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Crossing the Threshold

Wilderness as Waypoint

High in the Colorado Rockies, several days’ ride from the nearest town, I came across a signpost in the woods. On this lonely track, far from anywhere, it stood, still and strange as some Narnian lamp post. WELCOME, it declared, TO THE HOLY CROSS WILDERNESS.

Beyond the sign came more of the same: endless stands of spruce shivering in the breeze, the rocky bones of the land showing through its skin. The dung of an unidentified mammal lay scattered at its base. Overhead, clouds scudded across the sky. One passed over the sun, momentarily casting us in a midday darkness. Behind us, a thunderstorm swept down the valley like a veil, moving fast. It would be on us soon.

We halted. Dismounted. The horses shifted their weight and swivelled their ears, uneasy. The base of the sign held an unmarked wooden drawer. I opened it, with some trepidation. Inside was a creased and weathered register, inviting us to ‘sign in’.

It was a surreal experience, my first brush with the bureaucracy of wilderness. In the United States, what looks like wild land is overlaid with a patchwork of different access rights and ownerships. That a ‘Holy Cross Wilderness’ existed on a map, I knew, but I had not anticipated such a status to be so boldly and unambiguously announced. To my eyes the sign’s presence served to negate the phenomenon it had been built to protect; in one glance, my sense of freedom and self-sufficiency − which had been building in me all through the previous days, as we fled ever further from street lights and tarred roads − slipped away. To have scaled and climbed and overcome obstacles only to meet with what was, essentially, a street sign called into question − in my mind, at least − the entire pursuit.

One might understand the function of such a sign (past this point, no motors or engines of any kind, no chainsaws, no dirt bikes) and welcome it, while still grieving its existence. The very attempt to define wilderness, itemise it, delineate it on a map, seemed to make it slip from my grasp.

Though I did not realise it at the time, I had stumbled upon the central paradox at the heart of the wilderness preservation movement: the problem of translating a subjective response to landscape into real terms. Our instinct to protect the world’s wildernesses from incursion or degradation, such a worthy and obvious goal, has transpired − as so many apparently self-evident truths do − to be a complex endeavour in which priorities conflict, definitions wriggle from our grip and well-intentioned actions have unintended consequences.

*   *   *

I went into the wilderness then, and at other times, because I wanted to live my life more intensely. I have found that in trading day-to-day concerns for more fundamental questions of safety, survival, navigation and supplies I could tap into a rawer, more authentic, more capable, part of myself. In cutting down my routine to its most simplistic, and my belongings to their most minimal − two nested pots, a roll mat, tent, sleeping bag, map − I have luxuriated in the basic elements of life and my capacity to use them. In setting my own fire, chopping my own wood, making my home on the mountainside or in the forest, learning to keep myself warm and dry in all weathers – sometimes extreme – I have found a calmness and a clarity often missing from the rest of my life. In scaling high ridges or narrow precipices, in sharing a habitat with wild and sometimes dangerous animals, I have found a new flavour of fear and how to live with it. By seeking out situations in which there is no easy escape route, I have learned, sometimes with difficulty, how to cope without one.

This, to me, has been the call of the wild. At least, these are the attractions and joys of the wilderness that are most easily put into words, or retold with aplomb in the pub. But there has been another force at play, too, one based in feeling rather than action, that can be seen only out of the corner of my eye: this sense of communing with all that is not human, a thinning of the skin. This quasi-spiritual sensation is, in my view, at the core of the wilderness experience, and is what draws me to a place that can do me harm, again and again.

And it seems that in this I am not alone. Wilderness is a powerful, ancient concept, which lies at the intersection of landscape, philosophy and ecology. It is a place where the human is brought into confrontation with all that is non-human, and is challenged and changed as a result. For thousands of years people have sought out regions of uncontrolled, unknown or uncharted nature in search of religious epiphany, self-actualisation and an escape from what was to them modern life. Wilderness has been the scene of exploration, both physical and psychological, as well as a site of first contacts, privations, moral catastrophes and heroics.

But what is wilderness, really? Wilderness is a negative definition, an absence, a lack of human disturbance. Failing a rotting civic signpost, there is no obvious visual marker that announces one’s arrival in a wilderness, and thus the search never truly ends. It could be desert, rainforest, steppe, tundra, even ocean. Any exacting definition is debatable, every attempt to draw these regions on the map contested. We are at once informed by scientists that wilderness accounts for 23 per cent of the planet’s surface, and that the very idea of wilderness as we conceive it is a fantasy: that no such ‘pristine’ ecosystem exists, or perhaps ever has.

Despite these contradictions, great efforts have been made in the wake of the Industrial Revolution to preserve such landscapes as might qualify as ‘wilderness’ − to save them from destruction, degradation and the urban and suburban sprawl that has already consumed so much of the Earth’s landmass. These labours have secured the future of some of the planet’s most remarkable landscapes, from the boiling technicolour cauldrons of Yellowstone to the rainforested volcanoes of the Virunga, from the razor-tipped ridgeline of the Torres del Paine to the vast open plains of the Serengeti.

These sites, and hundreds more like them, have come under strict environmental protections over recent decades, and are guarded jealously. As well they might be. For these are the glories of creation, the planet’s crown jewels. But, like crown jewels, their ownership is often disputed and their provenance bloodstained. The process of fencing off these locations as wildernesses to be admired, studied and otherwise undisturbed has been a fraught one.

In The Savage Landscape I take the reader on a series of journeys to some of the world’s wildest and most invigorating landscapes. These locations have been selected for their physical beauty, their perceived isolation and the moral or emotional complexity of the human stories that might be found there. To me, each one has come to embody a distinct juncture or aspect in the evolution of the idea of wilderness, and we will step roughly chronologically through its changing conception, starting with its ancient roots as a symbol of penance, exile and spiritual renewal, and moving to its medieval associations with the supernatural and marvellous phenomena. Over time it came to be appreciated that fear of such places created an exhilarating or awesome aspect, informing philosophical discourse on the sublime.

Wilderness preservation was not originally a question of nature conservation − or not primarily − but of aesthetics and, to an increasing extent, recreation. The first national park was envisaged to function as a kind of museum of natural art: a gallery of curios formed from rock and tumbling water. But during the twentieth century, an era of unprecedented environmental anxiety, wilderness would be reinterpreted again, this time as a natural resource in danger of being exhausted – a storehouse of biodiversity and keeper of a potent psychological power – and therefore in need of defending at any cost.

In this way, we have, by a meandering logic, come to flip that earlier conceptualisation of wilderness as the fearful, unboundaried space surrounding the Garden of Eden, a malevolent force to be conquered; today it is the wilderness we wall off, securing it against the encroachment of the garden.

