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up a kind of voyeuristic 

pleasure, becoming a kind 

of fictional case study of 

how smart, self-aware peo-

ple survive the surprises, 

the disappointments, and 

the inevitable falls from 

grace that come with a life 

spent striving. A rather un-

sentimental elegy for the 

loss of natural wonder and 

individual power in con-

temporary America, The Infinite Tides may 

be read as an allegory for a nation slip-

ping out of its Golden Age and finding no 

safety net in the space beneath it. 

 — Dean Bakopoulos

Closer to the 
Ground
b y  d y l a n  t o m i n e
Patagonia Books, 2012. $29.95, 230 pages.

now wHEn you’re shopping online at 

 Patagonia.com, you can buy some books to 

go with your new jacket. That’s right — Pat- 

agonia is in the publishing biz, and Dylan 

Tomine’s book, Closer to the Ground: An 

Outdoor Family’s Year on the Water, in the 

Woods and at the Table, is as 

comfortable and sensible as 

one of their fleeces. 

Imagine a more a=able 

Thoreau with a wife and two 

children living in a house 

they didn’t build them-

selves, but had built for 

them thoughtfully and as 

sustainably as their budget 

would allow. They aren’t at 

Walden Pond but on an is-

land in Puget Sound, a short 

ferry ride from Seattle. Now imagine their 

yard at the end of a long gravel drive as a 

mosaic of blue tarps, five-gallon buckets, 

freight pallets, and piles of firewood, and 

you are starting to get an idea of what the 

Tomine family is up to.

One of the events that triggered their 

decision to move from the city to a rural 

island happened when Tomine was at 

a friend’s house for a barbeque. He wit-

nessed two teenagers spending a warm, 

sunny day inside a dark room staring into 

their cell phones and texting. When To-

mine asked them with whom they were 

communicating, they pointed to each 

other without looking up. 

Shortly afterward, Tomine and his wife 

decided to raise their children in closer 

proximity to the world beyond the pro-

liferation of glowing screens. In a book 

organized, appropriately enough, by the 

seasons, we accompany Tomine and his 

family as they live a little closer to wilder-

ness. As it turns out, their three-year-old 

boy is a ringer when foraging for chante-

relles, though we also learn that blackberry 

picking for him means picking the berries 

out of his father’s bucket and putting them 

in his mouth. When it comes to fishing for 

king salmon, their six-year-old daughter 

brings home the bacon, and we get to wit-

ness her first “all-by-myself” catch.

The Tomines involve their children 

with the sources of their food as much as 

possible. Together, they plant tomatoes; 

dig for geoducks, razor 

clams, and oysters; pot 

for Dungeness crabs and 

spot prawns; and troll the 

waters of Puget Sound. 

And it’s not just about the 

foraging and fishing — the 

children also help their 

parents in the cooking and 

preserving. In fact, there 

are so many details de-

scribing the processes that 

it wouldn’t be inaccurate to 

describe Closer to the Ground as part cook-

book. There are many rich and beautiful 

passages about the meals they share as 

a family and with their friends, and the 

language Tomine uses to describe these 

meanders and the lyrical di-

gressions abound — there’s 

no climax to get to here, as 

this novel is all about anti-

climaxes. Often you find 

the ex-astronaut still and 

thinking, struggling to find 

beauty and meaning in his 

drab surroundings, as in 

this moment, which takes 

place after an intense but 

therapeutic erotic encoun-

ter with his married neighbor: “A black 

ocean above him. Stars cut into that false 

firmament. And Keith Corcoran stand-

ing there, drunk, maybe even smiling, 

the ring of the cul-de-sac and the lit orbit 

of streetlamps circling him, and when he 

stumbled forward through the dark edge of 

the sidewalk he did so without conscious 

thought, only with the drunken sense of 

curiosity or perhaps not even that.” 

Some readers, perhaps naturally happy 

ones, will likely lose interest in poor Keith 

as he stands and thinks. His heartbroken 

odyssey through the suburban landscape 

is neither very uplifting nor very dramatic. 

