Top 9 Essays (in no particular order)
Tara Karr
Take a drive through American suburbia. See the strip malls fading into the horizon, the satellite dishes tacked to every gable, new cars polished in every driveway. Pick up the speed and watch rows of beige houses fly by; take a turn on a Western highway and visit somewhere different: Laclede, Idaho.

The first thing you’ll notice is undoubtedly the bar with a playground in the side-yard- feel free to laugh, but don’t turn back. Continue and you’ll find yourself in a place where cul-de-sac is just a goofy sounding word, log cabins mingle with mansions, and television comes in four channels.

Backwoods it’s not, though Laclede is surrounded by the forests and ridges of the Cabinet and Selkirk Mountains. The Pend Oreille River, which snakes along the southern border of the town, is filled with hand-sized perch that bite the moment a line is dipped in the deep, green water and more elusive trout and large-mouth bass. Along the river you can find arrowheads and antique bottles, then stand in the sand where early settlers and indigenous people crossed the river at Seneaquoteen.

Fewer than 300 people live in Laclede during the winter months, though the population swells when the snowbirds come home in June. Despite the small size, there is no loss of variety in the town’s few occupants. Residents of Laclede have gained fame in Hollywood and national athletics, and it’s a legend among local school kids that the inventor of Reynolds Wrap lives somewhere along the river. However, the big names of Laclede blend the old man who waves to every passerby from his garden, the perky postmistress, and the packs of kids crisscrossing the highway on their bicycles and splashing in the river. 

There are not hotels here, just campsites, and locals who will welcome you whether you belly up to the bar or pull up a pew in the little white church. No tours wind through town, but take a short hike and you will see the old school house, the new fire house, and the community center that serves as a museum of Laclede history. Stop by the Riley Creek Lumber Mill and discover why this tiny town is one of the few thriving in an area of economic desolation. Come on the right weekend and you might find a boat race, sheepdog show, or the best small-town fireworks display in the West. Or just come for the peace and quiet – sprawl out in a mountain meadow to take it all I (but beware of the unusually friendly moose.)


And yet, do not forget things are no more pristine here than in any other town. It would be wrong to describe Laclede and ignore the existing poverty, crime, and disharmony. Admitting to these elements, however, doesn’t detract from the town’s appeal. Rather, Laclede presents a picture of the rural American condition in all its gritty reality: somewhat isolated, slightly simple, far from perfect, but never without hope.
Lindsay Barton
Zürich is the unofficial capital of chocolate, cheese, army knives and watches. However, unbeknownst to many, the city harbors a secret artistic perfection and cultural passion which is displayed to its fullest in the one cultural piece de resistance that separates a true Zürcher from thousands of uncouth imitators – a steaming, aromatic, creamy, cheese fondue.

Not just a fireside treat to be enjoyed after a day of skiing in the Alps, cheese fondue is culinary art in its purest form. Like the Mona Lisa and the Louvre to Paris, like the Sistine Chapel to the Vatican, cheese fondue is much more than simply a meal. The experience is the pinnacle of cultural understanding in Zürich.

The true Zürcher begins by slicing each clove of garlic down the middle, releasing the full aroma from its cross-section. As each raw piece is rubbed around the inside of a heavy ceramic pot, the Zürcher closes his eyes and allows the swirling massage to envelop his entire body. He lifts his perfumed fingers to his nostrils and inhales deeply. It is the scent of a blank canvas, of promise, and of creation.

He slices the garlic to uniform perfection. No press will be used, as the mushy result would be undignified. Dramatic, large chunks of garlic are thrown into the pot. Crisp and bursting, they hold their own as a dominant ingredient, ready to explode with flavor in a single bite.

Wine is next, and the Zürcher has chosen Switzerland’s finest white. Cool, crisp, and dry, no grocery store discount bottle will do.

The garlic and wine heat slowly, together creating a heady, alcoholic sauna. Cheese is next and once again the Zürcher uses his years of training and wisdom in this crucial moment. Shredded bits of premium aged Gruyère fall like snow into the hot springs below, followed by a hail of holey Emmanthal.  The Zürcher smiles euphorically and knows the experience is indeed divine. He stirs the melting cheese in a lazy figure-eight pattern. No, the true Zürcher wouldn’t dare stir in a one-directional circle. The suggestion alone makes him cringe. “Did Monet paint with his fingers,” he asks impatiently. Every Zürcher knows fondue must be stirred in a figure-eight for perfection. 

