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The Long Way Home

Time as an iron hand versus 
time as a shifting wind

In regular life, down in the valleys, I understand little about  
time, struggling to identify how long it takes to get anywhere. I have been 

known to arrive late to my dentist—he’s down the hall from my office. I have 
never truly learned how long it takes to walk there or drive to a place where 
someone is waiting for me. In the valleys, I rush. Time stresses me. But in 
the mountains, time seems to expand; it feels like my soul, and the days seem 
twice as long. I rarely feel rushed in the same way I do at home.

I have idly thought that I don’t belong in the Western world, this appoint-
ment-driven society where I have lived my whole life and where if you’re five 
minutes, ten minutes, fifteen minutes late, you have inconvenienced some-
one else, frayed a relationship. The good side of deadline pressure is that 
without it I might not do much work.

This year I discovered the ideas of anthropologist Edward T. Hall, who 
compared differing approaches to time in North America with those in Latin 
America and the Middle East. He noted in his 1976 book Beyond Culture 
(Anchor Press/Doubleday) that time and space interrelate. Moving through a 
landscape, whether on foot or on some motorized thing, defines time. At least 
where cooperating with others is concerned. 

Hall labeled the way Americans manage their lives as “monochronic time,” 
which “emphasizes schedules, segmentation, and promptness.” Hall wrote 
how irritated Americans get when they go to another country that does not 
adhere firmly to appointments and deadlines. He named the way people in 
many non-Western cultures function in “polychronic time,” in which many 
activities go on at the same time. People focus on their relationships as they 
complete their transactions with each other instead of “adherence to preset 
schedules.” 

Hall said that not every activity in America runs that way. Some jobs 
in my home country inherently go against the norm of monochronic time. 
For example, he said, the city editor of a newspaper’s job is inherently 
“polychronic.” 
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At a news outlet’s city desk, everything is about reacting to unpredictable 
events outside. One must be ready to change course. I know about that. I 
worked as a city editor at a daily paper. I sat by the police scanner. I routinely 
jumped up and, say, pulled a reporter off one story and sent her out to a fire. 
I was in sync.

Taking a cue from Hall, I wonder if backpacking is inherently  
polychronic. You don’t need a watch, but you must watch the sky. 

Storms roll in. Surprises await: ledges, high streams, reaching camp to find 
it filled with people. I sink like a mist into that kind of life, dealing with unex-
pected conditions and threats. Moving through the land, I don’t feel rushed. I 
am not letting anyone down. I wonder if people who hate mountain climbing 
dislike this lack of structure.

The pinnacle of my wilderness life, so far, was a solo trip I made around 
the Pemi Loop in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. My counter-
clockwise loop followed Lincoln Woods Trail to the Bond Range, the Twins 
and Mount Garfield, and finally across the Franconia Range. I took four days 
(three nights out) to do this loop. Some people run it in a day. Others take 
even longer. My four days gave me an abundance of time. That doesn’t mean 
I didn’t have to rush sometimes. My first day I trudged fast over the Bonds 
near sunset, too cold from a wet, windblown raincoat.

On my third day of that trip, I walked in a soft, steady rain on the Franco-
nia Ridge. I encountered a family heading the other way, perhaps to Green-
leaf Hut. The man, leading a woman and two children, had a set jaw and held 
his body erect, sort of nervously cheery. Maybe his family had never done this 
before. Maybe he thought they should have gone faster earlier. I don’t know. 
After I said hello and we passed each other, and I continued on to Liberty 
Springs Tentsite alone, I suddenly felt very free. Time was mine, rain or not.

I do not know why I struggle so with time out of the mountains. Is it a false 
sense of power over distance because I own a car and phone, always measuring 
distance by how long it will take? Am I chasing too much in the valley? Am I 
filling in my days with unnecessary tasks where they are not required? 

I think I’ll go to the mountains for a few days to figure this out.
—Christine Woodside

Editor-in-Chief
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