To build such walls we must first know where the wilderness stops and starts. This is where the serious problems began. What started life as a subjective, shifting quality had to become an objective, fixed quantity. The United States took the lead in this process, expanding on the notion of the ‘national park’ – that is, an area of outstanding natural beauty set aside for the pleasure of the public – to create a new category of land: the ‘wilderness area’, embodying certain key wilderness qualities, such as roadlessness and absence of permanent structures.

Famously, the US Wilderness Act of 1964 codified wilderness as a region ‘untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain’, a compelling idea, lyrically expressed, but a beautiful mirage. It was certainly news to the dozens of indigenous groups who had called these landscapes home for thousands of years − the Miwok of Yosemite, for example − but displaced during the era of westward expansion. Still, this stirring notion has proved extremely influential. Even as the United States has been reckoning with its colonial past, the American legal concept of wilderness, with its emphasis on the unpeopled landscape, has continued to diffuse through the global conservation movement to damaging effect.

In the process of bringing newly demarcated ‘wildernesses’ under protection, millions of people have been ejected from their homelands in the name of nature: so-called ‘conservation refugees’. In Uganda, for example, the Batwa forest people − whom we will meet in chapter 7 − find themselves destitute following their removal from the Bwindi Impenetrable Forest on the pretext of protecting their neighbours, mountain gorillas.

Post-colonial critics now argue that the very idea of land ‘untrammeled by man’ is based on centuries of racist and white supremacist thinking: that there is no wilderness, and never has been − there is only land occupied by misunderstood or disregarded peoples; land that creates an impression of untouched nature, the perception of wilderness. Almost every region of the planet has been managed, modified, inhabited in some way, though it may not appear so at first sight. Once you dig into it, however, one man’s wilderness has almost invariably turned out to be another man’s garden.

In my previous book, Islands of Abandonment, I wrote about the remarkable abundance of what I termed ‘post-human’ landscapes: those places that had been used and discarded, left for dead. It set me thinking about the complexity of the human–non-human relationship, and how erroneous attempts to ‘fix’ damaged environments could cause more harm than good. Self-willed ecosystems could become established and thrive in unruly, untended sites far from the picturesque ideal.

But I worried that in my embrace of the post-human − specifically, a lack of human interference − I was laying the mental groundwork for a more problematic line of argument, namely that the removal of people might therefore be seen as a net positive. This seductive mode of misanthropic thinking has oozed through the environmental movement for decades, and never more explicitly than in the wilderness preservation movement, where the uninhabited landscape has come to be prized above all else.

It is seductive because, as with other insidious theories, it contains an element of truth. Do wolves and bears and eagles and lions thrive where human populations are thin? Undoubtedly, yes. Do forests grow when fields are left unmown? Of course. Do vast empty places stir us to the soul, do they send a shiver down the spine, do they make us feel wild and free in a way that the agricultural or suburban landscape does not? Certainly. That’s what this book is about: how we idealise these landscapes, search them out, set them apart.

But our attempts to maintain the ‘purity’ of certain landscapes has led us, as a species, to commit harsh and brutal acts against our fellow humans. The first legally protected ‘wildernesses’ were hunting enclosures, set aside as playgrounds for the rich and powerful. Some former royal preserves of this kind are now considered among the world’s longest- and best-preserved wild places, forcing us to reckon with how wilderness preservation has been tinged with elitism and exclusion from the start. Ultimately, the forced and often violent removal of native peoples from nature preserves represents a poisonous legacy of the environmental movement – a practice, it may surprise you to learn, that continues to this day. And all in pursuit of some illusory ideal.

The current global model of conservation − heavily influenced by American ideas and made possible by European empire − is now considered by many to be a colonial hangover that, on examination, reveals a great deal of discomfiting assumptions about who and what these landscapes are being saved for, who has the right to access and utilise them and who gets to decide how they might be used or managed.

So what does this mean for us and our efforts to save the planet? Must the interests of nature always conflict with those of humans? Should we, or should we not, fence off regions of natural abundance and rugged beauty from humans to save them from harm at our own hands?

This debate represents a fight for the soul of the global conservation movement, because to critique the concept of wilderness is to raise an existential question: if we no longer believe in ‘untouched’ nature, what exactly is it that we are hoping to save? Would rejecting the concept of ‘wilderness’ leave what few extensive roadless tracts that remain in the world vulnerable to the pillaging forces of industrial exploitation? These are all questions I seek answers for over the course of The Savage Landscape, a book that wrangles with the increasingly desperate need for environmental action and the competing demands of social justice – fields that may appear complementary, but which have come into direct conflict throughout the history of conservation. 

In my search for wilderness we meet ascetics in search of theophany in Old Testament deserts; lonely shepherds fighting off wolves in the remnant forests of eastern Europe; indigenous tribesmen paddling down Amazon tributaries; wise lamas meditating under lofty Himalayan peaks. There will be adventurers risking their bodies and their minds in the name of the sublime; bush pilots and ships’ captains viewing remote locations from unusual perspectives; explorers, scientists, artists, poets and priests, each bringing their own special insight into what it means to go ‘into the wild’. For when we talk about wilderness we are really talking about our tortured relationship with the natural world as a whole: our antagonism to it, fear of it, and – yes – our love for it too.

When we look at nature, we view it through a filter of our own experience. Often, also, we interpret it as a commentary on our own behaviour. Wild nature was historically perceived, Umberto Eco has written, as ‘a kind of alphabet through which God spoke to men’, and even today we find it difficult to comprehend the ego-crushing indifference of other creatures to our human dramas. Perhaps perversely, this is part of what draws us into the wilderness: its independence, its inattention, its incomprehension − and, in contrast, an occasional sense of breakthrough, of epiphanic ‘contact’ with the Other.

We yearn for wilderness for all the ways in which it does not yearn for us. We fantasise about controlling it, taming it, mastering it, holding it. Yet, should we ever succeed, we find it no longer to be wilderness but some other place, a place that we have sullied or constrained. This is the impossible draw of the wilderness: even to enter it is to denature it in some way. And thus we fixate on this unattainable beauty, paint it, map it, celebrate it, fight for it − or the idea of it. For it to remain a true wilderness, a pure wilderness, unsullied by chainsaws or territorial claims, it must remain always slightly out of reach.

In my search for modern-day wilderness I came to see it as a place, a dream, a paradox. Wilderness is an enchanting delusion, a bewildering confrontation with the non-human, and ultimately a beautiful ideal whose mystical, transcendent qualities retain the power to inspire us to save our planet. For, as I will ultimately come to argue, the future of nature conservation may yet depend upon its most ineffable qualities: our reverence for and instinctive interpretations of the wilderness landscape. The Savage Landscape asks: if wilderness does not exist, then how does it have such a hold over us?





