December 16, 2009

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!

Greetings at this wonderful time of year, a time for joy and appreciation. A time for cards and letters among friends. 

Things are going well here in Santa Barbara. We continue to teach several courses and meet wonderful students. We did a remodel this year. It was a very hectic event. The results are nice, but it took so much time and effort!

We have upped our exercise to include at least one big hike each week, which gets us out into nature quite often, something we love dearly. 

One of our favorite places to hike is Yosemite, and we began to realize that Yosemite is actually a symbol for what makes our country so special. The park was set aside as a place of great beauty and preserved for future generations to enjoy. We are fortunate to live in a country that has cherished its landscape and protected more square miles of beauty than has any other, with only Canada coming close. 

Yosemite is arranged so that anyone can enjoy its beauty, be they merely driving through by car and parking in any of the great vista points. Be they handicapped and needing to ride in the busses or other vehicles that take people around the valley floor. Be they hikers who love to walk to the easy views or spend days in the back country. Everyone can find ways to enjoy nature. And rangers are there to help people enjoy even more. 

Last June, we ran into two brown bears near the trails, but parts of their shoulders and upper front legs were blended with blond coloration. A ranger told us that the blond was part of the Yosemite bear coloration. The rangers keep tabs on the bears so that dangerous ones are removed from places where they could hurt people, making sure that the park is not only kept beautiful but also kept safe. 

When you think that Yosemite is only one among many national parks, you begin to appreciate what our country has done for us all. In addition, there are all sorts of national forests, national monuments, state parks, county parks, city parks and nature preserves all around the nation. Few countries have done so much to help their citizens experience the beauty of nature. 

We hope that you are enjoying the beauty of life at this holiday season—and that beautiful things are happening in your lives. 



December 16, 2008

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!

Here’s wishing you all the best during this holiday season and for the coming year. It is fun to receive your cards and letters and see how your lives are going. 

This has been a very busy year for us. But finals are over and we are looking forward to a break before winter quarter starts. Judging from the newspapers, TV and our savings accounts, we have been dropped into a really tough economic time: We hope that it has not hurt you too badly. It seems like everyone has been hit financially in one way or another, so most of us can commiserate together. 

We have been trying to approach this holiday season with a positive attitude, thinking of all the things we can be happy for, and thinking not just about us but concerned for many other Americans, too. We all should be happy to live in a dynamic democracy populated by lots of smart people who are trying to disentangle the economic mess—and by lots of hard working citizens who are doing “work as usual” in hopes of pulling through. Even though the economy seems to be in a mess, we are amazed by the resilience of the people we run into every day—as they make the best of their situations and keep their parts of the larger system up and running. We can all be happy for our families and friends who make up such important parts of our lives, bringing stable experiences into our lives even when the outside world seems a bit crazy. 

Hopefully this holiday season is treating you, your families and friends kindly. We have hope that America is strong enough to come out of the current problems and rebuild nicely. Viewed historically, our country tends to take two or three steps forward after each step back. 

All the best for 2009! We are indeed fortunate. 


2007 letter gave stories bout our best students and ended with an appreciation of the human potential, and good news for our future. 

May we all appreciate the good people who are often neglected by the mass media. Our experiences with the many people we know——including you——give us reason for optimism. 


March 2007. 
Don’t send to Jeanne Voss, because I sent it to her 4-11-07. 
We had an amazing {March} spring break vacation [about 2 weeks ago]. We drove to the Grand Canyon first and took two of our favorite hikes. One goes to the bottom of the canyon and out in about 9-10 hours, for lots of nice exercise. The next day we went to the Backcountry Office and asked if there are any other hikes that we have not taken before. We were told of two great hikes that almost no one ever takes, and shown maps of how to find them. So off we went to explore hiking down 1000 feet of elevation on both of them, just to get a feeling for them and their locations. We had planned on doing 1000 feet on one of the hikes near our hotel at the end of the day; but an unexpected thing happened. 

