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OPINIONOPINION
THESE TIMES

You can buy a banana in 
a grocery store in South 
Sound for 30 cents, 

which is a pretty good deal 
– especially if you’re the one 
buying the banana.

Imagine the many hands 
that touch a banana before 
it lands in your hands: The 
farmer’s, the pickers’, 
the wholesale buy-
ers’, the shippers’, the 
grocery clerks’. Now, if 
you can imagine that 
30 cents divided by 
all of the hands that 
touch your banana, 
you’ll realize that 30 
cents cut among that 
many hands doesn’t 
leave a lot of cents for 
anyone. Maybe some 
of the people between banana 
land and your store are lucky 
enough to get a half cent per 
banana.

The banana illustrates a 
fundamental element of the 
dynamic macro- and micro-
economics of our increasingly 
globalized food-production 
economy: You sure do have 
to sell a bunch of bananas to 
make money in the banana 
business.

n n n
Mrs. Ericson and I were 

driving to the hospital Sun-
day to pick up her 91-year-
old mother, who had surgery 
last week. She’s doing fine, 
prompting Mrs. Ericson to tell 
me, “That mother of mine is a 
tank.”

It was meant as a compli-
ment: My mother-in-law is 
a potent, durable and well-
armored woman.

Using metaphors like “she’s 
a tank” to describe someone 
is a tricky business because 
metaphors can go astray – 
even explode – depending on 
the experiences of the audi-
ence the metaphor is directed 
toward. Calling someone “a 
tank” could also imply that the 
person is overweight and slow. 
Or, if you’re from a country 
where you’ve been a target of 
the boom and blast of tanks, 
I imagine “tank” could mean 
someone who’s excessively 
loud and violent.

Beware. Metaphors are 
the monkey bars of the play-
ground.

n n n
Are earthworms, at some 

primal level of their wormy, 
squirmy, squiggling, slimy and 
short-lived existence, grateful 
for robins and fishermen?

n n n
I imagine the final brand-

ing frontier for Google, 
Facebook, Apple and 
Amazon is to invade 
our lives while we 
sleep. If they can pen-
etrate our dreams, 
they’ll have fertile and 
virgin ground to plow.

Leaving your cell-
phone next to your bed 
while you sleep prob-
ably gives those com-
panies hope.

Companies are urged to 
consider themselves “brands” 
these days, and the goal of a 
brand is to so thoroughly im-
print itself inside your skull 
that you’re not even aware 
when you’re thinking of the 
brand. It’s just there, every-
where. Effective brands take 
up space in your brain, much 
like background music takes 
up space in a restaurant, much 
like a sizzling hot branding 
iron leaves scarred space on a 
cow’s hide.

In the pursuit of money, 
people also are urged to brand 
themselves, and I’m thinking 
of all this because someone’s 
brand took up space in a 
dream I had last week. We all 
know this brand. It’s a flashy 
brand of anarchy and gold.  

I was on the golf course 
at Mar-a-Lago, our current 
president’s business home in 
Florida, scouring the tee boxes 
for intact tees left by golfers 
who didn’t bother to pick them 
up after teeing off. My pant 
pockets were jammed with 
these tees when two Secret 
Service agents confronted me. 
One of them asked what was 
in my pockets.

I stood there in the bright, 
warm sunshine of Florida, the 
grass as green as a dream, fac-
ing these two representatives 
of the law in their reflective 
sunglasses.

“Pockets?” I said. “I don’t 
have any pockets.”

And they let me go.

n Contact Kirk Ericson at 
kirk@masoncounty.com

Bananas, tanks, worms

By KIRK
ERICSON

EDITOR’S DESK

Some high school se-
niors prioritized col-
lege preparatory work, 

extra credit activities or 
athletics during their final 
year of high school. They 
wrote college essays or vol-
unteered at local 
churches.

I prioritized two 
words — late ar-
rival. 

In other words, I 
slept in during the 
first period of my 
final two quarters 
as a high school 
senior.

It seemed like 
a great idea at the 
time. After all, I 
was a decent student — 
not great — who never got 
in trouble. I worked after 
school, so I had some money 
and a car.

My grades were solid and 
I was on track to attend my 
local community college. 
But I wasn’t aiming espe-
cially high. I was content 
showing up late and doing 
the minimum as a senior.

I wasn’t motivated. I 
wasn’t disciplined. And I 
loved sleeping in. I’m sure 
many readers can relate.

