
My father was not the exemplary Mormon lad. He was socially awk-
ward in late adolescence, and he tried coping with the treacheries of 
the occasional weekend dance by indulging in a drink or two. Pretty 
typical stuff unless your pulpit taught you that imbibing gin is a total 
betrayal of who you are. He shifted his behavior just a bit late for Mor-
mon tastes, but that shift was deep and permanent. A stalwart for the 
remainder of his days. The threshold was crossed as he served as 
a missionary in Vermont. Most missionaries served beginning at 19, 
but Dad was 25. I don’t know if he kept his relationships active and 
present because he was a little older when he formed them, or be-
cause the folks who converted as the result of his missionary efforts 
represented an impossible return for him. This was made manifest in 
my life mostly by virtue of an ongoing subscription to Vermont Life, a 
magazine gifted by one of his adoring convert couples. My memories 
of the magazine consist of two things, lush photographs of impossibly 
deep forests when the leaves were turning, and a joke about asking a 
local Vermonter for directions. 

“You can’t get there from here.”

I grew up way out in the desert in Southern Nevada. My father was 
a herpetologist. We moved to Indian Springs because he had spent 
time there completing his graduate research. The town was nearest 
to the government nuclear testing facility. His research focused on the 
impact of radiation on wildlife, indicated by gathering data on western 
fence lizards exposed after above ground blasts. He became the sci-
ence teacher at the local school. My brothers and I spent untold hours 
walking through expanses of desert with our dad guiding us through 
observation.

Part of our desert education was taxonomy. Didn’t realize it at the 
time, but the larger part of plant and animal identification is pattern 
recognition. I don’t remember a time when my father wasn’t gather-
ing us together to peer at a tiny thing: a scrap of woody scrub, the 
arrangements of scales around the cloaca of a small lizard, or the 
markings in the fur of a wriggling ground squirrel. Each bit came along 
with terms and systems. The scale patterns are used to determine 
gender of the lizard. Variation of stripe patterns differentiate between 
two closely related species of rodent. The color of bark helped us see 
whether a shrub was alive or dead (a question that rarely occurred to 
most of our friends). 

Many of our neighbors were stationed in Indian Springs via the Air 
Force. Lizards and snakes were not ordinary things to them as they 
were temporary foreigners. The base assignment was mildly resent-
ed. Remote location, low status. Powerful folks were stationed at 
Nellis, sixty miles away. There was a huge empty expanse of des-
ert between Indian Springs and Nellis, and those on our side were 



pretty much relegated to grunt work. The operation in the desert was 
training fighter pilots to drop bombs on targets. Pilots mostly flew from 
Nellis toward us. Airmen on our side mostly focused on refueling in 
mock-combat circumstances and building wooden dummy objects like 
fake tanks as staged targets. When life is focused on bombing the 
*#^@% out of a landscape, sensitivity to the life residing there is too 
much to expect. The military folks found the desert harsh, dreary and 
grey.

Nearly everyone I grew up around felt swallowed up by ugly. The 
town was a series of ragtag trailer parks, the polar opposite of quaint. 
There were three bars as amusement and not even a place to get a 
burger until I was a junior in high school. Las Vegas was an hour’s 
drive. The grey was pretty much what you could see from the win-
dow of your car. And some slightly more saturated brown mountains 
behind the expanse of desert flats. My family lived surrounded by 
profound beauty because we always left the car far behind. When 
walking, we were constantly being shown things. We were in the 
desert, and more often than not, far enough into the desert that we 
were away from litter, powerlines, and paved roads. But things didn’t 
really present themselves as beautiful without the prompt to look 
more closely. To pay attention. Without knowing it I started to see 
small pieces of information that fit into something much more compli-
cated. The desert floor was fine dust, beige colored clay, with stones 
pressed in, covering most of the surface. One sign of animal life was 
a bit of the dusty clay exposed, something that disturbed the desert 
pavement. Really makes that reference to the earth’s crust absolutely 
clear and literal. I learned to pick out the thousands of variations of 
colors in the stones and pebbles. Some stones had brilliant flashes 
of color, but the brilliance was tiny and obscured by all that beige 
dust.  A WHOLE LOT of limestone. There were stones that were more 
specifically identified. Flint. Obsidian. Again with pattern recognition: 
stripes mostly indicate sedimentary stones. Every once in awhile 
something more particular. Rose quartz. A geode. Turquoise. Petrified 
wood. 

Plants had many things in common with stones. The leaves are 
small, as are the majority of the plants. Much of the green is not 
terribly saturated. But many have a sparkly, opalescent sheen. There 
were plants that had bright green stems that had a bubble of air just 
beneath the spindly branches, eriogonum inflatum, that we called 
poppers. If you squeezed that air pocket at the height of its young life, 
at its brightest green, you’d get a satisfying pop that rivaled the best 
bubble wrap experience. As the popper matured it turned a distinctive 
desert red, but its burst is traded for a disappointing crumble.

