
The University of Maine The University of Maine 

DigitalCommons@UMaine DigitalCommons@UMaine 

Honors College 

Spring 5-2016 

“Persuading the Secret”: In Search of Maine’s Hermits “Persuading the Secret”: In Search of Maine’s Hermits 

Taylor Cunningham 
University of Maine 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/honors 

 Part of the Anthropology Commons, and the English Language and Literature Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Cunningham, Taylor, "“Persuading the Secret”: In Search of Maine’s Hermits" (2016). Honors College. 382. 
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/honors/382 

This Honors Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted 
for inclusion in Honors College by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UMaine. For more information, 
please contact um.library.technical.services@maine.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/honors
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/honors?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fhonors%2F382&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/318?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fhonors%2F382&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/455?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fhonors%2F382&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/honors/382?utm_source=digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu%2Fhonors%2F382&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:um.library.technical.services@maine.edu


 

“PERSUADING THE SECRET”: IN SEARCH OF MAINE’S HERMITS 
by 

Taylor Cunningham 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis Submitted in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for a Degree with Honors 

(English & Anthropology) 
 
 
 
 

The Honors College 
University of Maine 

May 2016 
 
 
 
 

 
Advisory Committee: 

Sarah Harlan-Haughey, Professor of English, Honors College 
Kirsten Jacobson, Professor of Philosophy 
Pauleena MacDougall, Director of Maine Folklife Center 
Joshua Roiland, Assistant Professor of Communication, Honors College 
Gregory Howard, Assistant Professor of Engl 



C u n n i n g h a m | 1 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
 Artist’s Statement ............................................................................................ 2 

 
 Eden & Ruin: Monhegan’s Island Shepherd................................................ 6 
 The Trouble with Horizons ...................................................................... 11 
 Somewhere Between Near and Far: The Life of Ray Phillips .............. 13 
 From Far Away: The Island Shepherd in Eden ..................................... 17 
 Up Close: The Hermit in Ruin ................................................................. 29 

 
 Imaginary Landscape: “The Hermit’s Metamorphosis” ........................... 36 

 
 The Hermit as Folk Hero ............................................................................. 65 
 Braddock & Barrett in the Society of Trees ........................................... 66 
 North Pond’s Phantom-Man .................................................................... 80 
 “On this Spot”: Shin Pond’s Most Peculiar Hermit .............................. 97 

 
 Imaginary Landscape: “Vacationland” ..................................................... 112 

 
 Bibliography ................................................................................................. 147 

  
 
 
  



C u n n i n g h a m | 2 
 

ARTIST’S STATEMENT 
 
 I have been working on this project for nearly three years now. The journey feels 
like a long one—with various roads, some yet to be traveled, detours, and dead ends. 
Largely, it has been a process of trial and error, as I learned to navigate the boundless, at 
times overwhelming, depths of research—within archives, old newspapers, photographs, 
poems, fiction, informal conversations and formal interviews—hoping to make some 
sense of what hermit characters mean to the state of Maine. 

I found almost immediately that inconsistencies and gaps plagued—as I’m sure 
they do in any sort of oral history project—my attempts at concrete analysis. After quite a 
bit of research I still held what felt like a random collection of tales—some only half-told, 
others clearly fantastical, still more that couldn’t seem to pin down a single place or date, 
or even find consensus on what the term, “hermit” actually means.  

Moreover, as Dr. Edward (“Sandy”) Ives observed, “[the mythologist] is 
interested in the past not for its own sake but for how it lives in the human mind,” and 
finds expression in our daily decisions and actions.1 This means that my job is to 
understand how these stories are carried in the minds of others, but for practical reasons 
of time and access (not to mention the porous nature of cultural boundaries), I cannot 
definitively claim an understanding of the “Maine” folk mind and its conception of 
hermits as folk characters. In short, the task of writing this thesis brought with it many 
obstacles, and I arrived at it unsure of how to go about writing honestly, in a way that 

                                                           1 Edward D. Ives, “The Poacher as Hero: the Graves Case as Exemplar,” Forest & 
Conservation History 35, no.1 (1991), 24.  
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expressed what I found and heard, rather than what perhaps I wanted such a collection of 
stories to be able to say.  

In the opening pages of George Magoon and the Down East Game Wars, Sandy 
Ives addresses this all-too-familiar source of anxiety among social scientists. He asks of 
his own project, “To what extent was I creating the legend…by the very act of looking 
for it?”2 Had Ives, over the course of several years of collecting material on an infamous 
Maine poacher created George Magoon, the folk hero, in his own image? Was this 
essentially, perhaps inescapably, a self-referential project? 
 This is a question that I’ve asked myself repeatedly while rooting around for 
hermit stories. Do I alone assign them significance? This is a particularly difficult 
question to address for two reasons. The first is that I have not found a comparative study 
that surveys hermit characters in a region and so there are no pre-prepared pathways here 
for me to work with. Secondly, the subject matter to some extent requires and inspires a 
great deal of self-reflection. In terms of traditional interactions between hermits and 
hermit-seekers, any sort of pilgrimage to reach the hermit is simultaneously (and possibly 
fundamentally), a journey into the interior depths of the self. So, while looking outward, 
past my own experience, I find myself continually turning inward.  

I therefore have chosen to highlight two landscapes, which I believe, are neither 
clearly distinct nor independent of one another. The first, represented by nonfiction 
pieces, is an identifiably real space of concrete detail (though, of course by “real” I do not 
mean objectively true). This is where my actual experiences and findings, along with 
critical analysis of those materials takes place. The other is an imaginary realm—the 
                                                           2 Edward D. Ives, George Magoon and the Down East Game Wars (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1993), 8. 
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activity of my own mind as well as what I could glean from the collective folk mind. This 
parallel landscape is represented by a fictive story world that sits between and 
(marginally) within the nonfiction pieces. By placing nonfiction and fictional work side-
by-side, I aim to make explicit the ways in which these realms are continually interacting 
and co-creating one another.  

The marginalia, which includes real story material from my research yet places 
that material within fictional frames, works to accomplish a similar goal. I found 
seemingly endless permutations of the hermit character in Maine over the course of my 
research, but was analytically drawn to patterns and taxonomies, and so found it 
necessary to give those various examples some sense of order, imposed limits and 
distinctions, from which I could begin to locate continuity and meaning. However, I 
chose to put many of those hermit groupings in the margins of the main text and in 
overtly fictive spaces—made-up books and chapter titles—which are altogether arbitrary 
except in my own mind. This textual marginalia is placed intentionally in spaces along 
the main text—amending and challenging it—in order to offer further complexity and 
dimension.  

I see the marginal text boxes throughout much of the thesis acting as characters 
with voices and competing narratives of their own. This attempts to mimic what I think of 
as the active borderlands of any writing project, and particularly this one, filled as it is 
with so many individual storytellers and idiosyncrasies. I hope that this chosen form 
offers an enhanced experience of the content. Creative play and even humor, I think, is 
important in a project such as this and I certainly had quite a bit of fun designing it.  
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  The hike in is not easy. There is no discernible path—only traces of 

deer trails that wind senselessly around the bodies of trees. Though 
maybe I only imagine them as trails. I’m not entirely sure what 
defines a trail here. Can a place be drawn this vividly with such 
vague lines? 
I admit that I’m used to prepared ground; all paved and logical. 
Ground that has direction. But they don’t make maps for this kind 
of thing. Where I’m heading isn’t the kind of place suited to 
measured grid lines. 
I am certain only that I am lost and taking care with each step. That 
one foot follows the other, threading intricately around roots and 
rocks, and that hopefully this movement is enough. That soon I will 
arrive at the hermit’s door, knock on its coarse wood, and gain 
entrance to the mind of a legend. 
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1. EDEN & RUIN:             
MONHEGAN’S ISLAND SHEPHERD 

      There the hermit’s house is: no door, windows like wounds,  a ribcage in a hat whose brim is eaves.   --Daniel G. Hoffman, “The Hermit of Cape Rosier”       Over another rise of ground, below him, he saw a sort of sprawling house. It was not really a proper house—the  boards went higgledy-piggledy in all directions—but it did seem to belong just where it was.   --Yolla Niclas, “The Island Shepherd”   
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And there was morning.  
 

A thin strand of saffron separates the sea from the sky. A vault of crimson—or is it 
purple, now blue with an orange foundation—rises from the glittering Atlantic.  

The right shoulder of Manana Island blushes pink, warming in anticipation. 
There’s a spark somewhere, a chemical reaction or divine stimulus, and the length of the 
half-mile long island is suddenly afire, finding form in light. The fog lifts and its particles 
scatter—light atoms separate from dark atoms and each fall into their proper crevices 
and corners, creasing Manana’s rocky mass. The island emerges from gray obscurity, a 
rigid boulder with hard contours and coarse ledges bordered by the shifting seawater, 
continually filling, brimming, and folding over itself.  

Black cardstock paper silhouettes set against the warm morning hues—a 
misshapen shack, a flock of beasts, and a human form trailing after them—give some 
dimension and movement to the landscape. The human cut-out is a man with a beard and 
cap, a thin stream of smoke rising from his pipe. He moves slowly across the earth, 
unsteadily perhaps, but not uneasily. He knows every rock and shrub. Every trail is his. 
This is his island. Those are his sheep. One is named Eva and he loves her best. And that 
shack over there, at the eastern edge, is his home.  

The shack is a collage of weather-beaten boards in various stages of sodden 
decay. They sit, balancing precariously on thin limbs of rock. The structure’s makeshift 
architecture gives the appearance of so little intention that it might not have been man-
made at all. It looks as though the elements had gathered here of their own accord, 
discarded from their original tasks but finding some communal use in a chance organic 
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arrangement. Indeed, it is said that this dwelling was made of driftwood—old crates and 
pieces of boats gathered from the shore or repurposed from the shepherd’s own vessel 
that he traveled in years ago when he first came to the island.  

There is hidden logic, however, among the six or seven rooms piled on one 
another that sit, crouching between the rocks.  Lobster cages rest on the shack’s side, 
stacked like vintage TVs in an electronic store window. There is also the suggestion of 
stairs and perhaps a porch leading up to an ill-fitted door and two rectangular gaps that 
could be mistaken for windows, above which hang old, fading buoys, scratched and 
discolored by salt and sea.  

 Inside is a maze of dwelling—the result of years of additions with no conceptual 
whole—each room arbitrarily abutting the next. In one room there is a hard bed with 
messy blankets, in the next, a mountain of boxes with mysterious contents, to the right a 
corridor piled with rusting tools and in another room, canisters of tobacco, an old arm 
chair, canned food, and a portable transistor radio. On the wall there is a calendar 
marking the current year and shelves stocked with paperbacks—a mix of popular thrillers 
and spiritual guidebooks. Among them, Joseph Benner’s The Impersonal Life, puts our 
shepherd in the same book club as Elvis Presley and Michael Crichton’s 1974 novel, The 
Terminal Man, indicates some scientific interest on which most wouldn’t imagine such an 
archaic man to dwell.   