That’s what makes our 
local Naval Junior Reserve 
Officers Training Corps’ 
recent achievement so bril-
liant. The Shelton NJROTC 
defeated 31 other teams to 
win its regional competition 
last month in Oregon City, 

Oregon. The school’s Color 
Guard 2 unit and unarmed 
duals group also placed first 
in their groups. Shelton stu-
dents took home numerous 
other awards as well.

While awards are always 
nice, it’s how the 
students earned 
the awards that de-
serves praise. Mem-
bers of the NJROTC 
meet at 6 a.m. on 
school days in a 
portable building at 
Oakland Bay Junior 
High School. They 
drill at the school’s 
gym.

Students say the 
group teaches them 

to be more confident, disci-
plined and accountable — 
traits many teenagers lack. 
I know I did.

Many of the students 
have lofty goals after high 
school. Shelton junior Alexis 
Young says she’s interested 
in a career as a nuclear 
engineer. As a high school 
junior, I was interested in 
buying a new stereo for my 
car.

I’m glad to see such de-
votion and passion from 
our local high-schoolers. It’s 
easy to set easily attain-
able goals — or just show 
up and do the minimum. 
What’s challenging is get-
ting up before the sun each 
day and being part of a 
group that demands ac-
countability.

Maybe the best part of 
the Shelton NJROTC is its 
inclusiveness. All students, 
regardless of age, sex, race 
or background, can join.

“We’re not turning any-
one away,” said Darrell 
Hood, lieutenant command-
er for the corps.

Teenagers today have so 
many distractions that most 
of us never had to deal with. 
Social media, texting and 
online video games have 
taken the place of real-life, 
social interactions.

It’s easy for teens to stay 
at home and dissociate or 
detach from reality.

Programs including the 
Shelton NJROTC give stu-
dents a chance to build com-
munity. They have a place 
to relate and support one 
another. They can have gen-
uine conversations with stu-
dents they may have never 
met outside of the group.

And best of all, NJROTC 
helps students learn the 
skills they need to become 
productive members of so-
ciety. 

They may not all go on to 
become nuclear engineers, 
but they can learn to be-
come better people — even 
if they can’t afford that new 
car stereo.

n Adam Rudnick is the edi-
tor in chief of the Shelton-
Mason County Journal. He 
can be reached at adam@
masoncounty.com.

By ADAM
RUDNICK

Rise and shine at Shelton High
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OPINIONOPINION
Things seen, heard and 

learned during a sunny 
late Sunday afternoon, at 

low tide, on McMicken Island, a 
state park – a marine park – on 
the east side of Harstine Island:

n If you don’t have a 
boat, you can walk onto 
the island at low tide by 
way of a narrow stretch 
of sand that connects 
McMicken to Harstine. 
Such a stretch of land 
is called a “tombolo,” a 
word that comes to us 
from Italy. When the 
tide recedes and ex-
poses the tombolo, the 
connected island is then 
known as a “tied island.” The 
tombolo to McMicken Island 
at low tide is firm, about 100 
yards long and 15 yards wide, 
and is covered with shards of 
clam shells. You have several 
hours on either side of low tide 
to make the passage, but if you 
dawdle on the island and the 
land bridge gets swallowed by 
water, you’ll become a cast-
away. 

n It appears trees die of old age 
on McMicken Island. I saw a se-
nior citizen fir tree with a thick 
girth covered in layers upon 
layers of bark that looked pale 
and sickly. The tree’s crown 
was almost gone and the tree 
listed a bit. It was dying at its 
own pace with little influence 
from humans. On McMicken 
Island, it’s business as usual for 
trees.

n I didn’t see any sign of two 
of the most pernicious plant 
invaders in Western Washing-
ton: Himalayan blackberry and 
English ivy. McMicken Island 
might be a fortress against the 
British invasion. 

n If the sky is clear enough, you 
can see Mount Rainier, looking 
resplendent as usual, loom-
ing over Key Peninsula, and to 
the south you can see Mount 
Adams, our state’s second tall-
est mountain. Seeing nothing 
but sea, sky and mountains 
might remind you that concrete 
doesn’t last forever. 

