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The Force of Nature


Civilization was all I wanted as a kid.  I wanted to be under the protective watch of towering skyscrapers and concrete buildings, thriving on the hustle and bustle of city living.  The mid summer months were the perfect time for the thrill of this mayhem, and driving quickly through sunny city blocks was my kind of adventure.  Hunter’s safety training at the Kenmore Gun Range had ended in the closing days of July, and I was finally a licensed hunter.  This was the year.  I was finally able to accompany my dad on his hunting trip to eastern Washington, an annual four-day ritual for him.  My dad insisted on me joining him to experience the real world, without T.V. and video games to keep me entertained.  Out there, I knew would have only nature to occupy every thought.  For me, the woods represented boredom, and long stretches of silence, like being trapped in an empty factory.  I was hoping for a short trip while taking the prize-winning deer home within, at most, the first two days.  I was already eager for the return to the security of civilization, and the trip was still months away.


As October rolled around, I readied myself for this four-day weekend of father-son time.  My dad is a rugged outdoorsman, not akin to doing things the easy way.  When he hunts, he stalks herds of does and fawns in silence, waiting for the opportune moment when a buck makes the costly mistake of walking out of the woods to mingle with this tan mass of females.  It was this exact practice that led him to not shoot a buck in over 4 years.  The hunting strategies my dad used, combined with the feeling of leaving a world of familiarity, made me a little nervous and uneasy to say the least.


The final days of September fluttered by, and October hit me like a brick wall.  It was that point in time where I realized the choice I made in August, to join my dad for hunting, has resulted in the thought of being bored for the subsequent four days.

By the time I arrived home from school on Thursday afternoon, my dad had backed our Aerostar van into the garage.  He had that thing loaded down with everything we would need for our hunting adventure:  2 sleeping bags, a backpacking tent, four liter bottles full of water, enough freeze-dried food for two dinners, a backpacking stove, cups, a few rolls of toilet paper, and most importantly, the rifle, as if we were going to shoot anything.  After inspecting the contents of the van, I walked into my room, dropped off my backpack at the foot of my bed.  I strolled out of the house for the final time, eager to see what the wild outdoors held in store for me, Danny Tappel, the definition of tenderfoot.  I hopped into the passenger’s seat of the van.  As my dad started her up and took off out of the garage, I thought of it as my rocket ship, propelling me away from a familiar world.


My dad and I arrived at Lorney’s ranch in the early part of the afternoon, staying the previous night in a typical roadside hotel.  The turn off from the highway to a gravel road leading to this man’s ranch is well hidden from the public, nestled in-between a pair of trees during a series of s-turns.  After a mile or so of driving through the dust, Lorney’s house is the only one along this mile long stretch.  We had a quick chat with Lorney, and queued him in on our final campsite and hunting grounds, incase of an emergency.  After we said goodbye and departed, we parked our van adjacent to an aged hinged wooden gate, made from the bodies of several trees.  We snatched our backpacks out of the back of the van, and tossed them over our shoulders like giant sacks of potatoes.  I grabbed the rifle, while my dad locked the doors for a final time, and we took off in the direction of the gate.  We found the gate to be locked shut with a rusty chain, wrapped around an iron pole.  We had managed to encounter our first obstacle in the opening seconds of out trip.  My dad came up with the idea to scale the gate, and land on the other side.  My dad was the first to go, and made it look far simpler than it was.  The weathered wood of the gate felt secure under the stress of 170 pounds.  I did, however, find it difficult to keep my balance, while climbing the gate with a 30-pound pack creating a top-heavy load.  I teetered and I tottered, clambering up the fence like an intoxicated burglar escaping with his plunder.  I finish off this epic start with a sloppy scramble down the other side, worthy of a tailbone landing on the firm-packed dirt, and we continued our hike.


The beauty of our walk to our campsite could not be overlooked.  To the right of us, sagebrush dotted the golden hills, which in turn reached up at the cloudless eastern sky.  To our left, giant cottonwood trees swayed in the gentle breeze, rustling their leaves and releasing the stress of the movement in creaks and groans.  We continued down this passageway into and open field; where, at the end of the field stood a solid line of vegetation.  Beyond the shrubbery, I could hear the gentle music of the Omak River, soothing this quiet valley.  This field curved to the right, and ran parallel with the river.  My dad and I followed the field around the bend, and set up camp just as the field ends and runs into a thin pine tree forest.