1

Forty Days and Nights

Wilderness as Site of Spiritual Revelation

We slept on rugs in a hut not far below the peak, a stone-built shack belonging to a Bedouin man named Jamal. It was very cold. When we awoke, our breath hung in the air lit by a single, flickering flame.

The heat of the previous day had slipped away, dispersing in the dry desert air. The night was still and so clear that the moon and the stars cast light enough to see our shadows in the dust. A rime of frost glittered on the faces of the rocks as we climbed. All around, the shapes of the peaks stood in silhouette: humpbacked figures looming darkly before a different quality of darkness, black felt against black silk. The dry flat plains rippled away to the north: a desert wilderness, through which the Israelites are said to have wandered for forty years, a lawless region where, even now, smugglers and militants move undetected.

Far below, an eddy of wavering torchlight signalled the first of the pilgrims picking their way up the path. I waited for them with the cold stone at my back as the subtle, shifting palette of the sky – Indian ink, indigo, midnight blue – suggested the approaching dawn.

Slowly the hikers straggled in, headtorches bobbing. Some looked stolid and prepared in down jackets. Others ill-equipped, in socks and sandals, a collage of borrowed clothing. They arrived in silent procession, careful not to dazzle one another with their beams.

Soon the summit grew crowded. I clambered hand over hand until I found myself on a high ledge overlooking a steep drop. No one was speaking, simply waiting for the light. Or something else, something more: something like visitation. But there was none, or not yet. Only the moon as it ripened, and the sweet raw flesh of the sky.

The revelations had preceded us long ago. On our way to the summit, we had passed through a basin hollowed from the red-rock splendour of the mountainside where the Prophet Elijah is held to have fled in despair, and where God is said to have displayed his might in earth-shattering quakes. And it is here, at the peak, where the Bible and the Torah and the Qur’an maintain that the Lord came down in a fanfare of fumes and flames and made his commandments.

A broad band of orange light spread silently along the horizon and expanded steadily upwards. Soon the firmament was ablaze, the whole sky raked with hot coals. The massif lit up in crimson and copper and violet and gold, the muscled shoulders of the peaks seeming to ripple with the effort as the rays of a rising sun played over their backs.

This was the place of fire, of trumpets, pillars of smoke, of voices rattling from the deep. This was the place of visions, of fire leaping from the earth, where darkness turned to light, and where the exiles lost their faith and found it again. Or so they say.

If ever were a god to speak, it makes sense that it would be here. Or somewhere like it.

*   *   *

Long before wilderness became associated with environmental conservation, it was a site of spiritual significance: what the cultural scholar Laura Feldt has called ‘one of the most abiding creations in the history of religions’.

This very place, Mount Sinai, is one of the most widely known examples, appearing and reappearing many times in the holy texts of the Abrahamic religions. But it is far from the only wilderness of the scriptures. It was to the Wilderness of Paran that Ishmael was banished, and near there, alone in a cave, his descendant Muhammad received his first revelations; the future king David spent a decade as a fugitive in the wilderness strongholds of Engedi; John the Baptist passed most of his life preaching in the deserts of Judaea. (‘I am the voice,’ as he proclaimed, ‘of one crying in the wilderness.’) And it was in the wilderness where Jesus underwent his transfiguration, and where he faced down the devil after fasting for forty days and forty nights.

Other major world religions offer their own wilderness narratives, in which desert wastes are exchanged for appropriate climatic equivalents. When Gautama Buddha abandoned the royal court – including his wife and child – it was to ‘remote jungle-thickets’ arousing ‘fear and dread’, where ultimately he was purified in body and mind and attained enlightenment. In the Ramayana, the Hindu prince Rama journeys for fourteen years through the Dandakaranya, the ‘jungle of punishment’, where he faces down shapeshifting demons. Indeed, the Vedas ask all Hindus to withdraw to the forest in later life; by dressing in ‘tree bark, grass, leaves or animal skins’ and sleeping only on the ground, the follower might ‘purify his existence’.

The very earliest examples of all recorded literature – Sumerian epics, composed from the third millennium BCE – feature journeys and adventures of a recognisable genre: the wilderness quest, in which exiled heroes struggle through desolate or dangerous hinterlands, meeting with divine and demonic forces at the very edge of the known world.

To the Sumerians of ancient Mesopotamia, as it was to so many peoples throughout human history, the wilderness was a place at once real and imaginary. They spoke of the kur, the mountain wilderness, in contrast to the kalam, the homeland or known world. The kur was at once a physical location – the Zagros range that bound their kingdom to the north, wild hill country from which invading forces might emerge – and a term used to imply a broader sense of foreign-ness, the ‘Other’. Kur was a word for a single, rugged peak, but also for the netherworld and certain, sacred, areas of a temple.

The Sumerian wilderness was a fearsome place – the abode of powerful beings: giant birds and wreakers of disorder – but it was also a land of overwhelming abundance, where fruit ripened on the bough then rotted where it fell, where thorns and briars swallowed the sweet-smelling flowers and taloned creatures scavenged upon carrion in the shadows. It – like the Ramayana’s Jungle of Punishment or the Bible’s Wilderness of Sin – was disordered and primordial, an arena for magical transformation, and for direct communication with divine beings. But it was also a place that one could reach by walking.

These ancient wildernesses are not recognisable to us as all of a type because they look alike – for they do not – but because they embody certain key ingredients or characteristics that underpin the wilderness as a special category of landscape: qualities or motifs that have recurred in cultures all around the world throughout history.

Firstly, and perhaps most obviously, the wilderness is seen as a predominantly ‘natural’ landscape. That is: uncultivated, untilled, outside the influence of agriculture – at least in the eyes of the observer. Quite how natural, how untouched, a wilderness must or can be is a thorny issue we will return to throughout this book, but this somewhat subjective quality forms the backbone of the understanding of wilderness, from as far back as the records allow.

Secondly, these wildernesses should be populated by wild creatures. If animals in the normal sense, they should be unruly and undomesticated, living according to their own designs. Adam may have named the animals and ruled over all in the Garden of Eden, but in the wilderness they ceased to obey him. Not only had he to contend with thorns and thistles, but also now teeth and claws.

These beasts might be frightening, monstrous, even demonic. In the ancient Chinese Classic of Mountains and Seas, for example, we meet a menagerie of weird and wonderful creatures: ‘giant snout-snakes’ and ‘wreck-rams’ and ‘mocking-crows’, who lurk in the country’s wildest mountain ranges, devouring humans and portending terrible disasters. This animalian aspect of the wilderness we will explore in more detail in chapter 2.

