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INTRODUCTION
a prologue of confessions

I

’ve been confessing for quite a few years
now, mostly in front of middle school
students who want to learn more about dinosaurs, fossils, ancient times and the madcap
world of writer-illustrators. I chose “Confessions of a Time Traveler” as the unifying theme
for my talks. It seems only fitting that this collection of my essays, articles, fiction and book
excerpts takes refuge under the same title—
even though these pieces were mostly directed
at an adult audience.
Everybody loves a good confession. Sharing our primate obsessions, mistakes, and
indiscretions is a big part of what makes us
human. So here’s my first confession: I still
haven’t quite decided what I want to do when
I grow up and I’m a grandfather. Talk about
dithering. I tell myself that indecision about
what delights to pursue during a lifetime demonstrates cosmopolitan tastes. I’m sticking with
that interpretation.
Second confession: My lifelong passions
include a fixation on visual images, a preoccupation with existential questions, a fascination
with the wonders of nature, and a profound
streak of rationalism that tends to make me
a professional doubter. This particular blend
nudged me into science teaching followed
by a 27-year career as a graphic artist. In my

spare time, I dabbled around as a science fiction writer and later wrote science articles and
books aimed at educational markets. I didn’t
truly become a time traveler until a fascination
with fossils led me to the delights of paleontology. Trying to interpret and recreate the past
from the remnants of what life leaves behind is
both a humbling and inspirational pastime.
Third confession: I subscribe to the view
that creative fictions tell the entertaining lies
that highlight basic truths. My ancestors, like
yours, sat around fires telling exciting stories
to make sure the kids looked both ways before
crossing the savanna. They created virtual realities with cave paintings instead of pixels and
asked all the Big Questions about existence. In
the process, they saw remnants of the past and
tried to explain them. They dreamed of futures
and proceeded to make some of them come
true.
This collection concentrates on essays and
articles written for the North Forty News, Colorado Gardener magazine, and other regional
publications over the past twenty years, but the
reader will also discover excerpts from longer works—including a bit of science fiction.
I often chuckled as I wrote these pieces and
hope you do too. Enjoy the view from a mountaintop. Learn about the microbial conquest
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of Earth, and how flowering plants remade
the world. Visit Pleistocene ghosts at large in
the modern world and discover how to make
postmodern decisions with prehistoric brains.
After finishing the book, you will be prepared
to tell your child why plants are green and how
to find Great Blue Dinosaurs along the meandering shorelines of majestic desert canyons.
And I hope you’ll enjoy my closing letter to
our successors (of whatever species) 50,000
years hence.
This leads to my fourth confession: I plan
to perform brain surgery on you. No worries.
It’s a non-invasive process used by everyone
with a story to tell or an image to create. I plan
to enter your mind and twiddle a few neurons
with words and images in a blatant attempt to
allow you to see the intricate edifice of life on
planet Earth through my eyes. If that seems
scary, it is. But it’s what human beings—the
master storytellers of planet Earth—do best.
They read and rewire minds. Sometimes, their
fictions even morph into new realities.

Our imaginations have converted uppity
primates with inflated brains into a worldchanging force of nature. Hopefully, we can
use even more of that imagination to recognize
that our powers are only effective if we use
them to maintain the intricate biosphere that
has evolved through the vast corridors of deep
time.
In the lead essay I feast on a banquet of
creation while perched on the humble pink
throne of a field expedition to Utah. Primates
with delusions of grandeur can always benefit
from a perspective that places them squarely
in the middle of nature’s grand cycle. Enjoy
the spread. If some of it proves indigestible,
no matter. Whatever you leave behind will be
food for someone—or something. Nature has
performed magic every day since life began at
least 3.8 billion years ago and you and I are the
amazing result.
I know. That’s a whopping confession for a
rationalist to make.

I call the oil painting on page iv “Anomaly.” It was originally created to illustrate a time-traveling science fiction story (unpublished) in which the protagonist
dies in the past, leaving his remains next to those of 500-million-year-old trilobites.
Creationists would love to find an anomaly like that!
The dragonfly, for me, symbolizes an evolutionary endurance. Their insect
order has been around for 300 million years and counting. The prospects for H.
sapiens may not be so robust.
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Part 1:
Confessions to awe, ignorance, & wonder
ESSAY
The View From a Throne
in Dinosaur Country

I confess I couldn’t resist visiting a dinosaur dig that kept Stephen Spielberg from being
a liar in the movie, Jurassic Park. The Western Interior Paleontological Society (WIPS)
provided volunteers to help John Bird and the College of Eastern Utah excavate a site they
called Yellow Cat Quarry. The field trip I joined took place after the discovery of Utahraptor bones (a raptor large enough to meet the cast requirements for the movie), but we did
work to recover some scale-like plates (scutes) of an armored ankylosaur.
High winds plagued earlier expeditions. We experienced 100+ degree temperatures that
began to melt the enthusiasm of even die-hard paleontologists. We worked early, took midday breaks, and then pounded more rocks for a while in the late afternoon. Evening discussions and a chance to see the pristine Utah sky through an excellent telescope inspired this
diatribe about time, space, and our ephemeral biological existence.
This essay first appeared in Fossil News, Journal of Amateur Paleontology, Vol. 5,
No. 3, March 1999.

