LIVES ONCE LIVED



LIVES ONCE LIVED:
ETHNOGRAPHY AND SENSE OF PLACE IN THE ABANDONED AND

ISOLATED SPACES OF NORTH AMERICA

JUSTIN ARMSTRONG H.B.A., M.A

A Thesis
Submitted to the School of Graduate Studies
in Partial Fulfilment of the Requirements
for the Degree
Doctor of Philosophy

McMaster University

© Copyright by Justin Armstrong, April 2010



DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY (2010) McMaster University

(Anthropology) Hamilton, Ontario

TITLE: Lives Once Lived: ethnography and sense of place in the abandoned and
isolated spaces of North America

AUTHOR: Justin Armstrong, H. B.A. (Wilfrid Laurier University), M.A.
(McMaster University)

SUPERVISOR: Professor Petra Rethmann

NUMBER OF PAGES: vi, 202

il



Table of Contents

Abstract

Acknowledgements

Before: an ethnographic guide to the realm of the dead

Days of Miracle and Wonder: a personal geography of abandoned space
Incidents and Accidents: wayfaring as ethnographic methodology
Invisible Cities: High Plains ghost towns and the space of abandonment
An Ethnography of High Plains Spectres

In a Minor Place: isolation and narrative in two island communities
After: memories, by way of conclusion

References

109

138

183

194

il



Abstract

This dissertation examines the ways in which abandoned and sparsely
populated spaces can begin to offer up their hidden, alternative histories through
the process of ethnographic inquiry. My research explains how it is possible to
engage with peripheral and often marginalized North American cultures through
the anthropological study of affect, space and materiality. Here, I have
endeavoured to construct a rich narrative of space, place and human geography
that sees the ghost towns of the North American prairies and the isolated fishing
communities of Grand Bruit, Newfoundland and Matinicus, Maine as dynamic
texts that can be read as both alternative historical inscriptions and as
anthropological phenomena that describe a unique aspect of unseen culture. Far
from being empty spaces, these locations present deeply engaging deposits of

local history and alternate world views. However, if left undocumented, I believe
that these spaces will soon be erased from the dominant narratives of culture and

historicity, swept away by the winds of resource depletion and rural-to-urban
migration. In what follows, I present an opportunity for the reader to join me in
unpacking and analysing these rarely understood and oft-neglected histories that
are intrinsic to contemporary North American culture and identity.
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Before: an ethnographic guide to the realm of the dead

Abandoned churc, Smuts, askatchewan

“Before the eighty-fifth birthday of a man well provided for in every respect, |
asked myself in a dream what I could give him to cause him real pleasure, and at
once answered my own question: a guide to the realm of the dead.”

-Theodore Adorno, Minima Moralia

A stack of little brown notebooks filled with my days spent among /ives-
once-lived. These books are my guides to the realm of the dead, maps of a world
where things have gone missing in the night, of places vacated and of people who
are no longer there. This project is a translation of a translation; it's the rewriting
of the things I wrote as I sat in diners, motels and Pine-Sol-scented barrooms
across the Plains, on boats and in haunted kitchens beside the sea. It's a retelling
of the stories I told myself about the places where I saw the ghosts of lives and
deaths.

The tires on my rented hatchback slip and slide their way down toward
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Scout Lake, Saskatchewan; the October rain makes muddy troughs of the road all
the way from the highway up to the general store. Inside there's a bit of
everything: work socks, ice cream, cattle feed, fuel, Cheez Whiz, home-made
perogies; it's the kind of place that's more of a public service than a business
venture. In the front window there's a folding table with four women and a man
—all in their early fifties—sitting and drinking coffee from small polystyrene
cups. They all stop and stare at me for a moment until I say hello and introduce
myself. I ask them if they mind if I sit down and talk, and before long the stories
of this place are flowing out in rivers of remembrance.

The last time the census was taken—back in 2006—there were 20 people
living here, now there are fewer than 10. As I talk away the afternoon with half
of the village's population, a picture of the way this place used to be begins to
emerge. The picture of Scout Lake that the remaining residents draw is very
different from the place I'm seeing today; their stories are filled with children in
their Sunday best, village picnics, shops, banks, laughter and joy, now there are
only empty houses and boarded-up shops, another broken sidewalk and more
deserted streets.

Belle wears a taupe and yellow ski jacket and blue jeans, her browny-blonde
hair falls just above her shoulders with bangs that frame her kind face; she tells
me how there used to be dances every weekend in the hall with live music and
pot-luck suppers. That's where she met and fell in love with her husband so many
years ago. She smiles a long-way-off-kind of smile and twists the thinning
wedding band on her finger. “All of the women in the village were such amazing
cooks—nobody ever bought anything frozen or pre-packaged, it was all made
with love, you know? But now no one has time for that kind of thing, you've
gotta work every waking hour just to break even with these grain prices. That's
why none of our kids stayed around—too much work for not enough money”.
Everyone nods in agreement.

We keep on talking well into the evening, all the while people from the
surrounding area trickle in to collect their mail, (the general store also serves as
the area post office) adding details to the stories of absence that percolate up
through our conversation. Julie, the woman who runs the store, asks a skittish
farmer in red plaid if he remembers the year that the community centre closed, or
if he knows who was working a certain dead farmer's land up over the hill. “The
community centre hasn't had anything happening since the 80s” he says, “and I
can't say who bought those sections after Doug died and his kids moved away—I
think it might be some guy from Assinaboia”. The finer details of abandonment.
Angela, a woman with cat-eye glasses and a purple quilted jacket, tells me how
the death of community has turned so many settlements into ghost towns; “no one
has a sense of neighbourliness anymore. Everyone is just worried about
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themselves and they don't care about helping each other out. That's what's done
it, that's what's killed all of theses towns”.

I can read the absence of people from this place in the dusty cans of beans
on the shelf in the store and in the mostly empty pigeon holes for mail behind the
counter. The faded flyer for a dinner-dance that's tacked to the notice board is
from four years ago and it's nearly covered over by ads for auction sales and used
farm equipment. I can sense the emptiness in the villagers weary voices, it's like
they're only hanging on by the edge of their memories. They've seen everything
slowly evaporate until all that remains is a folding card table and a worn out
coffee maker in the front window of a dying general store. For them, it's not
much of a consolation for the dissolution of their home-place. As I'm driving
away, in the withering light of evening, I can see the members of the Scout Lake
Coffee Club heading back to their quiet corners of town and I can imagine them
counting off the houses that they pass, noting the year that each one went dark for
good. Back in the distance, the town's lone street light trembles with halogen
glow, trying to keep the ghosts at bay for at least one more night.

This project seeks, in very real terms, to record and analyse the people,
places and things that exist in abandoned and isolated spaces across North
America. Here, I have tried to document these vanishing cultural spaces in an
attempt to preserve their sense of place, to illuminate the flash of history that
describes the moment when things get left behind, or when time shifts and warps
itself into strange forms. Sometimes these instants get swept away or bypassed in
the rush to get from here to there, ignored because of their peripheral nature. This
is an ethnography of dirt roads, of towns that don't appear on maps anymore, of
places without roads and of another kind of history.

My ethnographic fieldwork for this project involved two main
phases/locations—the ghost towns of the High Plains of North America (North
Dakota, South Dakota, Wyoming and Saskatchewan) and two isolated fishing
communities along the Atlantic coast (Grand Bruit, Newfoundland and Matinicus,
Maine). The ghost towns of the Plains presented me with the opportunity to
engage with empty or almost empty spaces in my attempt to understand—
ethnographically—the sense of place that develops in the absence of people, while
the two fishing villages offered me a chance to examine how isolation affects
narrative and how time accumulates in nonsynchronous (Bloch 1977) ways. In
both locations my primary goal was to explore the way in which time, space and
materiality develop outside of conventional global flows. Ultimately, my aim
with this project has been to outline how the time and space of abandonment and
isolation can be written into ethnographic discourse.

My fieldwork is comprised of multiple sites and visits to these locations
over the period of three years (2007-2009 inclusive), beginning with a three week
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stay on the island of Matinicus (pop. 50) in June of 2007, followed by an eight
week driving trip through the High Plains from September to November of that
same year. In June 2008, I visited Grand Bruit (pop. 15) for two weeks and made
a final trip to Saskatchewan for two weeks in September/October of 2009.

In Chapter 1, [ begin by establishing a detailed history of my own
engagement with abandoned space and isolation through an exploration of my
now abandoned childhood home, an isolated homestead in the forests of Northern
Ontario. Here, I outline how my fascination with these spaces developed and how
many of the questions that guided my ethnographic research emerged from my
childhood experiences and also from a return visit to the farm in the summer of
2008. It is in my engagement with the ruins of my deserted family farm that I
first began to understand how material accumulation and abandonment work to
develop a sense of place that, for me, reflects the power of loss, nostalgia and
memory. Ultimately, this farm functions as a means of investigating the ways in
which biography and history become embedded in the materiality of space and
place—something that has been a constant theme during the research and writing
of this project. Chapter 2 presents my outline for the practice of what I have
called psychoethnography, a methodology that fuses the randomly generated
urban walks of the Situationists with Walter Benjamin’s understanding of the
flaneur and perception, while incorporating established methods of ethnographic
fieldwork to create a new mode of engagement with people, places and things
within the study of cultural anthropology. In framing this set of practices, I have
endeavoured to illustrate both the theoretical basis and practical applications of
psychoethnography as a functioning ethnographic methodology. Here, I have
used my research in the High Plains and Atlantic fishing villages as testing-
grounds for this practice, with the intent of exploring how these methods can be
translated across varying geographies and cultures. My key site of translation can
be found in the transposition of the urban practices of Benjamin and the
Situationists to a rural setting where the methods remain similar while the setting
and results are quite different. In this chapter I discuss the melding of the
Situationist's notion of psychogeography, Benjamin's figure of the flineur and
ethnography into a composite methodology for examining North America's
isolated and abandoned spaces. In this way, the streets of Paris are traded for
gravel roads in North Dakota and the shops and cafes where the flaneur lingers
and reflects are transformed into decrepit prairie houses and rickety fishing sheds.
Chapter 3 focuses on the ethnographic significance of abandonment, absence and
affect in the High Plains, examining how time, memory and materiality
accumulate in layers of cultural significance, essentially creating a multi-
dimensional text that can be read to produce a detailed ethnographic portrait of
human absence. This chapter asks how these spaces and their spatio-historic
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resonance can be written into being, a theme that occupies a large portion of my
research. Chapter 4 remains geographically focused on the Plains, but examines
more closely the specific ethnographic findings of my fieldwork by delving more
concretely into the history, sense of place and narrativity of these so-called ghost
towns and their current and former inhabitants. Using my own experiences of
these spaces, local narratives and numerous photographs, I attempt to write (and
photograph) these spaces into ethnographic being, thereby presenting them as
locations of /ives-once-lived, as places where human life has evaporated, leaving
only it's material and spectral accumulations behind. Notions of nonsynchronous
(Bloch 1977) time and the accumulation of narrative time also play a key role in
this chapter by illustrating the ways in which these abandoned spaces become
temporally and ideologically peripheral through the absence of their one-time
inhabitants. The final chapter shifts the location of my fieldwork to the Atlantic
villages of Matinicus and Grand Bruit and addresses issues of isolation, memory,
nostalgia and narrative in the context of an ethnographic study of two isolated
island communities. Grand Bruit has proven particularly important in this regard
in that it was able to offer a glimpse of a sort of pre-ghost town where the
villagers were in the process of planning a government-funded emigration that
would see the space ultimately abandoned by the summer of 2010. For me, this
offered a unique opportunity to observe a town in the last moments of its isolated
existence, to witness the beginning of the end of an inhabited space. In both
Matinicus and Grand Bruit, narrative is the binding agent that carves a sense of
place out of isolation and situates inhabitants in their respective settings. In this
chapter I have endeavoured to establish a sense of place that is written into being
through narrativity; here, I acted as collector and arranger of stories which I have
attempted to cobble into an understanding of the cultural significance of
occupying isolated and peripheral spaces.

Together these chapters form what can be described as both a cultural
analysis of memory, space and time in isolation/abandonment and as a concrete
methodology—a manual of sorts—for the ethnographic study of not only ghost
towns and islands, but of virtually any cultural or geographic location in which a
would-be psychoethnographer should decide to undertake his or her research. I
see this project as a record of a fading cultural form, a kind of field guide to
peripheral people and places that [ have presented here as a collection of stories,
vignettes, photographs and personal experiences that [ have accumulated during
my fieldwork.

What may, at times, appear to some readers as an ad hoc collection of
transient impressions and chance encounters is in fact the end result of a series of
careful editorial decisions about which experiences and images would provide the
most resonant understanding of how I was attempting to write these worlds into
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being. For every story and photograph that ended up in these pages, there are
easily ten more that remain in my notebooks and hard-drives, and for each of
those there are innumerable others that never left Wyoming or Newfoundland.
While the methodology of psychoethnography promotes an openness to all
experiences, it is, of course, impossible to incorporate everything that appears to
the ethnographer. For this reason, my intent was to select what I felt to be the
most ethnographically significant aspects of my chosen fieldsites. For me, the
images and stories that ended up in this dissertation are those that seem to shine
most brightly and offer the most complete view onto the world of abandoned and
isolated spaces.

The photographs and writings that follow are only a beginning, a kind of
assemblage of departure points for thinking about how and why we, as
ethnographers, imagine and practice our fieldwork. From these nodes—rhizomes
—it is possible to trace multiple and varied options for experiencing ethnographic
space and time. For me, the ethnography of abandoned and isolated spaces has
turned into a project of starting to unwind the tightly woven strands of
accumulated time, space, memory and affect. One of the things that I have always
found so engaging about anthropology is its ability to incorporate such a
multitude of avenues of inquiry, opening up the way for cultural understandings to
emerge at a microcosmic level; as each layer of accumulation is uncovered, a new
world of sparkling fragments rises to the surface. I believe that careful and
affective attention to the individual threads of the cultural fabric of space and
place can eventually lead to a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the self-as-
ethnographer and of one's surroundings. As I see it, one of the ethnographer’s
primary duties is to examine the details that underlie the functioning of everyday
life in their chosen fieldsite.

The ghost towns of the High Plains, where I conducted much of my
fieldwork, represent a small fragment of the North American landscape that I feel
often goes unnoticed. In thinking back on my time on the Plains, [ am reminded
of an afternoon spent on an island in Boston’s harbour with a group of tourists,
wandering around an abandoned fort; a women standing next to me sees my t-
shirt with the word “Moosejaw” written on it and asks me if [’'m from
Saskatchewan. Yes, I say. She tells me that she and her family are from North
Dakota and that they’ve been to Moosejaw, Saskatchewan many times; I tell them
that I’ve been to North Dakota to study their ghost towns. Shocked, she pauses in
her walk and says questioningly, “we have ghost towns?”. Hundreds, I tell her.

“Do you mean the towns are haunted?”, she asks. I tell her that in a way
they are haunted, but maybe not in the way she's thinking. Ghost towns, I tell her,
are places where most of the people have left, leaving behind the traces of their
presence: houses, cars, streets, schools, stoves. I try to make it clear to her that
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the ghost towns I study aren't haunted by ghosts, but by the presences—the vacant
spaces—of the people who used to live there. For me, a town becomes a ghost
town when the majority of its inhabitants have moved away; when abandoned
buildings outnumber those that are occupied, a place has turned into a ghost town.
She asks me what I wanted to study in these places. “I was hoping to find the
stories of people's lives in the the things they left behind and in the memories of
the few people that stayed behind”, I say as the tour group rounds the end of the
small island. “Well that sounds fascinating” she says. “I'm always surprised by
how much of people's life stories can be read in everything that they've
abandoned”, I hear myself say. She nods and smiles with an honest face. Later
on, I hear her high, mellow voice a few paces behind me telling her teenaged
daughter about how North Dakota has a whole bunch of abandoned towns out in
the prairies, and that they're filled with all of the stuff that people left behind.

I make no claims to a complete understanding of these spaces. I can only
say that I have been there and that I have experienced these people and spaces
from the point of view of an ethnographer. I have collected and catalogued faded
and remote spaces, making sketches of their being and shining a temporary light
on the process of their erasure. [ have done my best to understand their worlds
through my own; I have tried to trace the paths of ghosts through an ethnography:
ghosts of childhood, of utopias gone sour, of dreamworlds left in ruin. Through a
wilderness of broken windows and salt-stained piers, [ pursued—and was pursued
by—the spirits of a haunted landscape; haunted not by ghouls, but by the human
reverberations of one-time and barely-now inhabited space.

The influences and sources of this project are many and varied, coming
from the fields of anthropology, cultural studies, cultural geography and literature.
I have drawn on such a wide palette of writers in the hope of creating a multi-
faceted and dynamic work that sees space and time from several different
perspectives and allows for multiple access points. Key among those whose work
[ have drawn on for this project is Walter Benjamin and his reflections on memory
and childhood found in 4 Berlin Childhood Around 1900, as well as his writings
on the figure of the flaneur , historical materialism and the idea of the
dreamworld. Similarly, W. G. Sebald’sThe Rings of Saturn has greatly informed
both the style and structure of this piece, providing an excellent model for how
one might begin to write places and their associated ghosts into being.

The work of Kathleen Stewart has been a significant influence on my way
of conceptualizing ethnography and on how I might approach the careful and
deliberate unpacking of everyday life as she has so adeptly accomplished in both
Ordinary Affects and A Space on the Side of the Road. Allen Shelton’s
Dreamworlds of Alabama presents a similar trajectory but approaches the notions
of ethnographic space and time through a distinctly personal landscape of
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memory, place and affect. Both of these authors’ works have served as field
guides for my journey through the realms of ethnography and affect, providing
my research with a model for thinking through and writing a place-based
ethnography made up of temporal fragments, splintered memories and emotional
disjuncture.

Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, Bachelard’s Poetics of Space,
Derrida’s Spectres of Marx, Gordon’s Ghostly Matters, Debord’s Society of the
Spectacle and de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life have all offered detailed
insights into how I imagine sense of place, haunting and the collective experience
of everyday modern existence. Paul Auster’s The Invention of Solitude and
Rebecca Solnit’s A Field Guide to Getting Lost provide useful touchstones for my
project’s attention to the myriad of embedded details that flow through everyday
notions of forgetting, movement and isolation. Caitlin DeSilvey’s recent heritage
preservation work on an abandoned homestead in Montana examines the ways in
which ruins accumulate time in materiality, a view that I found particularly
resonant with my own work in the High Plains.

From the field of anthropology, Tim Ingold’s Lines: a brief history and
Marc Auge’s Non-places: introduction to an anthropology of supermodernity
serve as direct influences on the methodological and theoretical bases for my
work, as have James Clifford (1997), George Marcus (1998) and Arjun
Appadurai’s (1988) critical understandings of the changing nature of the
discipline of anthropology within an in increasingly globalized world. Cultural
geographers David Harvey (2006) and J. B. Jackson (1980) furnish this project
with local and global perspectives on time and space and the accumulation of
meaning in the absence of human agents.

Finally, my dissertation advisor, Petra Rethmann (2008) and her most recent
work on nostalgia and memory have greatly influenced the way that I approach
ethnographic fieldwork and writing. Her attention to the interconnectivity of
time, space and cultural critique has served as a great inspiration for how I engage
with ethnographic subjects and their associated spaces. Her constant guidance
and critique of my works-in-progress has led me to become a much more focused
and reflexive ethnographer.