As we drove to the trailhead, it started to snow! We looked at each other and said: “What should we do?” It seemed a bit odd to start to hike when a snowstorm was beginning. But we went to our hotel room and put on two extra layers of clothing and started down the trail. Next came two amazing experiences. First, we got to hike down the Grand Canyon in a swirling flurry of white snowflakes! It was beautiful to watch. The flakes were in constant motion. We could see hikers coming toward us, often wearing too little clothing for a snowstorm, eager to get to the top of the canyon rim. They thought we were crazy to be hiking down into the canyon when they were eager to get out. Some asked, “How much further do we have to go to reach the rim?” 

When we ran out of our allocated time to hike down and turned around, the snowstorm stopped. The visibility improved and suddenly we were treated to an amazing vista. All around us there were trees covered with white. The bushes and grasses were white, too—as were all the ledges of the upper canyon— covered with snow. We were in a winter wonderland of amazing beauty. It was one that we would never have guessed could exist. This is a canyon we have hiked often and it was giving us a brand new treat. As we hiked up the vistas kept changing as the trail zigged and zagged around corners. The visual treat lasted a full hour as we came back up to the rim, and it left a powerful imprint on our minds. We have had enough of these unforgettable experiences in the past to know that these vivid memories will stay with us forever. What an amazing thing to have stick on our brains. These shared experiences create a bond between us that we truly cherish, as we value all the amazing shared experiences in the past. 

We know that you and George have had many wonderful experiences that you have shared. You speak of him so lovingly whenever we talk on the phone! We think that such experiences are among the most valuable things in life, and we are happy that you have had them. We think of you often and want to say one more time that you and George have been very important role models for us as we have tried to figure out the art of living. You two have been an inspiration. Thank you. 

We really did enjoy your last note, and your handwriting is not as bad as you think. We notice that we do not write as clearly as we did 10 years ago, but heck it’s not impossible to read either. Keep up the good work and don’t let a couple of funny looking letters bother you. We accept all the zigs and zags of life as fun little corners and twists that give us new vistas. We hope you can, too. 



December 2006

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year!

It is exciting to see this festive time of the year coming around once again. We hope the year has been good to you, and that the next one will be, too. We appreciate your cards and letters—letting us know how your lives are going. Let us share a few thoughts about ours.

As usual, we are enjoying our get-a-ways into the hinterlands. We did numerous California hikes this year, along with the Grand Canyon in April and Jackson Hole (Wyoming) in September. It is so refreshing to be in nature, soaking in the flowers, streams, trails and mountains. Being in nature reminds us of what it is to be human, and to be part of a much larger and long-lasting world—of mountains, trees, flowers and animals. Nature is a sanctuary of beauty in an all-too-turbulent political world. 

When we are awed by the beautiful mountain flowers of spring, we think of a poem by e.e. cummings:

when faces called flowers float out of the ground

and breathing is wishing and wishing is having—

but keeping is downward and doubting and never

—it’s april (yes, april; my darling) it’s spring!

yes the pretty birds frolic as spry as can fly

yes the little fish gambol as glad as can be

(yes the mountains are dancing together)

This year we hiked over some beautiful snowfields in the high mountains. Some were white and ice blue. Others were tinted with rose and purple colors derived from various microorganisms that grow on their surfaces. It is incredible to walk across them, watching the colors become more vivid as the microorganisms are spread out when stepped on. We met a troop of Boy Scouts coming down an ice field in the eastern Sierras, and the boys spoke so intelligently about their adventures, voicing their appreciation of the beauty of nature. 

As we hiked up Kearsarge Pass in the Eastern Sierras (California), we ran into several people who were coming down to find help for a man who fell and hurt his shoulder. Eventually we hiked high enough to reach the injured man, who was being aided by others. We were impressed how many people had chipped in to help, and they were simply honest and kind people who were out trekking in nature. Part of the thing we like about hiking is not only the beauty of nature, but also the beauty we find in the people who go out into nature to revel in its grandeur. They seem to care about nature and other people. They tend to be so honest that their kindness makes the cynicism of some city dwellers fade into a distant memory. Perhaps that is one reason that people say that going in to nature “recharges their batteries”—or “revitalizes their souls.” 

