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ilgrims have a favorite part of the Easter story. You’d think it might be the ar-

rival at the tomb by the women or by the two disciples; tombs have historical-

ly been the endpoint of religious pilgrimages. But for most pilgrims, it’s later 

on Easter Sunday, with two obscure disciples walking away from Jerusalem 

for an unnamed reason. The resurrected Christ appears, but they don’t rec-

ognize him. It’s only after their encounter, as Jesus vanishes, that they start to 

understand Easter. It’s only after their journey that they recognized its signifi-

cance: “Were not our hearts burning within us,” they asked each other, “while 

he talked with us on the road?”

I’m thrilled to have Josh Jeter back in our pages with another travel story. Last 

summer, we dedicated a special issue to his travels on Mount Athos. Now he’s 

back with Jeff Carver to describe burning hearts (and burning feet) on one of 

the world’s most famous pilgrimage routes, the Camino de Santiago. It’s not 

an Easter article per se, but it reminded me of that Emmaus journey, mixing 

pain, joy, and hope. 

There’s nothing directly related to Holy Week in Rebekah Curtis’s article about 
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miscarriage and the universe either, but it prompted me to think about Jesus’ 

mother at the Cross, her horror at witnessing the death of the one to whom 

she gave life—and from whom she would receive it again. And it prompted 

me to think about Mary after Pentecost, pondering how the one who once 

dwelled in her physically now again dwelled in her, and she in him.

Wes Jakacki’s piece on Blind Willie Johnson does have a direct connection to 

Holy Week. And since my Good Friday tradition has long included listening 

to Cross-themed gospel blues recordings from Johnson and others, I couldn’t 

refuse Wes’s pitch. (For some reason, “Dark Was the Night” wasn’t on my play-

list! I’ve corrected that omission.)

Our secret Facebook group is going well so far. Thanks for everyone who 

has joined in already. We ran into some spam issues with Facebook, so if you 

didn’t get an invitation yet, please email us at help@behemothmag.com with 

Facebook Group as the subject line and your Facebook email in the message. 

We’re truly eager to share awe and wonder with you more often than fort-

nightly.
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ohn Steinbeck once famously described Cannery Row as “a poem, a stink, a 

grating noise, a quality of light, a tone, a habit, a nostalgia, a dream.” And the 

Camino de Santiago, an ancient pilgrimage route in Spain, might be similarly 

described. The Camino is a rotten sock, a throbbing blister, a lingering burn, 

a Pyrenees-pass, and a table of strangers, atheists, and religious devotees 

who learn to share a peaceful meal. The Camino is a disagreement about the 

perennial questions and the meaning of it all: pain, prayer, solitude, com-

munion, of whether it is sane to think there is a higher Way. The Camino is 

an awkward communal bathroom, a forced pre-dawn wake-up, a rickety top 

bunk, and a cacophony of snoring. The Camino is the belligerent German who 

drinks all the table wine, the esoteric spiritualist whose feet never touch the 

ground, and the grieving widow who walks to mourn her loss. The Camino is 

a swirl of faces and intentions and infirmities, all aiming at a single end.

For us, we were two old buddies hitting the road. Every other year we took a 

long hike, and this year, we felt the Camino calling. We’d heard reports about 

the trail’s burgeoning comeback; an estimated 200,000 pilgrims were now 

walking it every year. Both of us were in states of transition—geographically, 

vocationally, spiritually—and little sounded better to us than a long, unhur-
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ried walk.

In the end, the Camino was all we expected and more. Indeed, so much so that 

when we returned to our home cities, we started emailing each other notes 

from the journals we kept along the way, in hopes of capturing the essence of 

the trail.

+
On paper, the Camino de Santiago (or “Way of St. James”) looks like an unerr-

ing walk in a park. From the comfort of your living room, you flip through 

idyllic footpaths across northern Spain, all of which meander through lush 

and perfect countryside. You become an expert on the Camino’s history—an 

early Roman trade route turned pilgrimage by the discovery of the bones of 

St. James in the ninth century. Then you scroll through photos of pilgrims 

reaching the cathedral in Santiago, falling to their knees and basking in spir-

itual epiphany and self-discovery. From your couch, it looks as if they barely 

break a sweat.