By the time we threw together the tent and got our sleeping bags situated, it was nearing the evening hours, the prime time for animal viewing.  I unzipped the padded gun case, and slung the rifle over my shoulder like an experienced hunter.  My dad and I exited base camp, and we slithered our way towards the woods, as silent as the night.  A feeling of anxiety overtook my body as we were heading off into my first night of hunting.


Ten minutes into this trek, my dad, without a sound, put his hand out at his side.  I took this as the signal to stop.  He slid his backpack off, and pulled his binoculars out of their protective case.  I stood there and waited:  patient, silent, and unmoving.  I would have made a good shadow.  My dad advised me to be on the lookout for deer coming off the hills to drink water from the river.  He already had his binoculars pointed up in that direction, and noticed a herd of maybe 30 mule deer starting their path down towards the water.  He pointed me in the right direction, and I saw them too.  They happened to be descending the hill to our left, so we took off to the right.

We stumbled upon a steep hill, coated in a layer of loose rocks, that we needed to scale in order to get a look at the deer.  This was not the most promising approach to a pack of animals whose life depends on its ability to hear.  Nevertheless, I was so thrilled for this chance that I scrambled that mountain until my calves were on fire.  Halfway up that mountain, I needed a break from the intense burning in my legs.  My dad scooted over to the edge of this hill we had been climbing to scout for the group of deer he’d seen from the valley floor.  I kept my position, my urge to see the deer was preoccupied by the thought of breathing.

While I was busy resting my arms on my knees, my dad excitedly informed me that he has spotted a couple forked horns in the herd, although none of the legal 3-pointers yet.  I tried to stay as silent as possible on my advance to his position, but my New Balance running shoes were not made for traction on movable surfaces.  My feet slid down the hill, releasing a landslide of rocks and pebbles.  The herd froze.  I brought myself to an abrupt stop.  The herd, my dad, and I were motionless.  The entire valley seemed frozen in place.  After a minute of silence, some deer continued on their path, while others stayed motionless, on the lookout for danger.  I continued along the rest of the slippery slope, my dad whispering angrily at me the whole time to stop slipping, as if I had control over it.  When I reached his spot, he gave me fatherly advice to buy hiking boots like his for hunting, not New Balance running shoes.  I didn’t hear his comment at the time; I was lost in the gazing trance of one of the does.  Her big black eyes were staring right into mine, and I noticed how beautiful deer were:  not as a human is beautiful, but as a powerful wild animal is beautiful.  It took her a while, but she became bored with this game, and subsequently turned her attention down the hill.  I took a quick look at the rest of the herd.  I was awe-stuck by the grace at which every one could navigate the slope, the only sound coming from the winding river, not from their hooves digging a foothold into the unstable soil.

My eyes traced their path down to the river and across the valley.  The panorama from my position captured my every thought.  Straight below me, down the steep slope, I could see our tent; just a blue dot surrounded by the green field.  Past the wall of foliage at the end of the field was the ever-flowing Omak River, winding its way through this beautiful valley.  Beyond the river, lonesome farmhouses lay nestled in-between thick groves of trees and brush, hiding from the elements.  Beyond the farms lay the snow-covered pinnacles of the Cascades, guarding and protecting this reclusive valley.  I strained to divert my attention back to the herd, and I was still amazed by their descent of the precarious slope.  In this moment, I realized nature was where I wanted to be.  There were no buildings or people within 5 miles of where I was perched; yet, I would have been perfectly content sitting in that position the rest of my life.  I realized that I don’t need high tech gadgets to make me happy; all I need is a fragment of life in the outdoors, and I will be blissful.

The rest of my days on the ranch heightened my newfound affinity for the outdoors.  I came to appreciate life as something to experience outdoors on your own, only with the creations of Mother Nature by your side.  I watched many other deer during those four days, and observed their unending quest for survival.  Even if the prize-winning buck had shown himself that weekend, I would have passed up that opportunity in return for being one of the few people who will ever see the valley which only time could create. 

When the moment finally came to leave, it was hard to say good-bye to the place I had come to love.  In the back of my mind, I knew we were only parting for a brief amount of time.  I would be back, returning to the outdoors like the deer return to the river.  They need the river for life as I need nature.

Summer became the most important season of the year for me.  My artificial life, fed by the thrill of busy people and city living, has long since past; it’s just a trivial memory.  I need to be outdoors, away from people, embraced by the loving arms of nature.  This is where I find happiness.