J

ust after dawn, I plodded up the trail to
the throne with my camping shovel. The
shovel was unnecessary except for my
peace of mind. I, mighty hunter of long-dead
dinosaurs, had heard coyotes howl outside my
tent, and the shovel was like the jawbone of
an ass--defensive armament against any canine
Philistines that might choose to block my path.
I shouldn’t have worried. Not even a lizard
contested my ascent. And, more importantly,
the stick, which determined possession of the
throne, was in the prone, or “unoccupied,”
position next to a prominent rock outcrop

alongside the trail.
The throne soon appeared before me, an
unassuming, waist-high platform erected over
a pit and crowned with a pink toilet seat. For
modesty’s sake, it was placed behind a large,
sandstone boulder. Someone built it with onesize-fits-all in mind, making it a bit large for
me and reminding me of my innocent youth in
Ypsilanti, Michigan.
Ah, but the view was grand.
All but the most megalomaniac of kings
would have killed a herd of fatted calves for
the view: a marble-cake desert valley of brown-
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ish-red sandstones and gray mudstones stained
with green washes of rabbit brush, yucca, and
Mormon tea. Spread across the western horizon, spires and arches carved out of Entrada
sandstone glowed with warm, russet, beachsand swirls placed there some 130 million
years ago. These rocks formed a true Valley
of Kings because they housed a necropolis of
once mighty dinosaurs that I would soon explore along the margins of the mesa top a short
walk away.
Dinosaurs occupied a metaphorical throne
of dominance on earth for 160 million years or
so. They weathered a couple of major extinction events during the Mesozoic--an entire geological era in which they were the prime players in Earth’s ecology. They finally succumbed
to a confluence of disasters that included a
series of volcanic eruptions on the future Indian subcontinent, the retreat of a vast inland
sea that split North America, and the arrival of
one or several Manhattan-sized rocks whose
impact and fallout severely compromised their
well being. But their long tenure on the planet
left many bones--and sometimes, appropriately
it would seem as I sit in residence upon the
throne, clumps of fossilized dung for primates
like me to ponder.
Academic deliberations in the coolness of a
desert morning prove much easier than digging
on a narrow ledge in the 100-degree heat of a
desert afternoon while keeping one eye on an
overhang of mudstone split with a worrisomelooking series of erosive cracks. Nevertheless,
our small party of five paleontological volunteers, guided by John Bird, excavation foreman
for the College of Eastern Utah’s Prehistoric
Museum, did find dinosaur bones. They belonged to ankylosaurs--armored vegetarians
with plates and spikes meant to deflect the
appetites of predators like Allosaurus and Utahraptor.
Our dinosaur quarry was famous for the
first discovery of Utahraptor, thus making

Stephen Spielberg, the creator of the movie,
Jurassic Park, a prophet of sorts. Spielberg
knew about velociraptors--vicious three-footlong Mongolian predators with sickle-shaped
leg claws admirably suited for evisceration. He
wanted bigger stars to be the villains for his
movie, however, and invented some. In 1989,
Rob Gaston, a sculptor and part-time bone
hunter, found their twenty-foot-long, real-life
counterparts while motorcycling through the
backcountry of Utah. The fact that they were
early Cretaceous in age, rather than Jurassic
was a minor flaw, since many other stars of the
film, like T. Rex, were Cretaceous dwellers as
well.
We would have loved discovering raptor
claws and skulls, but those are usually reserved
for those who spend weeks, months, and years
in the field, donating their sweat and passion
in full-time chunks. Ankylosaur parts were
exciting enough, especially when it took hours
to free a vertebra from a layer of limestone and
hours more to gently flake away mudstone
from a stack of once-armor plates that now
threatened to split apart with any false hammer
strike. And once the sun cleared the mesa top
about 10 a.m., my attention became divided
between intellectual musings and paying attention to physical discomforts that could only
be relieved by drinking gallons of water and
crawling with my favorite lizard into any spot
of shade available.
For hours we acted as agents of erosion,
throwing hundreds of pounds of rock over a
cliff, and quickly gained an appreciation of
Deep Time, a phrase invented by the writer,
John McPhee, to describe the time it takes to
sculpt a planet’s geological features. How long
does it take to be covered by mud, which is
covered by sand and water and more mud
hundreds of feet thick until everything is
crushed and compressed to stone? In the case
of these dinosaurs it took about 100 million
years.
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Since I’ve now lived over a half a century,
I can begin to comprehend what a 100-year
interval is like. I have an outside chance of
seeing my hundredth birthday. Facing the turn
of a new millennium, I can vaguely grasp that
a thousand years can be spanned by ten very
long lifetimes. A hundred such long lifetimes
could take us back to the beginnings of civilization and agriculture. But you would have to
multiply that number by ten again to get back
to the beginnings of our species and you would
have to multiply that number by a thousand
to comprehend the age of an ankylosaur who
died near an ancient river whose mountain
source has since been ground to dust and
rubble.
If I started now and just counted to 100
million, one second per number, I could finish
in three years.
So in the mornings, I sit lightly on the
throne, knowing it has been rather hastily
nailed together and that other creatures passed
their time--and whatever else--on Earth for far
longer.
Some say the attraction of dinosaurs, especially for kids, is their magnificent size and
power, but part of it--because of our self-centered human conceits--may be imagining exotic creatures who dominated an Earth where
people had no role at all, and their ancestors
were just good snack food. Remains of one
of the brainiest dinosaurs--a small ancestoreater called Troodon--have been found near my
throne. If poor Troodon had had the time to
experiment with more brainpower and if he’d
survived the Big Disaster, I suspect I would
enjoy having a beer with him and swapping
philosophies on a warm, starry evening.
As it turned out, I enjoyed those very activities with my fellow quarrymen. One volunteer brought his own hand-made reflecting
telescope and entertained us with views of all
manner of heavenly bodies. Orange-banded Jupiter rose early in the east showing off four of