However, as you arrive in Spain and climb the steps of the Metro de Madrid, 

your mind is occupied with other things: (1) the concentration of well-dressed 

people in Spain, none of whom are wearing hiking shorts; (2) the blister al-

ready forming on the ball of your left foot; and (3) the pressure you now feel 

to begin deriving spiritual meaning from everything. As you near the top of 

the stairs, you hear a familiar tune on an old violin. It takes you a moment 

to place it, but as you walk by, it hits you. You’re entering Spain to Leonard 

Cohen’s “Hallelujah.” It’s heavy-handed, of course, but you don’t really mind. 

You wonder: is this how God speaks? On the Camino, the question never 

seems that far away. 

Every modern-day pilgrim walks by choice. (In the old days, many walked the 

Camino for penance.) Yet the reasons for each pilgrim are mysterious. “If you 

think about it,” one 21-year-old said in Santiago, “it makes no sense. You walk 

punishing distances, to get bad sleep, to eat mediocre food. Why would any-

one do this?” But then he adds, as if to answer his own question: “I think this 

has been the best month of my life.”

The physical rhythm of the Camino is not hard to describe. You wake up in 

a room full of strangers, fumble around for your clothes, walk as far as your 

feet, partner, or guidebook will allow, and chatter with others along the way. 

Then you find another bed, take a shower and inspect your feet for blisters, 



break bread with fellow pilgrims, go to sleep, and repeat the cycle all over 

again. The spiritual rhythm, however, evades all description.  

Most nights you sleep in an albergue, which is essentially a kind of pilgrim 

hostel, not open to the public. Depending on your point of view, the albergues 

are either a focal point of suffering or the reclamation of a lost communal 

ideal. No two albergues are the same, nor are the hospitaleros who run them. 

Some albergues grasp brazenly after dollars, others seem reluctant to accept 

donations. The services are similarly diverse. The quality of a bed bears no 

obvious relation to its price, or to the likelihood of a bone-shattering roll off 

the top bunk. Some albergues radiate warmth, others exude military disci-

pline. Germophobes and light-sleepers, take note. At no point in life does the 

strength of your earplugs matter more.

The pain experienced by most pilgrims on the Camino is temporary—a blis-

tered heel, perhaps, or a snoring roommate. But where the Camino really gets 

to you is in the sheer volume of these inconveniences. Most people can handle 

a blister on a normal day. But when you combine it with a full-body ache, a 

peeling sunburn, and a roommate who bellows in his sleep like an asthmatic 

dolphin, then you have begun to know that special cocktail of pain and come-

dy only the Camino can deliver. In a matter of days, even the hardiest pilgrims 

whimper. The tattered parka, the socks swinging from the backpack, the sad 

hobble without the dignity of crutches: this is how you spot a pilgrim in your 

local Spanish town.

Savvy entrepreneurs offer a variety of shortcuts and pain-saving convenienc-

es, whether via luggage services, buses, or taxis. But the sensitive pilgrim 

should be forewarned: using these services will lead to draconian judgment 

from other pilgrims. In this sense, the Camino is not always the lovefest one 

might imagine.

On the Camino, everyone is afflicted. Along the 750 km from the French bor-

der, the pilgrim doesn’t know how the pain will arrive, but in every case it 

will. Pain on the Camino is ubiquitous, no matter the preparation. You pur-

chase the best boots, only to get shin splints; or you stretch out your legs in the 

morning with great care, only to pick up stowaway bed bugs. And the same 

dynamic exists in the pilgrim’s relations with others. You enjoy a moment of 

blissful connection at dinner, only to learn the next day that your tablemate is 

a fraud. Or, more often, that you yourself are a fraud in some sense, much less 

generous than you once imagined. The Camino pulls the pilgrim apart, and 

you cannot help but see the results: spoonfuls of self-awareness handfed from 



some hidden Benevolence. The most honest travel brochure for the Camino 

should read: “You will feel pain.” And then, for added accuracy: “And you will 

have all the time you need to think about it.”