Thirdly, these wildernesses were physically isolated, cut off from the outside world by mountain ramparts, tempestuous seas or entangled forest. (Think of the Myrkviðr of Norse legend, later reimagined as Tolkien’s perilous Mirkwood, in which his heroes are swallowed for weeks.) They were difficult to reach and to traverse, and as a result functioned outside the rule of law. A sojourn in the wilderness, therefore, was to lose protection but also limitation, for good or for ill. There might be no rescue for those in danger, but one might discover one’s true character in the absence of outside influence.

This intense social seclusion fed into a fourth common feature of wildernesses as depicted through cultural history: that, though largely unpeopled, they might nevertheless serve as hideout to ‘wild men’. That is: hermits, exiles, nomads, warlocks, shamans and other characters forced to or who had elected to live outside of ‘normal’ society. Wild men were free to live as they wished, and as such were figures of envy; but there was also an unsettling ferality to these wilderness dwellers, who have often been portrayed with bestial features, something that marked them physically as ‘of the wild’ – most commonly, long, fur-like body hair of the kind worn by Enkidu in The Epic of Gilgamesh, a template that would recur many times in art and world literature in the centuries that followed, in widely varying cultures:

His whole body was shaggy with hair …

He knew neither people nor settled living …

He ate grasses with the gazelles,

and jostled at the watering hole with the animals …

a primitive, a savage fellow
   from the depths of the wilderness!

These denizens of the wilderness might also be true half-human, half-animal hybrids like centaurs or satyrs. We will dissect the xenophobic undertones of the wild man figure, and how the spectre of the ‘savage’ haunts the contemporary conservation movement, in chapter 4. Whatever form the wild men take, they serve as literal embodiments of a preoccupation with the boundary between human and non-human, or the lack of it – perhaps the central anxiety at play in all wilderness thinking.

The prospect of a man wilded by nature, rather than of nature domesticated by man, has been a perennial source of horror but also fascination. Those who have been courageous enough to venture into the wilderness sought to gain access to some greater, more primal or primeval knowledge. But it would not be easy: the wilderness has been cast, in cultural history, as a site of spiritual development. A crucible in which man might be melted down and reformed, before returning to society with new insight, even a message from beyond. This is the fifth and perhaps most essential feature of the wilderness landscape.

Many contemporary scholars, taking their cue from the environmental historian Roderick Nash (whose landmark book Wilderness and the American Mind defined a field for many decades), argue that wilderness is a Western construct; one that flipped from an historic, negative attitude of fear and hatred to a passionate, if panicked, protectionism in the twentieth century.

In the context of the colonial settlement of America this path may be accurate, but a fascination for the bewitching powers of the wilderness and the wild extends far beyond the bounds of North America and Europe, and long predates the founding of the United States. Many – even most – of the peoples of the world make clear distinction between the wild and the domesticate. The Dinka, for example, a cattle-herding people of South Sudan, talk of the gulf between the wilds (roor) and the homestead (bai), or ‘the desert and the sown’, a strikingly similar division to that observed in both ancient Sumeria and the contemporary Anglophone world.

Long before the arrival of the Puritans, indigenous North American cultures practised some version of what was retrospectively termed a ‘vision quest’ by anthropologists: a ritual during which individuals might be sent alone to a remote location to await visitation, realisation or hallucination. The Piegan of the Great Plains, for example, required young men to camp alone on high precipices or on desert islands said to be haunted, where they would fast and pray for days at a time. The Oglala Sioux leader Heȟáka Sápa (also known as ‘Black Elk’) said in 1947 that similar practices, in which truth-seekers lay on beds of stone or sage, awaiting bald-headed eagles bearing messages from beyond, were ‘at the centre of our religion’. This gravely serious ritual, he said, was intended to ‘help us to realise our one-ness with all things’. Self-torture was tightly entwined. The Crow people of Montana would drag bison skulls as they wandered the prairie, and suspended themselves from posts by hooks or pegs in the flesh of the back or chest.

[image: Start of image description, An old photograph of a Native American standing in an empty grassy landscape. He is turned half away from the camera, and holds something wooden in his hands. Something from his hair, perhaps some sort of decoration, is blowing above his head in the wind., end of image description]

Igjugarjuk, a celebrated shaman of the Kivallirmiut (Caribou Inuit) people of northern Canada, told the explorer Knud Rasmussen of his initiation process in 1921: in the depth of winter, he was transported by dog sled to an isolated place, where he meditated without food for thirty days. ‘All true wisdom is only to be learned far from the dwellings of men, out in the great solitudes; and is only to be attained through suffering,’ he advised.

[image: Start of image description, An old photo showing a Native American figure with his back to the camera. He has long dark hair and faces a single wooden beam placed in the earth. He seems to be on high ground, as the grass appears to run straight into the cloudy sky in front of him., end of image description]

Though often gendered, wilderness rites are not solely the preserve of men. Once a year the Toraja people of Mamasa, Indonesia, observe a ritual known as pa’bisuan, during which the women of the village dance themselves into an ecstatic state before stripping naked and running, screaming, into the forest at night, to lose themselves in the dark and ‘become one with the wilderness’. According to Toraja beliefs, all that tethers them to the village – and, by extension, human society – is the rhythm of the drums through the trees. At dawn the women are to be found dancing high in the branches of the tallest tree.


In other words: the precise nature of the ‘wilderness’ and how one might interact with it takes many forms in many cultures, yet reflects some underlying structure – an emotional, even mystical response to landscape – which sets it apart from simple ecosystem and accounts for its recurrence as a concept in religious and literary writings from every corner of the globe, from ancient epics to the box-office blockbuster, by way of Classical mythology, biblical parables, medieval romances and the Hollywood western.

The wilderness, a concept anchored in the physical world, nevertheless seems to express some deeper instinct: a drive to escape the bounds of ‘normality’ and connect with something larger, an urge to tear away the scrim, the petty distractions, so as to live more fully, to open oneself to the immensity of all existence, all creation, all of everything. An urge that may be, it seems, universal.

And I suppose it was this same urge that drew me here to the desert in the dead of night, and which would soon lead me to equally extreme and inhospitable landscapes around the world, where I have been unnerved by the eerie, even numinous, atmospheres I found there, and the strange intensity of the encounters I made there. All these places were different, and yet somehow the same – at least in the manner by which they affected me, or came close to slaking some thirst that may never yet be slaked.

From somewhere nearby I heard a small, soft animal moving through thorns. A white-crowned wheatear hopped about, a songbird preparing to sing his psalms for the day that was and the day that would become. What was I looking for, exactly? Was I there to pray? I thought not. But what else, I wasn’t yet ready to say.

*   *   *

After a while, what mystical atmosphere there had been evaporated away in the flat light of the day. The crowd dispersed and I went with them.

Jamal accompanied me down the camel track. This was holy ground for him too, he said. His family were Muslim, so there were the obvious religious connotations. But there was something else to this feeling, something related to his people’s affinity with the land around, half learned and half inherited.

