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Going Where I Am Rooted: Introduction 

I didn’t expect to write about, nor get approval, let alone active encouragement for a thesis 

project based around plant-human relationships, but I’m happy to say that is what has happened. 

Our program instructors have been clear since the start we can focus on what draws our interest, 

but I thought privately that my interests were perhaps not “academic” enough to focus on. I was 

pleasantly surprised to find out that ethnographers are already studying and questioning the 

boundaries between human and non-human within organizations; even looking back at their own 

work and re-incorporating the non-human other’s perspective (Wels 2015). This gave me new 

ideas about what I could study and focus on for my thesis. 
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Squash 

The time is right to mix sentences 

sentences with dirt and the sun 

with punctuation and the rain with 

verbs, and for worms to pass 

through question marks, and the 

stars to shine down on budding 

nouns, and the dew to form on 

paragraphs.

“Squash” from Please Plant This Book (1968) by Richard Brautigan 



With encouragement to look outside the boundaries between disciplines, a boundary rapidly 

dissolving as it is, I decided I’d like to look at the dynamics between herbalists, gardeners and 

healers in the San Francisco Bay Area. I was born and raised in San Francisco. Like many born-

and-raised San Franciscans, I grew up feeling surely the city was the center of the universe. It 

was working class, diverse and full of artists and creatives. I was so proud to be from San 

Francisco, but as I grew I began to notice uncomfortable changes. Tensions. Fighting for 

resources and space. My mother, a social worker, pointed out how there were fewer resources 

available for her patients. There’s been more anecdotes about robberies — the stories are so 

pervasive that a Television news crew reporting on robberies were themselves robbed while 

filming . The city is struggling with extreme inequity and poverty, as news articles cover , and I 1 2

can observe with my senses. I thought coming back to the city, to observe as a once-insider now 

outsider who’s been gone for five years would be an interesting challenge. 

In San Francisco, where the Summer of Love  once promised a bold new future full of love and 3

radical change, the infrastructure is ravaged by inequality, and the aging concrete sidewalks are 

filthy, lined with unhoused people’s encampments. It’d be easy to discount the importance plants 

have on those in precarious situations, as San Francisco is not a forest or national park but rather 

a busy city. I wanted to see what more I could learn from fractured, loosely connected networks 

of healers and their plant allies. As Emanuelle Coccia (2019) writes “There is no wild space 

(there is no wildlife), because everything is cultivated and being in the world means to garden 

other species and at the same time being the object of the gardening or of the breeding of 
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others” (Coccia 2019:36). If we are all interacting, then there is no “nature” or “wilderness” to go 

study; we are in it right now.  

Why did I want to study plants and plant-lovers in a program prioritizing “office anthropology” I 

have been asked a few times now. I believe with the Anthropocene we are seeing, and will 

continue to see, a breakdown of our previously held disciplines and academic subjects and 

concepts of working life as a whole. The dissolution of previously held expectations and future-

visions is happening even quicker than we anticipated (Wittneben, Okereke, Banerjee & Levy 

2012). Little did I know, that within a few weeks, my shadowing fieldwork opportunities would 

evaporate as quickly as our disciplines are shifting. The structure of everyday living changed 

with the spread of COVID-19. I did not end up studying plant-human networks as I’d set out to 

do.  

Instead, my ability to shadow others or leave the house during fieldwork rapidly disappeared 

upon arrival in San Francisco and my fieldwork became an experiment, as I observed new 

practices, adapted to living in new conditions and improvised along with those I’d hoped to 

shadow. I use McDonald’s (2005) definition of shadowing as “a research technique which 

involves a researcher closely following a member of an organization over an extended period of 

time” (McDonald 2005:456) as my starting point. I am not fully on board with this definition, 

with hierarchies of researchers and subjects, so perhaps Donna Haraway’s (2016) definition of 

“visiting” which “demands the ability to find others actively interesting, even or especially others 

most people already claim to know all too completely” (Haraway 2016:127) fits better. But I like 
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the aspect of shadowing that I think of when I read the word: of going quiet, observing and 

absorbing, engaging with the person or non-human who I hope to interact with. So I will write 

about shadowing, with this definition of it in mind.  

I’d been welcomed to shadow Bonnie Rose Weaver, a clinical herbalist about three times per 

week. She works multiple part-time jobs, one of them at a pop-up wellness clinic running her 

own herbalist practice and another at a school where she teaches health classes through an 

herbalist lens. I got in touch with Bonnie Rose because we went to the same elementary school, a 

Spanish Immersion charter school. The school was known as “La escuela mas chevere” the 

coolest school, and was deeply embedded in the neighborhood community. Students participated 

each year in the Carnaval parade, visited altars made by local artists in the Mission on Día de los 

Muertos, Day of the Dead, and took capoeira, a Brazilian marshal art form as our Physical 

Education class. Bonnie Rose’s younger sister Mariah is a friend. Bonnie Rose let me know that 

was one of the reasons she opened her social circle to me, in a transient city full of newcomers, 

and that our school connection in part helped us get in contact. As Daniel Neyland (2008) 

touches on when writing about ethnography, trust may require a gatekeeper, but it would be up to 

me to maintain trust (Neyland 2008:16) after Bonnie Rose granted me access to her circle and 

herbal practice.  

Jan Freya was another person who agreed to open her home and garden to me. She is a master 

gardener and an animist, as well as a scholar, living in Moss Beach, California. She agreed to 

meet with me as well as share with me courses she’d taught in the past about learning to speak 
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with and listen to plants. Her daughter is one of my oldest and best friends. I’ve known Jan for 

over fifteen years. I knew she connects deeply with the plants, is in dialogue with them, and is an 

accomplished gardener with a beautiful garden in which she grows her own vegetables year 

round, as well as herbs and flowers. I was eager to learn more about her perspective.  

