
T H E  P L A C E  W H E R E  Y O U  L I V E

Orion readers write about their homeground

Jeannie Patton

Denver, Colorado
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Ron Cammel

Canton, Ohio

Fortyish years ago I made good 

use of summers in the city park behind 

my house. I grumble now at the expanses 

of lawn and lack of wild areas, but as a kid 

I explored the creeks, pond, and wooded 

hills, and climbed the trees I fancied as 

spaceship, horse, or telephone booth. Every 

season gave the park new meaning, every 

flood created a new playground. And every 

year I chewed the peppermint leaves that 

grew along the streams.

Today I visit the peppermint with 

nieces and nephews. Two of them par-

take eagerly, one reluctantly. Two flat-out 

refuse, and one worries about hurting 

the plants or being poisoned but finally 

chews and spits out a leaf. Later, we watch 

blimps hover over the Pro Football Hall 

of Fame game, not an uncommon sight 

in this part of Ohio, where hot-air bal-

loons floated the week before at the Hall 

of Fame festival, Canton’s annual, two-

week-long holiday. (Not that flying has 

anything on football in Canton — the 

daily newspaper’s entire cover recently 

featured a photo of a new Hall of Fame 

inductee in tears over the honor.)

But it’s peppermint that holds my 

attention. In gardens, the plant over-

whelms. Here, along the streams, it coex-

ists peacefully as it always has among long 

grass, a few wildflowers, plenty of sting-

ing nettle, and elderberries that we picked 

for a pie. The city lost tens of thousands of 

residents over recent decades, but the tens 

of thousands who still live and love and 

move about here reject the old descrip-

tors: Rust Belt, Little Chicago, regressive, 

dying. This is a place. With football and 

flying and peppermint.

Kyle Boelte

San Francisco, California

I live inside  the fog that forms from 

time to time here at the base of a hill, 

where the grass grows green during the 

winter rains, where the grass turns brown 

each summer; beside the Bay that twists 

and turns and sparkles in the evening light, 

beside the Pacific, that sometimes-placid 

sea that stretches west to the Far East and 

beyond; here where in 1846 the population 

was a mere 200 souls, where in July 1849 

it had reached 5,000, where by December 

1849 the Gold Rush had multiplied it to 

25,000; where 800,000 individuals now 

live (with another 6 million close by), and 

I just one among them, walking the trails 

along the ridges of Twin Peaks where Mis-

sion blue butterflies flutter, standing atop 

Grand View Park in the Sunset District, 

where red-tailed hawks sail, the air a sea, 

climbing the canyons of Glen Park, where 



Hannah Lee Jones

Whidbey Island, Washington
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I run, as do coyotes, or so I hear; this is 

where I live, and breathe, and love, for 

now; where I never get tired of the grays 

and whites that overtake the sky, where I 

search for a million ways to say the word 

fog to match the million ways I’ve seen it 

surround me, and fail, always fail, for there 

is no way to capture it, the drops that form 

overhead, as there is no way to hold forever 

the memories that make up a life, though 

I try; here, at the far end of the continent, 

where gold has been displaced by silicon, 

which itself will be displaced in time, where 

the economy will rise and fall, where a city 

that has been reborn before will be reborn 

again, and again, until the hills fall into the 

sea or the sea overtakes the land — this is 

where I live, inside the fog that forms out 

of nothing, or so it seems, before disap-

pearing again, nothing to nothing, a whole 

world in between.

Andrea Lani 

Whitefield, Maine

My son, Zephyr, crouches at the 

edge of the water, and I sit on a 

rock above. We train our binoculars on a 

painted turtle treading water, its striped 

head snaking above the surface where 

dragonflies patrol, snapping insects out 

of the air. Gray tree frogs churr nearby 

and green frogs twang like rubber bands. 

Birdsong fills the trees behind us, and 

Zephyr imitates the raspy scraw of the 

yellow-bellied sapsucker that likes to 

drum on the hubcap decorating our four-

legged sugar shack.

Here in central Maine, wild nature and 

human nature intertwine like the strands 

of barbed wire we find grown into the 

trunks of ragged white pine trees. Lichen-

encrusted stone walls ramble through our 

woods in improbably straight lines, and ap-

ple trees mingle with fir and oak and maple.

Zephyr and I walk into the woods along 

a deer trail, over ground ridged like a gi-

ant’s corduroy trousers, and stop short at 

Meet them  on a derelict cata-

maran, its mast a cockeyed 

wand directing a symphony of shells, 

feathers, scales, and bones. Find them 

under a rock in the cuspy vacuum of 

low tide. Perhaps they will crawl, claw, 

slither, or lunge. Perhaps they will have 

died. If the creature can see, and you 

are patient enough, you might even 

make eye contact.