And some say that if you cup your hands over your eyes and squint through the 
shepherd’s windows you can see notes scribbled on the inner walls of the shack as well. 
What they contain, whether it is mundane or miraculous, is known only to the man—
whose fluency in alternative sign systems forms a greater part of his legend. For he is 
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fluent in sheep. He baas when he laughs, when he forgets a word, or when he loses 
interest in human conversation.  

The man speaks easily with his sheep, because they are his community.He spends 
his days tending to them, guiding them away from the edges of the islet and, when 
necessary, retrieving those that get trapped on the ledges. And in the shepherd’s home 
you will find that sheep droppings litter the floor in every room. There are no designated 
human spaces and animal spaces on the island. The shepherd and his sheep move among 
one another as categorically similar beings.  

A Polyphemus analogy may be tempting, but the man, who is surprisingly 
photogenic in that rugged sort of way, is not so wild as you might have imagined him. He 
is friendly, too. Cameras capture two eyes that twinkle, a gray scraggly beard, 
windblown and weathered, a knit cap, and an easy smile. In headlines they refer to him 
as Ray Phillips—the Hermit of Manana Island. The keeper of the isle, of an older way of 
being, of some seaside New England spirit, half-forgotten and only felt in the distant 
ringing of a ship’s brass bell as it approaches the harbor.  

 
And there was evening 
 
With the daytime flames subdued, the island is a mass of dying embers. Above, the clouds 
coalesce into a pallet of oranges and purples and pinks and then separate and thin into 
large bands of color as they settle into the waves, which are now dark and soft. Ray turns 
homeward. The sheep, except for one who walks by his side, beat him to the door, 
nudging it open. He picks his way calmly across the earth. This is his island. Those are 
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his sheep. And that shack to which he turns, at the eastern edge, where the light has 
already gone, with its single kerosene flame in the window, is his home.  

The first day.  
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The Trouble with Horizons 

 
Understanding a local celebrity like Ray Phillips is a daunting task. After a 

considerable amount of time investigating his story and writing about it, I still feel myself 
working clumsily with the details of his life. Central to my uneasiness is an ever-present, 
irksome sense of insurmountable distance. Ray’s daily horizon must have been very 
different from my own.  

I approach Ray Phillips far removed from the 
time and place of his circumstances. I was born 
nearly forty years after he died. I have lived in Maine 
for four years, spent probably two cumulative weeks 
on its coastal islands, and less than twenty-four hours 
on Monhegan Island, while Ray spent nearly half a 
century living across Monhegan’s harbor on an isle 
of his own. I did not hear Ray’s story firsthand, but 
sought it out in a June 2013 Downeast Magazine 
article on “The North Pond Hermit,” where he 
appeared on a short list of historical hermits in 
Maine.3 I have spoken to only a handful of 
Monhegan residents on the matter of his life and 
possess one hour-long recording of a conversation 
with a man, now living in Brunswick, who visited the 

                                                           3 “Haven for Hermits,” Downeast Magazine, June 2013.  

Hermit in the Spotlight: The Solitary Man 
Made Spectacle (2016) 
1: “Hermits and their Seekers” 
There is a long tradition of hermit-
seekers in Maine. They take various 
forms—opportunistic journalists, 
curious academics, disillusioned 
citizens, and those rootless, 
melancholic souls after something they 
call Meaning. Some are even all these 
things at once.  
They usually come from away—places 
outside of Maine. It doesn’t really 
matter how far away, for once you’re 
past the border the mileage is 
inconsequential, you are simply away.  
The seekers stay for a time period that 
suits them. However long it takes to 
find the place, procure the invitation to 
enter and gain the hermit’s confidence. 
Usually this is also about the amount of 
time it takes to realize how wild, and 
sometimes unpleasant, the woods—
and admittedly, the hermits themselves, 
can be.  
There’s no knowing this for certain, 
because you won’t find even a hint of it 
in any account, and likely the seekers 
can barely admit it to themselves, but 
privately we wonder if they’re all 
thinking it: Just get the story, and get the 
heck out of there.  
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hermit as a child and was the subject of Yolla Niclas’s1959 children’s book, The Island 
Shepherd.4  The rest is all textual fragments that, at times, provide contradictory 
information.  

Furthermore, Ray’s own lifestyle complicates even his generational context. He 
appears to have been living in a time period unto himself—an odd sort of amalgamation 
of near-and-distant past and present that is incongruent with the actual time in which he 
lived. There are several historical traditions within his persona. He is depicted as at once 
a biblical shepherd, a Homeric relic of some seaward odyssey, an 18th century pioneer, an 
old fisherman with clever yarns, and a modern American consumer of canned pineapple 
and fortune cookies.   

There is also the problem of focal length. How near or distant from the day-to-day 
physicality of Ray’s life is my lens adjusted to capture? Am I working with the idealized 
hermit, dwelling in an Edenic landscape around which newspapers have “spun fantasies,” 
and to which people are drawn from all over the country?5 Or am I looking at the 
hermit’s habitat up close—mired in material ruin and personal inconsistencies, which 
complicate, if not collapse, the hermit’s legend into fragments and ambiguity? Neither 
alone can address the complexity and significance of an individual who was both a 
private soul and public hermit.   

I therefore attempt to draw Ray’s image—the legend and the human—through 
several mediums—old newspaper articles, books, photographs, conversations and 
necessarily, my own matrix of associations and memories, which even before I’ve 

                                                           4 Yolla Niclas, The Island Shepherd (New York: Viking Press, 1959).  5 Joseph Rykwert, On Adam’s house in Paradise: the idea of the primitive hut in 
architectural history (Greenwich: Museum of Modern Art, 1972), 13.  
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digested the details of this man’s life, begin to fill out that image with archetypal tropes 
and expectations for aged solitary characters. Sitting here, socially, geographically, 
temporally “from away” I draw together a mix of hearsay and supposed fact to sketch out 
some semblance of a living, feeling individual with a legacy in current memory.  In short, 
I am apprehensive about making assertions. I prefer to call my findings what they are, 
and have been, for any hermit-seeker—speculations.  
 
Somewhere Between Near and Far: The Life of Ray Phillips 
 

Ray Phillips, the Hermit of Manana Island, lived on an islet off the coast of 
Monhegan from 1930, when he left New York in a sloop for Maine’s southern coast, 
until his death in 1974. There is some speculation about what brought him to the island, 
because it was this part of his life that remained hidden. Some say he had once worked in 
the meatpacking industry in New York City, had gotten tired of the “plasticity of it all” 
and decided to take leave of modern civilization.6 Some newspapers even quote him 
saying that he disliked politics and disapproved of the course society was taking. One 
newspaper article called him a “Depression Dropout.”7 Others say he was “unsuccessful 
in love” and so “took to the sea.”8 Maybe his brief part in WWI had something to do with 
it. Whatever the reason, Ray came to live on Manana Island and built a driftwood shack 
for himself. There he tended sheep, would fish and lobster to suit his needs and lived on a 
small veteran’s pension and social security checks. He had no electricity or running 
                                                           6 Marguerite Del Giudice, “He lives his way—alone on a Maine isle,” Boston Globe, Feb. 
2, 1975.  7 Phyllis Austin, “Depression Dropout Going Strong at 76,” Evening Star (Washington 
D.C.), May 25, 1973) A-3.  8 Del Giudice, “He lives his way.” 
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water, and likely ate a lot of canned food, as there was no evidence of a garden near his 
shack. His sheep and a goose by the name of Donald reportedly kept him company in his 
isolated home. Their constant presence was said to have given him a distinct odor.  
 Though he was new to the island, Ray was not new to Maine. He grew up in 
Newport, and attended the University of Maine where he was said to have studied 
horticulture. In 1918 he was drafted into WWI and, following his short time in the army, 
moved to New York City where he was either a grocer, fisherman, food inspector, or 
stock broker. He’d heard the fishing was good off the coast of Monhegan so he set sail 
for the island with the intention of leaving “the New York traffic and dirt.”9 He did not 
settle on Monhegan, however, but instead took up residence on Manana—a tiny islet just 
across the harbor. He owned one-sixth of the island but was its sole inhabitant.  
 Although there was effectively a moat between Manana and Monhegan, making 
his dwelling somewhat physically remote, Ray’s shack was clearly visible from 
Monhegan Island as was Monhegan Island from his shack. While his position allowed 
him to observe the goings on in Monhegan from an outside perspective, making him to 
some a guardian of sorts, people in town always had Ray on their periphery—his shack 
and figure an anachronistic, yet comforting presence. Ray was part of the landscape—the 
Hermit of Manana Island—claimed by the people who saw him as part of the natural 
outline of an otherwise bare islet.  

But his visibility was not uninvited. Ray was a social man. He liked talking to 
residents and often went to Monhegan to get supplies and talk to his fellow islanders. He 
was also very accommodating to the many journalists and tourists who made the trip to 
                                                           9 Robert Uzzell, “Hermit of Manana Island, Likes His Way of Life,” Maine Coast 
Fisherman, Oct. 1954, 10.  



C u n n i n g h a m | 15 
 
Manana to ask him questions about his alternative19th century lifestyle and sneak a peek 
inside his peculiar home. In the 1950’s photographer Yolla Niclas came to the island and 
photographed Ray with a local boy, David Boynton, who used to ferry tourists over to 
visit the hermit on Manana. The resulting images were published in 1959 in a children’s 
book called The Island Shepherd.  

Some visitors would also write Ray letters seeking advice and he is said to have 
always responded to their inquiries in a friendly manner. Many liked to paint Ray as a 
philosopher of sorts. Journalists drew comparisons between his lifestyle and that of 
Thoreau’s while highlighting an extensive collection of canonical literature in his home 
and reporting that he took notes on the walls of his shack. This is an area of dispute, 
possibly hyperbole, and where those who knew him say the real man confronts the 
legend.10 Ray, however, never solicited attention, nor acted any differently because of it. 
He is described as regarding his publicity as curious and amusing.  

As both a legendary figure and flesh-and-blood man, Ray was well liked by the 
people on Monhegan, although some thought his lack of ambition was a sign of laziness. 
But as the decades passed, Ray reportedly grew more removed from the residents. As 
Monhegan acquired modern conveniences—electricity chief among them—Ray grew 
increasingly attached to his sheep. He often made “baaing” sounds in his speech to a 
degree of unintelligibility. He thought once of bringing a woman to Manana Island, but 
felt he had not the money or “skill” for marriage and as the years passed he stayed on his 
island more and more often.  