We would walk the same trails at different times because we were 
tracking critters that were active during different parts of the day. We 



built vocabularies of light conditions. We would walk at dusk for some, 
and for others, the time when the desert floor is lit but still before the 
dawn. I learned to see things in every sort of lighting condition.

By the time I was introduced to the Impressionist construct of pointil-
lism, it was confirmation rather than novelty. I lived in a wondrous field 
of color while my military compatriots were certain that all there was 
to see was grey and beige desolation.

We often travelled to other deserts. Southern Utah has campgrounds 
near spectacular sandstone formations and bright red sand as the 
desert floor. There were times when the light was just so. Sunny days 
were the norm, but there were still considerable shifts in light due to 
cloud cover. In the heat of midday walking across that red, sometimes 
I would get caught up in a sensation. The saturation of an impossi-
bly vibrant sky. Electric. Hurt a little to look at. I had this very strong 
sense that I was IN that sky. The blue was inside of me and exhaled 
with every breath. I have seen photographs and paintings but they 
never even come close to replicating the depth and intensity of those 
visuals. Funny that it never happened on the mountain tops, but down 
in the flats. Funny that we could never plan to visit on the perfect day. 
The landscape would always carry a majestic drama. There were 
always colors that were pleasing, beautiful. But sometimes, the blue 
became viscous with assertiveness. That contrasting red no doubt 
played its role, but the place was only one part of the conditions and 
the rest pretty much had to be chanced upon. In art school the closest 
I got was Albers.

When I left home to go to college I was in Provo, Utah. Many would 
still categorize it as a different sort of desert. But there were seasons. 
Enough deciduous trees that changing leaves registered as seasonal 
drama. Pretty. 

One day I was walking up to campus. It was late morning. It had 
rained, but the clouds were nowhere. There was a block of trees that 
had been around long enough to create a tight sort of canopy. All 
the trees were the same height, same variety. Yellow. Still wet. And 
it happened again but an entirely different spectrum. The yellow light 
became physical. Part of me. Impossibly brighter than the direct sun. 
Hot and cooling at the same time. Color magic. Conjured a memory of 
that magazine. The place I couldn’t get to from where I was. I lived in 
Provo for ten years. I walked that block under those trees many times 
a week, but only experienced that light, that intensity, that ocean, 
three times.

I have never seen Vermont as the leaves turn. But I did move to the 
rolling hills of Bloomington, Indiana. I can’t imagine that Vermont has 
anything on those hills. Oceans of horizons. Totally different kind of 



becoming engulfed. Not a singular intensity but so many pieces of the 
rainbow turned up to the highest volume. Pools and patches of satu-
ration huddling in ways that create vibrations. The other experiences 
had been a kind of stillness. My gaze didn’t bounce because the light 
and color was so entirely unified. In those hills my eyes go dancing.

I have lived in Chicago for more than twenty years. Classes about 
line, surface, volume, and description led to a life deeply ensconced 
in art. Color has been relegated to the territory of painters. 

I sometimes find myself longing for a different quality of light. I spend 
my life indoors. Of course that is a terrible exaggeration, but the vast 
majority of my time outside is simply getting myself from here to there. 
It is a rare thing for me to simply wander with the intent of looking at 
whatever I encounter. That is also a fib of exaggeration. It is more to 
the point that the places I go to do the looking are inside. The things I 
don’t expect are put there by someone. When it goes right they were 
put there with awareness and a knowing intention. The colors were 
likely mixed by someone’s hand. The mixes were studied; the colors 
trained. It isn’t that the colors I see in art aren’t varied or that they fail 
to please or surprise. It is that they are all too easily abandoned.

I think about going to the desert where I was raised. I could hike. I 
could go camping. It isn’t odd or threatening or even disappointing 
that I have forgotten the Latin names of nearly all the plants and 
animals that I once knew. That taxonomy is no longer the language 
of my life. Places come with people. People and their stories. History. 
My people are not there anymore. Never will be again. My brothers 
live in Ohio and Seattle. My sister and mother now live in Colorado. 
The father who spent so much time teaching me to slow down, to look 
until I could see, died a few years ago. The trailer is not there any-
more. I am foreign to the town. More than that, there is too much dif-
ference between learning to deeply observe the environment of one’s 
own life and setting up a visit with the hopes of rekindling a spark. It 
may still be beautiful. I may even see the thing whose memory I cher-
ish. But truly, I can’t return. 

You can’t get there from here.

                                                           ~ Paul M. Hopkin, March 2017