I also hoped to learn more about Bonnie Rose’s extensive network of herbalists, farmers, healers, 

and acupuncturists with whom she works and collaborates, as well as with the plants she grew 

and harvested in San Francisco. My plans also included meeting with healers in the San 

Francisco community, including a social worker who runs drum-circles each month for unhoused 

and displaced people, acupuncturists and more. Instead of gardening, shadowing and observing 

Bonnie Rose, her fellow community members and Jan, I soon adapted my activities due to 

COVID-19. COVID-19 is a novel virus, which according to the Centers for Disease Control 

website is “a new Coronavirus that has not been previously identified. The virus causing 

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), is not the same as the Coronaviruses that commonly 

circulate among humans and cause mild illness, like the common cold” . The virus rapidly 4

spread worldwide, and in the US, quickly overwhelmed healthcare systems, leaving a dearth of 

medical supplies and hospital beds available to treat patients. There is no vaccine.  

As of writing this, 105,215 people have died from COVID-19 in the United States . As the virus 5

spread through the country, San Francisco and surrounding counties enacted a shelter-in-place 

order starting March 17, 2020 . The state of California soon followed with a statewide shelter-in-6

place order . All non-essential travel outside of the home was forbidden, and later, masks were 7
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made mandatory for grocery shopping or entering public spaces . I arrived in San Francisco on 8

February 25th. By March 16th my shadowing plans evaporated. The shelter-in-place order was 

set at first for two weeks, but after each extension, was pushed back further, and as of writing 

this, is still in place.  

So, as my plans crumbled, I grappled with a new reality, one in which I could not leave my 

neighborhood, spent each day alone indoors, and my mother, with whom I was staying, went to 

work each day as a social worker for the City of San Francisco. I observed and documented what 

I was witnessing, while grappling with the emotional unrest I felt in my new isolated day-to-day. 

I revisited my research questions, tweaking them to my new improvised and unclear reality:  

• What new practices were enacted by herbalists and their communities during the 

pandemic?  

• How does a shelter-in-place order during a pandemic create new realities in plant-people 

communities?  

As the poet Richard Brautigan (1968) writes in the quote I began this introduction with , the time 9

has come for the words I’m writing to decompose, break down and meld with the new terrain in 

which I am living. This is an unexpected thesis project, created at a time where previous 

expectations and understandings of reality have fallen away. From shelter-in-place in California, 

I write about words melding with the earth on a laptop, not having visited a garden in four 

months. Yet, I hope for “dew to form on paragraphs”, and that this local story will meld together 

with what comes next for us, as people, as cities, as communities. I’ll begin my story with some 
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theoretical and methodological explorations, before sharing both visual and written pieces 

gathered from my fieldwork data. I end by wrapping up with some closing thoughts and 

questions that guided me through my fieldwork and time here in San Francisco during the 

pandemic.  
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San Francisco String Figures: Theoretical Explorations 

During the pandemic, I have seen new practices enacted, shifting the everyday activities and 

lifestyles within the small network I shadowed. The people I spent time with are connected to 

plants and are worried about their precarious future due to climate change and gentrification. 

This is a fluid story, melding together, and deeply impacted by the pandemic —  a “hiss” from 

mother earth as a friend described it, demanding to be heard. Usual rules and order have melted 

away, replaced by new government protocols and social expectations. During this time, this 

“portal” as Arundhati Roy writes in an article for Financial Times , the virus has “...mocked 10

immigration controls, biometrics, digital surveillance and every other kind of data analytics, and 

struck hardest - thus far- in the richest, most powerful nations of the world, bringing the engine 

of capitalism to a juddering halt”. 

My fieldwork coincides with this portal opening, this global pause. The uncertainty, the 

unsteadiness, the lack of definition and boundaries between organizations, members of 

communities, and the uncertainty of employment has led me to a theoretical lens, grounded 

mainly in Donna Haraway’s work. Before I get into theoretical lenses, I want to address this 

unmoored pandemic portal. This story I want to tell is hard to define, fuzzy around the edges, 

and I am not a reliable narrator, nor would I pretend to be otherwise. Van Maanen (1988) writes 

that “The magic of telling impressionist tales is that they are always unfinished. With each 

retelling, we discover more of what we know. Because of their form and their dependence on the 

audience, meaning will be worked on again and again.” (Van Maanen 1988:120), and I take that 
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to heart. The meaning of a pandemic is not clear to me yet, and is reworked each time I work on 

this project, and will be reworked each time it is read.  

Sure, I took methodical notes and reflected on what I’ve seen, but I am just one person, caught in 

a pandemic. As Mike Michael (2017) writes, “methodology is necessarily performative insofar 

as, for instance, in engaging with the empirical world certain parts of it will be missed (fail to be 

recorded or accounted) while other parts will be registered and emphasized” (Michael 2017:11). 

There is much I’m sure I’ve failed to emphasize or have focused too hard on. The research I’ve 

done touches on a handful of people, technology, plants and a virus in San Francisco, California. 

If the purpose of theory building is “...not to codify abstract regularities but to make thick 

description possible, not to generalize across cases but to generalize within them” as Geertz 

(1973:25-26) wrote, then I will not try too hard to pin down a particular theory, as if it were a 

formula to contain and divide my time spent in San Francisco.  

Perhaps to present this research, I become a “compostist” like Donna Haraway (2016), who 

writes: “I am a compostist, not a posthumanist: we are all compost, not post-human” (Haraway 

2016:101-102). This composting does not require me to create a pat conclusion or squeeze 

information anywhere it doesn’t belong. I have a compost pile growing here in San Francisco, a 

real one — no metaphor — and it yields rich soil eventually, but at the moment I write this, it 

smells in the heat, and attracts species of flies big and small. As I sit and compost, marinate in 

this, I can’t say I see rich, fragrant soil, but perhaps the start of this decomposition, in the midst 

of a pandemic, will still yield something of use, or something of future use. And the composting 

DURRANI - STUDENT NR: 26742053 PAGE 13



itself is of value, to flies in particular, not just the finished product, even if I don’t personally 

enjoy the smell or flies in my face.  