‘Bedouin’ in Arabic means simply ‘desert-dweller’ – someone who sleeps out. It’s a loose term, encompassing groups of various ethnicities and outlooks. Jamal’s tribe has lived at the foot of Mount Sinai for centuries, having arrived at the time of the establishment of Saint Catherine’s Monastery, the oldest continuously occupied Christian monastery in the world, alleged to have been constructed around a remnant of the original burning bush. The mountain they know as Jebel Musa; themselves they call the Jebeliya.

[image: Start of image description, A lithograph of a vast, rugged desert landscape with a stone fortress nestled in a valley surrounded by towering mountains. Figures sit and stand in the foreground, some in discussion., end of image description]

The Jebeliya were brought by the Romans to work for the monks of Saint Catherine’s, and this small community has lived in the region ever since. Their fidelity to place and to their own people is reflected not only in the endurance of their culture, but in their very make-up: the Jebeliya gene pool is among the most restricted of any community on Earth.

At the bottom of the track, the high stone walls of the monastery rose sharply from the bare ground of the desert like a fortress, its profile softened only by the fan of cypress trees sprouting from the spring-fed gardens at its heart. Life in the Sinai Desert, where temperatures can exceed 40°C and where there is close to zero precipitation, is highly dependent on the presence of water. As the climate has warmed since the last ice age, aridity has claimed the low ground and left many species shipwrecked on high mountaintops – an inverse archipelago, in which small islands of moisture are separated by open expanses of dry land. Like the Jebeliya, the desert plants and animals have become genetically isolated; over millennia, these rare and reclusive species have followed evolutionary paths all their own.

The world’s smallest butterfly – the critically endangered Sinai baton blue – lives here, and only here, feeding on the flowers of the vanishingly rare Sinai thyme. A second tiny butterfly, the Sinai hairstreak, depends solely on the Sinai buckthorn, thought to grow as nine small patches on the same massif. The Sinai primrose, one of the rarest plants in the world, grows here too: a lemon-yellow flower that forms in miniature rosettes out of cracks in the rock, and only then in high mountain streambeds fed by melted snow.

In all, the Saint Catherine’s Protectorate, a reserve enclosing the raw ranges of south Sinai, represents less than 1 per cent of Egypt’s land area but supports more than a quarter of all its plant species and a third of its mammals. The very inhospitability of the landscape accounts for its remarkable diversity: this is creation in isolation.

‘What makes the desert beautiful,’ wrote Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, ‘is that somewhere it hides a well.’ These tiny populations, long in exile, leaping to their own evolutionary epiphanies, seemed to me the perfect metaphor for the spiritual lives of the monks of Saint Catherine’s and all those like them. For there have been a great many more desert monks in Egypt over the past 2,000 years.

Not so far from here, across the Red Sea, a community of hard-line ascetics emerged sometime in the third century CE. They took inspiration from the exiled Hebrews of the Bible, who

in sheepskins and goatskins; being destitute, afflicted, tormented … wandered in deserts, and in mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth.

This loosely defined fraternity, commonly referred to as the ‘Desert Fathers’, became one of the world’s most influential religious movements of all time, their stories and teachings spreading through both Western and Eastern arms of the Church, thus inspiring a wave of monasticism that persisted for a millennium or more. The practices of the Desert Fathers took wilderness thinking to extremes, but are nevertheless illustrative of more general attitudes to wild landscapes and how they have been used as a tool for summoning mystical experience in diverse cultures around the world.

The best known of the Desert Fathers were the saints Anthony and Paul, two early hermits who left Egyptian society to take up residence in the desert. Like the prophets before them, they lived in caves and subsisted on starvation rations – Anthony restricting himself to a single meal of bread, water and salt each day; Paul, reputedly, living only on dates for almost twenty years, after which a friendly raven was said to bring him crusts.

The pair were depicted, vividly and unreliably, in various hagiographies, most notably Athanasius of Alexandria’s Vita Antonii (c.360 CE). Nominally a devotional text, it was also – critically – a ripping yarn, and fast became the Classical equivalent of a runaway bestseller. It has all the ingredients of a Hollywood thriller: high drama, hand-to-hand combat with supernatural figures, talking animals, a tragic death scene and a fearless protagonist. (‘Look, here I am,’ Anthony tells a horde of predatory demons: ‘Devour me.’) It was the talk of the Roman Empire.

Of the two saints, however, Paul was the earlier and more extreme. Having fled religious persecution as a teenager around 250 CE, he retreated to a cave by a spring and a single date palm and lived there alone for eighty years. This palm provided him with not only sustenance but, in its leaves, vegetable fibre with which to weave his only clothes. He prayed, of course, every day, but it was more than that: every moment of being here in this place was a form of living prayer, an expression of devotion and surrender.

Jerome’s Vita Sancti Pauli (c.375 CE) claims that the charismatic Anthony saw the older hermit in a dream and walked seventeen miles through the mountains in search of him. Overjoyed to find a mentor whose endurance equalled or exceeded his own, he vowed to return. When he did, the old man was dead, passed from mortal struggle into eternal bliss.

The sites of these men’s long retreats – or the alleged sites – are now memorialised by two ancient Coptic monasteries. Anthony, who found fame in his own lifetime, spawned a grand institution, its entrance flanked with columns, each topped with a dome and a golden cross. The other monastery is smaller, more in keeping with the modesty of Paul – a true recluse until death.

It was outside this second establishment that, 1,600 years later, I found myself standing, awaiting admittance. The Monastery of Saint Paul the Anchorite[fn1] rose like a cliff from the rough draft of the desert, its pale limestone blocks seeming to form themselves out of the loose rock of the hillside. All around, unvegetated hills and mountains lay exposed, almost obscene in their wrinkled, rough-skinned undress.

The compound was quiet. It was a holy day; the residents would be praying from four in the morning until dark. Despite this, one of the monks had agreed to show me inside. This was Salib. He looked around forty, with piercing blue eyes and a bushy salt-and-pepper beard. The Coptic monk’s habit was a plain black shirtcloth robe, with the qalansuwa, a gold-embroidered hood, worn over his hair.

Together, we passed through corridors and courtyards of stone and adobe to a small chapel that seemed to have been carved from the ground itself. This was the cave. Nearby, water flowed limpid from the hillside, with a tinge of sea-glass green. Without this spring, no life, no retreat, no monastery would be possible. This was a gift from God, said Salib: proof of the constancy of faith.

For a man confined for fifteen years in a monastery in the Eastern Desert, Salib had an astonishingly worldly air. He might, for all I knew, have spent his earlier adulthood as an ad executive in Cairo. Maybe he had. In any case, he carried a smartphone in a pocket in his habit and checked it several times as we walked.