+
The main English guidebook offers two paths to follow each day, the practi-

cal path and the mystical path. The practical path tells you to turn left at the 

derelict stone mill and cross the stream to follow the yellow trailmarks. The 

mystical path, meanwhile, tells you to become the wood stork on top of the 

mill, and scour the nearby stream for spiritual light. Each path can be useful 

at different times. 

By the third day, the pilgrim’s entire body is in shock. You collapse into bed 

in the evening, every bone shouting: “WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS TO ME?!” 

By day ten, however, you feel better than you’ve ever felt before. The rhythm 

is in your bones now, and you’ve seen most of the Camino’s dirty tricks: the 

shabby housing, the intense strain, the quirky pilgrims. You begin to embrace 

it all.

As the new normal sets in, the landscape continues to change. The cloud-cov-

ered Pyrenees open to the grape-growing Rioja, which then opens to the des-

ert, which then opens to the rolling green hills of Galicia. You get used to the 

beauty of these regions, just in time to watch them go.

In the mornings, you walk alone. After the chaotic nights, the mornings are 

best for untangling the meaning of the prior day. In the dawn light the birds 

chirp merrily, and the hills are even more green than normal. The noisy 

pilgrims doze quietly in their bunks. In moments like these, as you descend 

into silence, the pressure to feel something reaches its peak. The challenge, 

it seems, is in matching your sanctity of setting with some equal sanctity of 

thought. There are tricks, maybe—prayers, Icelandic music, mantras—but no 

combination provides the automatic lift. Physically and spiritually, the Cami-

no offers no shortcuts.

+
One explanation for the Camino’s growing popularity is that it lifts the mod-

ern pilgrim, however temporarily, out of the sad and tired pleasure-seeking 

our society commonly equates to well-being—a “well-being” wherein we 

spend most of our lives earning money in order to buy buildings where we 



store things that do not bring us joy. Deadened by such routines, on the Cami-

no the pilgrim enters into a daily rhythm so unlike normal life that it jolts her 

into a different kind of awareness. The pilgrim strolls out into the open sky 

and feels the sunlight on her skin, the electric presence of others, the reality 

of pain, the depth of the inner life—a life made small to the extent it is fun-

neled toward consumption. At the same time, the pilgrim sees the absurdity of 

trying to carry too much along, and the pettiness of how we self-classify and 

divide. (At the end of a long day, kindness is more compelling to the average 

pilgrim than an impressive job.) Indeed, in the Camino’s many communal mo-

ments, the pilgrim feels the humanity shared by every other pilgrim, and the 

many sad splinters through which we fragment and obscure it. The pilgrim, 

for a moment, feels the raw simplicity of being alive.

Along the way, you meet outstanding pilgrims. People who seem like they 

were born for the Camino. One such pilgrim, for us, was Flopsy Lewis. 

“Flops,” as she goes for short, is a 71-year-old teacher who now lives in Zim-

babwe. Flops is a devout Catholic and makes friends wherever she goes. At 

any point you can ask any other pilgrim, “Where is Flops?” and the answer is 

always a hand pointing forward or back. Flops is an acknowledged source of 

wisdom on the trail. You hear no less than three dinner-table epiphanies that 

begin with the words, “Well, I was talking to Flops today and . . .” Flops walks 

alone, except when she doesn’t. She doesn’t group herself with any one of the 

pilgrims, yet is unfailingly generous with her time. Flops is sprightly, awake, 

kind. Whatever she has, you want. You pick up a kind of joy and well-be-

ing simply from being around her, and you mourn the loss when she walks 

ahead.

+
It can be hard to describe what the pilgrim feels in the final few weeks. Arriv-

al in Santiago brings with it a raft of emotions: sadness that the end is near, 

and elation to take off the muddy boots once and for all.