So what concepts lie in this metaphorical compost pile? I am indebted to Donna Haraway’s 

writing on human-technology pairings (Haraway & Wolfe 2016) and on String Figures (2016) 

and Anna Tsing (2015). I start with Haraway’s (2016) String Figures from Staying With the 

Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Haraway dives into String Figures, SF, which she 

defines as “…a sign for science fiction, speculative feminism, science fantasy, speculative 

fabulation, science fact, and also, String Figures. Playing games of String Figures is about giving 

and receiving patterns, dropping threads and failing but sometimes finding something that works, 

something consequential and maybe even beautiful, that wasn’t there before, of relaying 

connections that matter….” (Haraway 2016:10). SF, String Figures, strike me as the perfect entry 

to San Francisco, discussed by locals with our sign: “SF” as well. This is a hyper localized space 

where this story is told, one I hope will illustrate layered interconnections, and reveal threads that 

are “consequential” yet never perfectly laid out (Ibid) for those of us living in a post- COVID-19 

reality.  

Haraway explains that she uses String Figures to  “try to follow the threads where they lead in 

order to track them and find their tangles and patterns crucial for staying with the trouble in real 

and particular places and times” (Haraway 2016:2-3). So, to look at a String Figure is to attempt 

to understand it, to use the local to find a story that tells us how to “stay with the trouble”. Which 

of course requires looking at Haraway’s definition of “staying with the trouble”. Haraway writes 
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that … “eschewing futurism, staying with the trouble is both more serious and more lively. 

Staying with the trouble requires making oddkin; that is, we require each other in unexpected 

collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles. We become-with each other or not at 

all” (Haraway 2016:4). So to look at this String Figure San Francisco site, I will try to follow the 

threads, I will attempt to become with, I will attempt not to draw any pat conclusions about 

technology while including it as a vital part of this story unfolding, and I will try to understand 

the local story and stay with the trouble - to end up “in hot compost piles” (Ibid).  

The String Figures help us stay with the trouble, Haraway writes but also that “ sf is practice and 

process; it is becoming-with each other in surprising relays; it is a figure for ongoingness in the 

Chthulucene” (Haraway 2016:2-3). The Chthulucene being Haraway’s  vision of “…past, 

present, and to come…” which “entangles myriad temporalities and spatialities and myriad intra-

active entities-in-assemblages—including the more-than-human, other-than-human, inhuman, 

and human-as-humus” (Ibid). Her definitions of the space and time we inhabit, the Chthulucene,  

leaves me plenty of room to explore the non-human members of these assemblages who are just 

as entangled as the humans actors. String Figures are “...stories in which multispecies players, 

who are enmeshed in partial and flawed translations across difference, redo ways of living and 

dying attuned to still possible finite flourishing, still possible recuperation” (Haraway 2016:1). 

Although these stories show us life and death and the “possible recuperation”, these String 

Figures are always local. Haraway cautions that “although they are among humanity’s oldest 

games, String Figures are not everywhere the same game. Like all offspring of colonizing and 

imperial histories, I—we—have to relearn how to conjugate worlds with partial connections and 
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not universals and particulars” (Haraway 2016:13). I appreciate the locality of Haraway’s String 

Figures, the acknowledgement that there isn’t a ‘universal’ definition for these String Figures or 

“assemblages”. 

I wish to be careful to remain embedded in my String Figure story, never standing above it 

completely in what leads to what Haraway calls a “‘God trick’ – being simultaneously 

everywhere (one can empirically access everything) and nowhere (there are no interests or 

investments in particular networks that might skew or bias that access).” (Michael 2017:11-12).  

I am thus deeply embedded, with my own interests and investments and with a limited scope of 

access within my String Figure compost heap. When I use the word assemblage, I choose to use 

it as Anna Tsing (2015) defines it, which I feel brings in the Haraway String Figure nuance. 

Tsing (2015) describes her study of assemblages as “polyphonic”, borrowing the music term: “it 

was a revelation in listening; I was forced to pick out separate simultaneous melodies and to 

listen for the moments of harmony and dissonance they created together. This kind of noticing is 

just what is needed to appreciate the multiple temporal rhythms and trajectories of the 

assemblage” (Tsing 2015:24). I hope to explore both harmony and dissonance, and to notice on a 

local level.  

The String Figure/assemblage allows me a filter in which to view the herbalists and new 

practices enacted during the pandemic, as undefined as they are. There is no Herbalist in Chief, 

herbalist department or Plant-lover management team, nor are there job titles for the laptops, 

cellphones and plants with whom we were interdependent during my fieldwork. The people I met 
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are in loosely defined and ever-changing gatherings of fellow students, friends, acquaintances, 

professional collaborators, colleagues, and clients — with those roles often blending and 

changing.  

Another term I could use is “Multispecies Cloud” culled from Lowe (2010). Lowe wrote about 

the impacts of the H5N1 virus in Indonesia, which was a wonderful touchstone for me during 

this time. She writes of her aim to “...get beyond the human exceptionalism underlying much 

scholarship in anthropology and the humanities” (Lowe 2010:629). Her work explores the many 

layers of human, non-human and viruses that fuse together: “Multiple ontologies were 

transformed amid encounters among viruses, the immune systems of animal hosts, and the 

human institutions that struggled to reckon with the specter of a terrifying pandemic. One can 

think, then, not only of quasi-species clouds but also of what I call ‘multispecies clouds’, 

collections of species transforming together in both ordinary and surprising ways” (Lowe 

2010:626). She also takes a look at the way surveillance, technology, access and animals survive, 

or die, with the viral cloud. I see similarities between her study and the invisible presence of a 

virus, interspecies mixing and new practices enacted in San Francisco during my fieldwork and 

will at times utilize her definition of a cloud .  11

Within this String Figure/cloud I will not minimize or overlook the non-human actors as players 

in this “cat’s cradle” (Haraway 2016:13). The plants, who I hoped to study and be with were not 

my main companions during this pandemic shelter-in-place. Instead my dependence on my 

phone, computer and software has deepened, fusing me to them, along with the other actors in 
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this assemblage. As Michael (2016) writes on hybridity between ourselves and our technology 

“The particular character of a hybrid is not settled once and for all; it is liable to shift and change 

depending on what new associations are entered into, what old associations are severed, and 

what associations become partial or ambiguous” (Michael 2016:17-18). The technology upon 

which we were dependent in isolation is part of this cloud, and was ever-shifting.  