Salib was, he confided, not his original name. But when I asked for the name he had been born with, he allowed me only a small, mysterious smile. I don’t remember, he said, and held my gaze.

After a pause, he relented. That other name was attached to another part of his life, he said, one he no longer identified with. When he arrived at the monastery, as man turned into monk, he was asked to choose a new name as part of the renunciation of the self. In this, he followed the example of the Desert Fathers before him. This was ‘death to the world’, the renunciation of all that came before.

The Desert Fathers – who numbered, at their height, as many as 70,000, including an estimated 3,000 women, sometimes called the ‘Desert Mothers’ – lived scattered throughout the Nitrian Desert of the north and the vast alkaline wastes that line the Red Sea.

Though one might suppose that the world was a simpler place then – still ‘wild’, still ‘natural’ – Egypt had been a densely settled, cosmopolitan country for centuries, and the irrigated banks of the Nile subject to intense agriculture. At the dawn of the Common Era, Alexandria was a thriving metropolis with a population approaching one million. A few centuries later, as the first ascetics filtered out into the back country, Egypt was a beleaguered province of a declining Roman Empire.

After Emperor Constantine’s conversion – he underwent a religious experience at the Battle of Milvian Bridge in 312 CE – Christianity had become the state religion. But after centuries of persecution this came as a tawdry success. Many bureaucrats were religious in name only and the truly devout, seeking to distance themselves from a corrupt and flailing Church, sought an intensity of worship – now felt to be missing – in the hard, purifying wilderness of the Old Testament.

This aversion to the thoughtless ease of urban life and the moral corruption that accompanies it is an instinct that remains highly relevant today, and it still drives monks into those same wastes. Salib chose God and the monastic life. But, he said, it was God who showed him the location. He has no regrets; it is a wonderful life. The desert offers him what he could only describe as ‘a specific feeling’. When troubled, he told me, he will simply walk out into the wilderness beyond the heavy gates and wait there for hours, praying and chanting, until clarity finds him. Out in the open landscape, there is only the rock and the sand and the sky and the Truth.

*   *   *

Word spread, and as the years went on many more devotees were attracted into the arid outer edges of Egypt. Stories of their wisdom, and the extremity of their practices, were passed down through the generations in the Apophthegmata Patrum, a collection of simple, often unsettling, parables offering practical and spiritual guidance for life in the desert.

It talks of hermits who – like Anthony and Paul before them – sought to cleanse themselves through austerity, living entirely on the plants found in the desert, as a browsing ruminant might. Others ate locusts and honey, like John the Baptist. Many went naked under the harsh desert sun, their modesty reputedly preserved by long, silken body hair, as so often found in depictions of wild men through the ages. Others sought to occupy a netherworld between human and animal, running with the beasts. Some went so far as to allow themselves, for reasons of verisimilitude, to be trapped in pits or shot with arrows.

The most eccentric were a source of intrigue, even among the Desert Fathers themselves. In the Apophthegmata, one of the hermits speaks anonymously about a journey he undertook ‘into the remoter desert’, to see ‘whether I could find anybody living and serving God further in than me’. His exploration of the alkali flats proved arduous, and the account takes on a loose, hallucinatory quality:

After travelling four days and nights, I found a cave and, when I approached, I looked in and saw a man crouching there. As is the custom with monks, I knocked for him to come out and greet me, but he did not move – for he was at rest. Unconcerned, I went in and grasped his shoulder, but it promptly came away and turned to dust.

Moving ever deeper into the void of the desert, growing increasingly desperate and destabilised, he finally met another anchorite – naked and grazing with the buffaloes of the plain on what little vegetation he could find. The first monk, captivated, asked to take up residence in an abandoned cave nearby, but the wild man said he must not, for

I could not withstand the onslaughts of the demons.

This story employs trademark features of the wilderness trials found in many cultures – the man’s frugal diet, his nakedness, the reversion to animal instincts, and most especially the excruciating spiritual trials endured by those who pass through wilderness space.

Jesus famously resisted his Satanic temptations in the desert. Saint Anthony, too, was assailed on all sides by furious supernatural beings, an episode which went on to inspire artistic greats from Hieronymus Bosch to Salvador Dalí, as well as an epic prose poem by Flaubert that opens as a lyrical paean to the beauty of the desert (‘the pebbles, the earth, all now seem hard as bronze; and throughout space there floats a golden dust so fine as to become confounded with the vibrations of the light …’), before these symphonic harmonies are ruptured by the goatskin-clad saint’s involuntary recollections of a naked, writhing woman being flogged.

For it seems that temptations of the flesh were
   the very hardest to beat. Despite the remoteness of the Desert Fathers’ retreats, they seem to have been relentlessly troubled by libidinous women travelling alone, apparently with the express intention of luring the lonely anchorites into what they called, euphemistically, porneia. A surprising number of their stories feature virginal ‘sisters’ with pregnant bellies, wily prostitutes and – in one startling episode – a nubile young woman found dead in the cave of a monk who had, he said, burnt his hands to the bone over a candle rather than give way to desire. (‘Look what the daughter of the devil did to me,’ he is said to have shouted; ‘she has lost me my fingers!’)

What lends the wilderness its symbolic power is the conflation of place and emotion: the perceived ‘mood’ of the landscape rebounding upon the human figure within it. The desolate or deserted landscape sets the tone for every story ever set there, an inversion of Ruskin’s pathetic fallacy, in which nature becomes not wild as a reflection of the person, but the person wild in reflection of the land.

This works, at least in part, because our minds and bodies communicate between themselves inexactly, even allusively. External conditions, as perceived through our sensory organs, generate unintentional physical reactions – a spike in heart rate and perspiration, for example, when climbing at height. These reactions, in turn, can influence conscious thought, and sometimes in strange or surprising ways.

For example: in one classic psychological study, male participants were asked to cross a long and unsteady rope bridge high above a gorge before an interview with a female scientist on the other side, either immediately or after a brief rest. Those who met with her immediately – while still flustered from the crossing – rated her, on average, as more attractive. The physical arousal created by crossing the bridge, the researchers contended, created a powerful but ambiguous physical response that was mistakenly ascribed by the subjects to the woman’s appearance. It is for similar reasons, it is suggested, that crime rises during heatwaves, or hungry people snap at their loved ones: environmental conditions compound emotional responses.

By some parallel process, certain arresting landscapes seem to produce a wider emotional, social or spiritual afterglow in those who visit them. Wide spaces, awesome vistas and visual overload – such as that experienced in contemplating the infinity of the cosmos on the darkest of nights, or a herd of 100,000 animals sweeping the plains from end to end, or a mountain lake so perfectly still and clear that one might watch fish moving silently through its deepest parts, two hundred metres down – appear to arouse some automatic sensation that prompts, or might be interpreted as, transcendent or even mystical awareness.