                                                           10 David Boynton, in-person interview, August 20, 2015.  
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One winter day Ray was paddling across to Monhegan when his hands froze to 
the oars and he became very ill. People in town discussed convincing him to move onto 
the main island where he could be looked after, but Ray preferred to live out his days on 
Manana. He told the concerned residents that he would light his kerosene lamp each night 
to signal that he was okay. One night the kerosene lamp went unlit. Ray died of a heart 
attack on May 8th, 1974 at 83 years of age.  
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From Far Away: The Island Shepherd in Eden 
 

David Boynton describes Monhegan during Ray’s lifetime as “rhythmically 
different” from the mainland.11 Set apart from the faster-paced, mobile networks of 
transportation and communication in southern Maine, Monhegan’s tempo has historically 
been a slower one. When Maine’s mid-century tourism advertised motoring vacations 
around the state12for example, Monhegan offered a more traditionally “rustic” tourist 
experience, like that “of a century or so ago,” characterized by simplicity, moderate 
consumption, and a beautifully preserved, remarkably diverse landscape for recreational 
activity.13 
 Though Monhegan today has the same modern conveniences—electricity, 
plumbing, internet, etc.—as the mainland it still maintains a sense of its past. The 
environment is carefully managed. Three quarters of its surface is covered in trees. It has 
headlands, rolling pasture, a freshwater pond and rocky coves—essentially, “almost all 
the natural landscapes of mid-coast Maine” are compressed in its one-and-a-half-mile 
length.14There are pelagic and passerine birds, raptors, waterfowl, puffins, gulls and 
terns. Blueberries, conifers, and lupine grow here beside small cottages and old captain’s 
homes. The place seems to evoke New England of a century passed—the last vestiges of 
a slower, easier, better time—and  is adorned in the summers with painters capturing it all 
on their easels. The whole scene is straight out of a Barbara Cooney children’s book or a 
                                                           11 Interview August 20, 2015 12 Stephen Hornsby, Richard Judd, Michael Herman, and Kimberly Sebold, Historical 
Atlas of Maine (Orono: University of Maine Press), Plates 71-2.  13 Ted Bernard, “Into the Eighth Generation: Monhegan Island Maine, “ inHope and 
Hard Times: Communities, Collaboration and Sustainability, Gabriola Island: New 
Society Publishers, 2010, 2010: 72 14 Bernard, Hope and Hard Times, 67 
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Sarah Orne Jewett short story. It’s not quite paradise, but it appears—though perhaps 
consciously—pretty darn close.  

 Ray Phillips, who was photographed 
often in this landscape, demonstrates an atavistic 
lifestyle on what is already, as Mark Warner 
deems it, a “fabled island.”15 The coupling is 
ready-made for a timeless tale.16 Ray, with his 
photogenic features—a reportedly “very 
attractive man” with “nice eyes”17—knit cap, 
billowing beard, flock of sheep, and lonely 
island hut, gives way almost instinctively to 
idealism and legend. Some primordial penchant 
for storytelling takes over and roots the man in 
deep time. His story seems to develop naturally 
out of our own storytelling traditions, often with 
little help from the “facts.”18 

                                                           15 Mark Warner, Monhegan: a guide to Maine’s fabled island(Camden: Down East 
Books, 2008). 16 In a response to a “Letter to the Editor,” concerning a Times article he wrote on 
Monhegan Island in 1972, journalist Jason Mark describes “Monhegan and her sister 
island” as, “steeped in primeval wonder.” (Harriet Kline, “Fond Memories of Utopia,” 
New York Times, Jun. 4, 1972.) 17 The Hermit of Manana, directed byElisabeth B. Harris (2006; Maine International Film 
Festival.), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OFWqx_g4PLs. 18 In a response to a discussion board on Ray Phillips, a descendant of Ray’s writes: “I 
find it odd how rumors start and after a time seem to be passed on as truth or perhaps 
myth or one might even say romanticized history…you mention the Manana Island 
hermit and this is where, perhaps through mis-information or rumor or perhaps history 
retold too many times, you break off into fiction.” Suffice it to say the author of this letter 

Hermit in the Spotlight: The Solitary Man Made 
Spectacle 
2: “Famously Photogenic” 
It seems somewhat contradictory for hermits 
to be the subjects of so many professional 
photographs, but, the reality is, they are.  
Photographers come from all over to capture 
these less-documented marginal characters 
(though, of course, they are documented 
disproportionately more often than the 
common man or woman of society, as a 
result).  
Maybe it’s their visually rich circumstances or 
a twinkle somewhere in the vicinity of the 
iris, half-hidden under a rugged, gray brow, 
or just a charming, old world 
cantankerousness they wear along with bear 
skins and a rifle, but photographers come 
from miles around for a snapshot.* 
*See: William Lyman Underwood of 
Belmont, Massachusetts and his collection: 
“Hermits of Great Spruce,” a series of 
photographs of three hermits living on Great 
Spruce Island in the early 1900’s. Also, 
Tonee Harbert’s 1998 art exhibit: “Elmer 
Walker: Hermit to Hero,” which documents 
an elderly man in Porter, ME and his special 
relationship to the local community. 
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Paradise of course is an imaginary landscape—the ideal 
first landscape, fitted to the needs of the human being—
a story of a distant memory of a dream. Joseph 
Rykwert, in his study of the architectural manifestations 
of Adam’s implied hut in Paradise, puts it this way: 
“All of these [architects] have spun fantasies around the 
framework of the lost plan, since paradise must, as 
Proust sharply observed, necessarily be a lost one.”19 
These spun fantasies, he argues, are evidence of a 
persistent vision haunting two horizons—one is of a 
distant past in which we were permanently barred from 
Paradise and the other is of a future in which we 
imagine ourselves to have regained what was lost. 
Keeping the memory of origins alive is essential to that 
ideal future. Rykwert thus echoes architectural 
philosopher Marc-Antoin Laugier’s declaration, “Let us 
never…lose sight of our little hut.”20  It is unsurprising 
national character is historically exemplified in the 
architecture of small cottages and hermitages.21 Such 

                                                                                                                                                                             
was not happy about Ray’s depiction as a former stock-broker who “snapped” and left the 
world for an idyllic life apart on an island (“Discussion on Ray Phillips,” Briegull.com, 
2001, http://briegull.com/Monhegan/ray_phillips_discussion.htm).  
19Rykwert, “On Adam’s House,” 13. 20 Ibid, 44.  21 Thoreau’s log cabin at Walden Pond, or Lincoln’s log cabin, for instance.  

Hermit in the Spotlight: The Solitary 
Man Made Spectacle 
3: “Professionally Eccentric” 
Joseph Knowles—aka Naked 
Joe— and his two-month stint in 
the Maine woods with nothing but 
a jock strap is still today, a century 
later, the stuff of speculation and 
legend.  
A 2013 article in Boston Magazine, 
commemorating the hundred-year 
anniversary of Knowles’ feat in the 
woods, frames the public’s interest 
in the “modern day Adam,” and 
it’s supposed scientific value, this 
way: “Could modern man, in all his 
softness, regain the hardihood of 
his primitive forebears? Could he 
still rub two sticks together to 
make fire? Could he spear fish in 
secluded lakes and kill game with 
his bare hands?” 
Unfortunately, based on Knowles’ 
experiment, the public never did 
find out for certain. The whole 
thing was likely a hoax to sell 
newspapers—and a pretty good 
one at that. 
Naked Joe, for his part, spent the 
bulk of his time in the woods 
eating pie and drinking beer in a 
nearby cabin, sending notes written 
on birch bark back to “civilization” 
every few days.  
But still, at the time, Joe got quite a 
lot of attention from the ordeal, 
and so could be found on 
vaudeville circuits, dressed in 
bearskin, rubbing to sticks 
together, teaching crowds a little 
about what that “hardihood” might 
have looked like.  
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huts are representations of an original form and so perform as mementos of the origin 
story, reminding us to always keep it “in sight.”22 
 Ray’s “rambling shack,” as David Boynton refers to it, seems to function as a 
primitive hut very literally kept in sight. From Monhegan, Ray’s dwelling, just across the 
harbor on Manana, once stood in clear view. David described the sight of Ray’s home as 
a “comforting” presence and staple in the periphery of their daily lives on Monhegan. 

Significantly, its “rambling” arrangement looked more like a natural outgrowth of 
its landscape than an architectural feature. Yolla Niclas described it this way in The 
Island Shepherd: “It was not really a proper house—the boards went higgledy-piggledy 
in all directions—but it did seem to belong just where it was.”23 The hermit’s home was 
not “proper” in the traditional sense of a human dwelling, but seemed to “belong” to its 
environment out of some natural identification with it.  Its form mimicked the rugged 
outline of Manana Island, and so perhaps there was a natural, and not a human, logic to it. 
Possibly, we might easily assume, it was the product “of uncorrupted reason and 
instinct,” which Rywkert argues was characteristic of impressions of the Edenic “lost 
plan.”  

Today, Boynton says, “it’s still a little odd” for him to look at Manana and not see 
the hermit’s hut. About a decade ago, Ray’s hut was burned down by a resident who felt 
that it was a “hazard” and a “liability,” with all the summer tourists poking around it.24 
Just above where the shack used to stand there’s a new, “somewhat unusual” building, 
concerning which Boynton says, “that kind of jumps out at me still, that’s wrong. It 

                                                           22 Rykwert, “On Adam’s House,” 31.  23Niclas,  The Island Shepherd, 26.  24 Interview, August 20, 2015.  
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should be the hermit’s dwelling.” Boynton’s comment suggests that a structure, which 
was once fundamental to Manana, has been lost. But the loss is replaced by, what 
Rykwert calls, “the haunting persistence of the vision.”25 Even in death, absolute physical 
erasure by fire, the hermit’s story remains—the spot where his shack once stood, a 
persisting memory of a man that represented a life lived apart, as one newspaper headline 
put it, “his way.”26 

Ray Phillips, a man who, according to David Boynton, preferred “nineteenth 
century living” and “lived a much more primitive lifestyle than anyone else” on 
Monhegan during the mid-twentieth century is an obvious object of reflective longing for 
origins. Ray Phillips was noteworthy largely because, to interested outsiders, he 
represented gestural “traces of us.”27 He was more than a historical memento, a substitute 
for what David Lowenthal calls, “the vanished landscape,” to which the nostalgic seeker 
glances backward. Ray and his sheep living in isolation on a tiny island evoked for 
visitors, “a congruent social universe…of an earlier epoch.”28 When people saw Ray they 
were not looking at a static object in a museum. They were peeking in his windows for a 
glimpse of atavistic activity—activity, which possessed movement, because Ray was 
visibly and consistently interacting with the world as if that “earlier epoch” were still in 
play. The overall resulting impression of a man such as Ray is thus understandably a 
charming one. 