Following Paul Rabinow’s Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco, this work
is not necessarily a critical study of ghost towns and islands, but more of a series
of reflections on what it means to travel in the world of ethnography, always
looking, sometimes finding. It is a meditation on time, memory, and haunting, but
most importantly it is a kind of instruction manual for experiencing senses of
place in marginal space. This project is an open-source field manual to the realm
of the dead, to the echoes left in the wake of departure. Nothing here is ever truly
complete; there are always tears, pulls and breakages in the fabric, short-circuits
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that get re-routed. And while I do offer many critical reflections on the spaces
that I’ve visited and the people that I’ve spoken with, at its core, this work is
about finding new ways of looking at and writing about space as well as the
practice of ethnography within that space.

These are some of the things that have happened. Here is a list of paths
I’ve taken, maps scribbled down on the backs of diner cheques. In the end, this is
—and can only ever be—what Bourdieu (in Rabinow 2007:163) calls “a work of
construction of a representation of social reality”. Here, then, is my architecture
of abandonment, my cartography of isolation and my formulas for getting lost.
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Days of Miracle and Wonder: a personal geography of
abandoned space

Armstrong Farm, Nolalu, Ontario

“All we can do is trace our own images of the world as we have inscribed them onto
walls - as stuffed ducks and quilted barns.”
-Kathleen Stewart, “Nostalgia—a polemic”

From where I’m standing along the driveway I can see the shallow indent
of a stream that runs between two low hills, and beyond that, a large field
bordered by low, scrubby spruce. A slack, rusted barbed-wire fence winds back
and forth across the ridge. A forest of endless poplar trunks and tattered birch
bark. A worn-out pick-up truck with a mismatched passenger-side door and flat
tires rests at the edge of a bumpy road through the woods. The garden that I
could, at one time, see from the kitchen window is overgrown and its flower beds
have been broken up by wild roots. My father is rummaging through a box of
tools, looking for the right wrench in a clanging sea of metal. A conversation we

10
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had while driving through the Badlands of South Dakota as I stared out the
window at an alien landscape filled with ghosts and strange topographies'. A
photo of my sisters and me riding our bikes down the gravel drive with our
mother—twenty-five years ago.

For my family, this chunk of land out in the Northern Ontario wild
represents a complex suite of emotions and memories, feelings embedded in
materiality. For me it's the feeling of a lost home coupled with a nostalgia for a
place that no longer exists, untouchable and always absent. Talking with my
sisters on the phone one night last summer, they tell me that they feel the same—
saddened by the loss of our childhood home and unsure of how things will turn
out. We wonder if we'll be able to keep the farm in the family, or whether we
might have to sell it off to pay the back taxes. My mother misses the farm, she
tells me one Sunday afternoon during our weekly telephone conversation, but
she'll never be able to go back. For my mother there are too many difficult
memories out there, and this is why she's decided to let go as much as she could
and sign the property over to my father after the divorce. My father loves this
place, maybe more than any of us, but the memories of evaporated happiness and
prosperity weigh him down and he wonders how long he'll be able to stay out
there alone.

As I wander through the wreckage of my family's youth, I start to see the
accumulated layers of our time out here, but they're not well-preserved in hope
chests or photo albums, these artifacts swirl around my feet, they lie in mildewed
layers in leaky storage sheds and crumble in my hands when I try and yank them
out from under a piece of rotten wood. In the garage I see the old pickle jars with
their lids nailed to the roof, filled with screws, bolts, washers and other
mechanical ephemera; [ remember launching pebbles from a green plastic
slingshot and breaking those jars, their ragged edges still frozen, as if I'd just
knocked them down twenty seconds, or twenty years ago. This place ripples with
memories, flashes that leap out and sting my remembrance in its softest, fleshiest
parts. Endless piles of plywood, chipboard, fencing, windows, doors, bricks,
drywall, tar paper, fibreglass insulation, ceramic tile and every other building
material imaginable that my father hoarded for over twenty years, always intent
on reusing these bits and pieces to create some mythical house that never seemed
to materialize. A copper thumbtack pinned to the kitchen-cum-workshop wall

1 The Badlands are unlike any terrain I have ever seen: towering spires of chalky earth,
weird little rivulets that follow the humps of beige dirt, ravines and miniature canyons that
open up onto vast plains as flat as gymnasium floors. The ghosts are the spectres of my
father's life in this state, stories about a youth spent roaming the pine forests of the Black Hills
with his brothers. The topography is strange because this is the first time that I'm seeing this
space, but for my father it's his childhood home. Familiar and strange intertwine just outside
the car as my father provides a commentary to this unknown place.

11
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holds a sheaf of water-stained drawings of houses that my father drew. I
remember him poring over these blue ink sketches late into the night at the
kitchen table, after everyone else had gone to sleep, sometimes by kerosene
lamplight, sometimes by the single fluorescent tube light that hung above the
kitchen sink. For my father there was always something else, there was always
something that had to change in order for us to be happy; I think this is why we
first came to this place, to seek solace from what my father saw as the evils of the
world of conspicuous consumption and excess’.

In a shed full of gardening tools, a torn white plastic shopping bag reveals
hundreds of seed packets destined for a garden that was never planted. Stacks of
grade-school artworks with tempera paint blood dried and mixed in their corners.
Everywhere I turn the views have changed, no window or doorway holds the
same image; like the artworks they've all decayed into weird versions,
asphyxiated by grass and rubble. Books on homesteading, wilderness living and
animal husbandry lean in musty, spotted rows like frozen dominoes, forgotten
instruction manuals for resistance. Abandoned dreams.

Beginnings

In the following chapter I explore the personal resonance of my childhood
spent on an isolated homestead in the forests of Northern Ontario. In unpacking
the multiple layers of accumulated memory, haunting and nostalgia that I hold for
this place, I outline the genesis of my continued fascination with—and pursuit of
—the cultural significance of abandonment and isolation by asking how it might
come to be written into ethnographic being. This embedded significance, for me,
emerges from a careful attention to the stories that are often told in the
unseen/invisible dimensions of space and place: mounds of household detritus,
anecdotes told by remaining residents about those who have moved on and died,
the spaces left vacant by a home's former occupants. Using my ruined home as a
departure point, I have endeavoured to turn the biographies of myself and others
into ethnography. Here, it is important for me to understand my own personal
relationship to these spaces and their associated resonance before I can accurately
represent the people and places of my chosen fieldsites. In this way, my goal is to
follow my own experiences with ruins, loss, nostalgia and memory and to
translate them into the basis for an ethnographic examination of the ghost towns
of the High Plains and the island communities of the Atlantic coast. Ultimately,
my intent has been to write abandonment and isolation into ethnographic being
while at the same time producing a travelogue of the personal experiences that

2 He never told me this directly, but his politics are written in his disdain for urban life
and the way the city seems to breed consumption. He values freedom and spaciousness most
of all, and these things are present in abundance on the farm.
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have formed my understanding of these ghost towns and islands, as well as the
ruined farmstead of my childhood.

This particular examination of the material and spatial qualities of memory
develops out of perspectives that I gained after two years of ethnographic
fieldwork among some of North America’s best examples of abandonment and
isolation®. Following my fieldwork in these locations, I felt as though I was able
to examine the space of my family's abandoned farm from a slight remove; from a
distance, I began to understand why I had always been drawn to isolated and
abandoned space. It became clear to me that my attraction to abandoned and
isolated spaces developed out of a need to understand how others might read the
empty spaces of my family farm, how a story could be written into a place and
how that narrative could be drawn out into an ethnography. With this attention to
the ruins of my childhood home-place, I seek to provide a meditation on spatial
memory and geographic longing that will serve as a vital jumping-off point for
the following chapters. It also speaks to the ways in which the practice of
ethnography is often based in personal journeys of discovery that are designed to
answer the ethnographer's questions about their particular place in the world as
well as the culture onto which they have focused their anthropological lens.

The process of writing a place into being—especially an abandoned place
—requires a specialized approach whereby the emotions, tactility, visuality and
locality of a given space must be synthesized into a meaningful narrative, often
without the aid of direct human interaction. Many of the spaces that I
encountered during my fieldwork were uninhabited and I was often left to
perform a kind of historical reconstruction whereby I developed narratives of the
spaces through examinations of their materiality, sensorial environments and my
own pre-existent filters of experience, history and nostalgia. In spaces without
people, one can only delve so deeply into their past. Many of these spaces are
beyond the reach of history as it is documented in North America, and rarely, if
ever, surface in the literature, leaving only a sense of place that in some ways is
aHistorical because its history has been erased with the disappearance of its
population. Similarly, there is no public record of my family's life on the farm,
and anyone coming across it in the middle of the forest would have only his or her
impressions to guide their reading of the place. Hence, this type of ethnography
draws heavily on personal memories and nostalgias for its analysis; for this
reason, it seems appropriate that, before proceeding, I include a brief outline of
the personal histories and narratives that brought me to my current research
project.

Like Benjamin’s (1999, 2006) desire to preserve the significance of a

3 The post-agricultural ghost-towns of the High Plains and the isolated fishing villages
of Grand Bruit, Newfoundland and Matinicus, Maine.
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passing era by isolating and recording various childhood memories, I also reflect
on some of the fleeting moments and ideals from my childhood that have
followed me through my life and quietly inserted themselves into my everyday
life. As with Benjamin’s (2006) writing on the significance of early memory and
experience, my childhood remembrances have provided me with a model for what
would eventually become the focus of this ethnographic inquiry into the cultural
significance of isolation and abandonment.

In Berlin Childhood there is a pervasive sense of nostalgia and lament that
reflects a kind of elegy for people and places that no longer exist, a kind of loving
obituary of time and place. And while both Berlin and my family farm still
remain, they do not exist as they did in the time and space of childhood for
Benjamin and myself, respectively. To preserve these spaces in memory is to
offer them up as points of consideration and comparison, as frozen memories that
act as a mirror for more contemporary discussions of the nature of time and
memory. Here, nostalgia, haunting and history can be unravelled through careful
analysis and the drawing of connections between mnemonic fragments. For
example, the sensation that I experience upon walking into an abandoned house in
the ghost town of Bents, Saskatchewan, reflects my feelings of returning to the
ruined house where I grew up; in Bents [ wanted to know the story of this place's
collapse; in my own childhood home, I traced the detailed story of desertion that
led me here, reflecting on how I ended up in either place. In Northern Ontario
and in Saskatchewan, [ wondered exactly what it was that caused places to
become abandoned and how I might begin to read and write this sensation into
ethnographic being. Similarly, in the isolated community of Grand Bruit,
Newfoundland I began to understand the condition of wilful separation from the
dominant flows of global time and space through the lens of my father's desire to
extract himself and his family from the congestion and compression of the urban
world from which he had come. In this way, while I am definitely not an islander
living in isolation, nor a one-time occupant of a ghost town, I can begin to place
myself in the reflexive state of mind that is necessary to understand the conditions
of abandonment and isolation from an ethnographic perspective. In this way,
Benjamin serves as a kind of ethnographer of the self when he reflects on his
youth in Berlin, addressing memory and the construction of history through his
own experiences with it.

In Berlin Childhood Benjamin often appears to be attempting to remove
himself from the melancholic weight of nostalgia and, by isolating and inscribing
these spaces of memory, to be given the opportunity to escape the gravity of his
own history. He is, in a sense, collecting and cataloguing his memories and
locking them away in a cabinet where they can no longer run wild in the vast
expanses of memory. I too feel this pull to return to the imaginary spaces of
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remembrance, those nostalgia-filled spaces of childhood; in my writing I have
tried to limit my nostalgias and memories to this chapter in order to see them as
the genesis of my engagement with isolation and abandonment and to not allow
them to overshadow the histories and memories of the people and places that I
encountered during my two years of research.

Taking my cues from the reflexive writings on memory and history
contained in Benjamin's Berlin Childhood Around 1900 (2006), Allen Shelton’s
Dreamworlds of Alabama (2007) and Kathleen Stewart's Ordinary Affects (2008),
I provide these remembrances of my past not only as anecdotes, but also as a
means of describing how this particular project has developed out of personal
histories, tangled nostalgias and a desire for the organizing force of narrativity. I
have attempted to filter these experiences through an ethnographic lens that
allows for a re-imagining of home-place both as a departure/arrival point and as a
series of interconnected lines of experience (Ingold 2007) in a search for the form
and function of isolation and abandonment throughout North America.

Tiny Drawings

In my work, like that of many other anthropologists, the practice of
ethnography often forms itself around a collection of images or snapshots of time
and place, a set of signs that populates a specific cultural landscape (see Stewart
1996, 2008; Augé 2002; Taussig 2004). My little brown books of fieldnotes are
like a collection of tiny drawings of the people and places that I’ve visited; they're
like a series of small electrical wires, connecting particles of memories to one
another; they're a map to how and why I remember the paths I've taken. Like
German author W. G. Sebald’s aphoristic narrative of a walk along the east coast
of England that he describes in Rings of Saturn (1999), my ethnographic path is
inhabited by remembrances for things from different points in my life that act as
touchstones that help recall past thoughts and experiences. For Sebald, each
encounter with a person or place in his writing acts as a kind of mnemonic device
through which various reminiscences, observations and analyses occur. From a
conversation with a gardener that leads into a discussion of World War II, to a stay
at a seaside hotel that morphs into a history of herring fishing off the English
coast in the 19th century, Sebald's narrative is one of interconnected lines of
meaning and of moving through the space of memory as being a distinctly
experiential act. Similarly, as I move through my chosen subject-space
(abandoned and isolated places) certain people, places and things act as access
points to my own history and memories, and through these openings, they lead me
to new ways of understanding abandoned and isolated spaces ethnographically. In
looking for the stories that lie hidden beneath piles of splintered clap-board and in
empty farmhouse closets, I utilize both my own remembrance and my training as
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an ethnographer to piece together the impact of /ives-once-lived and the stories
that seep up through the cracks in the floorboards. For Sebald, his description of
the changing colours of the dead herring (1999:58) becomes an allegory for the
connection of physical states of being and the passage of time; in Sebald's story
and in my own, the world and its associated things change shape alongside the
movement of time, misshapen memories warped across time and space.

Like Benjamin, Sebald sees the memory-images that he has written into
being as moments of arrested time, they are the signposts that lead to ways of
thinking about space as a container for memory and experience. Of standing on a
wind-swept beach beside the ocean, Sebald has written that “doubtless it is only a
matter of time before...the appearance of the entire area changes. But that day, as
I sat on the tranquil shore, it was possible to believe one was gazing into eternity”
(1999:59). Itis in these isolated slivers of memory that one is able to focus most
clearly on the effects of time and place on memory. Similarly, my analysis and
way of writing these places into being is informed by my internal geography, by
my accumulated and layered history and by the associated nostalgias that haunt
the spaces and times of memory. An abandoned village on the Saskatchewan
prairie appears to me as a historical inscription of /ives-once-lived in heartbreak
and struggle, hope and happiness. When there is no one left to speak, the remains
must speak for their absentee owners; I read the history that has been left for me,
making narratives from what lies.in place. For others, this town is a reminder of
the hard times and faded hope that might best be forgotten. The broken-down
trucks in the overgrown yards of Wheelock, North Dakota tell me a story of
holding on and always trying to squeeze a few more miles out of a machine; they
remind me of my father lying under a similar vehicle in a subzero winter, trying to
fix some worn out cable or cracked pump so that we could go into the city for
groceries, my sisters and [ waiting patiently by the window, hoping to hear the
engine turn over. This image in turn calls forth notions of perseverance and
resilience and, in so doing, asks questions about what it takes/took to live in this
kind of isolated space.
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Justin and Aunt Joan, Summer 1979 (discarded
photograph recovered from the farm in 2008)

My history informs my footsteps; it tells me where to walk and determines
the way that I experience the time and space of abandonment and isolation.
History becomes the structure that I hang my perception on, it is the screen on
which I cast my experience. As anthropologists, we build our collected images
and remembrances into meaningful inscriptions; we translate our image-
experiences into concrete texts (ethnographies) that allow ourselves and others to
engage with alternate ways of understanding the world. This phenomenon is what
Bourdieu (1977:72) has called “the externalization of internality”, that is, the
transcribing of personal ethnographic experience (fieldwork) and memory into
concrete and engaging texts, of translating modes of thought and action across the
spaces of cultural experience. Throughout my fieldwork, I have endeavoured to
write my experiences and accumulated affect into being, to translate the
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hauntological (Derrida 2006) geography of place and to catalogue the individual
kinds of haunted dreamworlds that often exist on the periphery of global flows of
time and space.

Returning, Again

Living Room, Nolalu, Ontario

After spending the better part of a year travelling throughout North
America documenting abandoned and isolated spaces, I returned to my family’s
uninhabited farmstead west of Thunder Bay, Ontario to meet up with my father
and spend a couple of weeks cleaning out storage sheds, salvaging building
materials and mowing overgrown lawns. My two sisters were occupied with the
everyday responsibilities of work and family, and my mother had decided not to
return to the farm after she and my father divorced. I had stopped for a visit on
my way back from Saskatchewan en route to New York, and had agreed to help
my father with whatever plans he might have for the derelict farmhouse and the
rest of the abandoned property.

As the days passed and I moved through these spaces, talking with my
father for hours on end, I began to realize that my fascination with abandonment
and isolation was rooted in—and routed through—this place and in my
experiences of growing up here. I started to see how the way that I now
conceptualize an anthropology of isolation emerges out of a childhood spent in
relative seclusion on this farm, and how my interest in the processes and
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outcomes of abandonment develops out of seeing this place emptied of its people,
from asking questions about lives-once-lived as it fades away.

Hints and Allegations

This was not the first time that I’d been back to the farm since my parents
left. I’d visited a few summers earlier on a different cross-country drive. Not
really sure of what I’d find, [ remember feeling overwhelmed and confused as I
rounded the final bend in the road and saw an overgrown and ruined space that
looked very different than it had in my mind. I remember being disoriented. The
space was the same but the sense of place that I'd remembered had been erased,
leaving only a ghostly trace of my former life here. A few splintered memories in
the form of a couple of rusted bicycles that my sisters and I used to ride the five
kilometres to the tiny general store and scattered pages from my grade school
workbook on the solar system reminded me that I'd once occupied this space. A
constellation of /eft-behind and no-longer.

I

Armstrong Farm, Nolalu, Ontario

In a suitcase I found a ticket stub for a flight from Denver to San Diego
and an envelope of photographs: the ocean, seabirds in flight, palm trees, a stone
wall at the edge of the beach on a cloudy day. I assumed that my father was the
one who'd taken these photos. I wondered why he went to California and what he
did there. My father had become one of the innumerable missing pieces that I’d
seen countless times rustling on kitchen tables and bedroom floors in empty towns
and villages all across the High Plains: children’s books piled in a damp corner of
a disused schoolhouse in North Dakota; an uneaten can of soup in a doorless
cabinet in Saskatchewan; a phone booth in Wyoming without a phone, covered
with numbers scrawled in pen and scratched into plastic; an abandoned blue truck
in a field of wheat in South Dakota.
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For me the farm and its abandoned things represent the ruins of the past, a
past that sits somewhat incomplete, filled with unanswered questions about what
happened between the time I moved away from home in 1996 and now. This
place also embodies a sense of a lost home. I feel a little jealous when my wife
and I visit her parents in the house she grew up in, still intact, lived in; I don't
have this anymore, the presence of people and life has been erased from this
place. And there's a sense of nostalgia that always creeps in when I think about
the old log cabin and the buzz of a rusty Honda lawn mower, the kind that wasn't
self-propelled and had to be pushed, struggling over lumps and dips in the yard.
Nostalgia for a place that exists as a utopian dream gets caught in the flywheel of
what-ifs and could-have-beens as 1 see them written in do-it-yourself projects like
the tumbled down windmill, the cracked-in-half yogurt-maker and the feral mint
population that's overrunning the old garden plot. I get nostalgic when I see the
mouldy kid's clothes that we used to wear and when I uncover a sun-bleached
birthday card from my parents that they gave me on my ninth birthday. I get a
similar feeling out on the Plains, in other people's empty bedrooms with other
cards from other birthdays that remind me that there's always a sense of loss
hiding somewhere in abandonment.