Modern-day psychologists do not talk of revelation in the wilderness as desert monks might, but they do speak of ‘peak experiences’. In one 2009 study, researchers asked recreational outdoorspeople to reflect on their most memorable trips to remote places. Many respondents reported moments of profound realisation or epiphany. One traveller recalled:

I always enjoy the mountains when I’m in them but this time it was different. You so rarely get to feel that connection to an energy source. I could feel it in the trees, the rocks, the birds, and the ridgeline I could see off in the distance, it was exhilarating.

Another:

I had the sensation of sticking my head above the water I’d been living in entirely up to that point, and seeing a new world.

Modern-day wilderness-seekers interviewed in such studies often describe a feeling of being ‘at one’ with the wilderness or with the world more generally, an altered state, a sense of sudden comprehension, even transcendence. All of this ringing in the register of wilderness-seekers and vision-questers of millennia past – albeit stripped of overtly religious imagery. ‘Although it has long been recognized that nature is a common trigger for peak experiences,’ observed the researchers, ‘it has yet to be determined in any satisfactory way what it is about nature, in this case wild nature or wilderness, that trigger peak moments.’ Psychological studies suggest that during the contemplation of awesome landscapes, violent storms and other examples of wild and uncontrolled nature, we see a dimming of activity in the neural system known as the ‘default mode network’ responsible for self-awareness, planning and worrying. Those looking at grand natural vistas, or standing in groves of towering trees, represent themselves on paper, quite literally, as smaller; they make more generous and ethical decisions. These are similar effects to that of religion, perhaps drawing from the same underlying structures – ones that wilderness trials seem designed to compound. The underlying mental processes are yet to be fully delineated, but the implications are clear: the outer world has a profound impact on the inner self.

In this way, the wilderness might be and has been employed as a type of mystical forcing mechanism. One might seek out a place that embodies awesome qualities and thus, on entering, become awestruck. Go into it, and it may go into you.

*   *   *

The Desert Fathers and those who followed them sought austerity in landscape as an expression of spiritual aspiration: the creation of an uncluttered connection with the divine. Moschos, a Byzantine monk who travelled among Desert Fathers in the sixth century, wrote of becoming lost in the unlandmarked wilderness ‘for many days’, borne along ‘as though we were on the high sea’. Indeed, other ascetics at other times would take similar inspiration from the true high seas.

Around the same time that Moschos was touring the hermit caves of Sinai, Irish missionaries were flinging themselves into the saltwater embrace of the Atlantic – ‘the mighty intolerable ocean’ of Saint Brendan – casting themselves adrift in flimsy coracles, later to wash up like so much wrack, desperate but sometimes still alive, on the rocky headlands of Eire and the west coast of Scotland, sometimes as far away as the Faroes or Iceland. These lonely spots could be as dreary and as blank of human infrastructure as any desert. (Díseart, as they knew them in Gaelic: a place of hermits.)

On the Skellig Islands – two raw splinters of dark rock erupting from the waves off the coast of Kerry – paths barely wider than sheep trails straggled up the crags from tiny inlets where rowboats might be cast ashore. The ground there is so rocky, so salt-soaked, the monks were forced to bring soil for their vegetables in baskets from the mainland, and carry it up the face of the bluff. From a huddle of stone-built cells constructed high between two peaks, the faithful could look out, all around, to a single, unbroken horizon. Where better to clear one’s mind of the flotsam, to flush it clean?

The Irish hermits – the so-called ‘green martyrs’ (glas martre) – are assumed to have been inspired by their extreme Coptic counterparts in Egypt, though documentary evidence linking the movements is thin. But other examples from far further afield – such as the Yamabushi mountain hermits of Japan – suggest parallel cultural evolutions, towards the same or a similar point.

The Yamabushi are practitioners of Shugendō, an ascetic creed that emerged in the seventh century, which combines elements of Buddhism, Shintoism and ancient folk beliefs. They undertake physical trials – standing in the freezing flow of waterfalls in winter, or hanging by their feet from ropes made of straw from the edges of cliffs – so as to absorb some knowledge from the mountains that is otherwise incomprehensible to humans. A different setting, a different philosophy, but gunning to a similar climax. It suggests, at least to me, some common core, a more generalised, even primal, emotional or spiritual response to land.

T. S. Eliot once argued that poems could ‘communicate’ before they could be understood. The same, I think, can be said for landscapes. Certain landforms or ecologies produce profound sensations, which have not been fully interrogated and yet are known to serve as a precursor to or prerequisite for experiences of a mystical nature. For some, this forms the bedrock of belief.

Asceticism such as that practised by the Desert Fathers, the Irish missionaries and the Yamabushi monks tends to rise in popularity during periods of religious crisis, when public trust collapses and followers lose faith in their ‘wise men’: their philosophers and priests. The modern-day rejection of ‘organised religion’ is far from new. Churches, temples, mosques – any religious institutions – are human endeavours, and too often flawed or riven with politics, leaning on empty rituals or false certainties. These concerns cycle through the centuries, and when they do, they are seen reflected in a shift towards mysticism, as direct revelation comes to be prized above the bickering of clerics.

Many of the earliest ascetics, disenchanted with the Roman Church, avoided reading the Old and New Testaments altogether, distrusting the speculation of theological interpretation. Instead they sought revelation direct from the source, come bubbling from the rocks like a clear mountain spring.

To do so, they went to what the Israelites called the midbar: that is, a dry area where crops will not grow. The word appears more than 270 times in the Old Testament and is most often translated as ‘wilderness’ in English-language editions. It holds within it a second word, transliterated as dabar, which means something like ‘speech’, or ‘to speak’, or ‘mouth’ as an organ of speech. The roots of the words are distinct, but this linguistic overlap came to underscore one another at some deep metaphorical level: lonely places, empty wastes, wildernesses – places where one feels alone and exposed – being felt to lend themselves to revelation, where the Word might be heard from the lips of the Lord Himself, the Truth as communicated to the prophets that came before. Unadulterated, unmediated, undistorted through the mouth of fallible man.

This sense of humans or human society as a contaminating influence appears in many forms in wilderness-related practices worldwide, finding expression in purification rituals undertaken by wilderness vision-seekers, such as fasting, purging or detoxing from the influence of others through silence or solitude. The secret moonlit cleansing rituals of the Nuu-chah-nulth people of Vancouver Island took this to extremes; men would stand for so long in freezing rivers or lakes they were unable to walk by the time they emerged. Others, one anthropologist observed, ‘have been found dead at their bathing places’.