Endlich, finalement, the Zürcher adds the finishing touch to his masterpiece – Kirsch. The cherry liqueur tastes less like cherries than it does like liquid fire. But mixed with cornstarch, it thickens the fondue just enough to make it cling to rustic cubes of bread like silk on the skin.

The dining room becomes the gallery as patrons savor tall glasses of white wine and delicate cups of creamy tea. Long forks dive into the bubbling mix as pleasure-filled eyes turn towards the ceiling, mouths gaping open, steam rising like incense offerings to the heavens. 

The Zürcher looks around and notes with delight and pride the success of his magnum opus. He smiles and remembers his table manners.

“En Guete! And welcome to Zürich.” 
Nicole Laskowski

Compared to other specks on the Navajo Reservation, Tuba City, Arizona is boring. Brown rocks jut from the earth's surface and rise into the air. Desert varnish, a thick, tarish liquid, bleeds from the rocks' cracks. Colonies of fire ants explode into star-shaped patterns along the sidewalks. Most visitors see this town as a stopping place between the Grand Canyon and Monument Valley or between Flagstaff and Lake Powell.

But the beauty of this town lies in patience. Just beneath the grit of sand, when the sun has been swallowed by the distant horizon and the moon begins to rise -- its beams reflecting off the white mesas just to the southeast -- in the quiet of the night when cool breezes emerge, Tuba City speaks.

Listen.

Dogs sit along the outskirts of neighborhoods or in the thick weeds along the reservoir and howl. Coyote, the trickster, is creating mischief by standing along the margins of the road waiting to cross the paths of anyone driving along the highway that borders this town. Traditionalists pull over and reach thumb and finger into tiny sacks hanging around their necks. They sprinkle corn pollen into coyote's tracks and say a prayer underneath their breath hoping to turn a bad omen into a good one.

The rich smell of burning cedar laces the air and is mixed with the sounds of rhythmic drumming that act like the heartbeat of this land. A group of men, the grandfathers of the tribe, wear turquoise masks and dance around a warm fire and ask the gods to bless their town.

This is a place that cuts away at life's accessories. And if you take the time to listen, Tuba City will speak to you and ask you to look beneath the surface. You have to be willing to let go of luxury -- the luxury that is the baggage of memory you carry. The cuts and scrapes and bruises from wherever you came from. It will ask you if these memories are worth carrying on your journey or if you should let them go.

Sit quietly and breathe in the fragrant air and feel the slight breeze kissing your cheeks, a breeze that is a gentle sandpaper working to rub away at the surface and reveal what waits beneath.
Dani Jacobs

Thwack! Chuga chuga… brrrrrmmmm.  One swift kick to the water pump, and it springs back to life.  A chorus of claps and whistles erupts from those waiting to rinse off saltwater and the day’s sweat.  You feel like you’ve preformed heart surgery or headed the winning goal in a World Cup match. Such is the magic of Jost Van Dyke, a land of simple pleasures and ubiquitous hospitality.  To truly appreciate this unpolished gem of the Caribbean (pronounced Yost Van Dyke) one must adopt the prevalent attitude of the 200 or so people who call it home.  That is: “No worries!”

If one’s boat ride fails to show up for that day’s fishing, no problem!  “Boats always come, boats always go” you overhear as you mix yourself a drink from a local bar.  The proprietor’s napping on a stool, hands folded over a rotund belly, head hanging to the side nestled in a bed of palms swaying on his shirt.  He’s taking a break from guitar playing for the few patrons who sit at tables painted the same brilliant turquoise as the sky and water at different times of day.  Just throw your money in the till when you’re done.  It’s all on the honor system here. 

Kick off your flip flops and rock in a hammock with a tattered paperback.  Watch pelicans circle and dive after schooling tarpon in water so clear the shadows of anchored boats can be seen on the ocean floor.  Snorkel over masses of spongy reef. Savor banana bread and coconut candy from the local bakery, as well as pineapple and papaya drizzled with lime juice from one of the few small farms that survived Hurricane George.  

Near the main port of this four-mile-long island, rambunctious teens chase a goat in hopes of catching dinner and a schoolgirl returns from nearby Tortolla on her daily ferry commute, in braids and navy blue uniform. You learn how to make tamarind juice by soaking the tree’s long, bulbous pods, and an unctuous green shampoo from wild aloe and hibiscus.  It doesn’t take you long to get used to this stress-free no worry living.