n Two crows cawed constantly 
at us during our journey along 
the mile-long trail on the is-
land. I wished I understood 

what they were saying. Perhaps 
it had something to do with 
their kids. Maybe they were 
trying to shoo us from their 
home, but their message was 
lost on us. When we returned 
across the tombolo after a 

couple of hours on the 
island, the crows’ at-
tention turned to a bald 
eagle perched on a snag 
on the southeast corner 
of the island. One of the 
crows was taking noisy 
bombing runs at the 
eagle, pulling up at the 
last second. I watched 
the eagle through 
binoculars and saw it 
remain still as a statue 

in response to the crow’s behav-
ior. The eagle was acting like a 
parent who had had enough of 
the kids’ whining. Just ignore 
them. They’ll calm down. Crows 
always seem to be pestering 
their neighbors. 

n We saw a cigarette butt next 
to a sawed log. That was it for 
litter.

n Several times we saw splash-
es of white on the green broad 
leaves, a sign of nesting birds 
above. We also saw clam shells 
on the forest floor. Perhaps 
birds like to perch in trees and 
eat clams on the half shell?

n If I was a bird, I’d never leave 
McMicken Island, unless I 
wanted french fries.

n Twigs on downed tree 
branches along the shoreline 
are enmeshed in seaweed, 
which binds tight like paper 
mache. You get a crinkling 
sound when you squeeze the 
seaweed. 

n Our final sight of McMicken 
Island was a group of Canada 
geese – seven wee ones and two 
big ones – paddling through 
a seaweed bed a few feet off 
the tombolo. The parents were 
in the lead, creating a path 
through the seaweed, and the 
children trailed, precisely fol-
lowing the meandering trail 
cut by the parents. Beyond the 
gaggle of geese, the eagle in the 
tree gave them no heed, nor did 
Mount Rainier.

n Contact Kirk Ericson at kirk@
masoncounty.com

THESE TIMES

A visit to McMicken Island

By KIRK
ERICSON

EDITOR’S DESK

The homeless man 
looked like a mess.

Waiting in a Co-
lumbus, Ohio, emergency 
room, it was his turn to tell 
the staff member why he 
was there.

But instead of 
listing his ailments, 
he looked back at 
a young couple 
with an infant. He 
pointed at them. 
The couple didn’t 
understand the 
purpose of the ges-
ture.

The emergency 
room greeter, sta-
tioned behind a 
bulletproof glass window, 
then motioned to the man, 
woman and child. The 
homeless man sat back 
down.

The young man ap-
proached the window. 
What had that man said?

He wanted to ensure 
that the baby received med-
ical care first, the greeter 
told the couple.

“He just had a big 
heart,” the man, now a col-
league of mine, recalled 
more than 25 years later.

How often do we make 
judgments about the home-
less man walking in front 
of our businesses in down-
town Shelton? We lump 
every homeless individual 
into a neat category — 
they’re all drug addicts 

who are too lazy to get a 
job. They are panhandlers. 
They don’t deserve a hand-
out — they’ll just spend it 
on alcohol. Why don’t the 
cops just arrest them?

Counter to our thoughts, 
labels, while easy 
for us to use, are 
rarely accurate. 
People don’t fit into 
nice, easy-to-sort 
categories. People 
are individuals.

Think about all 
the ways we label 
groups of people. 
We label people 
by race or sex. 
We label them by 

economic status. We label 
them by height or weight, 
or by gay or straight.

We love to label groups 
of people in political par-
ties, especially these days. 
Our state legislators — 
state Reps. Dan Griffey and 
Drew MacEwen, and state 
Sen. Tim Sheldon used la-
bels to throw barbs at their 
opposition last week during 
a legislative wrapup before 
the regular Shelton City 
Council meeting.

MacEwen called his 
colleagues in Olympia 
“the most un-business 
Legislature I have seen.” 
Sheldon, a Democrat, 
criticized colleagues in 
his own party, stating 
“rural areas matter, and it 
doesn’t revolve around the 

Space Needle.” Griffey put 
a label on his prediction 
for 2020 — “toxic division” 
in Olympia.

Labels are easy to use. 
But what if we try to move 
beyond them? How about 
instead of marginalizing 
somebody who is different 
than us, we look people as 
individuals?

Washington skies are 
rarely bright blue or dark 
blue. They’re usually a 
shade of gray. Keep this in 
mind when you talk with 
friends, colleagues and 
strangers.

Just as an exercise at 
home, try to notice during 
your daily conversations 
how many times you use 
labels when you refer to 
groups of people. I bet 
you’ll be surprised how of-
ten and easy it is to do.