Haraway’s republished writing on cyborgs (Haraway & Wolfe 2016) and multispecies 

relationships helps me explore deeper. Haraway writes that “cyborgs can be figures for living 

within contradictions...alert to the emergent historical hybridities actually populating the world at 

all its contingent scales” (Haraway & Wolfe 2016:102). During my time acclimating to the 

pandemic, I noticed tension around technology between myself and those I interacted with, a 

reluctant dependence on technology to enable us to do the work we wished to do, a tension 

between “tech” as “other” and the self.  

Haraway writes that a cyborg is  “...hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality 

as well as a creature of fiction.” (Haraway & Wolfe 2016:6). She writes that “ ...we are all 

chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism—in short, cyborgs...The 

cyborg is a condensed image of both imagination and material reality…” (Haraway & Wolfe 

2016:7). The cyborg helps me make sense of what I saw during my time in San Francisco, of 

technology and human mixing, along with the non-human collaboration I sought out to 

understand between plants and humans.  
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The cyborg helps me make sense of the fusions between humans, non-humans, technology and 

nature. In Haraway & Wolfe (2016), Haraway writes that “Nature and culture are reworked; the 

one can no longer be the resource for appropriation or incorporation by the other. The 

relationships for forming wholes from parts, including those of polarity and hierarchical 

domination, are at issue in the cyborg world….By the late twentieth century in U.S. scientific 

culture, the boundary between human and animal is thoroughly breached...And many people no 

longer feel the need for such a separation…” (Haraway & Wolfe 2016:10). The cyborg allows 

me to take a look at how so many elements fused together into this String Figure, and allows me 

too, to look at the melting away of divides between. But it is not an ideal or seamless fusion. In 

Haraway & Wolfe (2016), Haraway argues that a cyborg world could be the “final imposition of 

a grid of control on the planet” or “might be about lived social and bodily realities in which 

people are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals and machines” (Haraway & Wolfe 2016: 

15) but that “the political struggle is to see from both perspectives at once because each reveals 

both dominations and possibilities unimaginable from the other vantage point. Single vision 

produces worse illusions than double vision or many-headed monsters” (Ibid). I take care to try 

and retain my “double vision” rather than looking for clearcut answers as I watched technology, 

humans and nature fuse and collaborate in news ways.  

In exploring cyborgs, I am not separating tech from the other players in my String Figure 

assemblage. Haraway warns us in Staying with the Trouble (2016) that we must not look to 

“technofixes” to save us, as if Tech will benevolently hand us down help (Haraway 2016:2) and 

that we must also not assume “that the game is over, it’s too late, there’s no sense trying to make 
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anything any better, or at least no sense having any active trust in each other in working and 

playing for a resurgent world” (Haraway 2016:3). She writes that she would like to return the 

cyborg concept to become a part of the “String Figures” that we are embedded within (Haraway 

2016:105). 

While observing the new practices enacted in San Francisco, I attempt to maintain my “double 

vision” (Haraway & Wolfe 2016:15). I see myself and others leaning further into a dependence 

on technology. During my fieldwork I took ride shares run by huge corporations tracking my 

movements on an algorithmic map, I watched herbalists create community documents on Google 

docs. Jan, a master gardener spoke to her plants gently and asked them what they needed, and I 

looked up those plants she tended to on my phone after visiting her. As I write this, San 

Francisco has enacted curfew on its citizens , which I was notified by via text. Surveillance 12

technology is being used to track those protesting the violent murder of George Floyd  , 13

Breonna Taylor  and others, as protests are being organized via smart phones and in clandestine 14

chat rooms. I also see on social media that organizations of herbalists are arranging free herbal 

remedies and consultations for protestors and those who have been arrested in solidarity with 

those fighting. In this Chthulucene space, this Anthropocene era, I hope to show moments of joy, 

curiosity, new practices that I saw while in shelter-in-place San Francisco as well as the uneasy 

alliances made within this cloud.  

The non-human, be it technological or plant, is a key part of the String Figure within which I was 

embedded. How to pay attention to non-human presence in an assemblage? Donna Haraway 
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writes of “visiting” (Haraway 2016:127) which is helpful as I think of how to engage with the 

non-human. I go more in depth in my methodology section on ways I hope to pay attention and 

visit with the non-human members of the String Figure assemblage, particularly using visual art.  

When looking at the assemblage, I think also of Chia and Tsoukas’ (2002) work on 

organizational change: “Traditional approaches to organizational change have been dominated by 

assumptions privileging stability, routine, and order.” and that to “treat change as the normal 

condition of organizational life” must be our goal (Tsoukas & Chia 2002:567). In this case it is 

not deliberate change from the top down that has shaken up order within assemblages, but rather 

the pandemic which has created a need for new methods, for instance, the online Zoom  based 15

herbal resource network Bonnie Rose co-founded. As Chia and Tsoukas write, “Orlikowski 

shows organizational change to be “an ongoing improvisation enacted by organizational actors 

trying to make sense of and act coherently in the world” (Tsoukas & Chia 2002:576). Ongoing 

improvisation will only become more necessary as we grapple with future pandemics, future 

crises and further dependence on non-human players in our networks and certainly was of 

importance during this fieldwork as my research subjects quickly adapted to new situations 

without precedents. 

There is one piece of my fieldwork where I didn’t find a direct answer to my questions when 

reading Haraway: money. In all these String Figure fusions of multispecies critters and cyborgs, I 

have not yet read her specific thoughts about the very human condition: living without enough 

money. In my time spent in SF SF —San Francisco String Figure — money loomed over us. 
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Lack of money and precarity in San Francisco hounds and lurks behind interactions I observed, 

and leaks into the multispecies interactions as well. Lack of money runs through the fabric of 

San Francisco: an herbalist without access to land cannot garden and grow plants, a healer 

without rent money cannot keep healing in their community via their clinic.  

Money must be included in my assemblage, then. It forms a part of the tangle, as strong as the 

technology or plants or people. Although its power to impact and infuse the String Figure is not 

addressed by Haraway extensively in Staying with the trouble (2016), it is a strong influence in 

the lives of the humans with whom I spoke. I look then to Anna Tsing’s (2015) writing on money 

from her book The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist 

Ruins. She writes in her exploration of mushroom foragers and tradespeople across multiple 

marginal communities that “Industrial work no longer charts the future. Livelihoods are various, 

cobbled together, and often temporary. People come to them for diverse reasons, and only rarely 

because they offer the stable wages-and-benefits packages of twentieth-century dreams. I have 

suggested we watch patches of livelihood come into being as assemblages” (Tsing 2015:132). 

