January 30, 2002

Hair and Clutter

He walked into the hallway of the apartment building. Everywhere there were twigs and pieces of marsh grass lying in clumps. And it got worse as he walked up the steps. So much nesting material it was hard to get from step to step. And when he got to the apartment, it was a sight almost beyond imagining. Herons everywhere… draped over the couch, standing on chairs staring intently at the floor as if some fish might float by, perched on the chandelier. And beneath them, the accumulated possessions of herons: more nesting grasses, parts of uneaten fish, and small glass globes with snowflakes inside which read: “Herron Convention, Okefenokee Swamp, 2002” It was the worst heron clutter he had ever seen.

Oh, you mean “hair” and clutter. Sorry.

Long beautiful hair. That’s what I had in 1971 when I started working for the state. I was a rebel. No one was going to tell me how to wear my hair. But I did wear a tie. And eventually the hair got shorter and shorter. Thank God I’ve still got some. I didn’t go bald like my father, with that wisp of hair he combed over his bald pate like so many desparate hair losers do. My grandfather, Poppop, my mother’s father, had a full head of white hair. I must have inherited this from him. It is said that you get your hair genes from every other generation on your mother’s side. 

Well hair on top of the head was not good enough for me. I grew hair anywhere it would grow. In August 1968 I finished my job as a summer employee of the federal government and immediately stopped shaving. By the time I got to college the hair on my face was growing straight out about half an inch. I mean STRAIGHT out. Most beards somehow conform to the face and provide a nice uniform covering. Not mine. It was as if each hair was electrified and headed straight for the horizon. That year I served as part of the receiving line for incoming freshman, giving out dorm assignments and key. In fact I was the first college student that the new freshmen, and more importantly, their parents encountered in the “sign in” process. “So this is what your little baby will look like when we get through with him, Mr. and Mrs Whoever.” I’m sure I scared my share of parents. Truth be told my appearance was pretty scary.

So I never shaved again. The beard eventually began to keep some semblance of shape related to my face. But it’s not one of those beautiful beards that can be cut close and shaped into any style. It’s just manageable enough to keep people from snickering openly. August of every year that ends in 8 (1978, 88, 98) I have wanted to have a party to celebrate the life of my beard. The title of this party would be something like: “30 years of Growth.” I’ve never done it, but maybe when my beard gets to be forty (August 2008) we’ll give it a try.

So I guess hair is pretty important. I suppose I would feel differently about myself if I were bald and beardless. Odd that that should be so. Why is our self image tied up in trivial matters like the appearance of fibrous projections from our head. I think it has to do with the fibrous projections inside our head.

So what does any of this have to do with clutter. Not a damn thing as far as I can tell. If one ran a barber shop, then hair clutter would rule the day. But, for me, I can’t stand clutter. And it has nothing to do with hair. Clutter to me is the sign of an undisciplined mind. We accumulate things endlessly. We are trained from birth to do this. But most of what we have is not unnecessary to life. We somehow think that we must hold on to all this STUFF because it is the physical incarnation of our life experience. If I go to New York and bring back a clear crystal ball with a miniature statue of liberty surrounded by snow flakes, then this trinket reminds me that I went to New York I must have a trinket to remind me of all the places I have gone. And before long you have gone enough places to have more trinkets than can be safely stored in the Smithsonian museum. Some people have the good sense to throw the damn things away. Others like me, pack it I boxes, figuring that someday when I have nothing better to do I will rummage through these boxes and recall all the good times long ago. How very pathetic. I believe that you should have memories and pictures in your head. These are far more valuable than snowflake spheres. And if you can’t remember your life without pneumonic aids then you have bigger problems than memory loss. 

Actually, the better way to achieve the same end is to write every day. Keep journals. Write to the self of your future and see what you think about your past self, years later, if you can stand it. Many past selves seem foolish or naïve. But that is the evidence of growth. 

So clutter is evil. It takes up space. It is ugly. It is an infestation that must be exterminated. Call the Orkin man. Kill the clutter. I want to live in a space where the only things present are the things I need to live and the art I love. And I guess, if I am completely honest, one of the things I need to live is hair.
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