Coming Back Into The Country

I'm thirty and it's August of 2007. I'm walking down the drive again,
alone and with a different sense of this place now that I’m older and taller. The
spruce trees that we’d planted along the road as seedlings have grown to over six
meters, blocking out the view to the field where we used to keep the horse. Knee-
high weeds tie up the road, but under my feet I can still hear the faint and familiar
crackle of hard-packed gravel, reminding me of the one kilometre walk to and
from the place where the school bus used to drop us off. Nature has begun to re-
inscribe itself on this once-inhabited place. Just like the other abandoned places I
visited, the road has become river of grass, undriven and wild.
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I think back to the family of mice that I found in an abandoned farmhouse
in North Dakota, how the absence of people made a space for their animal lives,
about how cultural dwelling often resists natural being (Ingold 2002). In a way,
the abandonment of spaces and objects is a return to nature, a termination of a
contract. Perhaps abandonment is simply the erasure of living, human culture
from space, a return of ownership to the wild.

The Sound of Birch Trees in August

My father, August 2008

“Everyday life is a life lived on the level of surging affects, impacts suffered or
barely avoided. It takes everything we have. But it also spawns a series of little
somethings dreamed up in the course of things.”

-Kathleen Stewart, Ordinary Affects

Now, at the end of the road, all I hear is the sound of birch and aspen
leaves flickering in the wind. No domestic animal or human sounds; no records
playing in the workshop that my father once used to make his stained-glass
windows. The first winter that nobody lived out here the pipes burst and flooded
the workshop, now there's a grey-black patch of rotten wood that covers most of
the floor. I remember walking over to the brightly lit cottage where my father
used to work on his lamps and windows in the evenings: old, warbly folk records
spinning on the turntable, a little Ashley wood-stove roaring away and my father's
untamed hair illuminated from below by a light-table that he used to cut the pieces
of stained-glass. That version of my father is just a ghost now.
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As I look around, I see all of the buildings and lawns emptied of
humanness and a sudden uncanny nostalgia washes over me. It is the feeling of
simultaneously being at home and feeling displaced; the familiar and the strange
converge in this space and in the way that I see the farm on this early August
afternoon. My nostalgia for this place is tempered with a haunted uncertainty
because, here, I am at home and homeless; my childhood home is in ruin, but the
space is somehow still marked out as a kind of home in my mind. Freud’s (2003)
essay on the uncanny describes this feeling as one of being a disconcerting
combination of familiarity and revulsion; it is a hybrid of conflicting emotional
responses to a given phenomenon. Freud (2003) writes that “the uncanny is that
class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and familiar”, a
notion that resonates deeply with my experiences of encountering both my own
abandoned space and the abandoned spaces of others. It is a feeling of nostalgia
and recognition that is coloured by an eerie and uncomfortable out-of-place
strangeness.

This miniature vortex of affective time-space is what Kathleen Stewart
(1988:227) has called “the nostalgia of and for local, nameable places” that
function as “simultaneous images in the arenas of life-style, spectacle, and loss”.
Here, Freud's uncanny and Stewart's nostalgia combine to create a tear in
local/personal time-space resulting in a state of affective disjuncture whereby
memory and the present appear to be slightly misaligned. The old kitchen in the
house has become a workroom; a large table-saw sits where we used to eat dinner,
a thin layer of sawdust covers everything. A waterlogged box of vinyl LPs rests
near a broken record player on the counter. For a while my father tried to rebuild
this place, but after a few months of isolation he couldn't manage and left the farm
for the winter, heading first to Colorado and then on to Mexico. And now I'm
here, standing amongst the left-overs, in the eerie quiet with torn-up memories
fluttering around my head.

Fred Davis (1979:102) describes the feeling of mnemonic discontinuity as
that of becoming “aware of a rent in the larger existential fabric of our being-in-
the-world, where formerly we perceived a whole”, whereby nostalgia seeks to
perform a kind of patch job on the holes that emerge in our imaginary past. When
confronted with breaks in this narrative, we are forced to confront the fragility of
time and space in our memories. If we are not directly exposed to the rupture of
memory, it continues along the same linear, unbroken trajectory. As I walk
between the buildings and gardens of my former home, I can see the decay that
remained hidden in my memory during my ten years of absence. In part, to write
this place into being is to perform this repair on my memory, to re-establish
broken circuits, and following Stewart (1988:229) I begin to see how “nostalgia
becomes the very lighthouse waving us back to shore—the one point on the
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landscape that gives hope of direction”. Here, my aim is to use nostalgia as a
guide, as a means of directing myself toward a larger critique of how
abandonment and isolation function as modes of being-in-the-world.

Home/Place

The farm is an isolated point of land. It sits at the end of narrow dirt track
that leads off a gravel road that winds its way down to the asphalt of Highway
588. In many ways, it's an island of specific history and of a particular set of
memories of my family and of our twenty-some years in the countryside.
Standing in the waist-high grass of the one-time front yard, I wonder how others
might read this place and how their own projections and imaginations might shape
the space differently. Along these lines, Kathleen Stewart (1988:227) argues that
“[n]ostalgia, like the economy it runs with, is everywhere. But it is a cultural
practice, not a given content; its forms, meanings, and effects shift with the
context—it depends on where the speaker stands in the landscape of the present”,
an idea that speaks to the subjectivity and fluidity of nostalgia(s) and the ability
for remembrance to colour ways of seeing and sensing time and space.

My psychological and geographic landscapes (like those of Sebald and
Benjamin) are populated by different times and places, each of them informing
and informed by my present position in time and space. This particular island of
the present—the farm—is haunted by the “ forms, meanings, and effects” of my
experience. The nostalgia that I may have felt upon visiting this place three years
ago, before I had undertaken my research on abandoned and isolated space, was
different than the nostalgia that I feel today, or the nostalgia that I will experience
when I return to the farm in thirty or forty years. Of course, I am not unique in
this experience; everyone understands and reflects on their own time and place
through different lenses. But, for me, this is what ethnography is, in some sense
—the description of a particular time and place through a specific lens (or set of
lenses). The subjective production of memory overlays space in a way that does
not discriminate; each encounter with place and time is informed by personal
memories and experiences. In essence, the ethnographer becomes a type of
temporary resident as he or she spreads out their own memory blanket and tries to
read between the wrinkles and folds. On this notion of subjectivity in memory, de
Certeau (1988) writes that “memory produces in a place that does not belong to it.
It receives its form and its implantation from external circumstances, even if it
furnishes the content (the missing detail)”, in this way, ethnographic fieldsites
appear as partially completed texts onto which we, as ethnographers, inscribe our
own memories, emotions and biases. Ultimately, our subjects and our analysis are
always-already what Clifford (1986:7) has called “partial truths” that are
“inherently partial—committed and incomplete”, leaving the ethnographer with
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the complex work of excavating and organizing meanings from the accumulated
layers of half-truths. Rather than something that takes away from the process of
ethnography, I believe that this condition of incomplete texts is exactly what
makes anthropology such a dynamic and malleable practice.

In writing on the abandoned ghost towns of the High Plains and the
isolated island communities of Grand Bruit, Newfoundland and Matinicus, Maine,
this deserted farm from my childhood appears as a significant and logical starting
point for an ethnography that winds its way across frayed and blurred narratives,
dead-end roads, empty houses, wordless evenings and the sound of nothing but
wind. In Maine, people can often be heard telling someone who has just asked for
directions that they can’t get there from here and while this may be true in Maine,
I believe that here, in the space of ethnography, one can always get there from
here—as long as we don’t mind enduring a few cuts and scrapes along the way.

Darkness on the Edge of Town

Now, at the end of my fieldwork, I'm less concerned with deciphering the
hidden codes of leaving and emptiness and I instead turn to an examination of the
series of events that brought me to where I now stand and how I might begin to
write these accumulated times and spaces into ethnographic being. Here, I begin
to question how time and place are constructed within anthropological discourse
and how we, as ethnographers, might start to break apart the fibres that comprise
the spatial-cultural-temporal fabric that is often the focus of our discipline. How,
for example, can a sense of place, with all of its associated memories, histories
and nostalgias be inscribed into an ethnographic record? How does the
biographical become the ethnographic? How do these qualities emerge from the
practice of fieldwork, and what kind of fieldwork produces these sorts of
impressions?

Michael Jackson (1995) has described the process of unpacking the time
and space of experience as a “palimpsest of moments in time [that] may also be
conceived of spatially. Every story told is a break in the journey”(157). Here, I
imagine the story of my fieldwork as something that can be seen as a series of
accumulated temporal fragments that work to create a detailed picture of an
anthropologist’s ethnographic trajectory, of the process of coming to understand
what it means to do fieldwork and to write the stories of people, places and things.
For Jackson, the significance of the story does not always reside in the destination
and its analysis; sometimes the stories contained within the journey itself become
the most resonant and meaningful. The following chapters act as a retracing of
my steps, of the thousands of kilometres that I covered in search of what is now
so plainly spread out in front of me. The empty buildings and creeping forest are
what I was always destined to return to. What interests me now is how [ might
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begin to describe the process of coming to know a place and its cultural and
personal significance through narrative and memory.

On Being Lost

Arrhstrong Farm,
Nolalu, Ontario

And now, at the end of the driveway, I'm kind of home, but I'm also a bit
lost. Lost in the sense that very little about this place has remained the same, so
much has changed shape; I feel a bit unsettled in this once familiar place. My old
bedroom houses stacks of unpaid land tax bills, scratched-out ledgers and receipts
for bailer twine and hydraulic fluid; in my sister's room a blue jay perches on the
window ledge, just beyond the torn mesh of a screen once used for keeping out
mosquitos. The garden has been overtaken with weeds and the low-spot in the
lawn has become a marshy bog. Everywhere I look, the stories that I remember
being attached to certain buildings, places on the property and times of day
become skewed by their decay. The old red barn where my sisters and I used to
play hide-and-seek now lies in a dejected clump of splintered wood. The little
cottage at the edge of the property where my grandparents used to stay when they
visited us, is now filled with rusty garden implements and retired power tools;
seeing it like this makes it harder to remember what it was like when they were
still a part of this place. The old logging road that runs behind our place up to the
municipal sideroad is littered with intruding saplings and dead-fallen trees, marks
of years of having been unused. We called this path through the woods The Back
Lane and we'd always plead with my father to use it as an alternate driveway
whenever we'd pass it on the way home from the garbage dump. Even the beat-
up Ford pick-up we used to drive is now without windows, resting quietly under a
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small patch of willow trees behind the house. Everything is here, but its form has
been altered to such an extent as to frame it as a rupture in my history, an ever-
widening hole in my memory banks. Rebecca Solnit (2005:25) sums up this
notion of uncomfortable nostalgia quite effectively when she claims that “[y]ou
already know what seems unknown; you have been here before, but only when
you were someone else”; for me, the trick in all of this is to find that person I was
before and ask them how to reassemble all the fragments of a life-once-lived. Out
in the abandoned and isolated places of my research—in the places I thought I
didn't know—I was searching for the same person, looking for answers to what
had already happened.

There are few original landmarks left on the farm and those that do persist
are broken or faded. I feel at grounded and lost at the same time among the
warped world of my one-time home. Still, even though it is unnerving,
sometimes to be lost is a valuable experience (Sebald 1999, Solnit 2005). To be
lost forces one's hand in the rebuilding and reformatting of memory, it creates
openings for critical inspections and affective readings of time and space. To be
outside of what is known and comfortable is to refocus one's awareness. In this
way, being lost requires one to reassess their location and retrace their steps in
order to better understand the process by which they arrived at a particular time
and place (Jackson 1995, Ingold 2007).

Revolutionary Waste

It's the beginning of August 2008 and we're out along the driveway piling
up the scrap metal that we've pulled out of various outbuildings and from beside
the paths that snake their way back and forth across the property: old logging
tracks, an abandoned municipal road, land survey lines. We're stacking up
industrial garbage, the material remainders and reminders of other times and
places that accumulate in space. We're dragging the bent steel frames of mid-
century vehicles out of the woods and along with them we're trailing stories of
abandoned things in isolated space. My father tells me a story about how he
acquired a now-lifeless Mazda RX-3 hatchback from a guy that he worked with at
a photography studio in Moose Jaw. The guy—Mark—Ilived in a one-room
apartment above the studio; he handed my father the keys, smoking, shirtless and
sitting on mattressless box spring. That car always had a weird smell; I lean over
and sniff the upholstery, but there's no more weird Mark smell, just the odour of
the decaying leaves on the floor mats. [ remember riding up a dirt road in the
car's back seat, its pock-marked faux-leather seats squeaking as I shifted my
position to compensate for the rough road. I remember its hatchback filled with
shards of coloured glass and a home-made grinding wheel that my father used to
make his stained-glass windows; I remember the golden dog hair on the back seat
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from our long-gone Lab/German Shepherd mix, Hannah. I remember my mother
holding my younger sister in her lap in the front seat as we drove down the shore
of Lake Superior to spend the Christmas of 1982 with my grandparents in
Minnesota. The car is a material part of the story of our life out here, it's a part of
the story of how things get left behind in time and place and how they accumulate
in deeper and deeper layers of significance. Now, spindly trees grow out of the
hole where the Mazda’s engine used to be. Moments of all of our lives are written
in the collected objects of this Northern Ontario landscape. Allen Shelton (2007)
describes this accumulation of personal histories as a “soft arcade”, a fluid and
spectral passageway of time and remembrance that human beings inhabit and that,
in turn, inhabits us. In this space, the arcades of the lives of my family are lined
by a smashed-in Ford Fairlane and coils of barbed-wire that used to make deep
dark cuts in the legs of runaway horses. These arcades are filled with haunted
memories that are unshakeable; they layer themselves on top of one another and
are always “relived as day-dreams” (Bachelard 1994:6). Here, in the space of
memory, a dwelling is more than a structure and a piece of land, it is also a web of
histories and personal resonances.

Maps

Remains of chicken coop and
barn, Nolalu, Ontario
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It's taken me over two years to reach this point. I’m standing here in the
silence of an extended August evening watching the Northern Lights pulse out
greens and yellows and I can see where I’ve been and how I got from here to
there. I can also see the paths that weave themselves back and forth across time
and place, always ending up where they began. I start to understand what holds
people in place and what makes them leave. I remember walking along a dirt
road with a farmer’s wife in North Dakota and asking her why she wanted to stay
out here, in what is often imagined as the middle of nowhere. Looking over at me
through a pair of slightly oversized dusty glasses, she tells me that it’s the quiet
and the open space that keep her here. “I can't even imagine what a place like
New York would be like—too many people; ['ve got no interest in that”, she says,
tugging at her white and blue-flecked over-sized cable-knit sweater. “Last night I
saw the moon shine in through my bedroom window at 4 AM, by 6 there were
only stars—that's what I love about North Dakota”. She met her husband at a
laundromat nineteen years ago and hasn't left since; she's rooted in this place.
Even as the towns where her friends used to live have been emptied out, she holds
on to the prairie for all it's worth. I think back to a farmer in Saskatchewan who
told me that the silence and the endless prairie horizon have driven people crazy
for years, “too much for some of ‘em” he tells me. I can sympathize. Having
driven through the Plains for weeks on end, I understand how the sometimes
desolate space of the prairie can work its way into a person's mind, how the never-
ending wind won't let you sleep and how the stark, wide roadways never seem to
arrive anywhere. Sometimes, on those unilinear drives, what [ wanted most in the
world was a curve in the road—something to remind me that [ was actually
moving somewhere. On the Plains, the potential for both embeddedness and
abandonment seems to be almost hard-wired; some people root themselves in
place, while others get caught in the wind and tumble out of sight. There are
those who have gone, those who have stayed and those who are always-already
leaving. And at the heart of these spaces, there's a story behind every inhabitation
and every abandonment, but sometimes those histories are buried too deeply to be
excavated in full. Here, being is inscribed into the soil, stories are written in the
dirt. I see this possibility in the farm. In a place like this, one must either dig
their heels in or leave.

Scraps of History

What I know about the history of Nolalu* and our farm is made out of a
series of knotted and frayed lines of remembrance, bits and pieces that trickled
down from the stories that I often heard the old people telling my parents at the

4 Nolalu is the name of the nearest village to the farm; it has about 100 residents, a
small store, a restaurant/bar and a community centre.
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post office or in the general store at the bottom of the hill. The history of this
place is a temporal and narrative patchwork that tends to skip over missing pieces
and re-route dead ends. This is a local history that is not written down, it is an
oral narrative that is cut-and-pasted from rumours, half-remembered stories and
from being in one place for many years. This is an example of Benjamin's (1969)
view of an alternate history that can be pulled (redeemed) from the fragments of
accumulated time, constructed out of the reassembled pieces that run below the
surface of the popular flows of history. There seems to be a limited amount of
available space within the canon of History, and all lesser fragments of time and
remembrance appear to be relegated to the garbage pile of time that sometimes
sits in “a space on the side of the road” (Stewart 1996), waiting for some form of
acknowledgement, redemption. Among these discarded story fragments, my
family has been written into the landscape, into the network of Nolalu’s people,
places and things. I remember stopping at the general store on one of my first
trips back to the farm after many years of absence and being asked an almost
endless stream of questions by the old couple that had run the store for as long as
I could remember. Where had I been? Where was my father? Who was taking
care of the farm? Did anyone still live out there? Was I coming back to stay?
Here, I became the potential for them to fill in the missing pieces of the history of
this place, the possibility for a few more fragments redeemed. My family’s
absence from this place had not only been physical, but also historical; our being-
away had created unknown holes in the local narrative history. Now these people
wanted to patch their quilted history with my presence. Histories of these kinds
of stitched-together places tend to accumulate in people’s memories and form new
worlds of remembrance out of a kind of bricologic temporality (Benjamin 1969,
Stewart 1996). With each new piece of the puzzle, the tectonic plates of local
being shift and form new connections of being-in-time-and-space. This is the
process through which, as Stewart (1996:90) claims, “the effects of history lie
gathered into a space of impacts and remainders storied as a space on the side of
the road”. Nolalu, the farm and my family are histories on the side of the road.
The landscape of Nolalu is populated by characters who form another
constellation of historical remembrance, an intersection of local being and time. I
remember an old Finnish man who lived in a broken-down cabin up one of the
dirt sideroads. We’d often see him making his daily trek to the one-lane bridge
that spanned the Whitefish River, hoping to catch a glimpse of a submarine in the
shallow water that ran beside the post office. I remember my father asking him if
he’d seen any “U-boats” that day and the answer was always “not yet”. This
character is fixed in the space of my remembrance of this place, and through him I
remember the other bits and pieces of that time: the beige half-ton truck that my
father drove, our Airedale terrier, Syke sitting between us as we made our weekly

29



PhD Thesis — Justin Armstrong McMaster - Anthropology

trip to the feed supplier, the colour and sound of the river and of the tire-noise on
the zig-zagged wood of the bridge.