                                                           25Rykwert, On Adam’s House, 13.   26 Del Giudice, “He lives his way,” 33.  27 David Lowenthal, “Past Time, Present Place: Landscape and Memory,” Geographical 
Review 65, no. 1 (1975): 8.  28 Ibid, 9 
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In a Letter to the Editor, a reader commented 
on “The Price of Utopia on One Island,” an article 
about Monhegan that appeared in the New York 
Times in 1972, praising the piece as a “letter from 
home,” but asking the author for more current news 
on the island, as it had been a decade since her last 
visit. She specifically asked after Ray Phillips: “And 
the hermit, is he still grazing his sheep on Manana, 
taking them over to the island by boat?”29 The 
respondent is concerned about whether things have 
changed on Monhegan since she was last home. In 
her response, there’s a hint of a wish, a desire that 
the island should always remain, as she quotes from 
the Times article, “a million light years away,” from 
the rest of the world. Ray Phillips is essential to the 
integrity of that image.  

David Lowenthal talks about nostalgia as a 
kind of existential homelessness. It is “to live in an 
alien present,” he argues.30 Nostalgia is a “retreat,” a 
“counterweight” an “absolution” and “atavistic 
longing for a natural order.”31It is a yearning for a 

                                                           29 Kline, “Fond Memories of Utopia,” XX4. 
30Lowenthal, “Past Time, Present Place,” 2.  
31 Ibid, 5.  

Hermit in the Spotlight: The Solitary Man 
Made Spectacle 
3: “Professionally Eccentric” 
Among professional eccentrics, 18th 
century English garden hermits—men 
employed by the nobility to play the 
role of “hermit” in their gardens—are 
perhaps the shrewdest businessmen of 
the bunch. 
Edith Sitwell called these employed 
garden pets “Ornamental Hermits.” 
She observed in the phenomenon, 
“Nothing, it was felt, could give such 
delight to the eye, as the spectacle of an 
aged person with a long gray beard, and 
a goatish rough robe, doddering about 
amongst the discomforts and pleasures 
of nature.” 
Such men were under contract to grow 
out their beards and nails, for a number 
of years, and were bound to a hut in 
the nobleman’s gardens, where they 
could be observed going about their 
daily tasks.  
In some cases, noblemen with perhaps 
too much time and money at their 
disposal would themselves adopt the 
lifestyle of the ornamental hermit. One 
particularly interesting case was that of 
Lord Brokeby—a man who lived in a 
hut by the sea and was described by 
many as oddly “amphibious,” for he 
refused to leave his “eternal baths.” 
Some also referred to the strange man 
as a “benevolent troll” and speculated 
that he ate raw human flesh. 
Whatever the circumstances, 
melancholy was in fashion at the time 
and so such theatrically isolated men 
were of great interest.*  
*Edith Sitwell, “Ornamental Hermits,” 
in English Eccentrics, London: Faber & 
Faber, 1933.  
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Hermit in the Spotlight: The Solitary 
Man Made Spectacle 
3: “Professionally Eccentric” 
Charles Coffin, the self-proclaimed 
“Hermit of the Maine Desert,”—
and purportedly “the most talked 
of, the most written of, and the 
most photographed man in town”-
-advertised his home in Freeport as 
a tourist attraction. Admission was 
15 cents to take a tour of the old 
hermit’s collection of antiques. 
Featured in the tour was a musical 
instrument he’d built himself, 
which combined a piano and two 
organs and was played in “a most 
original manner.”* 
*Freeport Historical Society, 
Freeport (Portsmouth: Acadia 
Publishing, 1996), 108.  

distant imaginary landscape wherein lies some sense of origin, which offers 
redemption—a home. Rooted in a “sense of estrangement,” nostalgia therefore focuses 
on objects, which seem to represent those homebound sentiments, but in their present, are 
out of place. In terms of nostalgia, Lowenthal argues, the “object of the quest must…be 
anachronistic.”32 

This is particularly interesting considering Ardis Cameron’s sense of “true 
places,” which she says, are “where authenticity and realness are said to dwell.”33 
Authentically real spaces, she argues, “find expression in the discursive imaginary 
topographies of Otherness and so come down, not in maps, but in stories of alterity that 
mark home from away.”34 True places are found in stories about those places, which 
reach beyond immediate grasp, stories told from and of away. Thus, the individual—the 

“stranger with a camera,” as Cameron calls them—is 
doubly “estranged,” as they long for a place distant 
from their own, while are also bound to sit at a 
distance, telling stories about that far off, imaginary 
topography, always just out of reach.  

The need to maintain a sense of alterity for 
authentic—and therefore touristic—solvency, creates 
problems in the identity of the othered-object of 
nostalgia. In Maine, Nathaniel Lewis points out that 

                                                           32 Lowenthal, 4.  33Ardis Cameron, “When Strangers Bring Cameras: The Poetics and Politics of Othered 
Places,” American Quarterly 54, no. 3. (2002): 411.  34 Ibid. 
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language advertising Maine tourism—“’The reality,’ according to Frommer’s”—
describes a vast, untouched wilderness, attractive for its physically and spiritually 
redemptive qualities. The result, argues Lewis, is “a long-enduring tension in our 
identity:  Whether Maine is ‘The Way Life Should Be’ as the welcome signs at the state 
border once read, or whether it is ‘The Way Life Used to be.’”35 Maine as 
“Vacationland,” depends on the vestiges of the state as it existed in an idyllic past. 
Visiting is supposed to signify a return to a “true place,” an original place, and, insofar as 
American vacations have historically been designed as “getaways” from the tedium of 
daily society, one that is all the more real because of its perceived distance from the 
precincts of (over)civilization.  

Maintaining authenticity, however paradoxical that may sound, is hard work. It is 
a tricky balancing act between one’s own sense of identity and the expectations of the 
outsider. There are also the practical problems of economy and environmental 
sustainability. Given Monhegan’s economic dependence on summer tourism, this 
involves constant negotiation between islanders who want to work and live by their own 
terms and the kind of experience—“the rustic kind of a century or so ago”—which the 
island markets to summer visitors.36 Monhegan Island’s downtown area is called 
Monhegan Plantation, which summons associations with national landmarks, museums 
like Plimouth Plantation,37 but in direct conversation with these overtones, Ted Bernard 

                                                           35 Qtd.in Michael D. Burke, “Introduction,” in Maine’s Place in the Environmental 
Imagination, (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008), viii.  36 Bernard, “Into the Eighth Generation,” 70. 37 Among the photo slides on Plimouth Plantation’s website (www.plimoth.org), one is of 
a woman holding a ceramic water jug and has a caption that reads: “You can’t change 
history but it could change you.” It is unclear to me what sort of experience this 
American tradition is supposed to offer a tourist.  
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insists, “This is a working island culture, not (emphasis added) a living history 
museum.”38 

One year-round resident Bernard interviewed for his study on Monhegan’s 
strategies for social, economic, and ecological sustainability, put the problem this way: 
“If we’re not careful, success will cause us to change this place to accommodate the 
tastes and meet the expectations of these short-termers. Then we’ll no longer have 
something unique to show.”39 Simultaneously, there is the matter of too many tourists, as 
Bernard points out, “Might Monhegan tourists at some point be repelled by too many 
encounters with other tourists?”40 At issue here is the islanders self-awareness of the gaze 
of the outsider and how that awareness implicates them in a not-so-authentic project of 
building authenticity. Bernard surmises that at the root of this problem is how to 
simultaneously create a haven for the self and a haven for the tourist, “Island people don’t 
want to ruin either what tourists come to experience or what they themselves cherish.”41 
How then does one live life their own way, while accommodating the ways of others? 

                                                           38 Bernard, “Into the Eighth Generation,” 72.  39 Ibid, 79.  40 Ibid, 72.  41 Ibid, 65.  
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Hermit in the Spotlight: The Solitary 
Man Made Spectacle 
2: “Hermits and their Seekers” 
There’s a tendency among 
hermit-seekers, likely driven by 
their own interests and possibly 
the suggestive nature of long, 
white thinking-beards, to 
highlight and hyperbolize the 
“philosophical” qualities of 
Maine’s reclusive woodsmen.  
For example, Michael Finkel, a famous fabulist with all sorts of ego-driven issues of his own, paints Christopher Knight, the North Pond Hermit, as an intellectual akin to himself: “I’d mentioned in my letter that I was an avid reader. From what I could tell, Knight was, too.” He then goes on to lists some of Knight’s favorite reading material, including, Rudyard Kipling’s “lesser known works,” James Joyce’s Ulysses, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, and, coincidently, National Geographic Magazine, where much of Finkel’s current work is published.  
The innocuously curious journalist, having sufficiently intellectualized the hermit, reportedly sits before Knight, “[feeling] like some great mystic was about to reveal the Meaning of Life.” * 
*Michael Finkel, “The Strange 
& Curious Tale of the Last True 
Hermit,” GQ, August 4, 2014.  

Monhegan’s hermit is an excellent example of this 
type of social negotiation. While Ray’s popular reputation 
paints him as Manana’s sole shepherd, a reclusive holy 
man, with emphasis on the books he kept in his home and 
the notes he was said to have scribbled on his 
walls,42“[Ray] wasn’t a particularly deep thinker, or doing 
it for philosophical reasons, so much as, this is just how he 
enjoyed living,” says David Boynton.43 In an interview 
with the Boston Globe Ray recognizes that his simple life 
apart identifies with American transcendentalist ideals, 
concerning simplicity and the examined life, but he 
suggests that such comparisons are more unconscious 
associations, by-products of his lifestyle choices, which are 
not intentionally ideologically motivated: 
“I don’t think I’m different from other people; any number 
of people think the same as I do…It’s people from the city 
and freak journalists who want to look for something to 
write about. There are 500 people just like me up the 
Maine coast who live on islands, maybe with some sheep, 
practically alone. I’m nothing unusual.”44 

                                                           42 Del Giudice, “He lives his way.”  43 Interview, August 20, 2015 44 Del Giudice, “He lives his way.” 
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Interviewer: Okay, it’s recording.  
Henrietta Conifer: …(blunt scraping of mug against coarse wood) 
Interviewer: (shuffling papers) So last time we talked about your early childhood in the 

Tract and the people you knew who once lived there, but now I’m curious about 
outsiders—visitors who came to the park. What were they like? 

H. C.: People from away? Well, there were plenty every year—folks lucky enough to 
make it past The Moose anyway (soft chuckle)—and they were alright. Usually 
pleasant enough to get along with. They didn’t much bother us, just sort of ogled you 
know, which you get used to after awhile. Some would hide behind these big cameras, 
so you never once saw their faces, just these big  hollow lens-pupils  following you 
around while you were tapping trees or picking blueberries. That was harder to get 
used to. 