Only by recognizing the 
way that we label one an-
other can we go beyond the 
label — just because some-
body is homeless doesn’t 
mean they’re a drug ad-
dict. Just because some-
body is a Republican or a 
Democrat doesn’t mean 
they’re wrong.

We can be so much bet-
ter — ditch the labels.

n Adam Rudnick is the edi-
tor in chief for the Shelton-
Mason County Journal. He 
can be reached at adam@
masoncounty.com.

By ADAM
RUDNICK

Journal Letter Policy

The Journal encourages 
original letters to the editor 
of local interest. Diverse and 
varied opinions are welcomed. 
We will not publish letters 
that are deemed libelous or 
scurrilous in nature. All letters 
must be signed and include 
the writer’s name, address and 
daytime phone number, which 
will be used for verification 
purposes only. All letters are 
subject to editing for length, 
grammar and clarity. To 
submit a letter, email adam@
masoncounty.com, drop it off 
at 227 W. Cota St., or mail it 
to P.O. Box 430, Shelton, WA 
98584.

Labels don’t tell the whole story
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OPINIONOPINION
“I’ll tell you why I 

love the Green New 
Deal,” my imaginary 

liberal friend, Todd, told 
me recently. “It’s because it 
drives conservatives batty. I 
loved it when Alex-
andria Ocasio-Cortez 
revealed her plan to 
fight climate change. 
The right-wingers 
lost their minds 
over that one! It was 
all about how cows 
would be outlawed 
and planes would be 
banned! I couldn’t 
believe it! They all 
came down with a 
severe case of AOC derange-
ment syndrome. It was abso-
lutely hysterical to watch!”

“But Todd,” I asked. 
“What do you think of the 
Green New Deal?”

“All I know about the 
Green New Deal is that it 
drives those elitist, smug, 
conservative do-gooders 
bonkers,” Todd responded. 
“That’s all I need to know 
about the Green New Deal. 
If those loony right-wingers 
hate something, I love it – in 
equal measure to how much 
they hate it!”

“You think that’s a good 
way to govern the nation?”

“C’mon,” Todd said. “All 
I care about is putting it to 
the con-tards. It’s the only 
way they’re going to learn. 
They hate America and we 
need to get rid of them. They 
think putting U.S. flags on 
shoes made in some Asian 
sweatshop is patriotic. 
They hate the Constitu-
tion! They’re big-spending 
neo-cons! They’re deranged! 
Embittered! They never get 
a joke and don’t ever smile! 
Can’t you see? These con-
servatives are all spoiled 
brats who were raised on the 
values of the anything-goes 
1960s.”

Todd, as I imagine him, 
is in his mid-40s, white, 
wants but doesn’t own a 
Prius, and has a daily serv-
ing of kale. He’s the son of 
the labor union official who 
organized the famous San 
Francisco gluten-free strike 
against whole wheat bread 
back in 2015. His mother 
is a hedge-fund manager 

who oversees the assets of 
coal mine owners. He was 
raised in a coastal town in 
Northern California. Todd’s 
politics have always been 
sincere and confused, like 

his upbringing.
It seems Todd’s 

sole joy comes from 
seeing conservatives 
agitated. He uses 
the terms “undocu-
mented immigrant” 
instead of “illegal 
alien” and “violent 
extremism” instead 
of “radical Islamic 
terrorism” only 
because he knows 

those terms agitate conser-
vatives. 

“Conservatives are all 
politically correct with their 
talk of ‘illegal aliens’ and 
‘radical Islamic terrorism,’ ” 
Todd said. “If you don’t use 
what conservatives consider 
the ‘right’ words, they go 
nuts, like they’re the na-
tion’s language monitors. 
‘You have to say it this way, 
you can’t say that way.’ Hey. 
I don’t care if I am politically 
incorrect. I’m going to say 
‘undocumented immigrant.’ 
You know what else? I like 
to drop the words ‘diversity’ 
and ‘multiculturalism’ into 
conversation. That makes 
their heads explode.”

Todd was on a rant.
“You know what else I 

hate about conservatives? 
They have a victim mental-
ity,” Todd said, without me 
asking what else he hated 
about conservatives. “They 
think that because they’re 
white and conservative and 
Christian and anti-abortion 
that the whole world is 
stopping them from ex-
pressing their point of view. 
It’s crazy! They all think 
they’re so smart because 
they live in the middle of 
America, like they’re all 
special because they’re 
drinking milk straight from 
the cow!”