There’s the neighbor-sex, yes, and it’s well 

staged. And then there’s an unexpected 

friendship with a Ukrainian immigrant 

who likes astronomy, weed, and beer and 

who serves as a memorable foil to Keith. 

Some hijinks ensue in a nearby vacant lot, 

but not a whole lot of them.

And yet: the novel manages to enter-

tain and envelop the reader in a strange 

spell. Perhaps it’s the keen attention 

Kiefer brings to the surreal landscape of 

the American suburb, not just the domes-

tic tensions found there, à la Updike or 

Cheever, but the oddity of Corcoran’s for-

mulaic quest for order amid the strange 

wildness lingering at the edges of devel-

opment. It often feels as if the landscape 

itself is preventing the primal catharsis 

Corcoran needs to have in order to move 

on with his life. 

Still, this novel hums along, o=ering 
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valley of Shadows  
and Dreams 
b y  k e n  l i g h t  a n d  m e l a n i e  l i g h t
f o r e w o r d  b y  t h o m a s  s t e i n b e c k

Heyday, 2012. $40, 176 pages.

If Americans want to see where their food comes from, most would 

do well to travel to California, first in the nation in dairy production 

and grower of over half our fruits, nuts, and vegetables. Much of this 

food comes out of the Central Valley, a region widely perceived as a 

land of plenty. There is, however, a dark side to this bounty. In Valley of 

Shadows and Dreams, Ken and Melanie Light explore the grave injus-

tices and exploitation that have degraded this region’s landscape, led 

to rampant development followed by rampant foreclosures, and forced 

the very people who grow our food into poverty, illness, and, yes, even 

hunger. The book combines Ken Light’s strikingly sensitive black-and-

white photographs of people and the landscapes they inhabit and Mela-

nie Light’s well-researched text shaped by interviews and on-the-ground 

stories; together they create a complex and intimate portrait of a broken 

system. In the final section of the book, Melanie casts the project as 

both a warning and a call to action: “A poisoned, straightjacketed land-

scape, resource mismanagement, glaring human rights abuses, and the 

hijacking of our democracy to form an agricultural oligarchy are not 

only a source of shame for Americans but the ingredients for disaster.”

 — Hannah Fries

meals is so lush and visceral that you may 

find yourself getting hungry as you read. 

Though the book focuses on these fam-

ily food-gathering activities, Tomine makes 

it clear from the beginning that they are 

not self-su;cient. What’s more, that’s not 

their goal. Their goal is “to live a little closer 

to nature — especially through the process 

of food.” They are still very much on the 

grid of wireless internet, supermarkets, 

and cars. In his introduction to the book, 

Thomas McGuane writes, “Most writing 

on sustainability is aimed at those who 

enjoy being lectured, but the subject is too 

important to be framed so unattractively. 

People are ba=led at having to choose be-

tween the gangplows of industrial farming 

and a two-man goat cheese operation.” As 

if to say, “Give me neither gangplows, nor 

goat cheese,” Tomine finds a middle way, a 

way for regular people to live a little more 

consciously in the world that underpins the 

contrails and Twitter feeds of our twenty-

first-century civilization.

Now and then, some of the impacts 

of that civilization reveal themselves in 

Closer to the Ground, such as when To-

mine describes the e=ects of commer-

cial hydroblasting for geoducks or when 

he informs us that his family is careful 

about how much resident king salmon 

they eat due to the higher levels of PCBs, 

mercury, and other chemicals that can be 

found in such fish. But Tomine isn’t out to 

castigate anyone. In his self- deprecating 

way, he simply wants to live a little more 

. . . simply. Closer to the Ground is acces-

sible, well written, and optimistic. It is 

a warm reminder that even on the days 

when the salmon are scarce, it is a kind 

of sustenance to be in the boat together 

under the sun and to feel the tension on 

the lines and the rhythm of shifting wa-

ter in our bodies. 

 — Derek Sheffield
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