As you reach the city center, you drift into the current of pilgrims and wind 

through the cobblestone streets, passing ancient fountains and discharged 

pilgrims walking the other way. As you near the final square, you descend 

through a staircase and pass down through a stone tunnel. Near the entrance, 

a man inside plays a handheld melodica. For a moment you fear that entry 

will be spoiled with the wrong song, but then you hear the melody: I heard 

there was a secret chord that David played and it pleased the Lord—but you 



don’t really care for music, do ya? You can’t believe it. It’s sappy, you know, and 

you shake your head. Nonetheless, as you cross into the square, the feeling 

is real. The Camino is not a victory march. The pain, the bad sleep, the achy 

bones and blistered feet: all the indignities of the Camino are now being swept 

up into this. Arrival turns them into something else. You look around to see 

familiar faces. The Germans, the Spaniards, the Koreans, and the Danes; the 

young and the old; the sick and the healthy; the impressive and the seemingly 

insignificant—all the people you met are now streaming into the square. The 

square blesses them and welcomes them in. And the emotion you feel now, 

despite every ounce of cynicism encrusting your heart, overwhelms you. On 

your lips there is a cold and broken hallelujah. 

On the flight home, jammed into your window seat, the line between sacred 

and secular has never felt more unclear to you. Your mind drifts back to the 

hills, to the warmth of the pilgrims you met, and this mystery of pain and joy 

in alternation. Whatever it is you feel now, you want to keep. You are not—as 

the Camino made clear—as noble as you thought, but the path is no less lovely 

for it. The world is something you couldn’t begin to dream up yourself: a path 

miraculous with detail, and a pair of eyes through which to take it in. In even 

the smallest things, the heart can seethe with anger or become radiant in love. 

“You can listen to the Camino if you want,” one pilgrim said, “but it never forc-

es you to.” And this, like all else, will be hotly debated among pilgrims until 

the end of time. 

Jeff Carver is a high school writing teacher currently living in New Orleans. 

Josh Jeter is a lawyer in Austin, Texas, and earlier wrote “To the Holy Moun-

tain” for issue 24 of The Behemoth.
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knew the facts. It wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t snorted coke or done any of the 

other unlikely things that could have caused my baby to stop growing. I had 

ignorantly gone on living without him one day into what would have been a 

second trimester if we’d had the gift of three more months (to say nothing of 

six). But the information was hard not to receive as a humiliation and a re-

buke. How could it have happened without my knowing? I could have been 

worrying about it or praying about it in the very moment it happened. But I 

didn’t feel it in my pregnant body or maternal soul. Sensation and intuition 

failed. My baby died alone, and I was there the whole time.

It was a horror to me. I was his universe, and I had noticed and cared as little 

as this universe will take notice or care when I die. The news of his death had 

been only of the most local somatic interest, not worth bothering my con-

sciousness about. Even when I, the universe, was notified, I was powerless to 

effect any universal action. The universe first did not know, and then could 

not help. The universe was an indifferent gob of matter, or a useless idiot.

Nearly two weeks after the death no one had witnessed, one week after the 
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body was discovered, the victim was evicted. His remains could not remain. 

Local interest gave way to local action, and finally the universe groaned in a 

way that meant something. The universe cared and labored not according to 

its own idea of rightness, but by its Creator’s laws. I did not make my body, 

and I cannot control its natural operations. I can only be the kind of creature 

I am. I did not make our baby, and I could not control what happened to him. 

I could only be the universe to him, for as much and as little as a universe is 

worth to its infinitesimal inhabitants.

But speaking and thinking as his universe, I saw that I had been very unfair 

to universes. I would have come to know my baby was there, and then that he 

wasn’t, even without the extra-universal notification I received. I acted on my 

baby’s behalf once I knew that duty was mine, choosing the way I thought best 

for him. I cared, universally. When he could no longer remain in the universe, 

the universe was wracked with turmoil of every kind. The universe heaved, 

anguished, hemorrhaged, convalesced. The universe was turned to wreckage 

because he had been in it, and he had left.