Interviewer: Why? 
H.C.: Well, all of us kids developed this sort of complex about dark windows or screens 

and things—just any transparent container that seem to hold a kind of limitless 
darkness with a machinery behind it you can’t see.  It’s a creepy feeling—like 
something is being deliberately hidden from you even though it looks transparent. I 
used to have a recurring nightmare about those pitch black lenses—thousands of 
them—in a great big mass, collected like in the eyes of a fly, approaching, always 
getting bigger until that’s all I could see and feel. And I would touch the glass and it 
would be like touching the soul of something Else. And it was cold—bone-rattling 
cold.  

Interviewer:  (scribbling noises) Did they ever put up signs to prohibit photography? 
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H.C.: It was a national park, and so we didn’t actually own the land. We didn’t set the 

rules. They did. (slurping noise,  followed by uncomfortable, large-sounding gulps).  
Interviewer: Were there any stand-out visitors that you can remember? People you got 
along with well or were interesting in some way? 
H.C.: Well, you’d get all sorts of characters, people who were there for different reasons. 

But two come to mind right away. These two guys who came looking to investigate a 
local legend. I didn’t get the full story until after the relocation. I was about five or 
six when they came. And only a handful of people actually met them, but there was 
enough talk that you’d think the entire Tract had invited them in for coffee and 
biscuits.  

Interviewer: What were they like? 
H.C.: Well, they were an odd-looking couple I guess. Didn’t match too well. And I don’t 

think they liked each other much either. One was kind of scraggly-looking, with a hat 
and a gold earring. Always smoking. The other was dressed sharp, nice shoes and 
all. A little pudgy around the face and waist. He had an accent—British, I think. 
Judith Spruce, one of the descendants of that earmuff inventor I mentioned before, 
had one of the best descriptions. When they walked up to her window, she said it was 
like “a freshly de-clawed coon cat and a black-capped chickadee in mourning” 
(chuckles). Other people—one of the logging teams and a trapper by the name of 
Frank Fir—said they’d arrived “already-queer” (meaning already woods-queer), 
and the woods would make short work of them. The Rockefellers even offered them a 
lift back to the gate once they saw what bad shape the guys were in (it was no real 
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vacation up there, you know), but they were pretty determined,  for their own 
reasons, to “persuade the secret.” 

Interviewer: What secret? 
H.C.: Have you heard of a man called the Hermit Lenny B? Some also know him as Big-

Booted Bean… 
Interviewer: (sound of shifting body weight) No, never heard of him.  
H.C.: Well, that’s who they were after.  
 
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
As I heard it, Fink and Ayer met one day in a Dysart’s on the outskirts of the Tract. 
They’d reached for the same16oz bottle of Moxie—the last bottle on the shelf, the last 
bottle of anything on any of the shelves, looked like the place had been cleaned out, but 
no one had bothered to restock it. Fink had never seen Moxie before so he thought it was 
like a microbrew or something. Plus he seemed to take the label as a challenge—did he 
have the moxie to drink it, you know?. And well Ayer on the other hand, wasn’t familiar 
with this particular American soft drink so he reached for it out of an intellectual 
curiosity about American-size products that were technically two servings (sometimes 
two and a half) but sold as if they were one serving in anticipation of bloated American 
appetites. 
 
And so Ayer, who had a tighter handle on social graces  (and there is consensus on that 
among folks who know the story) says,  
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 “Oh, no you go ahead. I insist.”  
 
And Fink, without hesitation snatches up the bottle for himself and presently after could 
be seen chugging it outside the stop and claiming a buzz from what is basically just 
bitter-tasting syrup.     
 
Standing there across the road from the park Fink and Ayer realize rather quickly it’s just 
the two of them heading for the entrance (like I said, the Tract hadn’t been getting much 
in the way of visitors at that point). And so they had to acknowledge each other. Fink tips 
his hat—a kind of Indiana Jones style, you know those crushable fedoras—in Ayer’s 
direction and Ayer nods in acknowledgement and then it’s awkward, because you can tell 
these guys like to go solo, but now they have to walk down this logging road together to 
get to the gate.  
 

And so Fink says, “So what brings you here?”  
And Ayer says, “Research. I’m studying New England hermits, recluses, 

Thoreau-types, a sort of comparative analysis with our own, back in 
England.” 

Fink: “Really? Weird. I’m after one myself.” 
Ayer: “Oh? 
Fink: “Goes by big Booted Bean. Heard of him? 
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Ayer: “Well yes I have, actually. Just got through talking to a woman a town 
further south. She called him Lenny, but mentioned the sobriquet.” 

 
“Sobriquet” is really where the footing started getting rocky for the pair of them. 
Between discrepancies in accents, degree levels, and institutional investments, 
linguistically speaking, they did not speak the same language. Or at least, being 
successful men in their respective dialects, didn’t want to. They did, however, exchange 
names easily enough—getting titles and things squared away for each other’s benefit.  
 

Fink: “Arnold Fink—drop the Arnold, call me Fink—Senior Staff Adventurer for 
National Geographic and Freelance, Free-Falling Adrenaline Junkie on the 
weekends.”  

Ayer: “Dr. Bernard Ayer, Professor of Anthropology at Cambridge University 
and Honorary Editor of the Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute.” 

Fink: “Ah, so we’re kind of on the same page, then. Chasing that ever-elusive, 
mysterious ‘Other,’ the world ‘round.”  

 
Fink, who had thrown up air quotes around the big “O” word and made a face like he was 
setting the mood for a ghost story, didn’t get much more than a nod out of Ayer for that 
observation. And then they shook hands—which is especially awkward timing-wise 
when you’re walking and don’t particularly want to shake hands.  
 

Fink: “So, what have you heard about the guy so far?” 
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Ayer: “Oh bits and pieces, nothing substantial.” 
Fink: “Hm. Me too.” 
 

Sort of like with trappers after the best skins, secrets were a stock in trade for these guys.  
 
When they reached the end of the logging road, Ayer and Fink came out onto a grassy 
clearing where Judith Spruce was sitting at the gate, snoozing in a big rocking chair she 
had put in there for noontime naps. The chair was actually a tough squeeze, and didn’t 
really rock so well, because the gate was about the size and shape of a highway toll 
booth. But Judith had been pretty adamant about it. She felt like a real queen sitting up 
there on her throne, which was up high enough that she could peer down at people 
walking beneath her nose. She was a queer old woman. Always insisted on wearing a 
giant pair of beaver fur earmuffs, no matter the season, and wearing a nametag that read, 
“Great-great-granddaughter of Chester Greenwood,” as if any of us could forget.  
 
Well, you can imagine what Fink and Ayer must of thought of that old woman, snoring at 
her post behind a large piece of glass, which wasn’t just a window but kind of a full-body 
length frame with a rectangle cut out for her to slip things through and a speaker she 
talked into; looked like a doll in a box, sitting on the shelf at Walmart. They had to knock 
on the glass pretty hard to get her attention.  
 
Judith handed them a map through the slot and, because she never took those darn 
earmuffs off, she hollered out all the instructions about The Moose at a volume that was 
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hard to understand. “Wait for the nod,” I remember her saying over and over to every 
visitor, and sometimes she’d whisper it with a bit of tune as she herself nodded off back 
to sleep.  
 
 Fink: “What d’ya mean the nod? 
 Judith: “I said wait for it.” 
 Fink: “But who’s nod?” 
 Ayer: “I think she mentioned a moose.” 

Judith: “No. The Moose. You have to wait for the nod.” 
 Fink: “That doesn’t make any sense. Why can’t we just walk in?” 
 Judith: “You need to wait for the nod first.” 
 Fink: “Why? What’s a moose got to do with us walking into a public park?” 
 Judith: “The Moose. And don’t try going around Him.” 
 Ayer: “I think she’s been pretty clear.” 

 Judith: “Do what you want. Wait for the nod, don’t wait for the nod. It’s not my 
business if you get dumped on or not.”  

 Fink: “What?” 
 
Fink and Ayer heard her cackling at that last bit, even as they reached the mouth of the 
footpath that led to The Moose. There wasn’t much that was charming about her laugh. 
She had no teeth, so her insides seemed hollow and her skin sort of gathered up like a rug 
that needs straightening out. The cackling usually ended in a snort that settled into a 
snore.  



C u n n i n g h a m | 120 
 
 
At the end of the footpath, which was really barely anymore than a deer trail, all knotted 
with roots and rocks, Fink and Ayer saw what Judith meant by The Moose. I don’t know 
where it came from or how it got so big or how old it was. It had just always been there 
for as long as anybody could remember. It was giant, like three stories tall. And you’d 
look up and see its matted hide, which alternated between ballooning and collapsing at a 
rhythm that never once changed, and these big crusted nostrils that flared to the same beat 
with each exhale, blackflies circling its head, puffins circling its hooves and great globs 
of saliva always dripping down its chin, which collected in a sort of viscous pond 
between a set of massive hooves, each about the size of a small car. Except for the 
breathing, The Moose always stood very still, like it was sleeping, or maybe not alive, or 
really well-trained to just stand there—somewhere between statue and sentinel. For as 
long as I can remember it was always that way.  
 
And Fink and Ayer would have seen the old sign, above which hung a pair of old moose 
antlers and a moose skull, and the sign said: “To our honored guests: Please stick to the 
trail, ‘else you’ll join the others who’ve a’ready gone stale.”  
 
In those days going around The Moose wasn’t really an option. The area was all pine and 
fir so dense it was basically impenetrable. Those woods were no joke. Any person who 
left the trail was never seen again.  
 
 Fink: “So, what do we do?” 
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 Ayer: “The trail continues under the Moose, I think” 
 
Ayer at this point had the map out. The park used to give out these giant pictorial maps, 
that looked like a kind of patchwork maze of seemingly incongruent images that always 
made me think of those I Spy books that had marbles and buttons and animal figurines all 
thrown together in a big confusing mess. The maps seemed regular-sized, when they 
were all nicely factory-folded, but were really just these masterful origami illusions. You 
could pull at one corner just right and the whole thing would unravel and drop clear down 
to your feet. And getting a good view of it width-wise required you to use your full wing 
span. I think they made them so big because they needed the relative distances between 
places to look just right. There were warning signs all around the park so it wasn’t really 
liable for any lives lost, but it doesn’t look good to have a high body count in the papers. 
So they did their best to make it easy to follow.  
 

Fink: “So, what’s the deal--we’re just supposed to walk under its legs after the old 
goat finishes its nap?” 

 
Weirdly enough, Dr. Ayer was pretty comfortable with the idea of walking under The 
Moose’s ancient belly like it was no different than walking down a corridor to a different 
wing in a building. In his travels he’d explored enough stories about the habits of the 
English nobility and their hermit “pets,” to be basically immune to this kind of thing. As 
long as he had careful control over each step he took—at the very least for the sake of his 
brown leather wing-tip boots—he was up for weirdness.  
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Fink on the other hand really did seem like that “freshly de-clawed cat”—hopping around 
anxiously, pacing and smoking.  
 
