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xii Preface 

thing else-intrigues me. I seek it in the writings of all my pil­
grims. 

That I have chosen the lives and works of five particular Amer­
ican writers should not be interpreted as a gesture of "canon forma­
tion," the identification of a core of literary texts that stakes out a 
tradition. I am not interested in canons, but in affinities. With the 
exception of Everett Ruess (and it is because of his constant "ex­
ception" that I begin my meditations with him), all of my pilgrims 
to the wild belong to the tradition of American nature writing, all 
have been included in the recent Norton Book of Nature Writing. 
Rather than an addition to the burgeoning body of critical inquiry 
directed toward nature writing, Pilgrims to the Wild is a contribution 
tO'the study of American spiritual autobiography. All of these writ­
ers share a lineage with William Bradford, Jonathan Edwards, Eliz­
abeth Ashbridge, and John Woolman. In this sense, Pilgrims to the 
Wild is concerned with individual perception and psychological 
transformation-not historical materialism or sociological analysis, 
which in themselves could generate a worthy academic exposition, 
but not the book I have written. 

The literary scholar too often resembles Bunyan's Christian, 
hauling an awkward bundle of "stuff" that hinders progress. The 
scholar's bundle is stuffed with words. Pilgrims to the Wild is my 
bundle. Yet perseverance furthers. When it comes to my writerly 
intentions, I think of the lines from Bunyan's own Preface (which 
he called an "Apology"): "This book will make a traveller of thee." 
Such is my hope. Though fearing the reproach of excessiveness, I 
indulge in bricolage, working with ideas at hand, no matter how 
far afield in space and time their respective provenances may lie. 
This approach can be messy. I assume the repeatability of ideas and 
events across cultures and over time, and that the boundaries fash­
ioned to separate these ideas and events are subject to dissolution. 
Thus, the thirteenth-century Japanese philosopher DGgen and the 
nineteenth-century American Thoreau are mutually illuminating. 
In taking this approach, I realize that I confront the margins of ac­
ceptable scholarship: My critical practice puts me right on the 
limen, and perhaps-wayward scholar that I am-I occasionally 
step too far. But I have been out gathering, and this is what I have 
brought back. 