Those with whom I worked are indeed cobbling together methods of sustaining themselves, and I 

believe this aspect should inform the assemblages/String Figures unfolding.   

Tsing also addresses the fact that “seduced by the elegance of these abstractions, few think it 

important to take a closer look at the world the economic system supposedly organizes. 

Ethnographers and journalists give us reports of survival, flourishing, and distress, here and 

there. Yet there is a rift between what experts tell us about economic growth, on the one hand, 
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and stories about life and livelihood, on the other. This is not helpful. It is time to reimbue our 

understanding of the economy with arts of noticing.” (Tsing 2015:132) I am guilty of this myself, 

not paying attention at first to how strong a force money played in the String Figure in front of 

me. I hope to avoid being distracted by these “abstractions” and to stay with the trouble here, to 

pay attention to the assemblages in front of me built on precarious foundations without 

sidestepping money and its role. To stay with the trouble here, I think is to see the possibilities 

within entanglements, as Tsing writes. Assemblages show us that “because collaboration is 

always with us, we can maneuver within its possibilities” (Tsing 2015:35) allowing us to shift 

our reality, using a “politics with the strength of diverse and shifting coalitions - and not just for 

humans” (Ibid). This thesis is limited to a short period of time and specific place, yet money and 

capitalist systems infuse the cloud where I found myself, and impacted both human and non-

human. 

I hope to make sense of the fieldwork, to provide a small window into this portal, this liminal 

space and time that is the COVID-19 pandemic. As Anna Tsing (2015) writes, during times of 

precarity “...we are not in control, even of ourselves. Unable to rely on a stable structure of 

community, we are thrown into shifting assemblages which remake us as well as others...The 

only reason all this sounds odd is that most of us were raised on dreams of modernization and 

progress...we learn over and over that humans are different from the rest of the living world 

because we look forwards - while other species which live day to day are thus dependent on 

us.” (Tsing 2015:21-22). Forced to improvise during this time, a time that has felt precarious as a 

virus loomed over our everyday activities, I’ve been unable to think ahead, but rather live day-to-

day with a virus, and to come up with ad-hoc responses to unprecedented situations.  
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I am loath to carry on a legacy of strict disciplinary divides in academia that blinds me to the 

interconnectedness of disciplines and non-human players as Coccia (2018) discusses in her book 

The Life of Plants (Coccia 2018:113). I hope to fuse visual artwork with my writing, as part of 

this melting between divisions. Haraway’s work also help me take a look at the pandemic-

human-plant-viral-technological landscape or “overlaid arrangements of human and nonhuman 

living spaces” (Tsing 2017:1) I’ve been inhabiting.  

I once read that if you open a cocoon before a butterfly is ready to hatch, there is no half-formed 

butterfly. Instead there is a rotting mess of flesh and oozing enzymatic juices, as the process was 

interrupted. Here, in this section, I feel we’ve cracked open a cocoon; I can’t show any beautiful 

outcome yet, but I can show you the elements, the flesh and juice, the theoretical lenses and, 

next, the methodological tools, that I hope can molt and evolve through time, into something 

fully formed, yet never fully defined.  
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A Cocoon Oozing: Methodology  

My methodology is part of this ooze of a caterpillar cocoon opened too soon, a mix of multiple 

approaches to make sense of the pandemic-portal. When diving into ethnography, methods and 

outlooks, I sought foundations in Daniel Neyland’s 2008 Organizational Ethnography, 

particularly his advice that ethnographic strategy “does not need to be complete prior to entry 

into the field” (Neyland 2008:12) as well as Van der Waal (2009) who writes in Organizational 

Ethnography: Studying the Complexities of Everyday Life that “Grounded theory” is one in 

which the questions the researcher asks will not be clear until after being immersed in fieldwork 

(Van der Waal 2009:25) which resonates, given that a pandemic interrupted my planned 

fieldwork, creating the need to ask myself new questions about what I was seeing and to use new 

lenses with which to look at my time in San Francisco.  

I aim in this ethnography to provide a thick description (Geertz 1973) to make meaning of what I 

observed in the field: interpreting, and focusing on specific details to provide a “ fine-comb field 

study” (Geertz 1973:23). I am not interested or capable of telling a story more global or 

generalized, rather this story is focused on a few players in a limited landscape. In my writing 

style, I aim to build an impressionist story, as defined by Van Maanen (1988). I hope to tell a 

story that is not reliable or too concerned with chronology but rather brings the reader with me 

into the embodied experience of working with herbalists, their plants, and technology during a 

pandemic.  
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As Van Maanen (1988) describes impressionist stories: “Such tales comprise a series of 

remembered events in the field in which the author was usually a participant. They are bundled 

together in such a way that they alter, in the end, whatever state or situation was said to obtain at 

the beginning of the tale...Impressionist tales are not about what usually happens but about what 

rarely happens.” (Van Maanen 1988:101). This story certainly does not end where I anticipated it 

would, nor did it unravel as I thought it would. My plan to immerse myself into the gardens and 

small businesses of herbalists and gardeners instead became a story of isolation, becoming with 

our technology and adapting to a virus: an unexpected outcome, one that “rarely happens”.  

Van Maanen writes that the aim of an impressionist story is to “draw an audience into an 

unfamiliar story world and allow it, as far as possible, to see, hear, and feel as the fieldworker 

saw, heard, and felt” (Van Maanen 1988:103). In a similar vein, Pink and Hogan (2012) write 

that the view of “Narrative as some sort of straightforward, fixed storyline is clearly over-

simplistic – selfhood is complicated, our histories are embodied...” (Hogan & Pink 2012:242). 

My experiences contribute to, form and mesh with other aspects of the narrative. I hope to bring 

the reader into my sensory world using visual art as well as thick description.  

