By Ann Haver-Allen

Alumnus shares his secret knowledge of water

Craig Childs entertains Prescott College crowd with tales of his adventures in the deserts of the Southwest

Some may categorize the writings of Craig Childs *99 as adventure travel. Others call it natural history. Still others argue that his style of writing is actually lyrical prose. Amazon.com lists his books under civil engineering at civilbooks.com. Maybe it’s Childs’ ability to avoid well-defined categories that makes his books so readable and appealing to such varied audiences.

Childs has spent many years in the deserts of the Southwest —as an adventurer, a river guide, and an adjunct professor in field sciences at Prescott College. He has developed an intimate knowledge of the desert and the role water plays in shaping the landscape and life.

Childs, who earned his master’s degree in desert studies from Prescott College in 1999, was back on campus as the keynote speaker for the August 2004 Master of Arts Program (MAP) colloquium. He shared some of his experiences with a standing-room only crowd in Sam Hill.

In his talk, “The secret knowledge of water: An evening of flash floods and water holes,” Childs took the audience deep into the Sonoran Desert and into remote desert canyons in search of water.

“When you dream of a place that has no water, what do you see?” he asked. “Do you see a dead place? A barren place? A desert? Do you think of a road going nowhere? A horizon that offers nothing?”

He said that when he thinks of deserts, he thinks of a place full of water.

“Not in the way forests are full of water,” he said. “But something different. It’s not a dead landscape. It’s alive…in motion. The canyons and washes have been scoured out by flash floods. Water shaped this land.”

He related the exhilaration that he feels when he finds a watering hole.

“It’s an experience like seeing through time,” he said, explaining that ancient peoples knew how to locate water and use it efficiently. Watering holes are usually surrounded by pictographs, petroglyphs, and other evidence of humankind. “Water in the desert is different from water everywhere else. Water takes lives. Water gives lives. And it’s not something that we can control.”

Childs said that being in the bottom of a canyon generates a cold, dark feeling.

“It’s like you’re being stalked,” he said. “That’s what the desert is. Water is always coming whether it’s there at the time or not.”

He related a story of discovering a group of cliff dwellings in the Sierra Madres when he was on an expedition to map watering holes. He and his companions decided to take different routes up the cliff face to reach the ruins. When he reached the top, he entered one dwelling and followed it back into the mountain from which it was carved. The dwelling  gave way to a cave and at the back of the cave he found a pool of water that was collecting one drop at a time from the mountains above.

“It felt like a ceremonial place,” Childs said. “A very special place with that little pool of water collecting drop by drop.”

He said the desert has a way of making an individual think they are nothing but a means for water to get to places it cannot get to on its own.

“We are just skin and bones,” he said. “We are vessels for transporting water. If you die, water just evaporates back into the air. We are nothing but water bags.”
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