The lack of any real luxuries, amenities and, well, shoes for that matter seems to scare away most of the yachting crowd who may find it a bit too rough around the edges – fitting for a place named after a female Dutch pirate.  But every once in a while a group of curious daytrippers sails over from one of the larger, more popular islands to take in the local color and a cold beer.  By now you feel like a local, as you tell them the rules of the island.  After they learn you don’t own a “ship” and rely on the ferry, they ask, laughing behind large tortoise-shelled sunglasses, “So you’re trapped here?”  And in a very Jost way, you dig your feet a little deeper in the soft flour-like sand, smile and answer, “Yes, I suppose I am.”

Tiffany Fish


The white sand beach is soft. The blue-teal ocean laps soothingly. The breeze is just right. The August sun warms everything at a temperature of 78 degrees. Beers are cooling in a sand pit filled with ice. Life is perfect. 

Who could guess that you are vacationing in Portland, Maine? 


Your perfect day starts with breakfast at a local diner where you sit elbow to elbow with sea-weathered lobstermen who are quick to laugh despite their gruff appearance. You suck down free-flowing coffee and absorb the congenial atmosphere among college students, moms and businessmen who pack in beside the lobstermen. 


Leaving the diner, you make your way through the Old Port. You pass galleries that feed the city’s thriving art scene, hot dog vendors in the park and police officers on horseback. Cobblestone streets and buildings dating back to the 1800s remind you of the city’s history that brought it to its present day status as Maine’s largest city. Although the term ‘city’ seems a misnomer as it is an easy walk to any of the sights, and people readily provide jokes and helpful information more like old friends than strangers. 

The city feels hip and alive with its unique boutiques, music venues and restaurants but stays down to earth by remaining true to its roots with a working waterfront and salt taste in the air. The numerous ex-hippies who settled in Maine lend a laid-back pace of life to the city.  

You reach the Portland Public Market, modeled after Seattle’s famous market, ready to pick up a picnic lunch. Kalamata olives, smoked salmon, fresh bread, specialty cheese and fruit are packed away for later after a debate over roast chicken, sushi takeout and Italian market food. As hard as the food choices are, there is nothing more difficult than choosing from the beverage cooler. 


Portland boasts many microbreweries that offer award-winning brews. Gritty McDuff’s Black Fly Stout, Geary’s Pale Ale, Allagash’s Dubbel Reserve and Casco Bay’s Riptide Red Ale are a few of the choices that crowd the cooler. It is guaranteed that all are an experience unto themselves for taste and quality. Settling on the Geary’s you head to the waterfront to catch the ferry. 

The smell of the ocean is heavy as the ferry pulls into the bay. The captain points out a seal playing in the waves. Soon you are on one of the hundreds of islands in Casco Bay that are the bucolic extension of Portland.


The pine trees whisper in the breeze, and you can’t imagine that there is a white sand beach in the state known for its rocky, wild coast. But after a short trek, the beach stretches before you. You settle down for a relaxing afternoon.


When you head back to the mainland, you think about lobster dinner, the bluegrass band at the Center for Cultural Exchange and the photo exhibit at the art museum. Yes, Mainers are right: It is the way life should be.  

Walton Walker

One thing you must understand:  you did not choose this adventure.


This notion may seem difficult to accept at first.  As you complete your trek across the Himalayas to Jakar, your sense of willpower and control soars.  Your lungs tremble as you arrive this morning, your breath stolen by the hike and the view of a medieval village filled with scattered wooden huts set amidst cobblestone streets and pine-covered hills.  Nestled in the Bumthang Valley region of central Bhutan, Jakar was only accessible by foot or mule as recently as the 1960s.  You are tempted to believe that, somehow, you earned this experience.


Yet pause a while, traveler, and dare to consider that Something beyond yourself is at work.  It resonates through the blend of chants from the local drongza (monastery) with prayer flags flapping in the wind.  You hear it in the greetings you receive from villagers—“Tashi Delek,” both a welcome and good-luck wish.  You see it in the vessels placed alongside roads to commemorate areas where high Lamas stopped to meditate.  It radiates from an offering to honor Guru Rinpoche, the Precious Master who established Bhutan’s unique school of Buddhism astride a flying tigress in the eighth century.


Nevertheless, this Something involves more than some ethereal lost horizon of Eastern spirituality.  Yaks herded in nearby pastures, men and women toiling in fields, the ubiquitous scent of honey, cheese, and apricots: these are the signs of an earthly people attending Necessity’s familiar call.