Even after one has washed oneself clean of the stink of society, one might need to wait for the divine to reveal itself. For a time, the desert might simply be a desert, the forest a forest. There is some common sense that entering a wilderness disturbs the atmosphere, stirs up the sediment in some way, but that this might be avoided by moving through it in the most ‘correct’ or appreciative way, a way that approximates or mimics the wild mind, the unconscious self.

One might be prohibited from speaking in one’s native language, for example, as the Buru people are in certain net koit (‘avoidance places’) in the lush Molucca Islands. Or forbidden to cut or damage vegetation as they were in certain sacred precincts (duan geraran) in the Flores Islands. This is also where self-mortification might come in – pushing the mind to the very brink by whatever painful, protracted or psychotropic methods are necessary – so as to peel off the loincloth of reason, the fig leaf of inhibition. To transform oneself into a desperate, animal being. And to punish oneself too, for what trace of one’s own shameful humanity remains.

In Christianity, man’s corruption is reflected in the doctrine of Original Sin. The Desert Fathers went to the punishment place and let it claim them. They knew they were naked, and went so knowingly. By stripping away what made them human – and therefore fallible – it became a kind of paradise where they might be redeemed, returned to God. And this double-edged idea of the wilderness, infused in the accounts of those early hermits, foreshadows so much about our own conflicted attitudes towards wild landscapes today.

Even as wilderness came to be framed less by its spiritual significance and more by its aesthetic and environmental values, there nevertheless remained an underlying sense of the corrupting influence of man: the wicked, unnatural human condition. (Wrote Rachel Carson: ‘Whenever we substitute something man-made and artificial for a natural feature of the earth, we have retarded some part of man’s spiritual growth.’)

Land-use researchers have long distinguished between two types of people who frequent nature reserves and national parks. The first, larger group being tourists, social visitors concerned with convenience and comfort. They might travel in a motorhome, join group activities, appreciate the creature comforts of cafes and busy campsites with the proper facilities. Then there are the wilderness purists: landscape aesthetes and latter-day ascetics who pride themselves on their spartan mode of travel and the isolation of their routes.

Critics have remarked upon cult-like behaviour among the wilderness purists, whose aversion to modern conveniences has often verged on the superstitious or self-punishing. The writer and environmental activist Edward Abbey, for example, an avowed atheist, argued in favour of a total commitment to desert living echoic of those early saints:

you can’t see anything from a car; you’ve got to get out of the goddamned contraption and walk, better yet crawl, on hands and knees, over the sandstone and through the thornbush and cactus. When traces of blood begin to mark your trail you’ll see something, maybe.

As if we might come to and find ourselves ungroomed, living wild like the animals, running with the deer, eating what might be grazed, drinking what flows fresh from the earth.

I myself flirt with membership of this second group, although I cannot always stand the pace. I dislike busy footpaths and plastic signage. My heart sinks when a hiking partner pulls out a Bluetooth speaker as we set up our tents. I don’t strike up friendships with strangers that I meet in the woods. It’s not why I go there.

Such pieties express environmental concern, but something larger too – a moral anxiety, and a hope for redemption. Just as the monks saw the wilderness as paradise and punishment both, so the modern-day formulation of wilderness as a place untouched by the original sin of the Anthropocene retains a central, self-cancelling contradiction. As the environmental historian William Cronon once argued in a landmark essay: ‘Far from being the one place on earth that stands apart from humanity,’ wilderness ‘is quite profoundly a human creation.’ We dreamed it into being, and every time we reach out to touch it, it crumbles under our fingers into dust.

*   *   *

Though sometimes the Desert Fathers exchanged insights or stories at the cave’s mouth, at heart this form of wilderness truth-seeking should be viewed as a product of isolation, of solitary contemplation and transformation that must be endured alone, in the privacy of one’s own mind.

The presence of others is largely detrimental to this process. Not only as an interruption or moderating influence, but the contamination of the wilderness environment itself. My own arrival at the Monastery of Saint Paul, therefore, was not necessarily helpful or welcome. Plus, it was bad timing. The monks were busy with their religious responsibilities.

I thanked Salib as we walked together through the inner sanctum. It was kind of him to take the time, I said, when it was such a holy day.

He offered me an even smile. All days can be holy, he said, and he had made an exception because I had come such a long way. But they get very busy with visitors. They must set boundaries. He had come to the desert for a place to pray.

In this, the monks were not unusual. Incursions from the outside world are constant features of accounts from the wilderness. Those who pursue this lifestyle soon find their reputation grows so magnetically attractive that it summons others from the cities towards them, until the desert itself becomes like a city.

So many pitched up in the Egyptian deserts in the two centuries that followed Paul and Anthony that they began to live in loose, self-contradictory communities‚ sometimes with several residents to a cave, or in shared buildings of monastic cells. Over time, these developed into larger ‘sketes’ – after Scetis, the area of salt flats to the south of the Nile Delta.

Followers were inevitably drawn to the most dedicated recluses, word of whose dedication and terse wisdom had spread. This brought the obvious problems. The Apophthegmata offers many tales of hermits repulsing the approach of strangers, usually rich and feckless noblemen seeking easy absolution. Take Abbas Arsenius, childhood tutor of emperors Honorius and Arcadius, who traded a life of relative luxury in imperial Rome for one of renunciation in Scetis. There, he became an object of curiosity but soon learned the most effective way to rebuff visitors:

The visitor said: ‘Get up, Abbas, so that I may greet you,’ but the Abbas lay on the ground and replied: ‘I shan’t get up till you have gone away.’ After having entreated him for a long time the visitor left and he got up.

As the fame of Salib’s own monastery has grown, more and more penitents have turned up at their door seeking answers to their worldly problems. In the twenty-first century, they come in their busloads. The monks have had to build a car park, canteen, dormitories. This work has sometimes cut into the time they can spend in silent contemplation, withdrawal from the world.

The same pattern has played out many times in the history of hermits. The ruined hermitages found on the Skellig Islands, for example, are believed to date not from the original sixth- and seventh-century monks, but from a later period of touristic pilgrimage some four or five hundred years later. It was at that time that the larger of the two islands was ‘rebranded’ as Skellig Michael, after the archangel, and the iconic stone cells were constructed. (All part, the archaeologist Terry O’Hagan has explained, of ‘a conscious effort by medieval ecclesiastical authorities to provide pilgrims with a mystical experience’.) Which does not, in itself, imply inauthenticity – merely the cyclical nature of belief, the timeless search for epiphany in place.

A similar dynamic of retreat and pursuit played out in Russia in the wake of the Tartar invasions of the thirteenth century, which left vast tracts of farmland spoiled and settlements in ruins. There, a new eremitic movement explicitly inspired by the Desert Fathers saw hundreds of ‘pustniki’ – from pustyn, desert – retreat into the evergreen forests of the far north.
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