I remember finding old photos of the people that lived on the farm before
us—another group of back-to-the-landers who let go of their dreamworld—and
my father telling me about meeting them and buying the land. I remember an old
lumberjack sitting with my father at the kitchen table and telling him about how
what we called The Back Lane used to be the main road to Nolalu back in the
twenties and how the crooked shed half-way up the hill was once the building
where the electric generator was housed. Pieces of history start to line up, others
disappear.

Most of these histories had to be inferred during my fieldwork in the
deserted ghost towns of the Plains. I had to construct my own narratives of time
and place, I had to create my own worlds out of what I found in the empty houses
and hollowed-out storefronts. These bits and pieces of history weren't mine, and
so [ had to draw them out of hiding using only the scattered clues that had been
left behind. Of course, all of these stories that I told myself were based on my
own sense of place and on the practice of trying to map my personal collection of
lines and experiences onto other sites of memory. But isn’t this what we're
always doing as ethnographers—mapping our own imaginations onto the spaces
of others? And I wonder if there is a kind of nostalgia, remembrance or common
history that can be transferred between sites by the ethnographer? I stand at the
side of a dirt road in Saskatchewan and stare at a deserted farmhouse that I’ve
never seen before. It does look a lot like the house where I was born.

Go West Young Man
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He's just twenty and it's 1969. He's heading west to San Francisco. He's
standing at the side of the road outside White Bear Lake, Minnesota; his hair is
blonde and he hasn't grown a beard yet. He wants to visit Haight-Ashbury before
it crumbles; he wants to live the hippie dream on the other side of Great Divide, at
least for a little while. He gets the shit kicked out of him in Wyoming by some
cowboys. Somewhere in Idaho we gets a ride from an escaped psychiatric patient
on the run from the police who tells him that he's going down fighting and he's
taking the young Minnesotan with him. He reaches for the Bowie knife tucked
into his boot. The driver catches a glimpse of the steel and screams something
about bad ideas. He grabs the wheel and in the struggle the car hits an
embankment and flips over. The last thing he remembers is being upside down
and then nothing until he wakes up in a mess of blood and glass. The driver's seat
is empty. He finds a gas station bathroom a ways down the road where he tries to
clean up, but it's too late, someone's already called the cops. They pin everything
on him and put him in jail. A few days later they catch the wounded driver trying
to steal another car and they let the hippie go free. When he makes it to San
Francisco, he lives on nothing, eating the free food given out by the Diggers every
day at four o’clock in Golden Gate Park and crashing at various run-down
apartments along Haight Street. He'd wanted to see what was going on in
California for himself; he hung out with aspiring rock stars, junkies and displaced
suburban kids from places like New Canaan, Connecticut and White Plains, New
York and took LSD at a midnight showing of the Beatles' Yellow Submarine film.
After a few months, he goes home through Nebraska where he gets caught for
hopping a train and spends some time in a little jail on the prairie. His father, the
chief of police back in White Bear Lake, comes to pick him up—turns out he
went to the police academy with the local sheriff. They don't talk all the way
back to Minnesota.

His past is always re-written, but his future remains unwritable. These are
just some of the stories that make up the Dream, it tells him who he was and who
he has become. He told me other stories of the sixties as we drove across the
Dakotas and I just sat there, filling in the tiny narrative holes of my father’s
history.

I’ve just turned thirty and it's 2007. Now I’'m heading west, into
Wyoming. I want to visit the ghost towns of the Dakotas before they're swept up
in the wind that's always-already blowing in from Paradise. This wind is
Benjamin’s (1969) allegory for change and progress; it's something that's always
blowing in from some place better, newer, and ultimately unknowable. In this
case, among the wheatfields of the Plains, Paradise is an intricate constellation of
agri-business, shifting global and local economies and steady rural-urban
migration. I’m looking for answers to why people leave and to how I can write
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their absence into an ethnography. I get drunk on cheap gin with an oil rig worker
in a hotel bar in Williston, South Dakota. We talk about the end of the world and
the evils of money and oil. At the end of the night, after the bar has closed and
the bartender is collecting bottles and wiping down the bar, I stand up to leave and
the oil rig worker throws his arms around me and hugs me tightly. He tells me to
speak only the Truth. That’s all he wants, that I tell it like it is. But like the Cree
hunter in James Clifford’s “Partial Truths, “I’m not sure I can tell the truth....I
can only tell what [ know” (1986:8).

Abanonébbicy, Nolalu, Ontario

The Collector

We spend most of one day at the farm organizing various tools, notebooks
and work clothes that my father has managed to accumulate over the years. He is
an eternal collector, always hesitant to throw anything away, always concerned
that its usefulness might resurface some day, that it can be redeemed. I find
myself constantly asking him if this broken shovel or that moth-eaten jacket can
be thrown away; sometimes he says yes, most often he says something like “just
put it over there for now”. The acreage is littered with enough building materials
to construct four new homes. My father has salvaged everything from glass
blocks to steel fire doors. He does this because he can't stand to see these things
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end up as landfill. He talks about building a new house. Perhaps this is how he
intends to rewrite his history. By building a new house, my father will re-inscribe
himself on this space, he'll be able to re-calibrate the parameters of the Dream.

My father collects and accumulates things, he ties knotted stories around
each artifact that [ uncover and situates it in his own narrative of time and space.
Here, his collections form a history of his being in the world, they build a wall
that pushes against emptiness and the years spent away from the farm. Each piece
of the collection tells a story through its relationship to other things and to my
father; they're all tied to the times and places of his life: a suitcase with ticket
stubs from trips I never knew he took, an old sweatshirt with the word
COLORADO printed on it that he got as a Christmas gift from my aunt when he
lived in that state, a toolbox full of specialized woodworking tools, faded family
photos with weird candy-coloured water stains in their corners. In a way, I'm
performing an archaeology of my father and at the same time, of his son and
daughters and their mother. In this setting we're all a bit like ghosts. We're all
always-already present in the things and places that I uncover in the farm’s
outbuildings and in mildewed cardboard boxes.

Dismantling Memory

I'm inside the old farmhouse with two of my childhood friends who've
come out for the day to help with some demolition. We're pulling down plaster
from the ceiling in the one-time living room and knocking out the plank walls
upstairs. [ think that it must be strange for them to be dismantling a house that
they often visited, a place where we used to have sleep-overs and birthday parties.
Their memories of this place will now be punctuated by its collapse. But this isn't
how it is for my father, at least that's what he tells me. By destroying this house
my father is trying to rewrite his isolation by erasing the memories of a different
time and rebuilding his vanished dreamworld. For me, our old family selves are
like mythical ancestors now, only alive in a couple of scattered photos and
flickery memories. Among the ghost towns of the Plains, there's no one left to
lovingly dismantle the memories contained in the abandoned houses and caved-in
grain elevators; there's no one left to rewrite history. Without some kind of
attention, these places seem destined to fade away into forgetting and out of
history.
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uthor and his fahe,

M
Nolalu, Ontario

I'm sitting on the tailgate of the blue Ford pickup with my father. We're
looking out into the area that we used to call “the pasture”; there aren't any horses
or cows or goats to eat the grass and it's become overgrown. Nature has begun to
seep back in. He's telling me how happy he is out here, in the wild, away from
the noise and thick light of the city. He'd been living in Colorado Springs for the
past few years, taking care of his ageing parents. They're both almost ninety. He
tells me that he's glad to be back where he belongs. I wonder if he really belongs
here, in this time. My father's time is what Bloch (1977) calls “nonsynchronism”,
a time apart, moving at a different rate and in alternate paths from here to there.
He tells me not to worry about him, I tell him that that's impossible.

What follows is an ethnographic sketch of space-based experiences, of
moments of lives-once-lived and of lives on the periphery. It is the beginning of
my attempt to draw an atlas of maps of memory and space, of forgetting and
remembering people, places and things. At times, I might chase my tail, I may
even catch it for a moment or two, but it will always get away and I'll keep on
following it to all of the islands and ghost towns that I can find. For me, the
abandoned farm in Northern Ontario is only the starting point of this project
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because it led me to question how people remember places and how places
remember people.

And so I begin my search for other abandoned and isolated worlds, hoping
to find the place where the dreamworlds of here and there begin to overlap. Like
Tom Petty, I'm “runnin' down a dream, that never would come to me, workin' on a
mystery, goin' wherever it leads”.
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Incidents and accidents: wayfaring as ethnographic
methodology

Saskatchewan

“The storyteller falls in step with the lively pace of his fables. He follows them in
all their turns and detours, thus exercising an art of thinking”
-Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

“Airplane flights are usually from city to city, but in between are the untrodden

realms to which you can only give approximate labels—somewhere in

Newfoundland, somewhere in Nebraska or the Dakotas.” (Solnit 2005:40)
-Rebecca Solnit, A Field Guide to Getting Lost

From fieldnotes written in Buffalo, Wyoming on October 18, 2007:
Sometime in the night, in an abandoned city in Wyoming, I got lost. Like floating
on a wild sea, in a small white lifeboat, I drifted. Familiar shores out of sight,
waves of blown-dry topsoil and yellow grasses pushed me on through the night.
When I woke up, I found myself in an unknown place, a terra incognita of’
beautiful weirdness.
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Good-Evening, Distant Shores: on becoming a psychoethnographer

Grand Bruit, Newfoundland

My interest in developing an ethnographic methodology based on
unplanned and randomized movements first emerged from fieldwork for a project
on the street art of New York City and London (Armstrong 2005). While
conducting this research, I travelled increasingly deeper into spider-webbed back
alleys and side streets in search of artwork, always seeking ever-narrowing and
disused passageways that held fragments of the city's ephemeral visual culture
amongst the brick and cement of the urban margins. After several weeks of
moving through both cities’ less-trodden spaces, my experience of their
geographic spaces began to shift noticeably. What had once appeared to be a
simple series of streets, sidewalks and subway tunnels now became a complex
network of layered topographies with unique visual and spatial characteristics,
generated by my search for street art. As I slowed my pace and continued to vary
my movements through the levels of urban space, [ began to develop new mental
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maps of the city. My experience of these places became one that was infused with
new modes of thought and movement, an approach that was based on chance
encounters and indeterminate lines of motion. With time, the cities and their
environs changed from a series of linear subway rides and A-to-B sidewalks into
a constellation of visually significant spaces and overlooked corners; these
marginal spaces were street art’s natural habitat. Through a re-imagining of urban
space and place, London and New York were transformed for me into an
accumulation of interconnected webs of spray-painted walls and faded posters
glued to metal doors, all linked by lines of movement that were generated by a
conscious avoidance of the conventional routes (major streets, wide shopping
avenues, expressways) and modes (taxi, subway, fast-paced and directed walking)
of urban travel.

These invisible lines that connected the locations of street art—when
carefully studied—revealed subcutaneous maps of the city drawn by the artists in
the night. To avoid detection (street art is illegal and carries hefty fines in both
London and New York), artists often work under the cover of darkness, in out-of-
the-way places where curious pedestrians, the police and the omnipresent closed-
circuit-television cameras are less likely to interfere with their work. As a result,
street artists have created a new sense of urban topography for someone who
endeavours to follow their unseen lines from one piece to another—each poster or
sticker becomes a point plotted on an imagined map that can be traced from one
side of the city to the other. To be able to effectively and critically engage with
this artform and its spaces, one must follow a different kind of mental map, one
that establishes a new form of urban geography, an alternate topography of the
city and its passageways.

And it was in the moment of recognizing this subcutaneous cartography of
the city, that I was able to step back and examine the lines that my own
movements had inscribed onto urban space—the paths that I’d followed—that I
realized that I'd been walking along the lines of a map that formed an alternate
pattern of moving through cityspace. This realization lead me to re-examine the
work of Guy Debord and the Situationists International with a specific interest in
their theories of dérive (translated from French as 'drifting') and psychogeography
(the study of the effects of the built environment on the psychology of city
dwellers). Through a careful examination of key Situationist writings (Debord
1955, 1958, Chtcheglov 1958), I began my initial attempts at translating these
political and artistic practices into a viable ethnographic methodology.

Perhaps Walter Benjamin’s (1999, 1983) examination of the figure of the
fldneur—a character first introduced by Baudelaire (1970) in the mid-19" century
as someone who wanders the streets observing everyday life at arm's length,
looking but never touching—provides the most logical starting point for a
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discussion that incorporates the Situationist practice of dérive into what I call
psychoethnography (a combination of psychogeography and ethnography). The
flaneur can be described as an urban wanderer who ambles leisurely through the
city and its various environs, without a concern for time or direction, moving
through space simply to experience the urban environment as it presents itself.
For the flaneur, the ability to free oneself from the constraints of time (affording
themselves the luxury of slowness) offers this modern wayfarer the opportunity to
move in alternate spaces and times without any concern for specific agendas. No
longer are the city's streets a means to an end, they have become an end unto
themselves, resonant with qualities available only to those with the temporal
surplus necessary to explore this parallel dimension of urban space. On this
notion of accumulating surplus time in the face of the industrialized, modernized
cult of speed, Benjamin (1999:107) writes that the flineur maintains the ability to
“store time as a battery stores energy”” which, implies that to be able to experience
an alternate cityspace, one must be afforded the opportunity to accumulate a
sufficient amount of surplus time. At one point in his discussion of the flaneur
and temporality, Benjamin essentially outlines a kind of proto-psychogeography
when he states that:

“What for others are deviations are, for me, the data which determine my
course. On the differentials of time (which for others, disturb the main lines of
inquiry), I base my reckoning.” (1999:456)

Here, Benjamin presents fldnerie (the act of being a flaneur) as a means of
gaining knowledge of space, a methodology of potential that embraces chance
occurrences and alternate experiences of time and place. For Benjamin's
flaneur—and later the Situationists—the ability to experience an alternate reading
of the city offered a chance to glimpse a world that few modern city-dwellers had
seen: the city as a network of critical potentialities, an undiscovered country of
cultural connections between the commodity, space, art, time, history and
imagination.

While the practice of psychoethnography is only hinted at in my previous
work on street art (Armstrong 2005), [ was able to give it a far more detailed
exploration in the context of my current project on the abandoned and isolated
spaces of North America. Here, my ultimate goal has been to transpose what was
initially imagined as an urban and locally-based practice into something that
could be accomplished in a rural setting and across great distances. In essence,
what [ have attempted to do with this project is to expand the scope of
psychogeography to include spaces, times and practices that it was never intended
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to encompass: the rural, the past, driving.

Shoshone, Wyoming

While the Situationists had initially conceived of this project as a sort of
artistic and political intervention that was designed to act as a critique of
capitalism (Debord 1955, 1958), my translation of these theories reframes them as
a way of foregrounding chance occurrences, re-imagining (and re-mapping) space
and focusing on travel as a form of data collection. And while I understand that
these practices are not new to anthropology, my project works to make these
elements of ethnographic inquiry much more explicit by essentially unplanning
and deconstructing the existing methodologies in contemporary anthropological
fieldwork®. This project does not seek to discredit current practices or refute their
utility, it simply offers an additional (often parallel) avenue of potential cultural
inquiry. Beginning with the model of psychogeography originally developed by
Debord and the Situationists, I overlay the methodology of ethnography to create
a functional practice of psychoethnography. To understand the trajectory from
psychogeography and ethnography and their hybrid form, psychoethnography, it
is important to know something about the historical development of the

5 While complete unplanning of anthropological fieldwork is almost impossible, I have
made every effort in conducting my research to open it up to chance occurrences whenever
possible. For obvious reasons, some planning is necessary, including such logistical concerns
as car rental, air travel and accommodation.
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Situationist concepts of psychogeography and dérive.

The beginnings of what would come to be known as psychogeography
began to emerge in the mid-1950s with a small group of artists who called
themselves the Letterist International, a collective of cultural producers and
theorists whose goal was to enact a radical criticism of urban and capitalist power
structures through artistic interventions, including most notably the
“Psychogeographic Game of the Week”, which was published regularly in the
group's journal Potlatch®. In a 1953 article entitled “Formulary for a New
Urbanism”, Ivan Chtcheglov described a series of revisions for urban space and
its usage, including the development of an intersection of spatial poetics and
urban space, a re-imagining of how a city's inhabitants move through its space
and the possibility of seeing the city as a kind of canvas onto which social and
aesthetic change can be inscribed. Chtcheglov’s piece asked the reader to re-
imagine a city that opens itself up to chance occurrences and artistic intervention;
it called for nothing short of a complete reform of the way in which cityspaces are
conceived. Chtcheglov (1953:n.p.) wrote, “we don’t intend to prolong the
mechanistic civilizations and frigid architecture that ultimately lead to boring
leisure. We propose to invent new changeable decors”. When read in conjunction
with Debord’s “Theory of the dérive” (1958), Chtcheglov's article provides a
foundation for understanding the practice of urban exploration/critique that was
further developed by the Situationists throughout the 1960s.

One of the first uses of the term psychogeography can be found in Guy
Debord’s 1955 essay “Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography” in which
Debord defines psychogeography as “the study of the precise laws and specific
effects of the geographical environment, consciously organized or not, on the
emotions and behaviour of individuals” (1955:n.p.). Debord goes on to describe
how, through a study of the psychological influence of urban geography and the
built environment, one can begin to recognize the emergence of alternate spaces
of engagement (alleyways, disused courtyards, urban ruins) and novel ways of
moving through the city's environments. In so doing, the would-be
psychogeographer becomes an agent of resistance, opposing predetermined lines
of thought and travel that are often dictated by the capitalist cityscape which,
according to Debord, forms itself around conspicuous consumption and
automobile travel. Here, Debord calls for a “renovated cartography” (1955:n.p.)
that re-imagines the city as a system of passageways, traversed not in the service

6 “Depending on what you are after, choose an area, a more or less populous city, a
more or less lively street. Build a house. Furnish it. Make the most of its decoration and
surroundings. Choose the season and the time. Gather together the right people, the best
records and drinks. Lighting and conversation must, of course, be appropriate, along with the
weather and your memories.” (from Potlatch #1, June 1954, no page, no author listed)
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of the commodity, but in the name of the “insubordination of habitual influences”
(1955:n.p.). In a way, Debord called for a re-routing of the space of capitalism
through a ludic engagement with the city. By re-imagining the predominant view
of city-space, psychogeography offered a theoretical avenue into understanding
how commodity spheres affected the everyday patterns of city life and how they
might be renovated and rewired for other uses.

One of the central tenets of psychogeography is the practice of dérive. This
exercise explores the possibility of “rapid passage through varied ambiances”
based on “playful-constructive behaviour and awareness of psychological effects”
that are “quite different from the classic notions of a journey or stroll” (Debord
1955:n.p.). This sportive appropriation of cityspace offers an alternate view of
urban environments that questions the prevailing patterns of movement that
dominate the capitalist-centred city. Here, the psychogeographer becomes
something of a conduit through which the “varied ambiances” of the city are read
and translated into a critique of the built environment and its various forms of
affect. It is the reading and translation of the affect of marginal and secondary
space that opens up the possibility for an engagement with alternative, coexistent
views of the city (Armstrong 2005).