Ethnographic sense-making is built up from diligent field notes, (Neyland 2008:19; Arthur & 

Nazroo 2003:133; Van der Waal 2009:35). I used my extensive field notes to construct an 

impressionistic story, understanding that a thick ethnography comes from the field itself. As Van 

der Waal (2009) writes about Organizational Ethnography, what will be revealed to me will 

“remain hidden” until I begin to write. (Van der Waal 2009:36). I took notes in a Google 
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document each working day during field work, and wrote up notes in my document on the bus 

ride home from shadowing trips, as well as capturing fleeting moments or memories using the 

voice notes app and transcribing my recordings into the document when I arrived home. I also 

used another Google document to write down notes from my conversations on the phone. 

Neyland (2008) refers to ethnographic research as sensory observation-first, and advocates for 

“supplements” in the form of interviews, visual notes, and more, writing in particular that 

interviews as well as organizational texts and documents may “elicit further 

information” (Neyland 2008:19-20). Here is where I digress from Neyland, as I believe that 

visual notes are not supplemental but rather a core part of the story I am sharing. There are many 

before me discussing the need to expand our view of ethnography and the need to include the 

visual. Pink (2012) writes how “the making of connections between contemporary arts practice 

and ethnography is becoming increasingly popular across anthropology, sociology, geography 

and in interdisciplinary areas of practice that draw on these disciplines” (Pink 2012:233).  

If my point of view is fluid, undefined, impressionist and tied up and tangled in technology and 

non-humans, I would like to take a compostist/post-humanist look at ethnography and methods, 

taking inspiration from Hamilton and Taylor (2017) who say:” From a posthumanist perspective, 

research that is not wholly reliant upon the spoken or written word has added potential for 

revealing subtle interactions which do not occur through language” (Hamilton & Taylor 

2017:92). They address that “arts-based methods” are embedding themselves further into 

ethnography as “the ethnographic community has accepted that social realities are multiple, 
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overlapping, messy and context-dependent and that methods are implicated in the presentation of 

reality when highlighting only partial truths and perspectives” (Hamilton & Taylor 2017:92) As 

Hamilton and Taylor so clearly put it, in this messy and multiple social reality, non-human 

members of my assemblage may not reveal themselves to me or be open to communicate using 

traditional methods. To understand the nuances of this messy pandemic reality, the visual 

becomes another tool to convey “subtle interactions” that escape language (Ibid).  

To capture the ever-shifting field, with the changing assemblage, players and scenes, the visual 

places me in the position to view ethnography as ever evolving and shifting. As Pink and Hogan 

(2012) write, “Anthropological ethnography is usefully understood as a process of seeking routes 

to reflexively and self-consciously comprehend other people's ‘ways of knowing’ and make these 

meaningful in scholarly ways. Indeed, it is more appropriate to see anthropology itself (and 

scholarly modes of knowing more generally) as a way of knowing that is equally subject to 

transformation and shifts” (Hogan & Pink 2012: 234). I hope to use visual art as a core way of 

knowing, and to embed myself in ethnography with the belief that the practices within this 

academic discipline are also ever-changing. 

Rose (2001) writes in her steps to a critical visual methodology that we must “take images 

seriously….art historians of all sorts of interpretive hues continue to complain, often rightly, that 

social scientists don't look at images carefully enough...Visual representations have their own 

effects” (Rose 2001:32). I come from an art history undergraduate program, where I was taught 

that the visual is a form of language. It is not “supplemental” or simply an illustration, but rather 
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must be analyzed, and recognized as part of the whole and finished project. If we are to agree to 

take visuals seriously, then I gravitate towards Causey’s (2017) approach to visual ethnography-- 

that is it is not supplemental but rather a key part of research.  

Causey explores our Western obsession with the “truthfulness” of hand-drawn imagery (Causey 

2017:31) yet he argues that photography can easily become a form of “not-seeing”, a “tuned out 

and “passive scanning” (Causey 2017:35). This would be to him a form of “looking” as he 

differentiates between  “looking, our vision floats across the visual terrain without directed 

engagement while seeing interpretively illuminates the visible, in many ways bringing it into 

being” (Causey 2017:13). So to simply use photographs as “supplemental” might not indeed 

bring much depth to my writing, but rather serve as an additional form of “looking” for my 

readers. With drawing, however, one can “stretch and compress real views” allowing the 

researcher to “depict such ephemeral things as dreams and feelings” (Causey 2017:36). In my 

training as a multimedia artist, I believe that the drawn image can indeed create composite 

images, that combine our dreams, memories, sensory experiences that escape written words, and 

can warp time by combining different angles, compositions or emotions expressed.  

Hamilton and Taylor (2017) advocate the use of visual ethnography to encourage 

“...ethnographers to behave as rounded individuals that successfully juggle the “scholar-self ” 

with the “artist-self ” and perhaps also the “activist-self ” (Hamilton & Taylor 2017:134). I hope 

to use the visual to engage with the non-human in which I became involved during fieldwork as 

well as to create the opportunity for those “seeing” to become “mentally and bodily engaged” 
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themselves. (Hamilton & Taylor 2017:134). It is my hope this will allow me to play with the 

“scholar-self” and “artist-self” that co-exist within me. 

Causey explains as an ethnographer that “sometimes I draw, paint or write down what I think I 

see in order to see it more accurately” (Causey 2017:7) If I am to approach my work reflexively, 

and with an impressionist bent, then I argue that drawing will provide me a tool to do so. In 

addition to writing down my observations, this is a method of “seeing” and bringing back 

information from my field. Before reading Causey, I would have said much the same as he does 

about the power of drawing to compress and warp time and views (Causey 2017:36). When 

looking at a drawing versus a written text, I feel we can experience multiple events or states at 

once, without being required to work through it chronologically, line by line of text or via a static 

moment frozen in a photograph.  