All these experiences are helping us solidify our philosophy of “naturalism,” based on the beauty of nature and people. In addition, as John has been writing his current book about science, he has read about many scientists who have described themselves as “naturalists.” He has discovered that many of the writers he has drawn upon in this book have a naturalist’s eye for the countless different features of nature. Some turn to the flowers, birds, streams, lakes, mountains or clouds. Others focus a naturalist’s eye on the details of friendship, love and honesty. Some study the intricacies of our numerous freedoms—such as the freedoms of speech, congregation and commerce. We are very lucky to live in the United States, where we have the beauty of nature, opportunities for friendship and love, and freedoms that people in many other nations would love to have.  

We are always happy to run into people who see that life is like an art form. Love can also be an art form. As we talk with them about all the freedoms we have to create beauty in our lives, we become excited by the choices we have at our fingertips. We can always plan little ways to improve the art forms we develop each day, and hopefully keep stepping up to nicer levels. What a wonderful project for life! 

These are merely some holiday ramblings based on things that have occurred to us over the past year. We hope you are contemplating the many good things that have happened to you this year and appreciating how lucky we all are to live in this amazing country—with all its freedoms and beauties. 

You are part of our circle of life that makes our experiences more meaningful and fulfilling. We wish you the very best for the holiday season and the New Year. 


Ideas for 2006: 

Millard canyon beauty, spring 06.

It all is so amazing; but we seem to have avoided nuclear disaster (that the cold war scared us about). Wars are getting smaller, and fewer people die each year in them. 

Snow in Sedona, from Jeannie Voss letter of April, 2006
About 2 weeks ago we drove out to Sedona and spent three days hiking in the beautiful red rock formations that surround the city. Unfortunately, a series of rainstorms was wetting the city almost every day, so we had to sneak in our hikes between the rains. At this we were not 100% successful, and we got wet at times. But the locals said that they needed the rain badly, so we felt that we should not complain. On the day we were to drive to the Grand Canyon, we took two little hikes that went “straight up” the east wall of the Oak Creek Canyon, and they were duzzies! The canyon walls were very steep, and guess what, we got hailed on during the first hike (which turned the trail white with hail), and we got rained on during the second hike. 

So we got into the car, soaking wet and pretty cold, and drove off toward the Grand Canyon (GC), with the car heater on MAX high heat—which helped lots. After we passed Flagstaff on the 75 miles of road to the GC, it started to snow. Yes, this crazy weather condition that had bothered us for days was now dropping snow at an amazing rate, turning the forests white faster than we could imagine. We had forgotten all about the problems that can arise when driving on snowy roads—since we rarely have to do that. So we were amazed when a show plow truck came at us from the other direction and splashed buckets of water-snow-slush on our car, blinding us (since our windshield wipers were not on MAX). We swerved and tried to get the wipers going faster; but we survived and kept driving. 

As the snow got deeper and deeper, we noticed that we were having trouble steering. Our tires were not new and the tread was not great—though perfectly adequate for California driving. Suddenly, the car went out of control and spun around 180 degrees, and before we knew what happened we were in a ditch, facing the wrong direction, looking at a snowy winter wonderland. A nice man stopped his car, got out and helped push us out of the ditch. So we decided to drive back to Flagstaff, wondering what to do: Should we by chains? Should we stay the night in Flagstaff and forget our expensive GC reservations? Suddenly we saw a car rental lot and went in to ask their opinion about our best choices. We were told that only a 4-wheel drive could get to the GC in this blizzard; so we rented a Jeep and drove to the GC. Along the way, we saw cars that had spun off the road, some having pretty bad accidents. The Highway Patrol was helping some; a tow truck was with another two crashes. We were so happy that we had missed those horrible experiences. The Jeep was great, with 4-wheel drive, and we arrived at the GC in one piece. 