For Debord and the Situationists, the city represented the spectacularization
and commodification of social relations and the erasure of affect’ that
accompanied the rise of commodity forms and media pollution/saturation.
Through the practice of dérive, the Situationists advocated a reformation of the
cityscape by freeing city-dwellers' imaginations from what they saw as the
endless repetition and banality of the everyday spectacle—in the forms of
conspicuous consumption, sporting events, celebrity and media. For the
Situationists, the routinization of consumerist lifestyles had become the prevailing
ailment of the modern, capitalist city, a pox on genuinely lived experience.
Debord saw the city as a place that had been taken from the wayfaring
pedestrian—the flaneur—and given over to the automobile, a condition that he
claimed increased alienation and detached urban populations from affective
experiences of space and place. Within the confines of Debord’s late-capitalist
Paris, the urban environment had become something to be experienced only from
the window of a car or in the short distance traversed between instances of
consumption. On this idea, Debord writes that the “society which eliminates
geographical distance reproduces distance internally as spectacular separation”

1 [ use the term affect within the context of this project to define the resonant emotional
impact produced by people, places and things, and the ways in which these reverberations
structure human engagement with their emergent environments. Ultimately, it is someone or
something's emotional agency, its ability to act through what Williams (1977) calls structures
of feeling.
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(1983:167); he believed that the further people remove themselves from the
experience of moving through space, the more they separate themselves from a
true engagement with the city.

For Debord, the commodity sphere, along with its associated fetishes and
technologies, serves only to isolate and alienate. This notion of emotional
detachment from one’s environment is echoed in the novels of J. G. Ballard (most
significantly in Crash [1973], Concrete Island [1973] and High-Rise [1975]).
Ballard portrays modern urban life as a sterile and alienating experience, where a
break in the everyday patterns of consumption leads characters to seek spectacular
and violent experiences as the only means of escaping the monotony of modern
existence. Ballard’s writing reflects a refutation of contemporary society where
characters are thrust into bizarre situations and set adrift in the chaos of the city
and its decay. Where Debord and the Situationists imagine a playful remixing of
life-patterns in the city, Ballard sees the fallout of modern spectacular culture as a
constellation of brutal revelations. If the Situationists offer a playful call to arms,
then Ballard presents a bloody eulogy made out of twisted metal and concrete.
Both Debord and Ballard offer views of the cityspace as something other than the
homogenous arena of conspicuous consumption; for Debord it is hope and for
Ballard it is memorial. In my work, I aim to combine the views of both Debord
and Ballard in an attempt to memorialize and invigorate conceptions of everyday
space and place by forming a renovated topography of affect, memory and
ethnographic drifting.

During the last few decades, many other thinkers have taken up the theories
and practices of psychogeography as a unique way of experiencing the city
(Coverley 2006). Writers such as Will Self (2007), Iain Sinclair (1997), and
Stewart Home (1998) have utilized elements of psychogeography in their work to
create an urban critique that is based on spatial and emotional experiences of the
city. Will Self even maintains a regular column in the British newspaper The
Independent entitled “PsychoGeography” that examines contemporary culture
from a psychogeographic point of view. For Self, the world of the everyday is
ripe with opportunities for ad hoc criticism and reflection, all of which are
engaged through a random wandering, both physically and ideologically. Self
uses a methodology that collects and catalogues experience from marginal or
seemingly unremarkable locations to create a type of psychogeography of the
mundane. From his missives on ignorant American tourists and their vulgar
behaviour to a revisitation of a childhood ocean crossing, Self casts his net wide
and assembles a cut-and-paste montage from whatever he hauls up. He is
essentially performing a dérive of a fragmented culture that, in the end, resembles
something very akin to ethnography®.

8 Ethnography, for the purposes of this project, can be defined as the inscription and
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The practice of ethnographic wandering, or wayfaring, as Tim Ingold (2007)
has called this form of movement, has most recently been touched upon in
Raymond Lucas’ (2004) article on flanerie and Tokyo, wherein Lucas examined
the possibility of engaging with city-space through unplanned and generative
drifting. Inspired by Baudelaire’s flaneur and the Situationist’s psychogeography,
Lucas engages with Tokyo through the production of what could be called field-
drawings (notation taken as figurative sketches instead of text), culling his
ethnographic data on people’s movements through a large Japanese subway
station by utilizing the practices of dérive and unplanned wandering. For Lucas,
dérive—in concert with his drawing—acts as an alternative tool-kit for thinking
about space as a location for emergent and generative social analysis.

Psychogeography has taken a number of forms over the years and has
inspired many writers and artists to re-envision the city as a place for random
experiences that exist outside, alongside and in between the flows of commodities
and spatial usage patterns in the city. Building on the work of this new era of
psychogeographers, I seek to reframe the practice of ethnographic fieldwork as
something that foregrounds chance encounters and reveals—in the messy
mistakes of practice—an engagement with space and place that looks to dirt roads
and overgrown pathways for its subject matter. Here, [ want to take
psychogeography and its associated schizophrenias and translate them into
something that allows the anthropologist to trace alternate lines through space and
examine the margins of cultural change. For me, the practice of
psychoethnography is about uncovering the lines that connect space/place and
time/memory through travel and the experience of affect (Stewart 2007).

Always and Never Before: traces, desire lines and sidewalks to nowhere
“The figure of the flaneur. He resembles the hashish eater, takes space up into
himself like the latter. In hashish intoxication, the space starts winking at us:

‘What do you think may have gone on here?” And with the very same question,
space accosts the flaneur.”
-Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project

From fieldnotes written in Bowman, North Dakota on October 19, 2007:
Space always winks at me as I navigate the labyrinth of South Dakota’s dirt
roads, as I pitch back and forth on the deck of a lobster boat in the Atlantic. It’s
calling to me, hailing me from some unknown distance like Benjamin’s trace, that
thing that seems close at hand, while its origins—its kernel—remain at an

translation of cultural phenomena. Quite simply, it is the analytic record of the anthropologist's
experiences in the field, wherever that may be. Ethnography is, of course, not the sole domain
of the anthropologist. Any manner of critical, reflexive meditation of cultural practices can be
considered ethnographic.
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unknown distance. Sometimes, on the Plains, I can almost hear the voices of

mothers calling out over the fields to their children. They won’t come back—

they 're sitting in a nursing home in Rapid City, listening to the wind sing loud
songs outside their energy-efficient windows.

The most significant change that I make in my translation of
psychogeography into the language of ethnography is shifting the location of
engagement from a populated urban environment to a depopulated rural setting.
Whereas the Situationists focused on the generativity of marginal spaces in the
city, my work resists prescribed routes (interstates, tourist itineraries, rest stops,
cities, suburbs) throughout rural North America, always taking the road less
travelled and avoiding, whenever possible, predictions along the way. Here, I
exchange the bustling streets of Paris for the wind-swept gravel roads of
Wyoming substituting the city's multitudes and ever-deepening accumulations of
commodities for the spectres of ghost towns and the innumerable layers of
discarded things. What I take from the Situationists is their practice, not their
setting.

Nowadays, many of the places that we, as a society, encounter on a daily
basis have been emptied of a certain sense of human place (highways, airports,
subway platforms, shopping malls); these kind of non-human spaces have the
chameleon-like ability to exist anywhere, unattached to any specific time or place,
nameless and numberless, adrift as nothing more than hollow referents to
occupied space. These affect-less spaces are what Marc Augé (1995) has called
“non-places”, that is, places which “cannot be defined as relational, or historical,
or concerned with identity” (Augé 1995:77). They are, in a way, spatial forms
without affective content. Modern existence shapes itself increasingly into
something that is cluttered with “non-places”. It has been my goal in developing
the practice of psychoethnography to explore spaces that I believe have managed
to maintain a resonant sense of place despite their marginal locations, what
Stewart (2007:2-3) has called “the varied, surging capacities to affect and to be
affected”. As I wander the spaces of ethnography in a mostly unguided drift, I
record a sense of place that addresses my presence—hailing me from an
unknowable distance—and movements. Across the Great Plains and in the the
tiny Atlantic villages, what some people see as “non-places” (ghost towns,
shorelines, deserted houses, endless stretches of highway and water) emerge as
places filled with meaning, emotional resonance and rich narratives. Here, I argue
that—from my particular perspective—an abandoned ghost town in North Dakota
contains a more affective and resonant p/aceness than do the countless suburban
shopping malls across North America.

In developing this methodology, I aim to reframe the ways in which space is
experienced through ethnography and also to illuminate the convergent narratives
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of places that make themselves known through the process of movement/travel.
This practice can be likened to how a jazz musician, playing in a group, might
improvise a musical phrase, understanding the theme or outline of the piece (key,
rhythm, mood) and moving musically through the space as it comes into being as
a collective endeavour. Similarly, in the practice of psychoethnography, the
'musicians' that I collaborate with are the people, places and things I encounter as
I draw lines of generative movement across my fieldsites. I react to—and interact
with—the melodies and rhythms of ghost towns and islands, adding my own
notes to a sort of ethnographic score as it builds and changes across time and
space. I follow the traces of old harmonies through empty living rooms, over
crumbling streets and along rocky shorelines. In the practice of
psychoethnography, the chance encounters, mistakes and detours become the
basis for ethnographic reasoning and analysis, and just as in improvised music, it
is always difficult to write a score for something that has yet to occur.

For Benjamin, the idea of a trace marks the “appearance of a nearness,
however far removed the thing that left it behind may be” (1999:447); the traces
that I follow within the practice of psychoethnography are those that emerge and
bury themselves, only to resurface further on down the road. A coffee cup left in
the kitchen sink of a deserted farmhouse in Saskatchewan recalls its drinker’s
nearness despite their unimaginable distance. Wheat blowing across the floor of a
decrepit grain elevator in South Dakota looks for a railcar that could have left in
the last few minutes or forty years ago. These traces are the clues that I use to
build my renovated topography of abandonment and isolation, they are the points
on an imagined map of the High Plains.

Elements of this revised cartography as well as psychogeography can be
found in the phenomenon of desire lines (Bachelard 1994); these are the paths
traced by people and animals as they move through their environment, taking the
route of least resistance, following the natural curves of the earth and
circumventing the prescribed lines of travel that take the shape of the sidewalks
and roadways. The worn-down trail across an open space on a university campus
that runs between two buildings is a desire line. The maps that [ made in my
psychoethnography are also built on a type of desire line. For me, these lines of
desire are not the dirt tracks that appear in city parks, or across snow banks in the
parking lot of a mall, they are the desire lines of ethnography. Lines of travel
broken free from the totality of the interstates follow gravel roads out into the
prairie.

I followed caribou tracks into the hills of Newfoundland's southern coastline
and found myself knee-deep in moss and a layered history of its stalwart
populations and its fading fishing villages. I walked the edge of the island of
Matinicus, off the coast of Maine, along centuries-old footpaths that looped in and
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out of tiny inlets and I ended up painting a house with the lobstermen’s wives. I
followed bad directions in Wyoming and drifted into the home of an aging street
fighter, a man I could have never come to know except by accident, and whose
stories of being an outsider in a town of fifty people illuminated the stark realities
of abandonment and isolation on the Plains. These are the paths of desire that
form a map drawn only as far ahead as I can see—and sometimes not even that
far. It's as though the edge of the world—that mythic point at which Columbus'
crew thought their ship might drop off the Earth—is always only a few steps
away.

Sometimes the sidewalks in ghost towns end themselves, taking their own
lives and getting swallowed up by history and dirt. These slabs of cement once
led somewhere and now they are mute, broken off, heads and tails buried in the
ground. These sidewalks are not lines to a place that can be touched or seen,
rather they are pathways to other times that lie just beyond the reach of the
everyday. The sidewalks are signposts, mile-markers in the material world that
lead into other times and places, and they tell a story through their presence. In a
similar discussion of the material world’s ability to transport people through lines
of time and place Allen Shelton (2007) writes:

“When I stuck my hand into some honey-like goo combed around the
lettuce, I realized the refrigerator was a time machine. The bees were back.

There on the third shelf down, under the flour tortillas, was the fruitcake
my grandmother Landers gave me the Christmas before she died. I was storing it
like it was a brick from the walls of Troy. In the door was a jar of pickled herring
in sour cream I had bought in case my dad ever came over. I’d even practised
what [ would say. ‘Dad, would you like some herring with your beer?’ Next to
the Heinz ketchup was a jar of pickles sealed up tight in a powerful garlic gas; my
grandmother Shelton had given me the jar for never painting the barn roof before
it burned down. The refrigerator nicely preserves the wreckage.” (2007:36)

For Shelton, direct engagements with the sensorial and material world act as
mnemonic portals to other times and places. Like Shelton’s refrigerator-time
machine, the accumulated debris of the ghost towns of the Plains sucked me into
their affect and pulled my feet down lonely sidewalks. To be lost is to have
followed the desire lines of sidewalks into another place, another time. At its
core, psychoethnography is about being always-already lost, it's about not
thinking that you might fall through the floor of a deserted building or that you
might run out of gas just over the Montana state-line. Often psychoethnography
is a beautiful, stupid compulsion.
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Imaginary Subways

A subway is like Deleuze and Guattari's (1988) concept of the rhizome:
there are multiple entry and exit points, dead ends and rewired connections. The
paths of psychoethnographic research resemble an imaginary subway system that
overlays the world of chance encounters, forming stops, platforms, red lines, L-
trains, transfers and rushes of oily, warm air. Like the network of multi-coloured
routes that comprise the subway lines of New York and Boston, it is possible to
travel and transfer throughout the system of imagined metro stops, visiting ghost
towns and stretched-out highways by hopping invisible turnstiles and riding the
train to the end of the line. Imaginary subways make a different kind of map that
leads between the margins and peripheries of North America. The High Plains
have an extensive imaginary subway system, but the stations are rarely visited and
their entrances are poorly marked. Along the subway routes, I followed desire
lines and recorded the stories that crossed my path, inscribing them into my
ethnographic imagination.

Kathleen Stewart has called this mode of generative ethnography “a
surreal, dream-like description of ordinary spaces and events” (1993:1015). For
Stewart, the world is composed of “the haunting or exciting presence of traces,
remainders, and excesses uncaptured by claimed meanings” (1993:1015). For
me, it is precisely in the spaces that are found outside of “claimed meanings” that
psychoethnography begins to map its territory, a kind of terra incognita of
sometimes forgotten, sometimes remembered fragments of everyday life. The
stories overheard at a prairie lunch counter become interviews, the left-for-dead
cars in a deserted garage in North Dakota become dwellings for ghostly
informants and the back-country roads of Wyoming make themselves into the
ethnographic pathways of affect that I follow across my home-made maps.

It is through the process of unplanning in fieldwork that these moments of
emergent ethnography reveal themselves. Stewart’s Ordinary Affects (2007)
constitutes what could, in some ways, be called a psychoethnography, in that it
works to uncover the sidelong resonance of the everyday through unintentional
encounters and reflections. For Stewart, the world is heavily populated by
ordinary forms of affect that are always present, but lie in wait for a chance to be
decoded through the process of ethnographic analysis. Here, Stewart explains her
project of making the everyday into something ethnographic as one of “building
an idiosyncratic map of connections between a series of singularities” (2007:9), in
essence, mapping the rhizomes and imaginary subway lines between emergent
moments of experience. None of the fragments contained in Ordinary Affects
appear to have been pre-planned, rather they are all reflections on how the
everyday speaks through affect. This too, is my aim in developing the practice of
psychoethnography, to trace the desire lines of generative experience in
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anthropological fieldwork.

In many ways, psychoethnography is the anthropology of a dreamworld; not
in the sense that it examines a location of the unreal, but in that it finds the
modern, waking world in a state of dreaming that is ripe for cultural critique and
interpretation. Psychoethnography examines the fragments that remain as people
move between spaces, times and dreamworlds. Psychoethnography explores an
ethnographic dreamworld (Shelton 2007) made out of—and connected by—
rhizomatic interstates, gas stations, supermarkets, televisions, empty houses,
ferries, garbage and so many other shining artefacts of late-capitalism’s
imagination. It sets off into the roadless expanses of anthropology's terra
incognita.

My guide through the Plains was a little gadget given to me by my wife
before I left on my fieldwork—a GPS (Global Positioning Satellite) receiver that
tells me which way to turn, how far I have to drive and where I am amongst the
97 818 square miles of Wyoming. Jane (that’s the name of her/it's pre-
programmed voice) is a simple navigation tool that helped me to find my paths on
the way to getting lost. A small touch-screen allows me to type in my final
destination, the machine then plots a course based on certain limitations that I’ve
set (for my purposes it’s always set to ‘avoid motorways’). Jane tells me how
long it will take me to reach these places and asks me if I want to avoid unpaved
roads (no, I do not), and then I’'m off, across the thin arms of asphalt that stretch
out over the ocean of dust, wind and grass. Along winding country roads and
cracked-up regional highways, I'm never really lost because I can always find my
way back by following the directions transmitted to Jane by an invisible
constellation of satellites overhead. Sometimes I turn Jane off and let myself
follow the instant reasoning that lies at the heart of psychoethnography,
embracing the effects of landscapes and roadways on my psychological and
anthropological imagination, always safe in the knowledge that at any moment
Jane and her army of satellites will be there to pull me back from the brink. With
Jane, I am only ever virtually lost; I have a safety net in her ability to re-route my
wanderings, forever coaxing me and my nameless rental car along the gravel
roads that lead to the next nearly empty motel, to the next last-train-at-midnight
subway platform on the invisible subway that runs from Wyoming's Big Horn
mountains all the way out to Grand Bruit, Newfoundland.

Fieldguides: outline for practice of psychoethnography

At its core, the practice of psychoethnography questions how contemporary
ethnography engages with the people, places and things in the ‘field’, asking what
is seen as ‘ethnographic’ and what constitutes an effective methodology.
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Psychoethnography is the practice of looking at ethnographic space in a way that
foregrounds generative and emergent experiences (Stewart 1993, 2007) while
-avoiding detailed planning. In what follows, building on the work of Debord and
the Situationists, along with other theorists such as de Certeau (2002), Clifford
(1997), Ingold (2007) and Stewart (1993, 2007), I outline precisely what the real-
world pursuit of psychoethnographic data looks like and how it can be used as a
novel form of movement across ethnographic time and space.

Parts Unknown

The road opens up in front of the car’s white hood as the splits and fissures
in the asphalt disappear under tires. Waves of prairie horizons that are almost as
long as forever cast themselves over the day. There’s a list of town names written
into the margins of the endlessly creased atlas in the passenger seat; it lies open on
Saskatchewan: a tall rectangle of Canada, lines of various thicknesses and colours
bleed across the page, notes in ballpoint pen, people I should look up when I get
somewhere. I pull into a nameless diner along the highway and I punch the
names of the towns into the GPS as I wait at the counter for coffee: Orkney,
Robsart, Dollard, Ravenscrag—that one’s not on the map’, but a farmer I met
yesterday at the side of the road told me I might want to check it out. “Lots of old
buildings, one family’s left up there”, he said. I’'m planning my unplanned day.
I’'m outlining how I’m going to get virtually lost. '

The storm door claps shut behind me as I leave the diner and I’m back in the
car and on my way. Only points on a map. The points form a constellation of
abandonment, a new kind of topography that ignores highways and thickly settled
places. About an hour out from breakfast I turn off the GPS and begin to drift
through the network of dirt road lacunae, pinging off crumpled grain elevators
and iron monuments and on to more evaporated one-room schoolhouses. I stop
the car beside the road and wander out into the prairie and toward an elderly
house that’s been turned grey by the sun. I’m drifting in a kind of rural dérive; |
can’t help wondering what Guy Debord would have to say about my upending of
psychogeography, turning it from an urban foot-based practice into a vehicular
navigation of rural space.