 Fink: “This is weird.” 
 Ayer: “It’ll be fine. We just have to waituntil it wakes.” 
 Fink: “Well what happens if we don’t?” 
 Ayer: “I’m not keen to find out.” 
 Fink: “Well maybe if we just tested it.” 
 Ayer: “How?” 
 Fink: “By like, throwing a rock through his legs. You know, check for like 

sensors or something.” 
 Ayer: “Go ahead.” 
 
Nothing happened when the rock was thrown. So they waited, but The Moose wasn’t 
moving anytime soon, and all the adrenaline must have really been accumulating in 
Fink’s vital veins, because soon he really couldn’t stand it any longer.  
 
 Fink: “Fuck it. I’m going through. I really don’t want to be here when it wakes.” 
 Ayer: “I wouldn’t. The woman said to wait. There’s no reason for her to lie--” 
 Fink: “That lady was nuts. I doubt you can take anything she says seriously.” 
 Ayer: “Well, have at it then.” 
 Fink: “Catch ya on the way back.”  
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So, what follows isn’t all that pleasant to tell. Fink moves toward The Moose all careful 
at first.  When there was no sign that The Moose had noticed him, he just sprinted on 
through to the other side. And then Fink did a little happy jig and raised a sort of mocking 
thumbs up in Ayer’s direction. 
 
But, well you see, when Judith told Fink that if he didn’t “wait for the nod” he would get 
“dumped on” that should really have been taken in its most crudely literal interpretation. 
Because just as Fink was finishing his jig, he was, and I mean this in all politeness, quite 
literally, dumped on.  
 
And, like I said The Moose was pretty big, so this wasn’t like as minor as accidentally 
stepping into something on the sidewalk. This was, and again I’m not trying to be gross, 
but this was Noah without an ark.  
 
So, he wasn’t actually hurt or anything, but Fink was freaking out like a child getting 
stung by a bee for the first time and screaming, not from actual pain, but mostly from the 
shock of it all. And so Fink, sickened to the point of madness by his own state, runs 
headlong into a nearby river. And, it’s unfortunate, because he couldn’t have known this, 
but the river was actually saltwater and chock full of lobster. And poor Fink emerges 
within seconds, screaming, and this time from actual pain, and he’s like a Christmas tree 
with all these muddy looking ornaments hanging from his body. At every point, and I 
mean every point, where two lines met there was a lobster dangling from the poor guy. 
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And so in a desperate fury he tears the damn things off of him, and once they all skittered 
off, finally lays to rest on the trail behind The Moose, whose eyes are wide open and 
looking as though there’s a smug smile somewhere behind its chin.  
 
And Ayer, once he got over the initial shock of a guy getting, I guess maybe 
Nickelodeon-style slimed might be a good way of putting it, is laughing, not in a polite 
English chuckle sort of way, but that actually-painful, hysterical laughter that reaches 
deep, beyond the ribs, and into the soul and maybe changes you a bit.  
 
Then, Ayer gets the nod and strolls on through to join Fink, who’s still laying there on the 
ground.  
 
 Ayer: “Looks like you’ve got your adventure story for NatGeo already arranged.” 
 Fink: “That’s not even remotely funny.” 
 Ayer: “I’m sure it will be to your avid readers.”  
 Fink: “….” 
 Ayer: “Sorry. A hand?” 
 But then someone yells, “TIMBERRRRR!” 
 
Fink, who’s looking skyward and can see what’s coming, and who also has that cat brand 
of reflexes, rolls out of the way in an instant. But Ayer, well he’s not quite as quick, and 
like I said he wasn’t really as fit as Fink. He goes to move, and looks like he’s out of the 
danger zone, but then Ayer’s arm gets caught on a branch, it’s a little one, like a 
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freakishly long one that had grown straight out, at like a 90 degree angle from the middle 
of the tree’s trunk, like it had just whipped it’s arm around and slapped him. And so that 
hurt quite a bit obviously and he’s screaming and hollering, pinned there, under what 
really is a pretty small branch, but it fell from a good height.  
 
A couple of guys, woodsmen from the  nearby camp, they come running over to assess 
the damage. 
 

 And then one, I think it was Stan Stevenson, says, “You’re a lucky son of a bitch. 
That could’ve squashed you flat as a flapjack. ” 

 
And the other, I don’t know who it was, helped him get out from under the branch and 
offers him a shoulder. And then Stan takes a look at Fink, who, as you can imagine, is a 
terrible sight too.  
 
 And he says, “Come along with us, we’ll get you both fixed up.” 
 
So they walk down the trail to the lumber camp, where there’s a cabin and a big fire 
already aflame. And well, it turns out, Ayer’s arm was broken, so they made him a splint 
and put it in a sling. And Ayer was giving them all these directions about how to secure 
the arm correctly, except he wasn’t that kind of doctor, and the men just sort of chuckled.  
 



C u n n i n g h a m | 126 
 
Except when they walked by Fink, then no one was chuckling. The smell of him was no 
laughing matter. You could hold your breath when you walked by and still the stink of it 
got in through your pores. And there were flies buzzing all around him and mosquitoes 
too.  And he just sat there alone on a stump, like the one kid without a partner at a dance, 
and they all kept a good distance from him. Until one kind soul approached him with a bit 
of smudge—that’s pine tar—to help with the flies. They didn’t have much in the way of a 
shower at the cabin, but he could at least spread some smudge on his skin for the time. 
Helped a bit with the smell too.  
 
Once Ayer was all fixed up it was near the noontime meal and all the men were coming 
in from the woods—about twenty or so worked in that section. And big cast iron pots 
filled with stew were waiting for them. Ayer and Fink got a couple of weird looks, but no 
one was gonna ask questions before they got their grub.  Woodsmen have one track 
minds around mealtimes.  
 
Once the men had a few bites in them things started opening up to grunts, and then a few 
words, and towards the bottom of their bowls some full sentences.  
 
 And so Stan asks Ayer (Fink, by the way is still sitting on a stump all on his own, 

swatting at flies between spoonfuls of stew), “What brings you all the way out 
here? Don’t seem like you knew what you were getting into.” (And by that he 
meant that even with what looked to be a durable day pack on his shoulders, 
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Ayer’s fancy shoes and lamb’s wool cardigan maybe weren’t quite right for a 
journey in the woods.) 

 And Ayer, who in fact did hear the slight in the man’s tone, says, “I’m here 
conducting research. Looking after a recluse known as Big Booted Bean. Have 
you come across him at all?” 

 Stan: “Hm. Bean you say? No, can’t say I have. But then again no one has. 
Always thought it was an old wives tale. ” 

 Ayer (scribbling away on a notebook): “Do you know where I might find him if 
he does exist?” 

 Stan: “Well, I’d guess somewhere in the woods north of here. That’s where all 
those guys used to be before the Tract pushed them out. The North Wood we call 
it.” 

 Ayer: “How might I get there? I didn’t see it on the map” 
 Stan: “Probably because it’s not well marked for tourists. Easy to get turned 

around in. I wouldn’t recommend it. But if you’re bent on it, head down that trail 
that cuts through here. It’ll open up onto some cleared land. There’s a few family 
farms over that way. They’ll get your friend there a hot shower and tell you how 
to get to the northern border of the Tract.”  

 Ayer: “Could you tell me a bit more about that—the Tract? I’m unfamiliar with it. 
There’s only a few articles written on the matter.” 

 Stan: “The history of this place? Well, it’s not a story I like to tell.”  
 
So Stan fills Ayer in on why the Tract ever existed at all.  
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It all started as a preservation project. The Tract—which is what we call it by the way, 
it’s Vacationland to the higher-ups—anyway, the Tract was meant to be a protected area, 
way up in a northern corner of the United States, sometime after they’d given up on 
managing urban sprawl. The point of it all, the rhetoric really, was all over the 
newspapers. Headlines like “Living History for Posterity” “Haven for American 
Redemption,” etc. The idea was that it was gonna be like a Plymouth Plantation, but more 
authentic, right, because it was not staged but actually lived daily. They were combating 
a nationalistic problem that seemed to take root after the revolutionary generation died 
out, and their children and so on only got hand-me-down knowledge of the Founding 
Fathers from glossy textbook pages.  
 
They were gonna stick us all up there so the rest of the country could keep on developing, 
full steam ahead, and let the exhaust pipes blow and blow on layers of asphalt and 
concrete. “Vacationland” was that one redeeming element. It was supposed to function 
like a mnemonic tool, a vehicle to recall origins. And so the idea was this—that no matter 
what, no matter how many times we paved the country over, sea to shining sea, we would 
never forget the roots that once dug deep.  
 
I don’t know if you’ve ever given much thought to this, but in America we’re kind of 
funny about memory. We’re self-conscious about not having much to remember, like it’s 
a reflection on our depth—time-depth—on the whole. But the sad part is, and this is 
really where there’s a paradox, because the sad part is that we are almost, on the whole, 
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always suffering from memory loss. We just can’t seem to remember important things. 
Ever. So we never get deep. We’re always pulling up saplings before they’ve really dug 
into the soil just yet.    
  
And so, no one knew it, because they kept it a secret for about a century, but they’d been 
matriculating people into this bit of land north of Greenville. Anyone who wasn’t too 
excited about recent developments—new game laws, grocery stores filled with industrial 
ag tomatoes and processed marshmallow Fluff, large stretches of highway, out-of-staters 
building ridiculous-looking homes next door—well, they’d been inviting them on the sly 
to move up north. Gave them a free tract of land in the backwoods, if they just signed this 
document to keep it a secret. And up there they could do as they always had and so there 
were all types in those woods, little old pioneers, Downeast painters, snow-shoeing 
champions, a couple black sheep from the Rockefeller family, and flannel-clad 
lumbermen. 
 
And then one day, there were cement trucks waiting at the border. Idling by “The Way 
Life Should Be” sign that used to welcome you into the state, the sign that was supposed 
to signal some sort of  transition, that you maybe wouldn’t have felt until you saw it, and 
then you looked at the pine trees by the side of the road a little bit differently. Like their 
roots dug deeper.  
 