“But Todd ...” 
I walked away from the 

conversation. It seems I 
never make any progress 
with Todd.

n Contact Kirk Ericson at 
kirk@masoncounty.com.

THESE TIMES

My imaginary liberal friend

By KIRK
ERICSON

I can’t believe somebody 
posted that comment 
online.

You’ve thought this be-
fore, haven’t you? That’s be-
cause it happens more than 
you’d like to admit.

Maybe the post is 
a cry for attention: 
“I got booted from 
my apartment and 
it’s not my fault that 
my cats ruined the 
carpets.”

It could be an 
unfounded rumor: 
“I heard the federal 
government will pay 
you to take a picture 
of yourself wearing purple 
pants and post it online.”

Or, worse yet, it could 
be a libelous, personal at-
tack against a neighbor, 
family member or business 
meant to cause harm to their 
reputation. These comments 
— whether on Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram or online 
forums — typically cause the 
casual internet user to shake 
their head as they check 
their platform of choice.

But what if social media 
users couldn’t post such ri-
diculous or hateful content? 
What if social media banned 
profanity, exasperation and 
emotional language?

A recent Forbes.com 
story titled “Could Forcing 
Thoughtful Civil Discourse 
Save Social Media From Its 
Toxicity?” explored this very 
idea.

The concept seems far-
fetched — social media net-
works including Facebook 
could alter algorithms or 
build filters to de-emphasize 
or ban certain content. By 
changing the way we inter-
act with one another online, 
and requiring us to use more 
clinical language, cite our 
sources or adhere to certain 
academic principles, it could 

lead to more meaningful — 
and dull — dialogue online.

The concept is a noble 
one. If we up our game and 
remove the trivial, sensa-
tional nonsense, we can have 

truly meaningful 
conversations on a 
deeper level. We can 
spend more time 
in the weeds with 
city council policy. 
We could dive deep 
into important top-
ics such as health 
care, immigration or 
homelessness. We 
could be more inclu-
sive. 

But social media inher-
ently is meant to be enter-
taining, not inclusive. It’s 
meant to be an escape. It’s 
a way to connect — albeit 
superficially in most cases — 
with one another, but mostly 
in meme or GIF form. If you 
are unfamiliar with those 
terms, consult a local young-
ster.

Most of all, unfortunately, 
social media is meant to be 
accessible and quick — it’s 
more of 100-yard dash than 
a 5K. Try having a nuanced 
conversation about govern-
ment spending in 280 char-
acters or less. Add in the 
extra effort of typing that 
response into a 3-inch touch 
screen and you have another 
problem. It’s easier to post 
a meme of Kermit the Frog 
sipping tea.

In principal, making sys-
tematic changes to what we 
publish online could work. 
But in practice, it’s ridicu-
lous for a multitude of rea-
sons. The biggest reason is 
these giant companies who 
operate these mega-plat-
forms already struggle to dif-
ferentiate legitimate sources 
of information from fake or 
misleading ones. They are 
incapable of protecting our 

personal information, and 
some argue they have too 
much power over the infor-
mation we absorb and the 
influence they have over our 
lives.

But this isn’t a political 
issue as much as it is a com-
mon sense issue.

The author begs the ques-
tion: Would we stop using it? 
Or would something fill the 
void?

I don’t think requiring 
these companies to make 
radical shifts makes sense. 
They would never do it since 
there’s too much to lose (fi-
nancially and otherwise). For 
users, dropping social media 
altogether works for some, 
but not for others who use 
these platforms to communi-
cate with customers, friends 
and family members.

Then what should we do 
to boost our civil discourse 
and encourage meaningful 
dialogue online?

Well, first of all, rethink 
your approach. Take your 
conversation offline.

We’re able to remain 
anonymous online, but we 
can’t do that in our face-to-
face interactions with one an-
other. You wouldn’t lambast 
somebody with profanity for 
cutting in front of you at the 
grocery store, so why do you 
feel comfortable doing so on-
line? If we begin take our on-
line discussions offline, only 
then will we be able to bring 
back civil discourse into our 
everyday lives.

I always follow this rule 
and it works for me: If you 
wouldn’t say it to your 
grandmother, why would you 
say it online?

n Adam Rudnick is the edi-
tor in chief of the Shelton-
Mason County Journal. He 
can be reached at adam@
masoncounty.com.
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