Jakar treasures leisure, laughter, and love—the joys that nourish both body and soul.  You marvel at an archery competition as athletes launch arrows at targets set well beyond Olympic distance.  Are they strengthened by the emadatse, a chili and cheese plate served at breakfast (…and lunch…and dinner)?  Spirits—the potable kind—are raised early in the contest.  You chuckle as women wave their scarves to redirect arrows and stray dogs meander across the shooting range.  


One portly, inebriated archer assumes the role of head cheerleader.  Locals call their kingdom Druk Yul, the “Land of the Thunder Dragon”—and here he is, roaring out song with every bull’s-eye, taunting every miss.  You nervously regard the mix of alcohol, sharp objects and wandering animals.  Fortunately, there are no canine-kabobs today.


As daylight wanes, you catch a local Romeo preserving the art of “night hunting.” He climbs through a window to reach his lover, surprisingly unintimidated by the six-foot phallic symbols painted outside her family’s home for fertility blessings.  He moves with stealth; if the couple is found together they will be considered husband and wife.  

Growing weary, you meet a friendly village farmer.  He invites you to lay your sleeping bag on the hardwood floor of his home.  You fall asleep to the sound of your host’s lute caressing the air.


Now ask yourself if you truly deserved such an experience.  Could anyone earn such serenity, such pleasure, such beauty?  Surely, you could not have chosen this adventure.


Tashi Delek.  Good luck.


The Adventure chose you.

David L. Hedrick

Heading southeast along the Moroccan coast just past Tétouan, you will find a beaten down, half visible sign pointing the way to the small village of Chefchaouen or more traditionally, “Chaouen.”  This picturesque community is given modest attention in most guidebooks, but the few images published reveal a scene straight out of Morocco’s distant past.  As you approach through the ech-Chaoua peaks in the Rif Mountains, from which it takes its name, you will note heavy lines of clouds that move up and over these summits as if they were waves rushing to flood the valley below. Here the air will turn crisp and the temperature drop as you enter this hidden retreat.  
Isolated until the early 20th century, Chefchaouen has preserved a way of life that flourished in Moorish Spain until the 16th century.  Its architecture, customs, and traditional lifestyle have continued unabated, but recently many of these customs have been challenged by the flood of merchants that are deeply descending on this quiet community to sell their wares in the local market.  Many Berber men still wear the traditional “jellaba” or “burnoose” cloaks; while the Berber women wear striped and brightly colored skirts and straw hats decorated with dyed balls of yarn which hang along each side and bob back and forth as they move past.  These men and women represent some of the oldest indigenous people of the region and their way of life is still very much intact although the coming western influences are having a dire effect on the younger generations.  

The open-aired market or souk is one of the oldest and most charming in all of Morocco.  The streets are steep and narrow and paved with stones that have been polished over the centuries by the thousands of feet which have trod throughout the medina.  Moving away from the main square, you need only to let yourself be guided by the beautiful colors that surround you. The homes, painted white, azure blue, indigo and purple, with their blue shutters and elaborately decorated doorways, along with the small squares, ornate fountains and ochre tile roofs make Chefchaouen a select treasure. As you walk quietly throughout the district, only the muffled echoes of young children playing or the silent discussion between merchants can be heard over the evening breeze.  

Here you will find beautiful tapestries, rugs and other textiles that have been weaved using techniques passed down through antiquity.  Pack mules are still lead throughout the streets carrying many of the handcrafted goods and supplies as they have for centuries.  The eager merchants are more than willing to discuss their merchandise and engage in the time honored art of negotiation.  Time passes slowly here, and it is all too easy to sit and watch the day(s) go by.  Chefchaouen is a palace of peace in a complex and chaotic country.  
Karlyn Pratt
  One pale pink blossom flutters down, brushing softly against your palm as you stoop to marvel at the beauty of this simple bloom. Oh nature’s small miracles. It is tranquil here; at this moment of passing beauty, this knowledge of a passing life. But look up and see the thousands more, thousands and thousands more of these twirling blossoms fill the sky and cover the grounds of Hikawa Shrine.  O-Hanami- It is cherry blossom time! 

  I know we have all heard about this unique Japanese spectacle.  The nation watches the cherry blossom front sweep south on the evening news.  Picnic parties are held in the parks where forests of these trees exist, and excessive amounts of sake (a rice based alcohol) are consumed.  It is a national celebration simply because you cannot experience this vision untouched.  One cannot return home unchanged.  

