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Long Quiet Highway


Reading Natalie Goldberg was an experience to savor. It first intrigued me in class that the topic of this book was about waking up, living with eyes wide open, mind clear and present. As I progressed in the book, I could picture the images she described and feel the momentum that her words carried. Reading about her life journey became a personal experience for me, and I was encouraged to find out what she had to say. 


Natalie’s journey began in a small town where lifestyle was simple, basic. Often she seemed naïve and innocent, and contemplated and questioned everything. She went to school and sat in class, but wanted something more than what her teachers could lecture about. She vividly remembered the day she listened to the rain in Mr. Clemente’s class, perhaps because it was a moment of being. It was real, and there was nothing more to it. She simply sat and listened. 


From the stories she told, Natalie didn’t want to conform to the crowd. “I was uncomfortable with the idea of lipstick, mascara, flirting with boys. I hated the idea that I had to have children, that I would be a housewife.” (6) Those were the artificial aspects of society, the presets and masks that take us away from reality. Natalie had a desire to pave her own path, and I admire her persistent drive to fight for her sense of realness. She searched for something which came from within, but first identified the experiences that were essential to her journey: “Everything taught me…because we can use everything we are…we can’t avoid an inch of our own experience; if we do it causes a blur…a puffy unreality. Our job is to wake up to everything, because if we slow down enough, we see we are everything.” (19) A lot came together for me as I read the passage, and I understood not to be in a hurry to collect my whole life experience, but to slow down and feel it, live it:

I spent the first twelve years of my life in Taiwan. My mother and I moved to Vancouver, Canada, before I attended high school in Palo Alto, California. I spent my foreign time in school and hid what I could from people to avoid feeling vulnerable. I made up small facts about my past and told others that I had spoken English for a few years longer than I did. That way I would feel less like an outsider. But that was the most vulnerable way to live: trying to avoid vulnerability. Constantly living in fear, afraid of what others would think. I was lost in a sea of people I didn’t know, a culture I had yet to figure out, classrooms full of words I could not pronounce or understand. Everything I had experienced and learned previously no longer seemed to serve any purpose. I tossed away everything that I remembered from Taiwan as I tried to submerge myself in the Western culture. And I did forget about my past, not every speck of it, but my history, the memories and experiences that made me who I was: my old apartment, the streets I walked at night with my dear sister Serena, the shops and cafés we went into. Slowly, I no longer knew of a past. These memories seemed so surreal to me: did they really happen? I was just a floating object, lonely, lost, angry, depressed. I had no roots and no one to guide me. I felt torn-apart, and nothing could comfort me, no place felt like home. I hated everything in Palo Alto, the spoiled kids, my teachers, grumpy employees of seemingly every store. I couldn’t see what there was for me in life. I had no purpose, no direction. 

“The feeling on the train was familiar: There was nothing for me. My life was a bland…and juxtaposed to this was the nagging feeling that everyone else was having fun, everyone else belonged. They were content, somehow filled up in an America that left me empty.” (28) Natalie felt alone, perhaps because of her unique way of thinking and how she processed life. She was not content with whatever was thrown at her; she wanted a deeper satisfaction, a connection with her inner self and the world around her. Stubborn and determined, she went to college, took classes in which she studied poetry and literature. Her teachers helped her find a sense of realness in stories like Achilles: she saw the fire in Achilles’ eyes as he stood atop the hill, charging into battle. She felt time transform, the power that writing possesses to bring one to a different place, and admired those who wrote: “I think the power I felt from them, from any writer whom I imagined, was that they had access to their own inner worlds…Writing is a way to connect with our own minds, to discover what we really think, see, and feel, rather than what we think we should think, see, and feel.” (71) 

One morning I sat in bed before class, and it came to me how tiny we all are. I was just a part of a human network, population, species on a planet, a spot in the universe. I realized that so many things go on, and so much exists. And if I just changed my camera angle, there’s a whole other world to see. That’s what Natalie’s writing did for me; it opened a part of my mind which was stuck, and I started thinking differently. I made connections with myself, and saw everything around me: all kinds of people, emotions, thoughts. I saw them as a whole, no right or wrong, but just full of life. When I took a sip of warm water that cold morning, it felt so good to be alive. Granted, I am no more than an individual living organism, but I could breathe the air, move my fingers and tap my feet. That meant something special, and that’s all that mattered in the moment.