The next day we took our 18-mile hike down the Kaibab Trail, along the Colorado River at the bottom of the canyon, and back up the Bright Angle Trail. It took 9 hours, so we averaged 2 miles an hour, even with a couple of short breaks! No rain that day, and the whole day was beautiful! The next day we explored taking another hike down in to the canyon from the Grandview Point. This was only the second time we had explored that trail, and we went down much further than in the past to a little springs near an old copper mine (that closed in the 1920s). It was gray and cold, but no rain. The last day, we did a speed hike down and up the Bright Angle Trail and broke some of our recorded to climbing up 2700 feet of elevation gain in less than 1.5 hours. That felt good. Then an uneventful drive home. 



Season’s Greetings, 2005!

Wishing you happy holidays and all the very best for the coming new year. We hope that everything is going well for you and that it continues to do so in 2006. We are so fortunate to live in a free country that has bounties beyond what people in most other nations can imagine. We need to constantly remind ourselves how lucky we are, even when life’s problems and irritations sometimes spring to the front of our minds. 

We have been trying to focus more each day on appreciating the multiple good things about life. Perhaps it is knowing that we are 60 and 64 years old that makes us increasingly aware that life does not last forever, but we find it increasingly easy to try to focus on the wonders of each day, be they big or small. On some days, students open up and tell us their life stories. On other days, the mountains outside our windows catch the light in special ways that make us marvel at nature’s beauty. Just last week, a pair of red-tail hawks circled above us for the longest time, with a canopy of whispy cirrus clouds above them. 

Our vacations continue to take us into the beauty of nature, where we draw much inspiration. A couple of months ago, we spent three days in Death Valley, which is full of amazing vistas that are truly unique. We usually repeat hikes we have done before and add some novel hikes to see what new sights might surprise our senses. So naturally we were tempted to hike up Surprise Canyon, not knowing what the surprise might be. After we started hiking uphill, we said, “Doesn’t that sound like running water?” In Death Valley, gurgling brooks are not too common. But yes, a lovely stream lay ahead of us, luring us into the narrows of Surprise Canyon. The trail soon had us hopping from one side of the stream to the other and back again as the stream bounced its way across rocks and boulders going down the canyon floor. The water supported a lush plant community and lots of birds, chirping and flitting here and there. Up and up we went, knowing that there was a ghost town called Panamint City near the top of the canyon. After a while we reached a waterfalls that blocked our progress. There did seem to be a way to climb steeply around the falls, with the risk of a dangerous fall. And there was a sign that someone had etched into the wall of the waterfalls, reading: “Human stupidity knows no limits.” Undeterred, we climbed around the falls, jumped around more rapids and entered a wide, level upper valley. All of this was a long series of surprises, one after another. Above, the sky was vivid cerulean blue, as is found in much of the American West. The plants became so dense that we eventually found it hard to make any progress. All this in Death Valley! Walking up the stream was the only choice. Eventually we had to turn around, knowing that next time we would bring old boots so we could continue hiking up the stream and not worry that our boots got soaked. Ah: “Next time.” May there be many more “next times” in life! 

It is amazing how time flies. It is amazing how the years fly by. May we all appreciate the details that fill each day, because even in the small things of life there is much beauty. The twinkle in a stranger’s eye can bring a smile to our face. Seeing a wild flower growing out of the crack in a boulder makes us aware of how living things can take sustenance in the most unusual places. Seeing the power of love and kindness to defuse tensions and set people on more productive courses always amazes. There are so many good things that deserve our attention. 

As e.e. cummings once said: 

may my heart always be open to little

birds who are the secrets of living

whatever they sing is better than to know

and if men should not hear them men are old

We wish you a happy and appreciative holiday season, a time to pause and reflect on all the amazingly wonderful experiences that life holds. It seems too easy for our species to pay attention to the bad and the sad. TV and newspapers bring us all the misery and tragedy that they can find, sometimes getting us into the habit of focusing largely on the negative. Let this holiday season be a good time to redouble our commitment to seeing the positive— including all the honest and hard working people who contribute to making our world a better place. 