In western Nebraska there are sand dunes covered by grass, like waves
caught in mid-roll, a frozen sea of green in a quiet corner of the state. It must be
about 6 AM and I’m trying to make Colorado Springs today—the rental car is due
back on the lot early tomorrow morning. Still, I stop the car and wander out into
the sunrise, over the far-flung hillocks where nobody lives. This part of the state
is very sparsely populated. How can I write this place into being? Is there
ethnography buried somewhere in this apparent emptiness? Is it really empty? Is

9 Still, Jane the GPS seems to have it listed in her memory banks.
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this what Augé (1995) would call a non-place?

In undertaking this project, it has been my goal to experiment with the
constructs of anthropological fieldwork, to see what would happen if [ made a
concerted effort to avoid planning and to open myself—as much as possible—up
to generative and emergent encounters with the people, places and things of
marginal North American space. This practice is not new to ethnography—
anthropologists have accumulated the random and uncharted experiences of their
fieldwork for over a century. Within the context of this project, my aim has been
to use these moments of happenstance as an intentional starting point for my
ethnographic analysis of abandoned and isolated space. Here, I attempt to plan
for the unplanned; I want to invite mishaps and mistranslations as I travel through
my chosen fieldsites.

Ethnography and its stage (‘the field’), to my mind, are what Clifford
(1997:69) has called "a cluster of embodied dispositions and practices”, and
following this idea of a praxis of affect and methodology, I believe that the
process of unplanning is—in the context of my particular project—the most
honest way to approach ethnographic inquiry. With the emphasis [ have placed on
the practices of unplanning and random movement, it is important to admit that I
did in fact begin this project with a rough outline—I was, after all, conducting
research for a dissertation and I needed some degree of rudimentary planning for
my first foray into psychoethnography. Given unlimited time and funding, I
imagine that it would be possible to engage in a form of almost totally unplanned
and amorphous ethnography, but this is a luxury that few, if any, anthropologists
and would-be psychoethnographers can afford. However, I did my best to
undertake this project within the temporal and budgetary constraints typical of a
graduate student attempting to develop an experimental paradigm. In further
outlining my methodology, let me first speak to the practice of
psychoethnography on the Plains before turning to a discussion of island
psychoethnography, as both of these spaces offer unique and varied examples of
how psychoethnography can be utilized effectively within diverse settings.
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Abandoned grain elevator, Willow Bunch, Saskatchewan
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Spirits of the High Plains: ghost towns and wayfinding

Near Simmie, Saskatchewan

“In the ‘accelerated impressionism’ of an aesthetics of disappearance, ‘the’
landscape becomes a blur, a streak, and no sense of place can survive.”
-Meaghan Morris, Too Soon, Too Late

Armed with a list of names of ghost towns pulled from a few small-press
guidebooks (see Bachusky 2003, Miller 1977), a couple of recommendations from
friends and a worn-out road atlas, I headed toward the vastness of the Plains in my
freshly rented car. Driving north-west into the Rockies from Colorado Springs,
my first day of a two month-long journey was spent crossing the mountains and
by evening, I'd made it as far as Rifle, Colorado where I spent the night
examining a ragged roadmap of Wyoming and pinpointing the places I wanted to
visit with no idea of what route I should follow or what I might find at the end.
And so began this section of my journey, into the unknown spaces of
abandonment in the least populated state in the US (Wyoming has a current
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population of 532 668 and is the tenth-largest state by area).

The next morning found me adrift on roads edged by late October'’s
coolness and fire-gold cottonwood leaves. I felt unsure about how this trip would
end, and in some ways I was still a bit unsure about how it had begun. I started to
wonder if [ would have enough material to write my dissertation. Would I simply
drive for two months without collecting anything but a series of photographs?
Would I really be lost all of the time? Would psychoethnography prove to be a
useful methodology for anthropological inquiry? Hours passed, the landscape
rolled itself out in front of me, and I gradually began to let go of my concerns. I
allowed myself to drift deeper into Wyoming’s inland sea of dirt, further across
the short-grass prairie of the High Plains.

When I first imagined the practice of psychoethnography, my aim was to
develop a way of moving through ethnographic space in a manner that limited the
number of pre-set conditions and employed chance occurrences as the primary
means of data collection. Again, this is not to say that chance does not factor into
all ethnography, but only that my proposed methodology sought to examine it as
the central organizing force in ethnographic research. In developing this practice,
I wanted to find a way of combining artistic practices (Situationism) with
academic methodologies (ethnography) that provided a novel and productive
means of engaging with cultural spaces. What initially began as a thought
experiment eventually landed me in the middle of the Great Divide Basin of
Wyoming, looking through the broken windows of an abandoned apartment
building and smiling to myself, thinking about how wonderfully far I had drifted.

Within the practice of psychoethnography, there is always room for
improvisation and no hard and fast rules. However, there are certain guidelines
that I have found useful in keeping my research moving—not always forward, at
times it slides backward and stumbles sideways—toward new forms of
ethnographic analysis. Chief among these guidelines is the practice of instant
reasoning which gives primacy to the impulsive and spur-of-the-moment
reactions that an ethnographer might experience in the field. For example, if,
during my daily drives, I wondered, even for a second, whether or not I should
turn down a given road or follow a certain path, I just did it without any pause for
reflection. In psychoethnography, reflection occurs not in the moment, but later
that day, when photographs are catalogued and fieldnotes are written up. In the
psychoethnographic moment there is no space for deconstruction, only for the
experience of space and place and for reactions to the varied environments that
we, as anthropologists, find ourselves traversing and occupying. In
psychoethnography, to be overly introspective and analytic as one moves through
space is to detach the self from the drift, in essence, anchoring experience and
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fixing time and space. For psychoethnographers, the drift must be maintained as
much as possible. It is the drift that forms the topography of psychoethnography;
it is from this unplanned navigation of space and place that the research
material—the hearts and bones—of psychoethnography begins to surface.

In the practice of employing chance occurrences as primary data on the
Plains, I often felt a sense of uncertainty and confusion about the direction of my
research. It is not always (and, to be honest, rarely) comfortable or easy to engage
in anthropological research without a clear plan of action, as if to plunge head-
first into a lake without any prior knowledge of its depth. But rather than make
this condition into an impediment, psychoethnography sees these sometimes
painful moments as the forces that move the ethnographer through the space of
their research. Here, it is the unforeseen pathways that develop out of chance
encounters that often take the research in unexpected directions, creating new
lines of inquiry and analysis. In fact, [ have always done my best to thrust myself
into unfamiliar, sometimes cringe-worthy and generally uncomfortable situations
in the service of seeing what comes out on the other side of the experience.
Again, this is often par for the course in other modes of ethnographic research, but
here I have sought out and cultivated the oddness and agitation of being-in-place.
Drunk and listening to stories of the Apocalypse in a bar in South Dakota,
crashing a village party in Newfoundland and catching, cooking and eating lobster
in Maine (as a life-long vegetarian and animal lover, this was one of the more
challenging moments of my research) have all been moments of being out-of-
place and of trying to pull myself a little deeper, a little further into the
happenstance of psychoethnography.

On the Plains, I follow dirt roads whenever possible. Sometimes the gravel
disappears and I’m left standing beside the car in the grass and dirt wondering
where this road used to go. I walk a bit further out into the prairie to where a
once-lived-in house teeters on the top of a ridge. Ballooned blue-black clouds
rumble themselves up behind the building as I stand in the doorway and imagine
what might have been happening here forty years ago when a storm like this
boiled up. Any opening I see, I take it. Like Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987)
rhizome—that network of multiple entry and exit points connecting and
disconnecting with one another—every gravel road, every half-remembered
history and every faded road sign acts as new line along which to travel.

I wandered through a deserted town at Wyoming’s eastern border with
South Dakota, moving along its unused streets, taking photos of all the places that
others have left behind. Out in his backyard, an elderly man with a cropped red
mohawk haircut is splitting firewood. He looks up from his work and waves me
over; before long we’re in his kitchen drinking coffee and he’s telling me about
his life in Wyoming and in jail. He talks about being alone in a town with fifty
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people who don't like him and about his wife's death from breast cancer. He tours
me around his small house, pointing out little shrines he's made in her memory.
On the kitchen table, an almost empty bottle of the pain killer Oxycodone sits
beside a photo album filled with images of the results of various fights he's been
in over the years. Another ghost in a town where 75% of the population has
already left, leaving plenty of vacancies for spectres and worn-out street-fighters.

I had no plan to meet him today, I didn't have any questions sketched out for
an interview, I just found him along one of my lines through the Plains and now
he’s a part of this project. This potential for unknown encounters is what I find so
engaging about the practice of psychoethnography. Within this research model,
there are only limited preconceptions about what I'll find on any given day in any
given space, and there is always the potential for the appearance of ethnographic
chance and emergent forms of culture’®. All of my key contacts are unknown, all
of the sites I will visit are, at most, names in the margin of my atlas or points on a
map outlined in felt pen.

Fieldnotes

In psychoethnography, one is always lost, always in the middle of nowhere,
moving across a space that is open to anything. As I drive through the Plains, I
collect little scraps and fragments, cataloguing them in my small brown
notebooks, accumulating the discarded and unremembered pieces of place. I’'m a
bit like Hansel and Gretel, picking up bread crumbs that lead home, but in my
case the things that I pick up only serve to lead me further into the woods, always
away from home. Again, this is exactly what I'm after. These bits of cultural
flotsam and jetsam form a map of my movement and they write themselves into
my ethnography as I go along, always improvising, always creating an

10 This is true for all forms of anthropological fieldwork, the difference in the practice of
psychoethnography is that these chance occurrences are brought directly to the forefront of
cultural analysis.
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ethnographic montage, patching together lines and experiences. A
psychoethnography of the prairie opens itself up like an ocean of scattered
meanings and, as I float across its surface, I find my own way to various islands,
some are inhabited, others are deserted.

Psychoethnography on two Atlantic islands

A psychoethnography of islands is a slightly different exercise than that of
the High Plains. The smaller distances and spaces become new factors in
determining how psychoethnography can be practised in these locations. More
than a practice of constant movement, the psychoethnography that I undertook on
Matinicus, Maine and in Grand Bruit, Newfoundland was formed by a continual
retracing of steps through an excavation of the accumulated layers of isolation
that pile up on islands. Many of these layers form themselves into stories about
island life and the struggles of living in an isolated community. In the Plains,
these layers were made out of material artefacts left behind in the form of
buildings, vehicles, roads, sidewalks, ice rinks and baseball diamonds. On the
islands that I visited, these layers were much less tactile. My island practices
involved engaging in a sort of daily re-improvisation of my spatial practices
(Clifford 1997) in these communities. On the islands, every day was an
opportunity to re-edit my interactions and to discover new openings through
which [ was able to converse with the island’s people, places and things. It was
sort of like reliving the same day over and over again, finding new details and
unanswered questions at every turn.

In such small places there is only so much actual topography to be explored.
Matinicus, off the coast of Maine, has around fifty residents; Grand Bruit, the
village in which I lived along Newfoundland’s south coast, has fifteen inhabitants
—in both cases, I had done a relatively exhaustive survey of the village and its
surroundings by the end of my first day. Therefore, instead of using the
psychoethnographic model that I’d employed in the Plains—drifting from one
place to the next—1I established patterns of familiar trajectories and let the data
emerge as | repeatedly moved through these spaces. I accomplished this in a very
real way by developing a loosely outlined route through the respective villages
which I would walk at different times during the day, hoping to find new openings
for inquiry and analysis.

I remember landing on Matinicus’ dirt airstrip with little idea of what I'd
find. All I knew was that I'd rented a house and that the people of this island were
rumoured to be particularly unfriendly to outsiders''. Down through the dried-out

11 Many of the local lobster fishermen proudly claimed that Matinicus was listed as a
'hostile harbour' in sailing guides to the area. There was also a local myth that I heard a few
times on the island about yachts being shot at if they passed too close to shore.
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spruce forest, a runway made out of gravel, and we're almost in the ocean before
we stop. This track is called the Matinicus Island International Airstrip. The
woman who came to meet me and take me to my house laughed as [ started to
buckle my seat belt. “We don't use those here; you're not in America anymore”
she said as we tore off down the road in a fog of dust. I tried not to let her see my
hands as they gripped the door handle for all it was worth. As we passed some of
the local people along the only road on the island, I nervously noted their
hardened expressions. And then I’m alone in the house, wondering how I would
come to know this place and thinking that perhaps I should have made some prior
contacts. The woman who sells baked goods out of her house has no time for me;
she’s not interested in talking and curtly sends me on my way. I walked back to
the house imagining that I might have killed my project before it even started.
Everything would change tomorrow, but, of course, I didn't know that yet.

I’d been sleeping that first early morning on Matinicus; she’d leaned her
tanned arms across the window, looking in and surprised to see me lying there.
“Sorry about all the racket”, she hollered in through the closed window. She
didn’t seem too concerned. I got out of bed, ate breakfast and went out onto the
porch and decided to jump head-first into the web of stories that I'd imagined this
place to be made of. “Need any help painting?” I heard myself say. The three
women kind of shrugged and one of them said “It’s up to you”. And before long
we had become friends of a kind. They told me all of their stories of life on
Matinicus and I wrote them furiously in my notebooks when we took breaks for
lunch and a Bud Light or two.

As we painted, she told me the story about how her daughter was born.
How they had to fly across to the neighbouring island of Vinalhaven to meet up
with a doctor. The pilot had been drinking, but they had no choice but to fly
because travelling by lobster boat would have taken too long. Again, the ocean
swells up inside a story and washes the narrative up against other times and
places. From here, we move to a discussion of the daughter and of her life in the
southern US, and then more stories about her childhood on the island. We kept on
dragging our oily brushes over the cedar shingles—she painted an island made out
of stories and I painted the old house with runny grey stain.

The next day, psychoethnography found me twenty feet off the ground on
a rickety scaffold, painting and chatting with the island women whose world I’d
wandered into. These women became my key contacts, opening up an extensive
network of entrances to their lives and stories. Over the course of four long
afternoons of painting, I was able to navigate the island's spaces through
narrative. Each day, I found new points in the constellations of the women's
stories. As I moved through the actual physical space of the island, I began to fill
in the psychoethnographic spaces with missing pieces, but instead of completing
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or outlining my movements, the narratives of the lobstermen’s wives opened up
even more questions about the island; new possibilities for an island
psychoethnography stretched wide in front of me.

The knowledge of these stories allowed me to embed myself in the
community; I knew the origin myths of these people, places and things, and, as a
result, I was accepted into their world, if only for a short time. After my first few
days of painting, whenever I was given the chance to attend a lobster cookout, to
spend the day on the ocean hauling lobster traps, or to attend a church bingo, I
took the opportunity to drift in these spaces and to engage with local affect as I
moved across the island's everyday stories. To my mind, this is exactly how
Debord and the Situationists imagined Paris and its psychogeography of “varied
ambiances” (Debord 1958:n.p.). For them, to passively drift through urban space
was to experience the city in a new way by allowing affect to accumulate on its
own terms.

I arrived in Grand Bruit in the late afternoon. The provincial ferry had
reached the end of its ocean-drawn line, and without warning, a little village along
Newfoundland’s southern coast appeared out of the rocky shore as the boat
rounded a small island and chugged into the harbour. A cold June rain fell as my
eyes met the stoic expressions of the village’s inhabitants; they'd come to see who
was on the ferry and if there were any packages brought in for them from Away. I
remember that the boat came in at low tide and, as a result, the wharf was several
feet higher than the boat’s deck, thereby allowing the villagers to survey the new
arrivals from above: mail, groceries, boat parts, and me. As with my earlier trip
to Matinicus, I knew very little about this place or its people when I arrived, but
this is how I’d wanted it—or so I’d been telling myself. Up over the gunwale,
across the gangplank and I was quickly ushered to my rented house (simply
known amongst the villagers as “The Old House”) by the woman whose father-in-
law had once owned it. And then, before long, I found myself alone and unsure
as to how to proceed; I decided to wait until the following day to begin my
psychoethnography of Grand Bruit, Newfoundland.

Grand Bruit is a small village—even by Newfoundland standards. There
are no roads, no cars and no stores; this was surely as far away from the Paris of
the 1960s—where psychogeographic dérive was first practised—as I could get. A
long, winding band of cement slabs that serves as the main thoroughfare for the
settlement could be easily walked from end to end in under ten minutes—aside
from this sidewalk there were only a few ill-defined footpaths leading off into the
Blue Hills, rocky mounds that sit like worn-down pyramids just behind the
village. Drifting in this space would require a different sort of dérive.

On my first full day in town, I discovered, after a few inquiries around the
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village, that there wouldn’t be any painting, fishing or gardening that I could help
with. There would be no stories told atop spindly scaffolding, no life histories
unfurled on the decking of lobster boats. Nobody wanted help from a visitor; they
did things their own way, a way that I didn’t really know. I decided to practice
my ethnography of passive engagement with the villagers and their environs by
establishing a regular circuit along the path that leads between the houses, across
the waterfall (Grand Bruit is French for “big noise” on account of the large
waterfall that flows through the middle of town), and out to a hook-like piece of
land known as The Arm. Along the way I began to encounter people out weeding
their gardens, mowing lawns or coming back from fishing. I paused to talk to
anyone who was willing, and after a few days, I had made myself known to the
entire population in one way or another (not an overly daunting task in a place
with a permanent population of 15). As I chatted with these people, I slowly
accumulated a sort of vernacular history of the space as our conversations drifted
from topic to topic, and as I quietly side-stepped interview questions or imagined
fieldwork protocols. Stories filtered down through regular discussions and, before
long, the days and lines of stories and of being-in-place worked their way into the
fabric of my experience of Grand Bruit and its people. Histories of past residents
were called up as [ slowly put pieces of narrative together, cobbling together a
patchwork story of this place out of fragments of re-told history, gossip, rumour
and affect; [ added bits as I collected them, as they came to me during my drifting.
When I wasn’t wandering around town or chatting to the fishermen over
fried fish and light beer, I spent long hours walking across the tundra-like
landscape, picking my way through the rough basalt rocks and spongy lichens.
Outside of the village, I followed the desire lines of caribou and people and
uncovered abandoned fishing sheds, ghostly foundations of long-dead houses,
huge steel buoys lost at sea and beached along the shore, plastic from other parts
of the ocean laying in piles amongst seashells and broken lobster traps. All of
these non-human agents revealed themselves through the practice of
psychoethnography; through their various strata and locations I was able to build
a picture of lives once lived and of lives still lived at the edges of space and place.

These happenstance encounters with these aforementioned people, places
and things are not unique in the practice of psychoethnography; ethnographers
routinely build their research on chance encounters and unplanned events; they
constantly re-trace their steps to acquire new bits of cultural knowledge. In a way,
trailing after cultural meaning is a never-ending project for anthropologists. What
I believe is unique to the examination of psychoethnographic
topography/cartography is that there is a minimal focus on cultivating or
predicting interactions in the service of a specific and predetermined ethnographic
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outline. Essentially, this mode of cultural inquiry involved opening myself and
my research up to whatever generative forms of island and prairie culture made
themselves available to me, never pausing long enough to rethink my intent or
over-analyse my position. In both of the island villages and on the Plains, I
attempted to drift freely between contexts, between conversations, between
writing and speaking, always trying to move along emergent lines of ethnographic
potential.