The eye may travel where it likes, and visit and revisit the composition in any sequence, creating 

new pathways of narrative and experience. When I paint and create drawings, I am combining 

multiple elements. This includes dreamscapes, waking visions, things I’ve seen, colors or subject 

matter that represent what I’m feeling inside, words that come to me as I’m drawing, sensory 

experiences, archetypes, and images I see in my mind’s eye when I sit in silence and listen to 

guided mindfulness meditations. I hope, as Causey (2017) writes that this creates an opportunity 

for someone else to do “seeing” with me, spending time with my drawings - to truly “stretch and 

compress real views” (Causey 2017:36).  
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One clarification I’d like to make, for those not familiar with art terminology, is that drawing is 

defined in my artistic training as anything made on paper, rather than canvas (which would then 

be called a painting). This was taught to me by my art professors, but I looked online to see if 

there is any corroboration. The online Encyclopedia Britannica defines drawing as “the art or 

technique of producing images on a surface, usually paper, by means of marks, usually 

of ink, graphite, chalk, charcoal, or crayon” . In the entry, drawing is compared to painting as 16

“linear rendition of objects in the visible world, as well as of concepts, thoughts, attitudes, 

emotions, and fantasies given visual form, of symbols and even of abstract forms…rather than 

mass and colour, as in painting” . Because my works are made on paper with ink and paint or 17

with a digital pen, and focus on emotions, concepts, and symbols, I will refer to each visual 

included as a drawing, even if it was made with a paintbrush.  

The drawings included are not meant to be tied strictly or literally to the text. At times, I’ve 

paired a drawing that shares similar subject matter next to a piece of text, but at other times, the 

drawing melds together with the impressionist text and serves to share what I observed and heard 

from the members of the assemblage with whom I interacted. I see these as “drawing-enhanced 

seeing” (Causey 2017:13) rather than editorial illustrations. I hope they help my reader and 

myself “see” more than what sits on the surface. The drawing will also serve as a form of 

“Object Interview” in my attempts to explore human and non-human interaction. Adams and 

Thompson (2016), write that “Object interviews explicitly include nonhuman things as important 

participants at a research site” (Adams & Thompson 2016:3) The authors lay out heuristics when 
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interacting with non-human players, one of which is “listening for the invitational quality of 

things” (Adams & Thompson 2016:23) which I hope to adopt.  

An interview, they caution, is not what we think of, as a verbal or written dialogue, but “Rather, 

we refer to the etymological origins of the term “interview” and its more originary meaning. The 

word “interview” is derived from the old French verbal noun s’entrevoir, and is composed of two 

parts: entre, meaning mutual or between, and voir, to see. Putting the two etymological roots 

together (‘inter’ + ‘view’), to interview means to: ‘to see each other, visit each other briefly, have 

a glimpse of.’ To interview an object or thing is therefore to catch insightful glimpses of it in 

action, as it performs and mediates the gestures and understandings of its human employer, and 

as it associates with others” (Adams & Thompson 2016:17-18). To paint an object is to turn off 

the expectation of dialogue and instead to allow the object to “retain its silence—its withdrawn, 

“dark” character in an everyday context—while gently coaxing it into the light, giving it time 

and space to speak so that we might take notice” (Adams & Thompson 2016: 17-18). Thus the 

paintings of everyday objects serve a way of seeing each other, and “visiting” the non-human 

members of the assemblage.  

When I insert visuals into this thesis, I will not explain with captions, because I am inviting you 

to also visit the object, see it and allow it to see you, without resorting to text to “make sense” of 

it. This may feel uncomfortable, or perhaps not “important” enough, as Rose (2001) cautions us. 

I hope the paintings of the non-human will be interviews worthy of focus equal to the written 

portions of this piece. As these objects and non-human organisms do not speak like we do, I hope 
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that this incorporation of my paintings will be a start, at least, of providing a voice for the non-

human in this pandemic cloud.  

When looking at the non-human, Dowling, Lloyd & Suchet-Pearson (2017) write about Pitt’s 

body-centered techniques (“working, walking, talking, doing, picturing”) which enable both 

human and non-human to share expertise (Dowling, Lloyd & Suchet-Pearson 2017:825). 

Immersing myself into a non-human experience teaches me a new perspective, and the focus is 

on the body to connect, with a direct connection between my eye and hand, uninterrupted by text 

or thought as I paint. Gibson (2018) spends time when studying plants, “developing a feeling for, 

empathy with or an ethics of care towards them” (Gisbson 2018:92). Through visual art, I am 

able to care, and ‘feel for’ the non-human elements in my assemblage.  

I hope this can contribute to what Causey (2017) describes as an “anthropology that embraces all 

forms of line-making, from handwriting to the drawn sketch, to understand the material world 

not as being composed of completed objects but rather as part of an unfolding cultural process 

interwoven with articulating behaviours and actions” (Causey 2017:14). This “unfolding” allows 

me to create art much like Coccia (2019) views the plants themselves, constantly in process, and 

I hope like they do to “constantly transform” my field “while being immersed in it.” (Coccia 

2019:32). I feel this brings me closer to my non-verbal research subjects, transforming into a 

method of becoming with (Haraway 2008: 244).  
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As Haraway puts it, “staying with the trouble” is “the need to question the tissues of one’s 

knowings and ways of knowing in order to respond to nonanthropocentric difference” (Haraway 

2016:122). Causey’s topics of advice such as “practice”, “lose your ego” “concentrate” and 

“slow down” (Causey 2017:20-22) are also the very practices used by Gibson (2018) and others 

when connecting with plants. To hear from the non-humans in the String Figure required 

different tools, both written and visual. 

  

Bell, Instone and Mee (2018) write in “Engaged witnessing: Researching with the more-than-

human” that “...research is understood as a co-fabrication...we must work with those (humans 

and non-humans) with whom we are researching to generate materials” (Bell, Instone & Mee 

2018:137). This is what I hope to do by fusing visual and text in my ethnography. On the 

Multispecies Salon site , one page explains “For example, in becoming-dog one does not 18

acquire fur or paws, but becomes attuned to a multiplicity of worlds through encounter with a 

new relational context…” I hope to transform in such a way with the players with whom I 

interacted; to learn about what might matter to them, and to track these sensory experiences with 

the use of writing and drawing with a focus on the becoming with (Haraway 2008: 244) with 

non-human others with whom I am sharing space.  

