




















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.

Catchin%:ire

BY ANDREA BLAIKIE 96, as told to Denise DiFulco

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

Raymond K. Gehman/Getty Images

operations technician (HOT), who will direct our
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ing to understand a culture dramatically
affecting the rest of the world.

For the last five years, Lynch has
scanned the Arab press, translat-
ing reports to English and offering a
twice-daily online analysis of Arab
media, culture and public opinion and
of American public diplomacy in the
Middle East. Abu Aardvark (abuaard-
vark.typepad.com) attracts 500 to
2,000 readers per day but spikes when-
ever events in the Middle East top the
news. During the peak of the conflict
in Lebanon last summer, Lynch’s blog
attracted nearly 5,000 readers daily.
That number jumps to 10,000 or even
20,000 when a post gets a link from
high-traffic bloggers like Kevin Drum of
The Washington Monthly or Matthew
Yglesias of The American Prospect, the
sort of “center-left” political writers
who favor Lynch’s point of view.

Yet Lynch doesn’t see himself
competing for the audiences these

mainstream bloggers attract. “There’s
quantity and then there’s quality,” he
says. “I have a very high-quality read-
ership. By that, I mean a substantial
percentage of other academics, jour-
nalists, editors, policy makers—which
means more to me in some ways. It
allows me to reach people who make a
difference.”

Lynch attracts, for example, readers
in the U.S. state and defense depart-
ments and in military intelligence. “It
can be a little frightening sometimes,”
he says. “The nature of blogging is
shifting. It started as a hobby, and now
it’s become a vital part of my profes-
sional output. Blogging is the means
of reaching a large audience, and that
creates its own demands. Walking away
now would actually have an impact.”

From the beginning, Abu Aardvark
has served as an extension of the
research Lynch was doing on a daily
basis. But balancing the blog, which
he still enjoys but now considers “a
professional obligation,” with “a heavy
teaching load, active research and a
family™ has required adjustments he
never considered when he launched the
site in 2002.

At the time, Abu Aardvark was not
only a catchy title, it was a pseudonym.
Like many academic bloggers, Lynch
initially opted to use an alias in order
to keep his online opinions separate
from his teaching career. Then in May
20035, he was invited to engage in an
online debate with libertarian-con-
servative blogger Daniel Drezner *90,
via Kevin Drum’s popular blog at The
Washington Monthly. Lynch decided to
come out of the blogger closet.

That decision opened doors. As the
Princeton gathering reflects, Lynch’s
blog is now considered part of his
accomplishments and reputation.

His Voices of the New Arab Public
(Columbia University Press, 2005) has
become an academic best seller. “The
blog definitely helped a lot,” Lynch

Lynch initially opted to
use an alias in order

to keep his online
opinions separate from
his teaching career.

says. “The book got a lot of publicity
among bloggers who read it and wrote
about it.”

When Sam Crane, a professor of
political science at Williams, began
contemplating a blog, Lynch urged him
to do it. A specialist in East Asia politics
and international relations, Crane
launched Useless Tree (uselesstree.
typepad.com) in June 2005 and now
gets about 100 visits per day. His blog
grew out of his interest in ancient
Chinese philosophy—particularly
Confucianism and Taoism—which he
began teaching three years ago. Like
Lynch, Crane starts every day with a
scan of international news—in his case,
anything affecting China. But Crane
uses Useless Tree to ponder philosophi-
cal questions more than political ones,
such as: What would Confucius think of
China’s growing nouveau riche?

Crane is working on a book about
bringing ancient Chinese philosophy
into everyday conversations and says
blogging keeps him connected daily
to many texts. “The central theme

ol @
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bloggers frequently hear. The percep-
tion of blogging as a time waster was at
the heart of the debate over Drezner’s
tenure decision. “As academics, we
take words very seriously,” Drezner
says. “There is a tendency by those who
publish only scholarly work—which is
a perfectly valid way to proceed—to
assume any other form of writing takes
the same amount of time. And that’s
not true. The time it takes me to write
an article for the American Journal of
Political Science is much greater than
the time it takes to write a really long
blog post—yet both can involve the
same amount of words.”