Other Cartographies: map-making as meaning-making
“To wander about in the world, then, is also to wander about in ourselves. That is
to say, the moment we step into the space of memory, we walk into the world.”
-Paul Auster, The Invention of Solitude

From fieldnotes written in Devil's Lake, North Dakota on October 20, 2007:
I’'m tracing the roads of my atlas. A neon yellow highlighter marks the routes that
I'’ve taken through Wyoming and, for a minute, the lines rise up out of the two-
dimensional landscape and I can see a new kind of map, a constellation of ghost
towns and roadside diners, of real-life tumble weeds blowing in from some unseen
Western movie set and rolling across the blacktop in front of the car. This is my
personal topography of Wyoming, a new sort of map that imagines a state that’s
had it’s capital erased, leaving only a green and white road sign with an arrow
pointing off into forever, followed by the word ‘Cheyenne’. On my map of
Wyoming Cheyenne is eight letters without buildings. It seems that everywhere
human beings wander, we make our own maps of being in a place, of travelling,
of relationships. We 're constantly making and remaking the maps of our lives.
Map-making is the inscription of spaces into two-dimensions, it's a way of
marking out our memories and experiences so that we might retrace them
someday, so that we might relive the lives once lived, if only in our minds.
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In outlining his theory of psychogeography, Debord called for a “renovated
cartography” (1955:n.p.) of the city; psychoethnography aims to provide this kind
of renovation in ethnographic space by creating new maps, both psychological
and actual. Here, a psychoethnographic map asks what the High Plains might
look like as a state of nothing but ghost towns, or how Grand Bruit,
Newfoundland might appear if it were mapped as a series of spatial-personal
relationships instead of house-squares plotted along a concrete walkway. This
way of thinking about space and place recalls a well-known Situationist map
created by Debord that shows the streets and neighbourhoods of Paris as a series
of chopped-up fragments connected by various multi-directional arrows. Debord
re-arranged the spatial inscription of the city, thereby giving the viewer of the map
the ability to envision a new model for moving through (or simply thinking about)
Paris’ various districts and for establishing alternate connections between
different areas of the city.

Within the context and practice of psychoethnography, the potential for re-
making maps offers a chance to reframe how the people, places and things of
ethnographic fieldwork relate to one another, as well as to the practice of
anthropology. Here, maps become points of experience, chance encounters
plotted onto geographic space. For me, a map of Highway 18 in south-western
Saskatchewan forms a line of conversations with farmers and of photos taken in
Orkney, Robsart and Bracken. Lines connecting points that draw associations
between these ghost towns and their American cousins in North Dakota. As I
visit and document these spaces, I'm writing a haunted geography, moving in and
out of time and place, drifting along a road map that forms itself as I travel,
always just in front of my feet. Within the practice of psychoethnography, there is
always a secondary map running below (or hidden alongside) the surface of
standard gas station roadmaps, the ones designed to lead us quickly from here to
there. Psychoethnographic maps, on the other hand, are never the most logical or
speedy route through space, or toward an idea, rather they are the path that has
been revealed through unplanned movement and chance encounters, they are the
inscription of rhizomatic wandering, a record of roads less travelled. Collected
and outlined in ethnographic experiences, these maps form a subway system of
subcutaneous trajectories that open up alternate ways of re-tracing and
remembering space through different kinds of ethnographic and geographical
constellations. These maps are the meeting place of affect and cartography.

How psychoethnography makes us up

In a way, it could be said that the practice of psychoethnography resembles
collector and art-maker Joseph Cornell’s found-object collage art-boxes: a
contained space (an island, the High Plains, the city) with layer upon layer of
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palimpsestic meanings piled up on one another (stories, abandoned houses, back
alleys), left to the viewer to untangle, translate and interpret. For me, the beauty
and significance of Cornell’s work emerges when the layers are examined as
separate planes of inscription, allowing the work to unfold and tell its story on its
own terms, bit by bit. This emergent narrative takes place within the space of
what Stewart (1996) calls collected “impacts”, an accumulation of cultural-poetic
resonance in a particular space. For Cornell, the practice of collecting and
assembling artifacts into a wooden frame reflected his desire to examine and
display the minutiae of the everyday as art. Psychoethnography’s goal is similar
in that as the bits and pieces of culture drift in and out of the ethnographer’s field
of view (touch, taste, smell, hearing), they are collected and arranged into
miniature constellations of ethnographic resonance and affect. Here, the aim of
drifting as a practice of ethnography seeks primarily to collect and catalogue
cultural accumulation in time and space, yet it is also always-already impossible
to fully plan for the kind of meanings that will eventually rise to the surface of
this type of inquiry; to cultivate and embrace this sort of happenstance as an
ethnographic methodology is to draw a new outline around the practice of
anthropological fieldwork.

Hallonquist, Saskatchewan

In trying to write these abandoned and isolated spaces into ethnographic
being—in what Fabian (1983) has called the process of turning there into here—I
find it useful to experience space and place as it appears to me and as I drift
through its complex and varied ambiances. The sense of place that emerges from
these locations and their material and human inhabitants is—in the context of
psychoethnography—perpetually emergent and, in order for it to function
properly, the affect and impact must come to the ethnographer through direct
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contact and continuously unplanned interactions. The affective resonance of
moving through these spaces, of catching the flashes of history (Benjamin 1969)
as they cross my path, of chance meetings with people, places and things, cannot
be calculated. It must develop like ice crystals, shooting off in different directions
from a central point: ending, connecting, melting, refreezing.

There is also something of a fetish to an ethnography of being lost, of
chasing ghosts, of driving endless days across the prairies. There is a romance
with the unknown that is always present, in the thinking and doing; there is a
danger of collapse that appears endlessly enticing. I’d like to think that the
pursuit of this adventure-romance was not the force that guided the development
of the methodologies of psychoethnography, but, in the end, there is always some
level of fetishization and romance that cannot—and perhaps should not—be
erased; there is some kernel of romantic engagement that seems to persist. Thus,
abandoned/isolated space and the romanticism of being lost form the desire lines
that I ceaselessly pursued across land and sea. I suppose there will always be a
little Wild West romanticism left inside of me—it’s sitting at the gin-soaked hotel
bar, beside the anthropologist taking notes in a little brown book.

Remaining Paths: the future of psychoethnography

And where are we, the anthropologists, left in all of this random movement
and trailing after lines in the sunset? Where do we, the ethnographers, rest our
practices in the midst of the dust storm of rhizomes, dirt roads and topographical
revisionism? Simply put, after considering the practice of psychoethnography, I
believe that we are ultimately left with many more options in trying to decide how
to proceed along the multitude of paths with which we are presented during our
research. Psychogeography does not offer itself up as a new dogma for
anthropological practice, instead it asks questions about how we might conduct
our fieldwork differently and if the existing methodologies can be modified by
following an alternate mode of research. As I have already stated, this is not a
new practice, but rather a shift in our attentions, it is a move from an examination
of circumstance to the cultivation of happenstance.

There will always be paths left unexplored in psychoethnography because
for every path taken, there is an almost infinite number that have been bypassed.
I wonder what it would be like if we were to take our existing ethnographic
projects/areas of interest and apply this model of fieldwork to the way that we
collect data? Are we willing to be virtually and perpetually lost? If only for a
day, an hour, one turn in the road—what unique shape might our research take?
Perhaps this project will not resonate with many of my colleagues, but maybe it
will. All that I can hope for is that my proposal for a psychoethnographic
engagement within the practice of anthropology will lead to debates, questions
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and, with any luck, a few more anthropologists who are willing to drift along their
own desire lines, following nothing in particular in an attempt to locate everything
they weren’t counting on finding.

Miles and Miles...

Psychoethnography is not an easy enterprise. It is not a practice that will be
applicable in all settings, nor is it adaptable to all kinds of projects. It is, however,
useful in helping one to rethink the space of ethnographic inquiry and for
allowing us, as anthropologists, to re-imagine how we move within the field and
how we engage with the people, places and things that we encounter there. More
than anything, psychoethnography is a way of making new maps; it is a way of
stepping outside of ourselves and opening up the potential for new forms of
generative experience. This kind of engagement with ethnography reflects the
convergence of a number of variant theories and practices into a real-world
methodology that foregrounds many of the phenomena (chance, wandering, the
navigation of space, material culture) that have always existed in qualitative
research. Borrowing from the worlds of art, literary criticism, sociology and
anthropology, I have endeavoured to create a kind of theoretical/methodological
pastiche that offers an alternate way of moving through the field and doing
research. The roads are out there, we just need to follow them.
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Invisible Cities: High Plains ghost towns and the
space of aqunmn}'ft@

kit

“But nothing is left of Julia really, she is not there. The only occupant of the
pigeonhole is the silver cup, which can’t think or laugh or remember. There is
no more Julia anywhere. Where she was there is only nothing.”

-Anna Kavan, Julia and the Bazooka
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Ghost Spaces, High Plains and The Duality of Dreamworlds

In the fall of 2007, I spent two months in a rented car, driving over fifteen
thousand kilometres across eight US states and one Canadian province. The
purpose of this trip was to seek out and document ghost towns and other
abandoned spaces across the North American High Plains. I travelled through
this sparsely populated landscape in search of the abandoned and fragmented
narratives of the places where people always seem to be leaving; [ wanted to
study the once-upon-a-time traces of human occupation that I saw being slowly
eaten away by time and process of inhabitation and abandonment. I wanted to
write the story of the spaces left vacant when people move away.

In documenting theses spaces, I sought to create a record of marginal
space by writing it into being. In essence, developing an ethnographic text that
focused on abandoned space by piecing together the stories, landscapes and
artefacts that I encountered during my fieldwork. Tim Edensor (2005:317) has
described the space of abandonment as a location that “contain[s] manifold
surplus resources with which people can construct meaning, stories and
practices”. By concretizing these abandoned spaces through careful
documentation (photography, fieldnotes, conversations) and forming them into an
ethnographic record, [ have endeavoured to translate the experience of travelling
through the ghost towns of the High Plains into a form of cultural analysis, what
ultimately becomes an ethnography of abandonment.

My project concerns itself primarily with assembling fragmented stories
of abandoned space through lines of affect, time and space; it is about inscribing
and transcribing memory (both collective and personal) into place and engaging
with the affect and materiality of abandonment as an ethnographic subject. Here,
I ask questions about how ethnography can begin to interrogate space through
images and writing and how abandonment—as a quality of space—becomes
embedded in the history and affect of space and intertwines itself with my own
affective reading of these locations.

12 I define a ghost town as a settlement where the overwhelming majority of the
population has left, leaving their material remains in a state of abandonment. Places such as
Jeffrey City, Wyoming, where the population decreased from several thousand to under 100
over the course of a few years, is a prime example of a ghost town. The High Plains of North
America are the flat expanses of grassland that occupy at least some portion of the states of
North Dakota, South Dakota, Wyoming, Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska, Montana, Oklahoma
and Texas, and continue north into the Canadian prairie provinces of Alberta, Saskatchewan
and Manitoba (Frazier 1989). I visited almost all of these locations during my research—I
didn't make it to Oklahoma or Texas—and the majority of ghost towns that I studied were in
North and South Dakota, Wyoming and Saskatchewan.

Large portions of the High Plains have a population density of less than 2 people per
square mile. Harding County in South Dakota has only 0.5 inhabitants per square mile
(Wishart 2004).
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I use the term affect here to describe the complex set of interactions that
takes place between perception and experience and between the body and its
environment. This notion comes directly out of the work of Deleuze and Guattari
(1987) and Kathleen Stewart's use of this concept within ethnographic contexts
(1996, 2007). For these theorists, the idea of affect focuses on the interactions
between various intensities and impacts within a given context. These
interactions often dictate how the subject experiences a particular environment
and determines the type of emotional response produced in time and space.
Affect also forms a unique web of meaning that is composed of multiple
interactions between people, places, things, times and spaces. For me, the
affective experience of a ghost town is the result of a constellation of phenomena
such as memory, nostalgia, fear, sense perception, and other physical and
emotional intensities.

Following Kathleen Stewart (2007), I see my work with the
ethnographic affect of ghost towns as:

“an experiment, not a judgement. Committed not to the
demystification and uncovered truths that support a well-known
picture of the world, but rather to speculation, curiosity, and the
concrete, it tries to provoke attention to the forces that come into view
as habit or shock, resonance and impact” (2007:1)

Like Stewart, I intend to examine these spaces as locations of intensities and
impacts, constellations and connections; for me, the ghost town exists as a kind of
ethnographic question mark that maintains multiple points of entry and exit (as in
Deleuze and Guattari's [1987] rhizome) through which I begin my analysis. I do
not attempt to unveil the hidden truths of ghost towns, nor do I seek a definitive
and objective reading of spectral and affective space.

Haunted" places are inscribed into being as a unique form of late-
capitalist/late-modernist affect—it is a landscape that speaks a different language,
continually gesturing toward an explanation of the ways that the lives of people
and objects begin and end on the Plains. Here I am interested in how these spaces
call forth the spectres of other times and places through their complex layers and
constellations of abandonment. How, for example, are the ghosts of space and
place maintained in the absence of people'*? Ultimately, I find myself returning
to the simple question of how spaces become haunted and how haunting functions
as a form of affect.

13 Here, I follow Avery Gordon's (1997:134) definition of haunting: “Haunting is an
encounter in which you touch the ghost or the ghostly matter of things: the ambiguities, the
complexities of power and personhood, the violence and the hope, the looming and receding
actualities, the shadows of ourselves and our society.”
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Like the abandoned farmhouses of my fieldwork, I am an accumulator of
things. I amass objects and hide them away on shelves and in drawers. Looking
around my office, I wonder what story my things would tell in my absence. I try
to think about what I would take and what [ might leave behind, and in this
leaving what narrative of my flight—and of everything before that—would
emerge. This question is one that I ask of the ghost towns as I sift through their
remains.

In what follows, I use the term dreamworld (Benjamin 1999, Shelton
2007) to describe the sublime, often uncanny nature of High Plains ghost towns
and to address the space that opens up—sometimes only for a moment—
alongside the everyday world of wakefulness. The dreamworld of abandoned
space is one that is empty of people yet remains crowded by their left-over
resonances, embedded narratives and things". The coexistence of presence and
absence forms itself into a dreamlike landscape of strange disarticulation that
provides the framework for my inquiry into the way that these spaces can be read
as ethnographic texts. Here, the dreamworld is a place of disjuncture, of life and
death entangled and askew and where the everyday present becomes haunted by
the marginal past.

The dreamworld is a location that often appears as something other to the
everyday.

For me, the prairie ghost town develops out of a combination of my own
direct sense experience (real-life) and personal memories, nostalgias and
imaginations (dreaming-life). The ghost town becomes a space that is coloured
by my specific positionality and history. In the abandoned North Dakota
farmhouse at the side of the road, the empty bedroom's peeling wallpaper ducks
could have easily come from my own deserted bedroom of my childhood in
Caronport, Saskatchewan. In the almost-emptiness of the Dakota room, I read the
story of two brother sharing this old iron-frame bed, their water-stiffened shoes
still sit on either side of the box-spring, shreds of wool and brittle cotton hang on
the metal coils. A dresser's skeleton on its side in the corner, with open-mouthed
drawers that hold mouse-chewed boy sweaters and a crumbling Archie comic.
From the punched-out windowpane I see a steel swingset—one of its back legs is
broken and it teeters in the wind. Some unfinished math homework from April

14 Here, I follow Derrida (1994), Ivy (1995) and Gordon (2008) in describing ghosts not
as the Hollywood-esque phantoms of fright, but as the remnants of lives-once-lived, the things
and stories set adrift without a human anchor. The ghosts that I describe are the apparently
unremarkable constellations of things that lie piled up in layers of time and prairie landscapes.

15 “These wild objects, stemming from indecipherable pasts, are for us the equivalent of
what the gods of antiquity were, the 'spirits' of the place” (de Certeau 1998).
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29, 1962 hides in the back of an otherwise deserted closet.

Allen Shelton's (2007) vision of rural Alabama forms itself into a similar
dreamworld through historico-poetic projections onto space and its associated
artifacts. For Shelton, an old farmhouse, a fence-mending tool, a winding back-
country road and a planchette from a Ouija board are more than objects, they are
points on a map through his own dreamworld, entry-points into ways of seeing
space, place and history.

I'm nineteen and I've come back to Saskatchewan to visit my grandparents
for a few days. I ask my grandfather if he can take me over to our old house so I
can see it one more time before they tear it down. He's not sure if it's still
standing, but he says he'll take me over after lunch. It's winter and the house
stands grey and old against the metre-deep snow drifts. My grandfather parks the
car at the top of the drive and tells me that if I want to see inside I'll have to crawl
through the snow. No more windows and the front door hangs on by a few tired
screws. In the living room, skirts of snow and garbage that never belonged to us
cover the floor. In the kitchen I see the window where my mother used to watch
us chasing chickens, probably calling for us to stop, but we couldn't hear her over
our laughter. In the sitting room, the corner where our dog Wedgie used to sleep
and the high shelf where my father kept his record albums. Another turntable
memory. Up the back stairs the hallway tilts sideways and buckles wildly in front
of the room where my sisters slept. In my own departed bedroom, bird's nests
and a few struggling slivers of the wallpaper that my parents let me pick out,
hidden under a couple of layers of ugly green paint. The door at the end of the
hall that used to lead onto a tiny balcony now opens onto thin air and more cold
winter comes rushing in. My four year old height notched into a door frame in
the summer kitchen. Out across the yard I can see the snowed-in remnants of
another old truck that we used to call The Junker, a black 1956 Ford. Back
through the house and back through my earliest memories, trying to put together
the story of this place. The farmhouse rooms that always seemed sunny and
warm are now left cold with abandonment. My father got a job in Thunder Bay
and we moved away. We said good-bye to the rented house and never looked
back; no one's been here since we left fifteen years ago. This is where my story
and the story of my family began.

Space and place often appear as a screen on which our projected dreams
take shape, a stage for the creation of imaginary worlds. For this reason, the
dreamworld is always fluid, never the same on subsequent visits, perpetually
expanding and contracting. For Walter Benjamin, there were two distinct
dreamworlds that occupied his writings: a childhood in pre-war Germany (4
Berlin Childhood Around 1900), and the accumulated materiality of the derelict
shopping arcades of late nineteenth-century Paris (The Arcades Project). The
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dreamworld was most resonant for Benjamin in his unfinished Arcades Project,
which Shelton calls “a hybrid space made from dreams, commodities, and
memory compressed together under pressure” (2007:xv). Susan Buck-Morss
(1989:253) describes Benjamin's engagement with the arcades as a
“reenchantment of the social world”, wherein new perspectives on the everyday
lead to novel re-readings of space. For Benjamin, an examination of the Parisian
shopping arcades became the conduit through which he was able to address the
social and political forces at work at the end of the 19" century. In much the same
way, I feel that, through my research, I have been reenchanted by the prairie ghost
towns and allowed to begin to see the component parts of a hidden dreamworld.

In the realm of literature, Lewis Carroll's Alice's Adventures in
Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass represent an actual world created in
dreaming, where everything that Alice encounters along her journey is later
revealed as a warped version of real world experiences, a reenchantment of her
everyday life. To be in the dreamworld is to be out of everyday time and place, it
is to find oneself in a place that is both familiar and strange. Like Benjamin and
Alice, I'm trying to carefully navigate my own dreamworld in an attempt to make
sense of the parallel worlds of dreaming and waking, here and there.
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Abandoned store, Bents, Saskatchewan
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Everything That Remains in Place and Remains for Every Place

“The City, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand,
written in the corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters
of the steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, every
segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.”

-Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

Let the lines from this part of my hand begin in South Dakota, along a
disused black and faded yellow highway. I'm sitting in a stopped car at the side of
some unnamed crossroad. Everywhere, open space as far as the eye can see.
There are hills so low that they're almost invisible and a bullet-pierced sign that
describes the meeting of two lonely roads in a black cross. This was the first
place that I saw a ghost—whispering around an old derelict cowboy boot, its sole
upturned on a fence-post with rusted beams of barbed wire shooting off across the
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prairie. A material remainder of human presence, of intention and purpose. I
pulled the car to the side of the road and walked over to the boot, touching its
weather-eaten leather, sun-dried and sand-blasted. Flipped upside down in some
kind of unknown memorial—or maybe simple happenstance, some weird
collision of conditions and artefacts. In that moment, I wonder where the foot
might have gone. Was it dead and buried? Was it alive, cold and unwrapped
somewhere in the coming night? What story of a life-once-lived might curl itself
inside the toe of this boot?'

And as I drove further into the Plains, other abandoned, personless things
and places began to rise up out of the grasslands. I soon discovered that I was
moving—to play on the title of a Paul Auster novel—across an entire country of
lost things'”, complete with towns and people and stories and a kind of delicate
emptiness, forever on the verge of collapse, just about to dissolve. I had a sense
that there was an ethnography already written in this landscape, among the broken
buildings and one-person towns; the problem—for me—was how to pull it out
and make it real'®.

My approach to the problem of writing a place into ethnographic being is
to develop an intimate understanding of spatial affect and an examination of a
sense of (spectral) place that becomes a kind of non-human informant. Within the
context of this project, interviews are often framed as phenomenological
conversations (my notion of a dialogic engagement with space via emergent
cultural forms) with the spaces and places that people once occupied. In
Ordinary Affects, Kathleen Stewart describes critical-cultural engagement with
affect as “a kind of contact zone” where the analytic lens of affect makes it
possible “to trace how the potency of forces lies in their immanence to things that
are flighty and hardwired, shifty and unsteady but palpable too” (2007:3)". The
ghost towns of the Plains are such a zone of contact, a place that is unpredictable

16 “Our South Dakota crossroad is an intersection of ghosts and their texts. The traces
and lines (Ingold 2007) that I draw from this place are crossing paths with the ghosts of a
shoeless cowboy and an empty strip of asphalt near the Wyoming border. Neither can speak to
me; their voices get swept up in the unending wind and they blow away in the dust, down
towards Cheyenne and on into Colorado. In that moment I become the author of these texts
and form my own ethnographic narratives as I drive deeper into the abandoned afternoon and
on to Minnesota.” (Armstrong 2010)

17 In the Country of Last Things (1989); I often felt that the High Plains were like a
different country, a nation apart from the US and Canada that had somehow gone
undocumented, or had been accidentally unremembered. Many parts of this landscape seemed
to exist in a parallel dimension, occupying their own time and space in a way that was
somehow both deeply embedded and forever distant from the everyday of the North American
imaginary.

18 From my fieldnotes of October 26, 2007: The Sand Hills of Nebraska are haunting in
their own, non-peopled way.
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and in which everyday affect moves in spectral networks just below the surface in
what Deleuze and Guattari would have described as a kind of haunted affect that
“knows only longitudes and latitudes, speeds and haecceities, the plane of
consistency or composition” (1987:266). I want to excavate the haunted and
affective traces of prairie ghost towns and form them into an ethnographic
narrative by establishing a specific sense of place, thereby writing—and through
photography, imaging—these places into ethnographic being, in essence, making
the space of the ghost town into a resonant moment that describes the process and
outcome of abandonment on the High Plains.

The photographs and notebooks laid out in front of me on my desk in
Boston form lines of travel, memory and experience. They describe a set of
places, a constellation of haunted towns and abandoned things. I follow the layers
of schoolhouses that accumulate in my images and handwriting, and I can see
how things fall to ruin, from classrooms with instructions still written on the
blackboard to one-room buildings that only exist as a metal marker out on
Saskatchewan's southern prairie, and sometimes not even that. I can trace the
downfall of a town through the various layers of repair visible in its houses: some
look as though they've been patched and rewired a hundred times, while others
remain just as they were when their occupants left them forty or fifty years ago.
Those people that hold on, bite down hard and keep on bandaging up the wounds
of a deserted town, until even they can't remain, and then things go to ruin.

In the upstairs hallway of a farmhouse in North Dakota, a pile of neatly
stacked, moulding cardboard boxes recalls a plan to return that never happened.
Carefully padded and packed dishes, splintered into a fragmentary cascade that
pours out of the soggy corner of one of the boxes—unburied pottery shards from a
few years back. Utility bills matted together in a kitchen cabinet chart the slow
slide into fiscal delinquency; a busted lock on the back door to keep out the decay
until they came home. A well-ordered little family of rubber boots in the front
porch—father, mother and the two girls—now stand disintegrated and

19 Here, Stewart also invokes Deleuze and Guattari's (1987:266) notion of a plane of
immanence: “Then there is an altogether different plane, or an altogether different conception
of a plane. Here, there are no longer any forms or developments of forms; nor are there
subjects or the formation of subjects. There is no structure, any more than there is genesis.
There are only relations of movement and rest, speed and slowness between unformed
elements, or at least between elements that are relatively unformed, molecules and particles of
all kinds. There are only haecceities, affects, subjectless individuations that constitute
collective assemblages. Nothing develops, but things arrive late or early, and form this or that
assemblage depending on their compositions of speed. Nothing subjectifies, but haecceities
for according to compositions of nonsubjectified powers or affects. We call this plane, which
knows only longitudes and latitudes, speeds and haecceities, the plane of consistency or
composition (as opposed to the plane(e) of organization or development). It is necessarily a
plane of immanence and univocality.”
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unwearable. No garbage on the floors, just dust and mouse droppings that came
in under the door; pictures on the wall only skewed by the sinking foundation.
This house is a haunting written in time without words.

For me, anthropology has always been about making the strange appear
familiar and translating understandings between cultures and times. According to
Vincent Crapanzano (1986:51), “the ethnographer does not, however, translate
texts the way a translator does. He [sic] must first produce them”, thereby
claiming that inscription precedes description. Within the context of my research
it is the inscription of space that precedes its description. Crapanzano goes on to
state that “ethnography is historically determined by the moment of the
ethnographer's encounter with whomever [or whatever] he [sic] is studying”
(1986:51), implying that the translation of culture emerges from the instant of
engagement and is, in many ways, authored by direct experience—a notion that is
key to my current ethnography of the abandoned spaces of the North American
High Plains.

My challenge here has been to develop an ethnography—a cultural
translation—of abandoned and semi-abandoned people, places and things,
sometimes without the possibility of interacting with the current and former
inhabitants of these spaces. As the discarded, lost and abandoned fragments of
prairie ghost towns are revealed through an ethnographic inquiry into what I have
called the abandoned ethnographic present, 1 begin to collect these particles into
constellations of meaning (DeSilvey 2006, 2007, Shelton 2007) and slowly build
a narrative of haunted space (Gordon 2008) that attempts to explore the presence
of human traces in their (virtual) absence.

Saskatchewan
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In the country of lost things, dead things are always on display; their
materiality decays in plain view and their memories appear as fragile inscriptions
on the precipice of erasure. Geertz (2008:19) writes that the anthropologist
changes “a passing event, which exists only in its own moment of occurrence,
into an account, which exists in its own inscriptions and can be reconsulted”, a
notion that Benjamin (1969:255) touches on in his discussion of revolutionary
temporality, Theses on the Philosophy of History, wherein he writes that “[t]he
past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant when it can be
recognized and is never seen again”. For Geertz and Benjamin, the kernel of
cultural and historic understanding emerges out of the ability to recognize and
record the transient moments of time and space in the moment that precedes their
evaporation. Now, through my research and writing, these fleeting glimpses of
almost-forgotten ghost towns are carefully inscribed in photos and in notebooks,
to be reconsulted, untangled and translated. On the Plains there are no hidden
mysteries to be uncovered, there are only micro-histories to be unwound across
thousands of miles of prairie and in the wind-blown doorways of the too-many-to-
count unremembered farmhouses®.

All things considered, the ultimate goal of my fieldwork in the High Plains
is twofold. Firstly, [ want to analyse the significance of ghost towns through their
social, cultural and economic affects, and secondly, and perhaps more
importantly, [ hope to establish a complex and resonant sense of place that can be
formed into an ethnographic account of both my experiences as an ethnographer
of absence and of attempting to write a place into being. 1t is this inscription of
place into the ethnographic record that provides the central focus in the following
discussion.

Fieldguides
In a way, I am a tourist of memories, a kind of wanderer of punch-drunk

20 Weeds grow up, reaching out for a thin November sun, and behind their twiggy shafts,
a house with boarded-up windows and a screen door hanging on by one rusted hinge. I can see
the remains of a mower that lost its last battle and succumbed to the unrelenting grass of the
Plains. I can see through what used to be the front door to what used to be the back door from
where I'm standing on what used to be a street. I look at this house and it seems to exist only
in black-and-white, grey tones without colour, but it's real life and it should be in colour—it's
just not there. As this place is unremembered its stories evaporate and its cultural affect slips
deeper into abandonment. The interstate bypasses this little town, so even the South Dakota
Department of Transportation doesn't have to remember it if they don't want to. Maybe our
memories go from colour to black-and-white, and then they start to blur at the edges and faces
become unclear, and then, finally, our memories curl in on themselves and implode like a
dying star.
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dreamworlds®!. T have become, as Kathleen Stewart writes, a tourist “whose
constituting practice is to read things as signs” (1988:230). For me, the texts of
the haunted prairie (ghost towns, the people I meet, roads, fields, artefacts) are
ghosts; the smashed-out windows and the moth-eaten work jackets hung in the
front hall are the see-through remnants of other people, of other times. In many
ways, ethnography—over time—becomes a kind of tourism (Clifford 1997); it is
a type of academic travel writing wherein the anthropologist uses his or her
experiences in the field to illuminate certain ideas about the production of culture
(Galani-Moutafi 1999)—as Stewart claims “we are tourists who know we are
tourists” (1988:231). Among the ghost towns of the Plains, [ am a tourist of
abandonment and [ am, at the same time, a tourist of my own memories of ruined
childhood homes and abandoned farms*.

LG
Abandoned store, Robsart,
Saskatchewan

As in the practice of tourism (academic and otherwise), there is also a
sense of luxury and privilege that remains embedded in nostalgia because it

21 In a roadside diner somewhere in Wyoming, layer-upon-layer of newspaper clippings
act as wallpaper behind the cash counter with its transparent surface that gives way to the
requisite cardboard boxes of candy bars. Every one of the news stories is about a rodeo.
Yellowing, grainy images of bulls with cowboys holding on for everything they're worth. This
part of central Wyoming is clinging on for its own dear life. No one in the diner speaks,
hunched over plates of fried and boiled food, they stare forward into the blankness of the
wood-panelled wall. The smell of horses and diesel is close in the room. These people are
slivers of haunting, alive at the edge of America, in the least populated state in the Union.

22 According to Paul Theroux, the process of travelling is made up of “flight and pursuit
in equal parts” (1975:2)
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presupposes a certain degree of available time for self-reflection as well as the
opportunity to focus intently on the self-in-the-world. To be nostalgic is
sometimes also to be quite narcissistic—as we stare at our own mnemonic
reflections, the world around us begins to fade into the background leaving us
alone with our own utopian imaginations of the past that inevitably lead to a
degree of dissatisfaction with the present. In many ways, nostalgia is a return to
the past via an imagined future in the service of bypassing the present.

Nostalgia's potential for navel-gazing within the context of ethnographic
fieldwork can also be a dangerous enterprise in that it affords the ethnographer the
luxury of projecting his or her own network of accumulated memories into a
given space. As ethnographers, we must be aware of seeing these projections as
something beyond our own nostalgias. Still, a carefully mediated sense of
nostalgia can help to both situate the anthropologist within the field, and provide a
means of sympathetic interaction with one's subjects. In my case, the nostalgia
that I developed around my abandoned family farm functions as a point of entry
into the world of High Plains ghost towns. Here, I can position myself—via
memory and nostalgia—as both an anthropologist of abandonment and as a one-
time resident of these spaces in absentia.

Nostalgia can also be seen as a kind of inoculation against the present, a
wilful resistance to the current state of things. As a society, we often remember
other places and times in the way that we wish they were (not as they are);
through nostalgia, we are afforded the ability to delay the death of a mythic and
utopian past. Nostalgia is history's life-support; it is an unborn utopia that is re-
lived in ever-shrinking circles. With each diminishing circuit, the fortifications of
affect grow thicker and more impenetrable (Rethmann 2007), but with each
consecutive layer of remembrance, the past becomes increasingly difficult to
access because nostalgia is, at its core, a meditation on something that can never
be returned to, a time and place that exists only in memory (Huyssen 2006).

The nostalgic and romantic imaginary of the ruin sees decay as a kind of
aesthetic trope wherein the abandoned and ruined space becomes a foil for certain
types of emotional responses to landscapes. This view of the ruin forms itself
around “the shimmer of a silvery moon, turbulent dramatic clouds, and
melancholic lonely maidens” (Zucker 1961:119), in essence, drawing out a
nostalgia for an imagined past. And while the ruins of Roman temples, crumbling
English abbeys and Viking burial mounds may provide what Zucker (1961:119)
calls “the decorative values of ruins”, the ghost towns of the High Plains do not
seem to evoke similar aesthetic reactions. According to Zucker (1961:120), ruins
as aesthetic markers function as either “a vehicle to create a romanticizing mood”,
a “document of the past”, or a “means of reviving the original concept of space
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and proportion of periods past”. Within this framework, the ghost town is left in a
sort of nostalgic limbo, where not enough time has elapsed to make these spaces
_aesthetically or decoratively valuable; they have become what DeSilvey
(2007:879) calls “an American vernacular ruin” (see also Edensor 2005). Here,
there is no collective aestheticized nostalgia, only the quiet remembrances that
may still reside in the minds of the one-time inhabitants of the abandoned
roadways and buildings of the Plains.

Govenlock, Saskathewan

To move through haunted geography is to act as a tourist, a
documentarian, an ethnographer and a historian, all the while performing what
Caitlin DeSilvey has called an “archaeology of the recent past in a place not yet
old enough to be interesting to (most) archaeologists” (2006:319), or what I see as
an excavation of contemporaneous abandonment. To work in the ghost spaces of
the Plains involves pulling apart the thin layers of time, materiality and place to
expose the stories that run in narrow streams just below the surface of prairie
ghost towns. Here, I imagine my project as something like a Polaroid being
pulled from the camera, into the sunlight—the images slowly congeal and dreams
are frozen in their tracks, just long enough for me to catch a quick glimpse before
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they melt away into the powdery Western air”.

As the layers of time and space are gently separated, my ethnography of
the depopulated Plains becomes a collaborative exercise between myself and the
spectral presences/absences that abound in these spaces®. This practice is similar
to Levi-Strauss’ (1966) notion of bricolage and DeSilvey’s (2007) use of
“synchronic handiwork” wherein the ethnographic subject becomes a kind of co-
creator in the construction of narrative. In the ghost towns of the Plains, the sites
and artefacts often stand in for the absentee inhabitants, providing a dialogue that
develops out of a direct interaction with place and materiality.

Using her “synchronic handiwork” method of forming stories out of
discarded objects, DeSilvey fashioned an ad hoc poem from shredded pages of
books and magazines that she found in an abandoned Montana farmstead; this
poem represents a unique collaboration between the site and the researcher. In my
own research, novel cultural insights often emerge out of my photographic
‘interviews’ with abandoned sites, in essence, writing their sense of place into
being through a visual interpretation of an accumulation of objects and spaces.
The build-up of objects and affect in place forms a text that once crystallized, can
then be read ethnographically. Not only are these sites collaborating with me, as
an ethnographer, but they also work with one another to create a continuous
narrative of abandonment and place-based affect across the great distances of the
Plains. Each town and house becomes a word in a sentence that begins to tell the
story of how places become abandoned on the High Plains.

From fieldnotes written in Valentine, Nebraska on October 26, 2007:
There have probably already been dreams shaped like this one; before, in other
times. There have probably been constellations that were tied up like this one, all
glimmered and wooden stars made out of flake-painted clapboards. There have
probably been worlds made out of lines and lies, of prairie fires that burn up the
click-clack history, or of wheat fields and dust roads. Yeah, I heard that wind cut
a nice wide slash into their memories. I followed that trail of dried-on blood,
past deadly yellowed dreams and onto the Plains.

Haunted Economies
The ghost town appears as a kind of grave marker, a sign of an abandoned

23 As I'm leaving Sanger, swishing my way back to the county road through loops of
overgrowth, I notice a crackled electrical meter on a lonely utility pole. Its little set of dials
records the last moment that there was power out here, the last time people who needed light
lived in this place.

24 Every so often I'd encounter people in these spaces and they'd often tell me stories
about the place and how it used to be. Always how it used to be, never how it is or was going
to be.
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temporality and a reminder of collapse. No one wants to be reminded of past
failures, and in ghost towns the foibles of capitalist expansionism are written
everywhere in thick black letters that, when lined up, seem to deny any kind of
forgetting. To some, the economic death of these isolated and back-watered
spaces represents only a minor bump along the road to progress; to others, they
are simply nothing at all, the never-seen pin pricks in a world of consumption and
accumulation. Still, seen or unseen, the ghost town becomes a physical
manifestation of the crumbling American dream. It represents a hollowed-out
dreamworld where people once believed they could make a living on the Plains,
where it was possible—if even for a brief, shining instant—to hold onto a new
way of life.

Not that long ago, in the early 1980s, Jeffrey City, Wyoming had several
thousand residents and a hearty economic base tied to the uranium mine at the
edge of town. For a few years in the late 1970s and early 80s, everything seemed
to be going wonderfully; the town was a bustling mining settlement with a rapidly
expanding infrastructure and population. Still, despite what appeared to be a
roaring economic boom for a town that was little more than a post office in the
1950s, this prosperity in Wyoming's Great Divide Basin was fleeting. By 1982
layoffs took the mine from a workforce of 554 down to only 47. Within three
years of the massive cut-backs, Jeffrey City had lost 95% of its population
(Amundson 1995). With nobody left to tend to the memories and houses, the
ghosts moved in and took up residence behind darkened windows and among the
houseless cinderblock foundations. When I visited Jeffrey City in October 2007, I
felt as though I had come upon a mythical lost city, an exploded place, its
passageways littered with not-so-long-lost fragments that scattered themselves
across the Plains, a vast museum of things gone lonesome®.

In Jeffrey City, Wyoming® the story of collapse is written everywhere.
This biography of abandonment—and what appears to me as a billowing
weariness—is etched on the surfaces of the boarded-up apartment blocks and the
empty house foundations set adrift on endless oscillations of short-grass prairie.
The story of hopefulness and once-dreamt prosperity can be read through a wide
street—now strangled by weeds—on the western edge of town. Here, the shells

25 This phrase is taken from the title of Dan O'Neill's 2006 book 4 Land Gone
Lonesome.
26 “Not just vastness; emptiness too. This little Red Desert Basin is simply a southward

outlier of a genuinely enormous basin which occupies most of the southern quarter of
Wyoming, a huge vacant area which 