  Japan is a small island and Saitama is but a sliver upon its surface.  Recently named when Urawa, Omiya and Yono cities merged in 2001, Saitama boasts a population over 1 million residents and a history going back thousands of years.   Winters are harsh, cold affairs here.  Monsoon season brings storms and crazy floods, and summer is a stifling, humid affair (think immediate sweat coat just after showering- ughh).  Aside from that, the volcano range cutting this nation in half and constant earthquakes add what little excitement to life the weather cannot.  Through all of this, or perhaps because of it, Saitama is an exquisitely beautiful prefecture.  

  In Omiya Park children play by the ponds with bright fish banners, and munch on sweets shaped as their favorite cartoon characters.  O-Hanami, literally flower viewing, marks the beginning of spring season when locals pack away their winter clothes and happily air out their lighter spring wardrobe.  The neighborhood is alive as houses expel dust, and futons are pounded back to life over railings and out windows!  The local shrines and parks hold outdoor festivals at this time, where you can wander and try tantalizing spring dishes following the blossom theme, and watch people run around in yukatas (bright, patterned traditional dress resembling pajama sets).  My favorite is sakura i-su, or cherry blossom ice cream.  It is often served in dishes bearing the blossom imprint.  The blossoms turn up in tea, sweets, and even advertising now.  This is a brief respite between the harsh winter past and the coming monsoon season- everyone moves outdoors to breathe and laugh, as if the city itself is blossoming after hibernating through the winter. One can visit the Bonsai village and buy a miniature tree lovingly cultivated for years into its present microscopic height, or you can head out to the John Lennon Museum established by Yoko Ono and see modern Beatles worship in action with hordes of like-clothed admirers streaming through.  Whether on foot or by train, this Tokyo offshoot offers a great escape from the city and is a destination of its own.  The flowers are waiting, but they only last for so long…
Jigme Nehring

New Orleans, Louisiana

Revelers rosy from the drink, bold, spicy, savory aromas, and sassy, jazzy sax music unabashedly tumble around you. 

A relaxed, genuine smile spreads across your face. You loosen your hips, release your shoulders and slow your gait. Robust belly laughter bubbles readily from your lips. Laissez les bons temps rouler.

This is the Big Easy. N’awlins.

Nestled in a steamy nook of the Mississippi, ‘The city that care forgot’ saunters to the beat of a different drum line. Life gets going at night and keeps on going as long as you’re able. ‘Where ya at?’ means ‘How are you?’ and sin and seduction are the norm. 

You amble past a saloon, a church, a voodoo shop and a restaurant — all on the same block. The street names are French. The peach, buttercup, mint green and turquoise-painted homes are 18th century Mediterranean Spanish; their property lines, inextricable. Romantic wrought-iron-gated verandahs evoke memories of the genteel, turn-of-the-century Creoles who lounged on them and the African craftsmen who forged them. Past and present feed off each other. High falutin’ meets down-home.

You peer into the shops.  Alligator heads and elaborate, feathered Mardi Gras masks stare back at you through shiny purple, green and gold sequined eyes. The colors make you grin.

The thick air pulsates to the clomp-clomp beat of a mule’s hooves, the percussion of the streetcar, and the soulful melody of a blind woman’s song. A fog rolls undetected over your skin, rendering it soft, moist, carnal, alive. Verdant ferns, banana palms, azaleas and magnolias drip heavily with sauna-like dew, in this, ‘the northernmost island in the Caribbean'.

You’re immersed in a swirling jambalaya of French, Spanish, and African American flavors, spiced with seasonings of Choctaw, Caribbean, Mexican, Acadian, Italian, Irish, German and Vietnamese. Your hungry traveler's tongue is titillated. You take a right on Bourbon Street, stop for a Tabasco-spiced andouille sausage Po’ Boy and follow it up with a rum and fruit punch Hurricane — to go.

Booze thins your blood as you muse over the fictional and famous faces that have graced the Crescent City. Blanche Dubois, Anne Rice’s vampires, Louis Armstrong, Truman Capote, Fats Domino. A costumed partygoer interrupts your train of thought, dousing you with beads and whoops of exuberance. Another passerby catches your eye and smiles warmly. The kindness of strangers. You marvel at this majestic, mysterious and macabre city and thank your lucky stars your forefathers had the smarts to seal ‘greatest real estate deal in all of history’.

Without warning, the sky cracks open. Hot rains simmers down, drenching this swampland-turned-playground. It beats down on the centuries-old slate and brick streets, and rises again instantly as steam. You’re soaking wet but you don’t care. Life, death and bad weather are inevitable, so you live it up while you can.