It’s not unusual, after all, for a blog
post to involve five paragraphs snipped
from a newspaper article and only one
written by the blogger. “An interesting
irony is that blogs make a great deal
of being different from mainstream
media, but at the point we’re at now,
good bloggers function very similarly to
newspaper editors,” Drezner points out.
“They decide which stories they think
are important and which aren’t.”

Lynch says that for many of his online
readers, he serves as a highly sophisti-

“Blogs are still looked
at by academics the
same way they looked
at TV in the 50s: as a
really tawdry medium
we don't talk about
In polite company
but everybody reads
anyway.” —Drezner

WELCOME TO THE
BLOGOSPHERE...

Just in case your trusty Webster's

cated clipping service
and even a transla-
tor. One reason he
can fit blogging into
his schedule is that
analysis of Arab
media was already
part of his daily rou-
tine. He relies on his
own blog archives
for academic
research, and he’s
not the only one.
“Arabic search
engines are
extremely poor,”
Lynch says. “If it’s
in the newspaper
today, it might
not be there three
days from now.
But I include links
to all the articles I
reference so they’re

welcomed, too.

cached and I can
pull them up later.”

He recently
started adding these
links on his blog as
a sidebar with brief comments. “I've
been told by many fellow academics
and government people that they find
this incredibly useful. They don’t have
time to troll through a dozen newspa-
pers—and they don’t have to because
they trust my judgment. It’s become a
crib sheet for them.”

As masters of the concise, conversa-
tional tone blogs require, both Lynch
and Drezner attract readers with their
writing as well. “One of the most use-
ful classes I ever took in college was
Jim Shepard’s fiction writing class,”
Drezner says, referring to the J. Leland
Miller Professor of American History,
Literature and Eloquence at Williams.
“Jim is a Raymond Carver disciple, and
Carver’s principle is no useless words or
punctuation marks. That skill applies
to blogging as well as scholarly writing:

is a bit out of date, a “blog” is a
Web journal. Typically, the creator
of a blog (in cyber-argot, the
blogger) offers online commentary
on his or her favorite topic. Many
blogs are devoted to politics, food,
music, celebrity gossip and travel,
but the range of subject matter is
virtually unlimited.

Most blogs are open-ended, rather
like diaries that build from one
day's experiences and thoughts

to the next, although the entries
appear in the reverse of their order
of composition, with the newest
ones first. Many blogs integrate
images with text together with
links to other sites on the Web.
Reader responses are often

The etymology of blog? The word
is the result of a conversational
contraction of “Web log.”

Get to the point.”

There is an
irreverence to both
Drezner’s and
Lynch’s blogs that
makes even the most
grave subject matter
approachable—
even, at times, fun.
In a recent post,
Lynch reported
on two videos of
Ayman al-Zawabhiri,
an al-Qaida leader
and former head
of the Egyptian
Islamic Jihad, which
he accessed and
translated before
they became public.
Lynch compared al-
Zawabhiri’s perfor-
mance to “Eminem’s
rap battles at the
end of 8 Mile, with
Zawahiri going
directly after Bush’s
perceived strengths
(the war on terror,
Iraq) with what is at least meant to be
devastating mockery.”

“I think my blog is funny a lot of the
time,” Lynch says. “So is Dan’s—and
that may make us seem at times as if
we’re not serious scholars. On the other
hand, if your blog reveals you to have
deep, intimate knowledge of a subject,
a sharp mind and good writing skills,
it will probably count for you. Before
I started my blog, I had a good reputa-
tion in political science and Middle
Eastern studies. Now I am much better
known—and it’s not just having four
years more experience under my belt. I
believe the Internet and blogs, in a very
real way, are where it’s at now in public
debate.” &

Cathleen McCarthy is a writer based in
Philadelphia, Pa.
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BY ZELDA STERN

PHOTOGRAPHY BY KEVIN BUBRISKI

Looking at a map of the Williams campus, it's pretty easy
to figure out where students go to nourish their minds
and their bodies. Classrooms, libraries, dining halls, fields,
fitness 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.

Alcia Jackson ‘07

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

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 first day of reading period. It gives the campus a time
to unwind.

I joined the GOSPEL CHOIR freshman year. I'd never done it before. I don’t know how to

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 finding 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.

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

of times each semester, usually around midterms and finals. 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

T here’s a LABYRINTH that Williams puts up at the First Congo Church a couple

still find 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. P’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.
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