You enjoy these visitations year-

round, whenever the sun kisses your 

neighbors’ seaside hill with an apricot 

glow and the wild ones start getting 

ready to say good night. In the burgeon-

ing tidal flats of Useless Bay, where 

even the early coastal Salish people saw 

the futility of mooring a boat, there is 

usefulness still: in the way the geo-

ducks carry themselves on the tips of 

their tongues, moon snails pepper the 

beach with egg cases, and abundance 

clears its throat loudly in nearby thick-

ets of blackberry and salmonberry.

Not far from you, two men are 

working in someone’s yard. You can 

make out their four-letter words. One 

is trying to start a boat engine; the 

other is painting the house a tooth-

paste green. You ignore them because 

the terns already have them beat in 

the “who’s more raucous” game, and 

now the birds are thronging on a 

sandbar like coiffed gentlemen at a 

trade convention. Their staccato cries 

say they mean business. Their human 

companions do too, but by now most 

of them have moved off the island 

and back into the city — to schools, 

jobs, relatives. Your late summer soli-

tude weighs on you, so when a golden 

eagle lands in a Douglas fir, dwarfing 

the other birds for miles, you look 

around, crestfallen that there is no 

one to whom you can shout, “Look!” 

Instead you find warmth in the noble 

dandelions, going to seed in a profuse 

assembly on the grass.
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a bush covered in magenta flowers. I can 

tell it doesn’t belong — New England wild-

flowers tend toward the demure. Invasive 

honeysuckle. It should go. But the vine is 

thicker than my wrist; it has lived on this 

land longer than we have.

We skirt a wetland and come out into 

a field. Zephyr crouches down to inspect 

caterpillars, while I cross the road to 

gather blossoms from a lilac bush that 

grows near a cellar hole. Back at home, 

I will arrange the lilacs in a blue vase I 

found in our gravel pit years ago, a wild 

and human gift from our land.

Mary Krawczyk

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

There’s a wild turkey  in the 

neighbor’s yard, and across the street, 

laminated photos of a murdered young 

man are taped to a tree trunk.

The place where I live is full of con-

trasts. There are break-ins, thefts, and 

other crime. Yet it’s a place diverse in flora, 

fauna, and people who care about it. We 

plant purple coneflowers, milkweed, and 

other native plants; we grow tomatoes and 

cucumbers — any vegetable we can in our 

city lots during the brief summer. There 

is an unkempt raspberry patch between 

our house and the neighbor’s, and, in July, 

we harvest the berries from this wild place 

where rabbits, snakes, and frogs have 

made homes. In our backyard, at dusk, a 

fuzzy-fat hummingbird moth — all beat-

ing wings and busy proboscis — regularly 

visits our orange and pink zinnias. 

Wildness is always close at hand in 

this urban place. That affable wild tur-

key frequently wanders into yards or the 

school parking lot, where my son and his 

friends shout greetings from the basket-

ball court. Earlier this summer, a young 

deer sprinted down our city street, heard 

several dogs barking, and headed back to-

ward the forest, passing my daughter and 

me on the sidewalk. We stood observing 

from under the sugar maple tree, in deep 

appreciation of the place where we live.

Dwight Marshall

Carmel, California

When I was eighteen,  I was 

given a copy of Robinson Jeffers’s 

poetry collection Not Man Apart, with its 

stunning photos of the Big Sur coastline. 

Having been born and raised in the Car-

mel area, I was vaguely familiar with Jef-

fers but had not read much of his work. 

I quickly became fascinated by his vision 

of humans as forever separated from the 

natural world, and, later that year, I was 

fortunate to spend a magical evening at 

Tor House, the stone house and tower Jef-

fers built overlooking Carmel Bay.

Today, Jeffers probably wouldn’t rec-

ognize the neighborhood. This coastal 

plain used to be covered with drought-

tolerant chaparral, including California 

lilac, manzanita, and sagebrush. Now it’s 

crowded with multi-million-dollar Mc-

Mansions that cover nearly every square 

foot of the property line. On summer 

days an endless parade of cars snakes by 

on nearby Scenic Drive, where you can 

catch a glimpse of the tower and house if 

you look quickly enough.

Back in the middle of the last century, 

Jeffers wrote that much of the glory had 

already gone from the world. That was 

certainly true then and now, but much 

glory remains. Hawks still fly along the 

headlands, and the gray whale, which 

nearly became extinct in Jeffers’s time, is 

now abundant along the California coast 

during its winter migration. Bottle-nosed 

dolphins cavort close to the shore of the 

wide Carmel beach, and pelicans dive into 

the cold Pacific waters. 

Recently, I saw the once critically endan-

gered peregrine falcon hunting above the 

Carmel River lagoon. For a few moments 

I found myself not separate  from but en-

snared and enraptured by the world.

Visit www.orionmagazine.org/place to see 

more contributions and to tell us about the 

place where you live, or simply write to us.

Dipika Kohli

Gangtok, India