Wishing you all the best for a healthy and happy 2006. 


Happy Holidays, 2004

We wish you the most wonderful holiday season, with a fabulous new year tagging right along behind it! As we sit here in sunny Santa Barbara, looking out our windows to the mountains just north of us, we have to be appreciative of all the wonderful things that 2004 has brought us. 

We are lucky enough to teach some of the smartest and brightest of undergraduates around. Yes, some of our students do not try very hard, but there are many excellent undergraduates, and we get to work with fantastic students in our small honors classes. Our team of 12 carefully selected students who grade the exams in our large course—which has 600 students each quarter—do an excellent job. We also have a small class that writes material for the website we host, and these people provide thought-provoking insights into the minds of America’s youth. We are very confident that the leaders of the next generation are very caring and smart people, and it is fun to watch them develop their skills and philosophies of life. Some former students stay in contact with us, keeping us abreast of the adventures in their lives, which we much appreciate. 

As usual, we have been taking hiking trips in nature to recharge our batteries with the beauty of mountains, wild flowers, wild animals and birds. Before teaching our summer session courses, we hiked for a week in Yosemite and had the trails virtually all to ourselves. (Apparently the park’s new system of shuttling visitors around on open top buses has given people such an easy way to see many great sights with almost no effort that few see the need to use their own feet to trudge along the trails.) In August we hiked in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, reveling in the wildflowers. We got caught in a lightening and hail storm hiking up Convict Canyon to the high lands and suffered the worst hypothermia we had ever experienced. (Now we carry more clothing with us.) In September we hiked aro\\und the mountains near Banff, Lake Louise, Glacier National Park (US) and Waterton National Park (Canada). Lots of rain, but we discovered countless beautiful hikes we had never done before, which was exciting. We even saw our first wolf in the wild! We also had our first encounter sharing the trail with a grizzly bear, which was a bit frightening. 

John is finishing his book on the science wars, and he is glad to be near the end of a long project. Janice has planned our vacations for the next twelve months (which she loves doing) and is getting us ready for hiking in Oahu and Kawai after this quarter’s grades are posted. 

We feel so fortunate to spend our time alternating between the wonderful people we know and the beauty of nature. We hope that you are enjoying all of the things you love and we look forward to hearing an update on your lives. If you are ever in Santa Barbara, we’d love to have you visit us.


Each year, find a poem that will allow you to write a philosophical Holiday Letter. 

That allows you to do more than comment on facts of our life. 


<<<<<<<   Used in 2004

Madame Curie once said: 

We cannot hope to build a better world


without improving the individual. 

Toward this end, each of us must work 


toward his own highest development, 

Accepting at the same time


his share of responsibility in the general




life of humanity— 

Our particular duty being to help those


to whom we feel we can be most useful. 



“sweet spring is your 

time is my time is our 

time for springtime is lovetime

and viva sweet love”

lovers go and lovers come

awandering awondering

but any two are perfectly

alone there’s nobody else alive

# 86 from 100 selected poems

by e.e. cummings

Dear Friends, 

Walt Whitman once observed a noiseless patient spider, casting its filaments forth in the attempt to reach out and contact a grounding for building its web. By analogy, Whitman realized that his mind was casting out ideas, searching for clues that would help make sense of his world. Whitman was one of the first poets to use observations about animals in nature to create analogies about the human condition. 

{{{{Another Whitman poem, “A Noiseless, Patient Spider,” captures insights about a spider’s spinning out filaments that might make contact with some outer grounding, to create the foundations for a web. Whitman sees his thoughts spinning about in hopes of making some solid contact, “seeking the spheres to connect them.” Observations of other animals can help us better understand our own place in life. 

Develop that more, much as John Warkintin did a great and inspiring letter in Dec 2003 (using Xmas music and Bible refs for his inspiration). 

