-the States, though. a

mouyntain has to be enormous. like
Rai%mﬁid\'inlg\' 10 impress
(and Rainier did impress me).

I tth this e\plams a curious
gest experienced
several times since returning home.
1t occurs when 1 happen across a
photograph of a mountain in a book
orona Qm
mountawh America. but
then I notice chalets at the bottom
Italian Dolomites and immediately
the mountain Tooks much bigger, If 1
coverthechaletswith-myhand. and
again Wthe

Statesirtooks smaller. As the
imagined context of the mountain

shifts. so does my perception of

11— from one unidentified rock face

g
among thousqnds in the vast wilder-

ness ofll Amicrican West insignifi-

C mowmude loavery
p@;@gﬂm
Italianillage, notable for the terror
1 1rmvasasanmn )
mcdle\ al umes, famousdor.iis rock

climbs todav. and sxgp_xﬁ_c__am for the

tourism and prosperity it now brings
the village. Signihcant objects alwayvs

lqok bigger.

ind inluenced by the typi-
cally American w ilderness ethlc,
though, sees mountains as more
impressive if they are more removed
from civilization, more lost among
countless other mountains. Bob
Marshall in his book, Alaska
Wilderness, which has become a
classic in the literature of the
wilderness cult, repealedl\' over-
estimated the height of each new
mountain or the depth of each new
canyon he discovered in the Brooks
Range. For him these mountains
were big because they were signih-
cant, and they were significant
because thev were remote. If vou
have not learned 10 value remote-
ness;asmany Europeanfiountain
lovers}xaven n't, then such moun-
tains are msxgmﬁcant and seem
smaller..

This observation may explain
another curious thing. Usuallv if I
see a rnountaintwantteclimb it.
Not sgi simplv lost the
desire. I still have not fathomed
this. but I suspect that it is because

mn the xyast, nameless wilderness
no l:ﬁiﬁﬂ..m*

Nog wanting to climb the moun-
tains‘\\'lmﬁFm‘rgBl indication
of hcmﬁmﬂﬁIG&rs

whichm ericans,
Y v M
nieant to me. Nature mav reign

supreme in the courts of beauty in

America_but culture put her there.

If v ure,
the%odd. Americans
often aske o explain our roval

{amw dmtunder-
stand something so strange. I now

realize that asking Denverites about
their reverence for the Rockies

is not so different. |
™