The universe is not ours to judge, but we would be remiss not to notice and 

credit its recursiveness. We are bound up with the universe by the God who 

made us for it, and who made the universe for us. The whole creation groans 

and suffers the pains of childbirth. Such pains cannot be felt by an indifferent 

gob of matter. Neither can they fail to bring forth fruit, and fruit can only be 

gotten out of something alive.

For us to be part of the anatomy of the universe, that universe must live 

inexorably past us. The law of sustaining life is written into it by its maker, 

and it surely labors by that law. Of care, prudence forbids us to make any sure 

declaration. But prudence also forbids us to discount the staggering possibil-

ities whispered by the universality we are given, in our own way, to live. In 

being a universe, I found myself a creature, subject to laws I could not make 

or control. As a creature, I know I cannot live without this immeasurable uni-

verse. But at the sum of the two, we have been shown how wholly a universe 

may love that which it accommodates, despite the many inadequacies of that 

accommodation. Love does not make us omniscient or omnipotent, so why 

should it grant those privileges to the universe? There is only One in whom 

omniscience, omnipotence, and love reside, the same One whose creation has 

always shown forth the truth in icon and type, pattern and portent.

“I never got to hold him,” the mourning mother is inclined to weep. But, of 

course, she did. There is more than one way to hold a baby, more than one 



way to care for him while he lives, more than one way to know if he dies. 

The validity of love does not lie in its having been lived out as we wished. 

Knowledge is more than intellect and care is more than sentiment; our often 

disrespected bodies have this lesson for our minds and hearts. To have been 

a universe of sorts is an invitation to consider carefully what sort of universe 

ours may be. At least one sort of universe—miniscule, contingent, feeble—

cares. What that portends is a glory yet to be revealed.

Rebekah Curtis writes while her kids are in bed. Her work has appeared in 

a number of magazines and books, including LadyLike, a collection of essays 

from Concordia Publishing House.

ShareShare

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-44-march-17-2016/i-universe.html?share=baJoRk8Rt5ZiMzHWcplP%2bCXUXvBY4L%2bj
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2016/issue-44-march-17-2016/i-universe.html?share=baJoRk8Rt5ZiMzHWcplP%2bCXUXvBY4L%2bj%20via%20@behemothmag


he night is still, there is no rhythm or movement, and the crackles of the 

recording provide the only steady presence. In comes a weary, groaning slide 

guitar, followed by a tender moan. The open-D tuned guitar almost sounds 

like it’s crying: not a full-on wail, but a whimpering as if it’s already been up 

crying all night. The man’s voice has no words to express, but simply moans 

and groans, echoing the cries of the guitar. It’s a truly sobering piece of music, 

but one that perfectly encapsulates the suffering and sadness of Christ’s death.

In 1927, Texas gospel bluesman Blind Willie Johnson recorded “Dark Was the 

Night—Cold Was the Ground” with Columbia Records. It was the first of what 

would become six days of recording over three years. That day he also record-

ed his blues classic “It’s Nobody’s Fault but Mine,” which would become the 

A-side to “Dark Was the Night’s” 78 rpm release.

He borrowed the title from an 18th century English hymn by Thomas Haweis:

Dark was the night, cold was the ground 

on which the Lord was laid; 

T

Good Friday Blues 

The devastating, wordless groaning of one of the greatest songs of all 

time.  /  WES JAKACKI



His sweat, like drops of blood, ran down; 

In agony he prayed.

There are no lyrics to Johnson’s piece, but the agony is clear. 

The 3 minutes and 22 seconds of “Dark Was the Night” are devastatingly sad 

yet stunningly soulful. Johnson’s voice echoes the pain and suffering of his 

guitar: the sound of a man who has known and felt defeated by hardship after 

hardship. Johnson, known for his throaty, rough delivery, is at his most tender 

and earnest here. In his 30-song career, there is no other song he recorded 

that sounds remotely like “Dark Was the Night.” Really there is no song in 

recorded history quite like it.

