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I
t’s the summer of 2006, and my colleagues 
and I watch as hundreds of lighting strikes 
illuminate the computer screen in front of us. 
We’re monitoring passing electrical storms 
as they make their way across the massive 

woodlands of British Columbia, knowing that any 
one of the tiny, pink squares flashing on the moni-
tor already could have ignited a forest fire. As we 
make a game of guessing from where the first calls 
will come, our BlackBerrys start humming and the 
atmosphere becomes decidedly more serious. In less 
than 30 minutes I’ll be in the air, hovering near the 
flames in a Bell 212 helicopter, ready to drop to the 
ground and inspect the fire by way of a nylon rope.

Our three-person Rapattack crew (myself 
included) makes a run for the lockers. Rapattack 
crews are initial attack firefighting crews that are 
specialized to suppress flare-ups within the remote 
and steep terrain of the province’s backcountry. 
Because these areas are so difficult to reach and 
so tricky to navigate, we must come in by air and 
use rappelling equipment to lower ourselves to the 
forest floor.

I suit up in a protective shirt, pants, boots and 
a hard hat, then strap on a rappel harness in my 
usual fashion—chest strap, waist strap, left leg, 
right leg (a superstitious ritual, for sure). Just 
before stepping into the chopper, the helicopter 
operations technician (HOT), who will direct our 

Out in the backcountry of British Columbia, a single 
lightning strike can cause irreparable damage 

to old-growth forests, some of which date back 
hundreds of years. Given the mountainous terrain 
and lack of roads, there’s only one way into a fire 
zone—from the air. Hanging from the first line of 

defense is a venturesome Williams alumna.

By Andrea Blaikie ’96, as told to Denise DiFulco
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s o u l Looking at a map of the Williams campus, it’s pretty easy 
to fi gure out where students go to nourish their minds 
and their bodies. Classrooms, libraries, dining halls, fi elds, 
fi tness centers, running trails and the like are all clearly 
labeled. Less evident are the spaces and places students 
visit to nurture and challenge the rest of themselves—their 
spirits, their souls, their centers.

Last fall, the Alumni Review asked students where they 
go to search for truth beyond the classroom, to pursue 
the intangible, nonmaterial good, to center themselves 
and widen their frames of reference. A sampling of their 
answers follows.

BY ZELDA STERN
PHOTOGRAPHY BY KEVIN BUBRISKI

alcia Jackson ’07
Psychology and French studies major; co-chair, Students of Caribbean Ancestry; member, 
Nothing But Cuties hip-hop dance group

joined the GoSpeL choir freshman year. I’d never done it before. I don’t know how to 
sing. That was one of the biggest appeals. It was never about being able to sing by pro-
fessional standards. It’s a lot about fellowship and spreading the word of God through 

song. We give a free concert on the fi rst day of reading period. It gives the campus a time 
to unwind. 

The group is multicultural. There are no barriers. If you’re interested and you want to 
sing, you are welcome. 

For me, it’s a way of getting closer to God, a way of fi nding peace I can’t get in regular 
day-to-day activities. Going to practice on Friday is a way of relaxing for me. We warm 
up by singing praise and worship songs. Then we practice. At the end people volunteer 
praise reports—something good that happened during the week—and share prayer re-
quests. Other people can identify with you and you know you have that support system.

Alcia Jackson (left) and the gospel choir

amanda Strogoff ’07
English and psychology major; rugby player; member, Jewish Association and Queer Stu-
dent Union; helped create a 36-foot meditation labyrinth on campus

here’s a LaByriNth that Williams puts up at the First Congo Church a couple 
of times each semester, usually around midterms and fi nals. It’s a huge expanse of 
canvas with a purple design on it that demarcates a circuitous path. It looks like 

a maze, but unlike a maze, you can’t get lost in it; there’s only one path. The labyrinth is 
open to anyone on campus. 

It takes me about 40 minutes to walk it. It’s hard to walk slowly and consciously, but I 
still fi nd it very relaxing. You say to yourself, “I’m here. I’m going to breathe and take a 
step.” I pop in in the middle of the day to slow down. By the time I get to the center, I feel 
centered. I’m not worrying about unimportant little things.

Whenever they put it up, there are pamphlets and books about it by the entrance. Some 
books tell you to concentrate on a phrase or an idea. I sometimes try that, or sometimes 
I get songs I love in my head. Whatever happens, I think I wind up someplace better than 
where I started.




