“The end of duality does not mean we never do anything. It means we are empty of a need for result…When we sink into the moment of just being, we lose our illusion of separateness, our ego.” (90) As Natalie contemplates and processes Rinpoche’s words on egolessness, I came to understand more of this concept. I wanted to simply exist, to be everything that I am, and nothing which I’m not. To bathe in my pure existence, to notice my functioning body and thought-filled mind. To turn my clock away and forget about time, and accept everything that happens, for whatever reasons things happen. I find it difficult at times to simply be, because I possess an inner struggle with what I am, and what I want to be. There will not be lasting peace to live that way. I can work towards a goal, but it helps to understand that my goal does not need to be achieved immediately. Time will come, life continues on. It is a long road after all.


At this point, Natalie started to shift into a different thought process. She lives now for the sake of living, and savors everything that she does: crying, writing, chewing a strawberry. Life seems much simpler that way, and although it may be difficult to achieve, I wish someday to fully practice such a way of living. 


My favorite part of the book began as Natalie studied with Roshi. She walked into the kitchen one day and saw him attending to some flowers: “All of him was gathered in this moment and concentrated on the flower before him. That kind of presence was like a brick wall and I slammed against it, shattering all my disparate parts…my upbringing, my years of sitting in Taos…all went rolling on the floor.” (112) I admired the spirit of concentrated presence. Roshi was doing something simple, watering a flower, and yet it seemed to Natalie that he dedicated his time, his full presence, to this singular task, honoring the being of this flower, and the act of taking care of it. 


I feel a similar form of presence on long bike rides. I find so much freedom and joy in road cycling because I zone in singularly on what I’m doing. I don’t ride my bike for the sake of fitness, competition or status. I ride because I love riding. Everything else comes after; I grip my handlebars, look ahead and ride. My legs pulling up and pushing down, a constant rhythmic motion, putting my thoughts in place. But how do I go home, sit down and breathe air, and simply treat myself in being alive? Natalie wrote about something that Roshi said: “‘Is this all I’m going to do with my life: just sit? Then I caught it. Another thought.’ He showed us how he waved the thought away with his hand and laughed.” (142) It amazes me as I try to understand the capacity and practice it takes until one can simplify his or her thoughts to such an extreme. Melting away excess thoughts into a singular focus and concentrated mindset seems to be a liberating way to go about life.

College became a broadening experience for me. I shook off the shackles which held me for most of my high school career. As my confidence grew, I wanted to be who I am. As Roshi said: “Peel off your cultural skins, one by one, one after another, again and again, and go on with your story.” (212)  I came to understand that there was no one else to be, other than myself. There’s nothing to hide, nothing to fabricate. In the later parts of the book, Natalie has incorporated much of Roshi’s teachings into her philosophies. She has helped me understand, through her own understanding of his words, that things simply are. And there is nothing more, nothing less.

 However, it didn’t always seem easy: “In Zen you bring everything you know into nothing, into the present moment where you can’t hold on to anything.” (192) I believe that is why being in the present can be uncomfortable, even threatening. There is nothing to hold on to; our minds feel empty and unoccupied. We try to start finding things to do, to keep ourselves busy. Panic, anxiety set in. Many of us have forgotten what it feels like to simply be, because we are accustomed to having endless thoughts. 

I started seeing the joy in being alone. No television, no radio, no computer. I felt that when alone, one thinks most clearly. It is the processing of a person’s mind. What shapes a person deeply at heart is the concentration in thought that we are allowed to have when we isolate ourselves from external influence. “This is what I had wanted to do for a long time, to sit in the raw nakedness of myself…No parents, no culture, no New York background…Just who was I?...Mostly, I wanted quiet, for things around me to shut up, so I could finally hear my own mind, settle into it.” (69) 

For much of the book, I could very well relate to Natalie. The peculiar thing about moving to different countries was that I found myself very good at adjusting to new environments. I write in retrospect about the pain I went through, but at the time I kept everything inside. A new world was handed to me, and I didn’t understand I was struggling; there was simply no other way. Deep inside, however, I had the desire to succeed in my own way, to break out of the town; to finally feel like myself, to be okay with being me. And I believe that to be true for Natalie in certain ways.

Since I began my college career, I have cultivated a set of principles which represent who I am. Gradually, I started to feel more and more awake. Reading Long Quiet Highway has broadened my views, and at the same time clarified my ways of thinking. In the last part of the book, Natalie wrote about the things she would give up in order to have tea with Roshi once more. But it all became simple in the end: “…At this moment on the corner of Palace Avenue, just having tea seems awfully sweet.” (238) Being awake, that’s a hell of a way to live.