Legendary roots guitarist Ry Cooder once described it as “the most soulful, 

transcendent piece in all American music.” It so well encapsulates the human 

spirit that the Voyager 1 and 2 space probes included it in the 27-song golden 

record sent into space, in case someone discovers it and wants to learn about 

the human race. It so well encapsulates Good Friday that Italian filmmaker 

Pier Paolo Pasolini used it for much of the soundtrack of his 1964 Oscar-nom-

inated passion film, The Gospel According to Matthew. You hear the pain of 

a man who has lived an incredibly hard life, but that man is mourning and 

relating to the suffering of his Savior. 

Blind Willie Johnson certainly knew about the blues. He remains a largely 

mysterious figure: there has never been a significant biography written about 

him and few records of his life remain. But we know that his life wasn’t easy. 

His mother died tragically when he was just an infant. (“Motherless children 

have a hard time when mother is dead, Lord,” he’d sing the day he recorded 

“Dark Was the Night”). Growing up poor in Texas, Johnson’s father would 

often leave him on the street corner to sing and play guitar for money. It’s 

widely believed that at age 7, his stepmother angrily threw lye at his father 

and that it landed in Willie’s eyes, permanently blinding him.

While Johnson was one of the few bluesmen to have commercial success in 

his lifetime, even having his records reissued during the Depression, he once 

again became a street-corner musician late in life. In 1945, Johnson’s home 

burned to the ground, and he died at age 50 after coming down with an illness 

(thought to be either malaria or pneumonia related to the fire). As the story 

goes, he was refused admission to the local hospital, perhaps because he was 

blind, perhaps because he was black. It’s not unlikely. One look into blues 

music history will tell you Blind Willie Johnson wasn’t the odd man out, but 
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just one of many who suffered from poverty, racism, addiction, and an endless 

slew of hardship.

As much as Johnson knew suffering, he also had a fervent passion for sharing 

the Good News. Johnson decided to become a preacher at age 5. He preached 

and sang across the entire state of Texas before finally settling in Beaumont 

and running a House of Prayer. Johnson’s music, while as bluesy and raw 

as anything you’ll hear, stays committed to the persistent hope of Christ. 

Whether holding onto the promises on “God Don’t Never Change” or hopeful-

ly stomping to “Jesus Is Coming Soon,” Johnson stayed affixed to the gospel. 

Songs like “John the Revelator” and “Trouble Will Soon Be Over” focused on 

Christ’s return, a consistent theme in Johnson’s work. 

Johnson was also incredibly gifted at playing the blues; he adapted his own 

slide-guitar style, initially learning to play slide with a pocketknife instead of a 

bottle neck. He played with incredible dexterity and agility, his guitar serving 

as a dueting voice in the mix. Jack White of the White Stripes, one of today’s 

finest guitar players, called “Dark Was the Night” the “greatest example of 

slide guitar ever recorded.” 

When Johnson’s harsh baritone declared his prophetic visions about Christ’s 

impending return on top of his rhythmic guitar just picking up speed, he 

sounded like an unstoppable force. Which again is how “Dark Was the Night” 

is in such contrast to everything else from Johnson. It’s the wordlessness expe-

rienced when we hear news of a friend’s miscarriage or a parent who sudden-

ly died. Like the song, we have no words of comfort for such tragedy; we can 

only groan to express that we are mourning with those who mourn. Words 

cannot capture such sadness, and that’s why Johnson’s lament resonates so 

deeply.

On Good Friday, we often focus on the words of Jesus on the cross: “Father, 

forgive them, for they do not know what they do.” “Truly, I say to you, today 

you will be with me in paradise.” “Woman, behold your son. Son, behold 

your mother.” “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” “I thirst.” “It 

is finished.” “Father, into your hands I commit my spirit.” These “Seven Last 

Words” have been set to music at least since the 1500s, most notably by Joseph 

Haydn in 1787. But it wasn’t until 1927 that Blind Willie Johnson offered a 

musical meditation not just on the anguish of Gethsemane but on Jesus’ final 

utterance that could not be expressed in words: “When Jesus had cried out 

again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit.”