Well, so the cement trucks were waiting and anyone who didn’t like it could move to the 
Tract. But, you see, for all this time the land was really public land—it had never been 
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privately owned by anyone (even though the homesteaders thought they’d basically 
earned the land at this point according to old laws that everyone understood except elite 
capitalists) and so the government could do what they wanted with it. And their plan was 
to make it into a park and so we all got new stage names—named after trees mostly (you 
can see the symbolic significance), and soon we were using our stage names so often that 
we forgot they were for the stage. And now most of us folks have these tree last names 
that sound kind of funny to mainstream urban Americans. But we continued our way of 
life for a time on the land and tourists came year after year, until I guess the novelty of it 
was lost and the park fell into disuse and was more of a drain economically and so it 
dispersed. But they never did get to developing up there, not yet at least. Those are wild 
woods. Resistant to that sort of thing. It’s in the sap, I tell you. Life that runs through 
there, in an ancient language, that translates roughly to saying, this ground wasn’t 
prepared for you.  
 
Soon, it was time for Fink and Ayer to be off—they’d just sort of become a pair at this 
point (disabled as they both were). They got directions from Stan and off they went down 
the trail. Ayer trying to keep a couple paces ahead of Fink’s smell, though having trouble 
balance-wise on the rocky footing with his arm in a sling. 
  
 Fink: “So, the hermit, how’d you hear about him in your neck of the world?” 

Ayer: “Well, my work is currently interested in eremitics, you know hermitology, 
the study of hermits as they manifest in the physical and imaginative topographies 
of human society; It’s an obscure subfield of already-obscure contemporary studies 
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in Ethno-Eccentrics. I found this particular subject while researching for my 
dissertation on ‘Ornamental Hermits: Employed Garden Pets of the 
Melancholically-Inclined English Nobility.’ If you’re at all interested, Joseph 
Campbell wrote a wonderful architectural analysis of their historical relationship to 
the common garden gnome a few years back.” 
Fink: “Gnomes you say? I’ll look into it.” 
Ayer: “I’d be curious to know if this Vacationland fellow is at all gnomic—in the 
dual sense of the term—self-evident and fundamental to the region, while also 
characteristically gnome-like.” 
Fink: “Yeah. Duality. Very apropos.” 
Ayer: “Yeah…” 

 
Fink had a habit of inserting French-sounding words (he didn’t know if they were 
French) into conversations that went over his head. He also liked the word, “maudlin.” 
 
 Ayer: “And you? What brings you to a hermit’s abode?” 

Fink: “Well, I have my ear close to the ground for all the most out-there authentic 
stuff. Land-diving with actual Vanuatu natives, curling up next to hibernating bears, 
and going on safaris, but treating them more as petting zoos. So this guy I’m after 
up here in the woods, I heard about through the grapevine, an underground little-
known network—well, on Reddit, but like the Reddit backwaters that few people 
know how to search for—a thread about ‘A real authentic wild man in the most 
authentic part of the country.’ No one had seen the guy up close or could get the 
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guy’s story. A real bigfoot case, you know. But since I’m basically the only person 
to have ever swum with the Loch Ness Monster or to have actually netted the giant 
squid, getting an interview with this guy will be no problem. My editor’s stoked.” 
Ayer: “That most certainly does sound promising.” 
Fink: “Plus, I feel a kind of pull toward this guy already. We’re so similar in many 
ways. I mean, I’m all about lawlessness and living by your wits and this hermit is 
out there in some of the wildest country north of Texas (the national “Pavement 
Project” is a real bummer for untamed guys like me), probably poaching bear and 
dodging the IRS.” 
Ayer: “I suppose he could be.” 
Fink: “I’m gonna be the guy to break the story, bring it to the people. Then guys 
like you can come in later and analyze the shit out of it—which is, well, important 
too.”   
Ayer: “Uh huh.” (mumbling from up ahead of Fink) “Sure, the only difference 
being your material hits the recycling bin the next morning.” 
Fink: “Hm?” 
Ayer: “I see the clearing up ahead.” 

 
The path opened out into rolling fields. Around where I used to live on Rumphius Lane. 
Blueberry farms and sheep grazing for miles and lupine-lined footpaths.In the distance 
you could see a lighthouse and the Rockefellers mansion up on a big hill.  
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But it was so quiet you could hear a pine needle drop. There was no one around because 
there was a barn raising that day, which is a whole community production that ends in a 
booze-centric feast. Used to be a real tourist attraction. The equivalent of a luau in a 
Polynesian resort. Spectators turned participant revelers. But this wasn’t at all visible 
from where they were standing, because it was downhill on the east side of the 
settlement, and the fiddling, which always accompanies a raising, was faint on the air. 
Easily mistaken for soft forest sounds. And so they were at a loss at what to do.  
 
Until one of those old Model-T’s drove by. The only car on the Tract actually. Belonged 
to the Rockefeller family. Fink waved the car down and jogged over to talk to its driver, 
asking for directions to a shower, or at the very least a bar of soap for sale. And the back 
window rolled down and a man with a wide, white-as-snow mustache curled up at the 
ends, and a bowler hat, spitting image of John D., the late oil tycoon himself, I heard, 
poked his head out, and took a look at the pair of them, sniffed at the air around Fink and 
pulled out a kerchief from his pocket, shielding his nose.  
 
 Rockefeller: “Do you boys need a hand with something?” 
 Fink: “A hot shower and a cold beer, if you have it.” 

Ayer: “I just require directions to the North Wood.” 
Rockefeller: “The Moose give you some trouble there?” 
Fink: “A bit. And a short run in with some nasty critters. Nothing serious.” 
Ayer: “Just directions, would be fine, thank you.” 
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Rockefeller: “Well, the pair of you look like you’re in pretty bad shape and I’m the 
stand-in proprietor around here. If you sit downwind in the bed, I can give you a lift 
up to the cottage. We’ll fix you up good as new.” 

 Ayer: “That’s very kind of you, sir. We’d be grateful for the assistance.” 
 Fink (in a British-affected accent): “Yes, thank ye kindly.” 
 
The Rockefellers’ place was a cottage, but only in the most modest sense of the term, 
meaning, it was actually just a massive, red-shingled estate, all turrets and gables, after a 
Tudor style. A gem, or blight on the landscape, depending on your point of view. There 
were painters all over up there, easels set up, humming about the “happy little [pine] 
trees,” on their canvases.  
 
Fink was directed to a bath, while Ayer prodded the old Rockefeller for some hermit-
related information. 
  

Rockefeller: “The hermit? Sure, I’ve heard of him. But I doubt he’s still around. 
I’ve been hearing about him since I was a young boy. And even then he was old.” 

 Ayer: “Did any of the stories mention where he lived?” 
 Rockefeller: “Not that I can remember. How’s your arm?” 
 Ayer: “Oh fine, thanks.” 

Rockefeller: “Good—Look, you two seem to be in pretty bad shape. I can give you 
a ride out of the park if you’d like. Doesn’t make much sense to stick around, 
miserable as you are.” 
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Ayer: “That’s kind of you, but I’d like to try to call on the hermit first.” 
Rockefeller: “Suit yourself. I just wouldn’t count on finding him or coming out 
alive for that matter.” 

 
Rockefeller gave Ayer a tour of the place and the gardens, which, Ayer remarked, had an 
aesthetically-pleasing structural shape and exceptionally tasteful floral contents.  
 

Fink: (fresh from the shower, calling from a balcony) “Hey Rocky, got any good 
wine around here? I’m itching for a midday drink.” 
 
When the Rockefeller had gone into the house to fetch a bottle Ayer says to Fink, 
“What are you doing?” 

 Fink: “Couple of drinks and they start singing. Old journalistic trick.” 
 Ayer: “Our host doesn’t seem to know much in the way of helping us.” 

Fink: “Trust me. He knows something. This is an insular community—secretive by 
nature. I have a lot of practice with this stuff.” 

 Ayer: “Then it’s waste of time and immoral.” 
 
Ayer, who declined to join the afternoon fiesta, was pointed toward the estate’s 
lighthouse (which, in all honesty, didn’t have much a function, being a hundred miles or 
so from any serious body of water), for the view it afforded.  
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When he’d climbed its dark wooden steps to the top, he saw the world much as it 
appeared on the map. The topography of a rustic amusement park. To the south, rolling 
hills and patches of wooded areas and The Moose’s antlers, rivers carving out space 
around lumbering operations, mills, a small colonial settlement, ship-builders who didn’t 
exactly have a place to put their handiwork, and a barn in-the-works missing two sides. 
To the North, the land barely seemed to be in use. There was a stretch of tundra, which to 
Ayer seemed seasonally impossible, but to any Tract resident is actually an eco-logical 
natural phenomenon (a topic we can discuss another time). Beyond that was a dense, 
uninviting, expanse of wildwood. What was once the North Wood. 
 
To Ayer’s eye, there was something odd about it. It’s difficult to describe. Somewhere in 
there was a point toward which everything moved. Like a gravitational center, a nucleus, 
that was not actually geographically centrally located, but a vortex pulling from the side. 
The trees were all inclined in one direction, as if being pulled to this single point, like the 
metallic filings in a Wooly Willy game drawn along by a massively powerful magnetic 
wand.  
 
And so Ayer, in all his educated wisdom, guessed that there was something going on over 
there, something possibly, and hopefully most likely, causally linked to Big Booted Bean. 
Using his compass, he sketched out a rough map for himself on the back of the now 
unprofessionally folded map, drawing as precisely as possible the relative distances 
between features in the landscape—hills, ponds, etc. 
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(Spatially, this wasn’t actually a huge area—maybe five miles laterally and three miles 
longitudinally. The Tract being in fact, fairly geographically small, but in some places, 
incredibly difficult to travel—especially because what looks simple from above, is 
actually much more complex and disorienting when you’re in the thick of it—a fact 
which people from away didn’t always quite grasp.) 
 
So, Ayer returned to the cottage back patio, where he’d left Fink and the old Rockefeller 
day drinking, all excited—in that intellectual sort of way common to academics, as if just 
having taken an espresso shot to the brain, noticeably shaking from the jolt to the nodes, 
eager for kinetic release on an unsuspecting lay person—to share his find.  
 
To his great irritation, Ayer found Fink and the Rockefeller in a wine-induced stupor, 
napping on the expensive lawn furniture.  
 
And so, in his posh-heavy accent, Fink said, fuck it. And struck out on his own.  
 
At the time, this seemed like a good idea. He’d brought with him a pack with a full water 
bottle, plenty of notebook paper, a compass, a Cliff bar, and a swiss army knife he’d 
never so much as opened. He was well-equipped, he felt, except in the footwear 
department, as he soon realized when he came to the stretch of tundra. Ayer’s feet were 
wet and cold with snow that packed into his wingtips with each step. He’d have given 
anything for a pair of snowshoes.  
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When he reached the tree line, where the snow seemed to be thinning, he thought he was 
past the worst of it. Until a cross country skier came around the corner of the trails and 
clipped him on his bad arm, knocking him flat on his ass, now as soaked as his feet, and 
didn’t even look back. Seconds later another one popped out of the trail, intent on the 
back of the person in front of them, and then another just as intensely focused. Upon 
recognizing the competitive spirit in their speed and indifference to him, Ayer moved out 
of the way, waiting for the pack of aggressive skiers to clear.  
 
