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Many of my intellectual values can be traced to where I grew up in the United States. I 

was born in New Jersey, but when I was six my parents decided they wanted to “get out of the 

rat race,” so they closed their eyes and put their fingers down on a map of Virginia, resolving to 

move wherever their fingers landed. When I was young I thought this was a very impressive and 

romantic notion; now it seems like an odd way to make a life-changing decision. But they could 

have done worse. 

Their fingers landed in Concord, Virginia, and we ultimately ended up settling in Red 

House, population 526. The land my parents purchased used to be a farm, and the lands 

surrounding our property belonged to one of the largest cattle farms in the South. Hundreds of 

acres sprawled out all around us filled with woods, fields, creeks, and cows, lots of cows. Being 

quasi-hippies, my parents spent our first few years in Virginia trying to grow their own food, 

with some success. That didn’t last, but I remember spending long hours picking insects off of 

corn stalks and hiding in the strawberry patch, stuffing myself with strawberries.  

Growing up in the middle of nowhere definitely cultivates certain values that I can now 

recognize as intellectual. Imagination, for instance—if your closest neighbor is a mile away, you 

have to get used to entertaining yourself. I spent hours exploring the woods on and around our 

property, whittling fallen branches into swords and battling milkweed soldiers. It also cultivates 

an attitude of thankfulness, tolerance, and flexibility toward whatever human contact you do 

have. Our closest neighbors, an elderly couple, had two grandchildren that lived with them. They 

were several years older than I was, but I didn’t care—they were kids, and they knew every inch 

of the surrounding lands. It was clear that my visits occasionally annoyed them, but I learned to 
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shrug that off—they were company—and looking back, it’s clear that they also had to shrug it 

off. After all, I was one of their few options for companionship too. This is what I mean when I 

say that geographical isolation forced me to cultivate, and appreciate in others, thankfulness, 

tolerance, and flexibility, which are as much mental as emotional habits—you had to be able to 

accommodate yourself to others or you were going to be lonely. 

Of course, there is an ugly side to growing up in the South. At that time, among many 

rural whites casual racism toward blacks was unremarkable, and I can’t remember a time when I 

didn’t find it shocking. But the very overtness of this racism also created a kind of weird 

laboratory for appreciating moral complexity. For example, I learned that the same white person 

that was generally racist could also be friends with a particular black person. How was that 

possible? It forced a kid to think. I also discovered that there is a certain perverse benefit to 

living in a racially charged environment, because when you were able to forge relationships 

across color lines it was more likely to be transformative, because it meant more. Tension is the 

price you pay for getting to live around people different from you, and just getting to live around 

people different from you is an education in itself.  

As far as formal education goes, again, a lot comes down to location. Since I attended 

small town schools, I had small town teachers, and occasionally I suffered for this smallness. I 

still wince when I remember being told by an elementary school teacher that I couldn’t be an 

artist when I grew up because there were no jobs for artists. (Yeah, in Red House maybe!) This is 

the down side to growing up in an insulated community—the limited imaginations of the people 

around you can also limit your own imagination if you don’t know any better. My parents, 

former Theatre and English majors, deserve a lot of credit for helping me to know better, and for 

driving me long distances to summer programs where I could explore those interests my 
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community had few means of supporting. But this tension between my aspirations and my 

environment would continue to be a source of anger and resentment for many years. Could this 

be another secret benefit of growing up in the middle of nowhere—its tendency to breed in you a 

desire to get out? This, too, is an intellectual value—the hunger to know and be more.             

Of course, there are also educational benefits to smallness. Because classes were small, I 

wasn’t just a face in the crowd, so I got lots of individual attention. When it later turned out that I 

was pretty good in English and Music, my teachers gave me lots of encouragement. Throughout 

middle and high school I played in the marching, concert, and jazz bands, eventually became the 

field commander (or drum major) for the marching band, and got to rehearse and direct a piece in 

the final concert of my senior year. Performing in these groups was a never-ending lesson in 

mental discipline—forcing oneself to do it again, and again, and again, for some greater reward.  

So: imagination, thankfulness, tolerance, flexibility, hunger, and an appreciation for 

complexity, difference, and discipline: these are the intellectual virtues my background has 

fostered. Looking at Cronon’s list, I can see some clear crossover. What he calls knowing “how 

to pay attention—to others and to the world” (#1) is very similar to my ‘appreciation of 

difference.’ He also mentions tolerance (#7) and being able to talk to everybody (#3), and while I 

wouldn’t go so far to say that I can talk with anyone, I do feel like I can talk to some different 

types of people. There is only one value Cronon doesn’t mention that I do—imagination—

although it is probably assumed. The qualities most foreign to my experience are “knowing how 

to get things done in the world” (#8) and the ability “to solve puzzles and problems” (#5). 

Growing up in rural Virginia may have benefits, but access to “the world” isn’t one of them, 

much less knowing how to solve its problems or get things done in it. So I will admit that I have 

some growing to do there. I am looking forward to having my world expanded in college.  
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Things I’m interested in exploring in college:   

 

[This is the embarrassing part: I can hardly remember wanting to explore anything in particular 

before going to college—I just knew that I wanted to explore! So I will limit myself to what I am 

fairly certain is an accurate list, even though it seems shamefully short in retrospect.] 

 

--opportunities for playing music 

 

--careers in English 

 

 