Wes Jakacki (@wjakacki) is senior manager for marketing operations at 

Christianity Today and writes about music at Little by Listen. He recommends 

the new tribute album God Don’t Ever Change: The Songs of Blind Willie John-

son, with covers from Sinead O’Connor, Lucinda Williams, the Blind Boys of 

Alabama, Tom Waits, and others.
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When fishes flew and forests walked

 And figs grew upon thorn,

Some moment when the moon was blood

 Then surely I was born;

With monstrous head and sickening cry

 And ears like errant wings,

The devil’s walking parody

 On all four-footed things.

The tattered outlaw of the earth,

 Of ancient crooked will;

The Donkey 

“I keep my secret still”  /  G.K. CHESTERTON



Starve, scourge, deride me: I am dumb,

 I keep my secret still.

Fools! For I also had my hour;

 One far fierce hour and sweet:

There was a shout about my ears,

 And palms before my feet.
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England’s Chalk Streams

“Chalk is an alchemist,” narrator Stephen Fry explains in this lovely video 
on the chalk streams of Norfolk, England. The spring-fed streams, which are 

mostly unique to southern England, form from water that has seeped through 

the ground of chalk hills (think: White Cliffs of Dover). The chalk purifies the 

water and infuses it with extra nutrients. “Water is life,” the old saying goes. 

Water filtered by chalk is apparently even more fecund. More on why water is 

weird and wonderful: Gregg Davidson’s piece from one of our first issues.

Insect Architects

Singapore-based photographer Nicky Bay specializes in macro photography 

of the micro world. He usually turns his camera on bugs. But the images in 

a recent photo essay are of bug buildings—structures constructed by insects 

to protect larvae and pupae as they grow. Some of them, like this meticu-

lously-twisted, symmetrical log pyramid, look surprisingly manmade. Others 

look a lot more alien. Like his subjects, Bay’s blog (which we learned about at 

Colossal) isn’t very big—but it’s worth a close look.

Wonder on the Web 

Issue 44: Links to amazing stuff.

https://vimeo.com/140337447
http://www.christianitytoday.com/behemoth/2015/issue-14/water-is-weird.html
https://www.instagram.com/sgmacro/
http://www.thisiscolossal.com/2015/01/nicky-bay-macro-insects-singapore/
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The Fragrance of Human History

We often remember to give thanks for our eyesight and our hearing, but 

“what of our sense of smell? Isn’t it, of all senses, massively underrated?” (We 

think so: just read Kate Shellnutt’s ode to smell from last year.) In this essay 

from The Guardian, Mark Cocker meditates on the scent of wood-smoke. This 

familiar aroma evokes contemplation about myriad things: jumping in piles of 

autumn leaves; mornings spent in Nepal, “where the houses are timber-made 

and traffic noise absent”; Palaeolithic cave paintings. It’s a scent, Cocker 

writes, that somehow encompasses all of human history.

The Hadza and the Honeyguide Bird

Over here at The Behemoth, we’re big fans of birds—and of Atlas Obscura. 

So when we came across AO’s “The Surprisingly Sticky Tale of the Hadza and 

the Honeyguide Bird,” we couldn’t resist clicking. The Hadza people group in 

northern Tanzania is one of the world’s few remaining hunter-gatherer soci-

eties. And they gather a lot of honey—the stuff makes up around 15 percent 

of their total caloric intake. The greater honeyguide is a species of bird that is 

particularly good at spotting beehives high in the tops of baobab trees. Here’s 

where their lives intersect: 

When Hadza want to find honey, they shout and whistle a special tune. If a 

honeyguide is around, it’ll fly into the camp, chattering and fanning out its 

feathers. The Hadza, now on the hunt, chase it, grabbing their axes and torch-

es and shouting “Wait!” They follow the honeyguide until it lands near its 

payload spot, pinpoint the correct tree, smoke out the bees, hack it open, and 

free the sweet combs from the nest. The honeyguide stays and watches.

Sounds like a tall tale, but Yale anthropologist Brian Wood will definitely 

vouch for its authenticity. And it’s a pretty sweet deal. At least for one party. 

(There’s a honeyguide clip from the BBC/Discovery series Human Planet avail-

able as well.)
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