Again, he thought he’d seen the worst of it. But Ayer, by birth an urbanite Londoner, 
didn’trecognize the bear prints—small and big ones running parallel to each other—that 
crisscrossed the trails every fifty yards or so. He was in bear country, he was soon to find 
out.   
 
The bear seemed to come out of nowhere, and they’re surprisingly quick in the woods. It 
charged poor Ayer, because, I’d assume, he’d crossed the baby at some point and the 
mother got pissed. It was a black bear and those fellas aren’t that big, but that doesn’t 
mean it’s not terrifying to have a mammal with a large set of claws and teeth after you. 
 
Ayer managed somehow, considering his body weight, impractical footwear, and 
infirmed arm, to climb up a tree, away from the bear, who was growling and clawing at 
the trunk, while the baby just sort of yelped in support behind it. And it wasn’t looking 
too good because the bear didn’t look like it was gonna back down anytime soon. Ayer 
tried to shoo it away by kicking out at the bear sort of pathetically with his foot, but the 
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bear caught him on his toes with its paws and teeth and started wrestling with it. And so 
Ayer had to slip his foot out before the bear dragged him out of that tree completely, or 
worse, made off with his toes in its teeth.  
 
Losing that wingtip shoe was the absolute last straw for Ayer. The pudgy-cheeked 
chickadee sitting up on his tree branch was full on mourning (sobbing) over his now-
bare, still soaking wet, sock-covered foot. And the bear was gnawing on the shoe like a 
dog on a bone and all hope really did seem lost in those wild American woods.  
 
But then Ayer heard shotgun fires from somewhere down the trail. And somehow, god 
knows how,  it was Fink coming out of the woods, smoking a fat rolled cigar, shooting 
blindly, basically at random, down Ayer’s way, which in retrospect was probably more 
dangerous for Ayer than the bear. But it looked cool—like if you put Hunter Thompson 
in an Indiana Jones action scene. Fink’s hollering at the bear, and puffing on the cigar 
hanging off the corner of his mouth, firing shots like a drunk cowboy. And the bear 
finally ran off with its tail between its legs, whimpering a little, and got the heck out of 
there with its cub in tow. 
 
 Fink: “So you ditch me while I’m taking a cat nap?” 

Ayer (out of breath): “Cheers, Fink. Seriously thought I was in deep shit for a 
minute there.”  

 Fink: “Better be fucking grateful. I just saved your scholar ass from certain death.” 
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It turns out, Fink had woken up at the Rockefellers about an hour after Ayer left, nicked 
an antique gun off the wall of a rec room and a smoke from a cigar box in the cottage 
while the Rockefeller was still snoozing in a supine position, and had followed Ayer’s 
wingtip tracks all the way into the woods. (The Rockefellers, by the way, never did get 
that gun back, which apparently was John D.’s from way back when and, word is, the 
loss didn’t help much with their already-estranged familial status).  
 
The tricky thing about hermits, as Ayer and Fink found out, is that they cover up their 
footsteps—there are no actual prints to follow—and so even a comprehensive map of the 
area is somewhat useless. Ayer had the right idea concerning a roughly northward 
direction, but they really only had trappers’ footpaths to travel—and the trappers 
themselves were of no help, because although they were witnesses to Fink and Ayer 
bumbling about in the woods, they were a bit queer in the head from all the weeks out 
there on their own, so they mostly just scurried around, unnoticed, quick and quiet as 
rabbits, when people came through (which was rare and partially why they were so 
spooked when it happened).  
 
And then at a certain point the map became useless. When Ayer and Fink thought they 
were getting closer to the nucleus, it seemed to move on them. They could feel, or 
perhaps it was paranoia, the trees shifting, rearranging, deliberately disorienting.  
 
 And Fink, who’s now incredibly frustrated and jumpy says, “Hand the map over.” 
 And Ayer says, “I’m following it the best that I can.” 
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 Fink: “Just let me have a look.” 
 
Ayer, who was walking in front of Fink on the narrow trail, sighed heavily and passed the 
map  over his should with a lazy flick of the wrist.  
 
But he didn’t know what was happening back there until he caught a whiff of something 
burning and a fleck of ash landed on his nose. Ayer turned around to find the map, that 
absurdly large map, was now about the size of a tissue between Fink’s fingers. And Fink 
was watching it burn  with a strange look of fascination and thrill, which most people 
have if they focus on a flame for any length of time.  
 

Ayer: “What the fuck are you doing?” (Ayer when he’s angry, by the way, at times 
forgets he possesses an impressive catalogue of language, and sometimes slips in 
and out of a coarser cockney dialect).  
Fink: “We have to be lost, completely lost. I didn’t want to, but we don’t have a 
choice.” 

 Ayer: “What kind of logic is that? How the fuck are we supposed to get out of here 
now?” 
 Fink: “Makes perfect sense.” 
 Ayer: “Why don’t you fucking explain it to me, then.” 

Fink: “Old Rocky told me—at least just the stories he’s heard. All the local stuff 
they keep to themselves out of some sense of civil protest. Anyway, they don’t 
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know this for sure, but since no one’s every found a body or bone remains in the 
woods, they don’t think anyone’s actually died out here.” 

 Ayer: “Then what happens to them?” 
Fink: “Sometimes it takes hours. Sometimes it takes days, depending on how far 
from the source they are. But people think they somehow find their way to the 
hermit’s home and he brings them back safe to civilization. It’s never been proven, 
because lost hikers are never seen again, but they think it has to do with animal 
magnetism, mesmerism—a kind of natural hypnosis.” 
Ayer: “That’s ridiculous. Mesmerism is a pseudoscience. All the medical literature 
says so.” (Again, not that kind of doctor.) 
Fink: “But from how Rocky explained it, there’s something there. It’s like Bean is 
tapped into the current of all living things here. Think about it. He probably 
approached the frontier—a place with no map—and walked in basically blind. He 
felt his way into the wild and then found a home, a resting place in a land that 
should otherwise reject him. How else could he do it on ground that’s not prepared 
for us[that’s a local saying]? He has to in some sense be a part of the landscape—
no-place, no-man, his identity dispersed throughout the wood, indistinguishable 
from it. That’s why he’s invisible. He’s not somewhere. He’s everywhere.” 
 

This was all very difficult for Ayer, a man accustomed to the careful sculpture of an 
English garden, and the tidy economical exchange that kept ornamental English hermits 
living in a hut and growing out their beards in those sculpted gardens (i.e. hermits with a 
definite spatial place and function), to understand.  
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Fink: “It shouldn’t be long now. We’re close to the source.” 
 
The hermit’s home was nothing like they imagined it. Big Booted Bean lived in a giant 
brown leather Bean boot, with all manner of animals—fox, otter, birds—nested in the 
leather tongue and along its shoelaces. The boot was lined with bear skin and easily the 
size of a small cabin. There was a handcrafted wooden ladder resting on its side, which 
one could only guess, the hermit used to climb in and out of his abode. And around the 
perimeter of the dwelling was a ring of beaver dams, chest-high, barricading the 
enclosure, and beavers were busy at work maintaining it for their master.   
 
Climbing the thick, brushwood dams uneasily, and disturbing a number of furry 
mammals in the process, Fink and Ayer approached the boot with some apprehension. 
Fink shyly struck its soft leather. 
 
And they heard a strange sort of knocking about inside and within seconds the hermit, 
Big Booted Bean himself, emerged with a rifle at his shoulder, fur-clad, white locks 
billowing across a set of eyes, peering suspiciously down on their stiff forms.   
 
 Bean: “Lost are yuh?” 
 Fink (clearing his throat): “Hello Mr. Bean, how are you this fine day?  
 Ayer: “Good afternoon, sir.”  
 Bean: “What in god’s name…?” 
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Fink: “I’m Arnold Fink and my companion here is Bernard Ayer. We came to ask 
you a few questions.” 
Ayer: “We have a polite interest in your story Mr. Bean. We’d be grateful for just a 
few moments of your time.” 

 Bean: “My story? What in the heck do yuh want my story for?” 
 Ayer: “Simple scholarship. Pure scientific interest.” 

Fink: “What my friend here means, because we’re not here to treat you like a lab 
animal of course, is that we thought you might have something important to share, 
you know, with curious folks back home.” 

 Bean: “To share? I don’t share.”  
Aye: “Well, perhaps then, just a quick word on something you might have learned 
in your time out here?” 

 
Bean obviously looked none too pleased.  
 

Bean: “You’re a queer pair, the two of yuh. And I don’t like you here one bit. What 
a dirty trick you sorry folks pulled to get here. I have nothin’ to tell yuh.” 
Ayer: “Please sir, we’re not here to intrude.” 
Bean: “Not here to intrude? HA. I’ve heard it all. I s’pose you want to know why I 
left your world? Or maybe the secret, the key to the wild? Have me take a stab at 
the Meaning of Life?” 
 

Ayer and Fink were nodding vigorously. 
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 Bean: “My secret is this: Quit the tobacco, get some exercise and make the most of 
it.” 
 
And without another word, Bean slipped back down into the leathery depths of his boot-
home.  
 
And then a great shudder went through the land, like an earthquake. The ground rocked, 
the trees shook, and the animals ran for cover. The forest unwound and crawled away, 
and then, in an instant, the hermit and his boot were gone. All that was left was a 
footprint—a massive basin-of-a boot print. And then that was gone too. Followed by 
darkness, a deep, hollow-feeling lack, like in the emptied pupils of a dead thing. And 
when it lifted, Fink and Ayer found themselves standing on the gravel road by the 
Dysart’s truck stop, an empty bottle of Moxie rolling around at their feet (one missing its 
shoe), doing donuts in the wind.  
 
 
Interviewer: And that was it? 
H.C.: Well, that’s how I heard it anyway.  
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I wasn’t asked to leave, but I knew when it was time. Though I’d tried to 
fill the air back up, the silence was final—as heavy a quiet as I’ve ever 
known. I’d intruded on the hermit’s isolation for too long. It was time to 
turn back.  
It’s a weird feeling now that I’m here on the other side of the woods 
where the ground is all paved.  It’s not that I found enlightenment or 
anything. It wasn’t that kind of journey. It’s more that the surface under 
my feet feels too smooth now, too passive. I don’t trust it like I did 
before.   
There’s a good chance this feeling will go away soon. I can already feel 
the memories fading. The forest, too, has probably already forgotten me, 
reclaimed itself, tucked back away all of its secrets. But there’s no 
denying I was once there—interacting with a legendary mind. And I 
suspect, even if it gets buried deep in the recesses of my mind—a distant 
memory of a forgotten dream—the imprint it left behind, the beginnings 
of a new trail, will remain.   
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