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The Hanford Reach: A Land of Contrasts. By Susan Zwinger. 2004. The University of Arizona
Press, Tucson. 79 p. US$13.95 paper. ISBN 0-8165-2376-2.

As I write this review I am watching the arrival of football revelers from all over the state of
Washington for the annual “Apple Cup” game between the Washington State University Cougars and
the University of Washington Huskies. To get here to Pullman, many of those “West Side” fans will
drive across the rain-shadow desert of eastern Washington and through the northern edge of the
Hanford Reach, a part of the cold desert around Hanford, Washington, that is adjacent to the last free-
flowing section of the Columbia River. I have heard many describe the drive, in a number of different
variations, as uninspiring. After the game, Thanksgiving vacation traditionally begins, and most of the
fraternity guys can’t wait to get to Seattle or elsewhere on the West Side. They don’t mind driving in
the dark partly because, most would assert, it is a mind-numbingly dull drive even in the daytime.

This same desert area, often maligned by travelers who want more, is the subject of Dr Susan
Zwinger’s short new book, The Hanford Reach, which briefly covers the history and emotionally exam-
ines the ambiance of the “industrial desert” of eastern Washington. Dr Zwinger is a transplant from
the Southwest, and a former assistant professor, museum curator, and naturalist ranger turned writer
now residing on a green, picturesque island off the Washington coast.

The Hanford Reach is an attractive little book, 6 � 7 inches dimensionally, and is part of a series of
what are essentially long essays on selected locations throughout the West that is being published by
the University of Arizona Press. The book’s impressive cover photograph is of a mesa in the Hanford
desert. About 20 black-and-white photographs are interspersed with the text. The book includes a
short bibliography.

The book has distinct chapters that suggest more topical organization than actually exists. It is
loosely structured topically, and does not convey a strong sense of chronological structure either,
although one does exist. The book’s history, which is romanticized in presentation and cursory in con-
tent, is effective prose, at least until it is blended with the author’s effusive emotions and artistic
stretches to produce a kind of atomic desert dreamscape.

But fine art is rarely rooted in sentiment, and the sentimental writing in parts of The Hanford Reach,
like the overblown spectacle surrounding the Apple Cup, is deliriously over the top. On this football
weekend, I cannot help but smile at the contrast between the enraptured metaphoric prose of Dr
Zwinger as investigative journalist on extended desert holiday, and the “who cares” attitude of so many
students here who dismiss or disdain the shrub-steppe atomic desert. Such stark contrast, (about “a land
of contrasts” no less), between the sentimental and the utterly disinterested is inherently amusing. At
one point the author notes, “Picking up some thirty empty beer bottles marring the sand, I drive south
through the ten-million-year-old Elephant Mountain Flow, which tilts steeply and mimics pachyderm
skin.” Apparently some of our reveling students had preceded her there. She later writes, “I slept near
Wallula on a desert creek last night and awakened this morning to the doves, wrens, quails,
orioles, meadowlarks, ducks, and a snipe’s winnowing wings. Someone is chortling down in
the reeds like a turkey baster being squeezed under water.” It is probably some fraternity types,
I muse, hazing a freshman who is being squeezed under water. Or how about: “Suddenly a
spiral trill of familiar hosannas. I so miss the ultimate songster of the desert Southwest, but
here he is—a Washingtonian cactus wren! Enjoying the cold, I remain a long time writing.
Soon the sun will sear the Grande Ronde, as jagged as giant saw teeth. I kneel, examining the
frilled can-can skirts of evening primroses. Wind whipped grasses etch arches in the sand.
Steep-angled shadows cast each plant with an elongated purple copy.”

That’s rich, I’ll say. Such artistic self-indulgence could make entertaining reading aloud
on National Public Radio, if one could find the ideal reader to animate it. To play it straight,
Greer Garson would be a natural choice to give it a good chance, were she still living. But
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the brilliant Mel Blanc, who unfortunately is also
deceased, and has taken his over-the-top, web-footed per-
sona with him, would have had an easier time with it.

The black-and-white photography in The Hanford
Reach, by Skip Smith, another professor, is, with several
exceptions, nearly as artistically stretched as the prose.
The excellent cover photo and one other fine interior
photo of twin basalt towers should have reminded the
photographer to let the harshly magnificent reality of the
place coolly speak for itself. Instead, many of the other
photos show an unsatisfied quest for abstract art.

If you have not already discerned it from the preceding
excerpts, Dr Zwinger’s prose is in many places an uneasy
mix of retro-modern imagery, dubious metaphors, and
dreamy metaphysics, punctuated occasionally by incon-
gruous 1960s-style earthiness, all crafted and polished
from an aesthetically elite island perch that fosters full
sentimental savoring. So by the time the author ends
with, “Alas, with the Hanford Reach so new and gleam-
ing, I would like to play at being Athena just a little bit
longer,” you’ll be grateful for her mortality. The author’s
perspective is an informed one, but much of the writing is
too sentimental, too self-absorbed, and too self-conscious.
The self-conscious reach for literary art is conspicuous.
The author, like so many modern artist-types, acknowl-
edges her ever-present search for the genuine and the
authentic, even as she undermines its authenticity by
artistically romanticizing and civilizing it. She embraces
the Hanford Reach as if to hug the authentic life out of it,

forgets the power of understatement, and seems euphori-
cally unaware that sentimental prose might not do artistic
justice to the minimalist landscape and its contorted his-
tory. This inherent incompatibility of language and sub-
ject helps reveal the prose as decidedly derivative; it feels
forced, less natural even than the industrialized desert
landscape the author describes.

“A hundred and thirteen degrees is not heat at all but a
body of viscous polyethylene that coats one down into the
lungs. The plants, which were so colorful and fruitful just
two months ago, are dry, dormant rattles. Livestock are
sweltering, miserable lumps. Birds silent. The heat is not
heat but a sticky drapery, which hangs over me, over
mouth and nose so I cannot breathe. I stay out in it pur-
posefully, drink electrolytes and salts, but no food since
morning. I grow weak, so dutifully force bits of tuna to my
tongue and chew as if through gum erasers. Heat is not a
temperature but a physical churning. Forty minutes later I
upchuck in the bitterbrush. In heat, logical thought does
not work.”

I think I know how she felt. And any of those post-
game revelers from the Cougar-Husky game who might
read The Hanford Reach will be relieved by the realization
that, although the drive through the atomic desert of east-
ern Washington may be as dull as ever, they’ll find plenty
of bitterbrush along the way.

David L. Scarnecchia, Washington State University,
Pullman, WA. �
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