6

R. GARY RAHAM

his brightest moons. Saturn followed with an
impressive halo of rings I hadn’t seen through a
telescope since my college days. These planets
are near neighbors. You can reach Jupiter by
rocket in several years or fly by light beam at
186,000 miles per second and make the trip
in three quarters of an hour. Extend your trip
another forty-five minutes to reach Saturn.
By day, bedeviled by Deep Time. By night,
bewildered by Deep Space.
The distances even to close stars are far
more daunting. Mizar (and its fainter companion, Alcor) in the middle of the handle of the
Big Dipper are 88 light years away. The image
of them I enjoyed through the telescope started
their journey when my father was five years
old. If one of them explodes today my children
(or perhaps Grandchildren) will find out about
it.
And we did see the remains of exploded
stars, too. The Crab Nebula in Taurus, looking
like a fourth of July cloud of gunpowder when
the rocket flash is over, once flared brighter
than Venus in the night sky of 1054 A.D. Chinese astronomers, as well as native Americans,
duly recorded the event in court documents
and on cave walls. Of course, it really exploded
6000 years before, but the light of the blast
didn’t reach Earth until then. The veil nebula
in Cygnus looks like a feathery, broken smoke
ring about 70 light years in diameter. Astronomers think its mother star blew up 40,000
years ago.
It would be nice to have a convivial chat
with some alien intelligence and ask her what
she thought of all this. Some people may tell
you they’ve had such discussions, but I’m not
convinced. Scientists have searched off and on
for years for intelligent radio signals from space
and have found nothing but radio beacons
from burned- out star cores. The odds are
stacked high against hearing messages from
Deep Space. It’s not that there aren’t plenty of
stars with planets and probably plenty of stars

with life and many with intelligent life as well.
I suspect there are. A key element in the equation is how long might a technological society
capable of--and interested in--sending signals survive. Timothy Ferris in The Mind’s Sky
estimated that if such civilizations endured ten
million years there might be 4,000 thriving in
our galaxy today. But if such civilizations only
endured 10,000 years, there might be as few as
four alive and transmitting.
Any aliens listening to us would first hear
the news of Warren G. Harding’s election to the
presidency in 1920.
So, next morning after an evening of pondering, I sat taller on the throne, unchallenged
king of all that I surveyed. But I was feeling a
little lonely. I could read bones like tea leaves
and make some pretty good guesstimates about
life on Earth a hundred million years ago,
but would never have a beer with an intelligent dinosaur. I could marvel at the last stars
fading with the morning light, but be pretty
sure, even if someone were looking back, they
could never swim the gulf between us. With

sufficient time and money, I suppose, I could
possess and transform all that lies before me
and turn it into Ypsilanti-like bathrooms where
the walls were an unintimidating arm’s length
away. Perhaps that, like my camp shovel,
would provide some small degree of security
from howling infinities.
But that didn’t seem like much fun.
Besides, it would be downright dangerous. I need the rest of the living world. I need
to leave space for animals I can eat and others
that will wag their tails in appreciation of my
superior intelligence. I need to leave space for
plants I can weave into Levis and hammer into
condominiums, not to mention ones that give
me air to breathe. I need the broad, unencumbered view to spark my pondering. And, for
recycling purposes, I certainly need the efforts
of the hard-working molds and bacteria that
labor beneath the vulnerable but well-placed
eminence on which I sit: a throne where the
view is vast, but psychologically manageable,
and my immediate duty, at least, is unambiguously clear.
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