Kirksey & Helmreich (2010) write that “Art forms have proved good to think with about ‘living 

with’ in a multispecies world” (Kirksey & Helmreich 2010:556). At times, words escape me, and 

visual representation of a sensation, or color or experience serve better to express. Nonetheless, 

this is a compost pile, full of fusions, so there will be no clear-cut lines. Sometimes text serves to 

DURRANI - STUDENT NR: 26742053 PAGE 35



clarify a connection, a new practice or actor, and sometimes the visual will serve better, and 

allow us a glimpse into the non-verbal experience of certain players in this landscape.  
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The following interviews, shadowing and visuals that build up my story were documented 

and created during my fieldwork from January 1st through April 29th, 2020. 
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I.  

Fieldwork, But First, A Poem : 19

In a quiet neighborhood in San Francisco, there is a small shrine to Richard Brautigan, the 

California poet who died by suicide in 1984. He had been the toast of the town in the 60s, and his 

depression had grown as his fame waned, although still beloved by many in the Bay Area. The 

shrine is inside the Presidio Public Library. There’s a succulent garden around the perimeter of 

the library, and beyond that green grass lawns. Out front, by the neoclassical building, there are 

Rosemary and Lavender bushes, attracting bumblebees. The library grounds have always served 
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as my backyard growing up. We lived on the fifth floor of an apartment building, with no garden 

or balcony. The library is only five minutes up a hill. 

When I was a child, I would look at the old and foggy glass cases housing Richard Brautigan’s 

personal papers spread across the borders of the library. He’d written a book that took place at 

the Presidio Public Library , and the library proudly showcased their exhibit on him year in and 20

year out. The large cardboard cut out of his face presided over me as I looked at books to check 

out through my childhood. Only later, after the library was renovated and his large display cases 

were downsized to one modest cabinet in the basement did I read his poems. He is often on my 

mind when I visit the library. His face feels familiar to me, having stared at his photographs each 

time I went to the library— and I went to the library a lot. Both to check out books and to use the 

lawns as my “backyard”.  

In 1968, Brautigan created a book where he’d written “eight poems printed on seed packets”  21

with the instructions to plant the poems included, writing that “If allowed to remain, the plants 

will reseed year after year.” . The “Calendula” poem above comes from that project, titled 22

Please Plant This Book (1968). Richard Brautigan is deeply tied to the Presidio Library in my 

heart, in my psyche. His words accompany us on this journey I’d like to take with you in San 

Francisco to meet my hyper-localized assemblage, at first stretched across the Bay Area, and 

finally, due to the pandemic, centered around the few blocks in my neighborhood and the 

computer screen. A beginning and an end.  
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When I think of Richard Brautigan, I think of San Francisco as it is embedded in my memory, 

before the waves of tech . His poems are my nod along the way in this story to what created me, 23

created the specific lens through which I view my reality. To San Francisco, as it was, as it is still 

in my heart. 
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New Year’s Eve 

On New Year’s Day Jan agreed to work with me on my project. Her daughter, Danika is one of 

my best friends and Jan and Lothar have become friends as I became an adult. I emailed Jan 

ahead of time, to ask her if she would be open to sharing her knowledge of plants and trees with 

me. I stayed the night to celebrate the start of a new year with them. We ate a delicious dinner of 

salmon and salad Jan prepared for us, and Lothar made us cocktails as we sat around the firepit 

in their gated front yard. We sat in the dark, surrounded by plants, sipping whiskey cocktails.  

We were joined after a while by Jan and Lothar’s neighbors. We spent the night talking and 

passing around a bottle of bourbon, taking it in our mouth, and spitting it onto the fire, with a 

prayer or offering said out loud as the flame leapt up. Each of us took a turn to say our prayer or 

statement for the year ahead out loud at some point in the night. Danika’s prayer was to the earth. 

She thanked the earth as is now. She said “2020 is the year of no return”. Jan’s prayers were on 

power and revolution, and Lothar spoke about how the word for true and tree are rooted in the 

same origin.  

I spent the night in one of the extra bedrooms. There was a little statue near me; a devil holding a 

bag of human skulls. The light from the warm fireplace I slept next to flickered against the statue 

as I got ready to sleep. In the morning, when I woke up to shower, I stepped over small 

Armadillidiidae bugs, roly polies as we call them here, who crawled in routes along the shower 

floor; they came in from the garden and the doors and walls were no deterrent to them. 
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New Year’s Eve was a joyful day, one of my favorites of 2019. I was cared for, surrounded by 

loving and curious and thoughtful people, and I was excited. The coming year I would spend 

time in this garden, and I would learn from Jan.  

I do not know the meaning of the statue with the bag of human skulls to Jan, but I felt it was a 

reckoning. Human actions have consequences. The year of no return.  

Fieldwork begins 

I arrive in San Francisco and head immediately to the Library lawn to sleep off my jet-lag in the 

sun. I lie flat against the grass for three hours, baking a bit. Little birds, perhaps chickadees, no 

bigger than my hand, are sitting in little dips of the land, nestled in as if perfectly fit, sitting in 

their little grooves eating insects. Dogs coming and going, the grass moving lightly in the wind; a 

bright jewel green color. 

After arriving, and visiting the library, I begin shadowing Bonnie Rose Weaver. I visit Bonnie 

Rose at her pop-up clinic office and at her house. She shares her house with two other 

housemates. There are three bedrooms, and a spacious dining room, as well as a smaller room 

Bonnie Rose uses to work in and a larger second living room. The whole apartment is bright, 

from the multiple skylights and lightwells. Downstairs they have a two car garage, Bonnie 

Rose’s apothecary and storage space for her housemate’s paintings. Before we dig into 
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organizing the apothecary which is our main goal, Bonnie Rose bottles a few bottles of 

California Poppy tincture. A tincture is a mixture of herbal extracts in alcohol, the alcohol 

preserving the plant matter. Bonnie Rose lights incense before pouring tinctures. When she’s 

done bottling, we get to work on organizing her apothecary. Our goal is to work on updating her 

spreadsheet, where we can track how much of each tincture she has, and eventually, the goal is 

that I will create a QUERY formula for her to automatically alert her when a tincture is running 

low.  

The apothecary is in her garage. The main component is a large chest of drawers and cabinets, 

with bottles, dried herbs, bottling supplies and lids piled up and spilling out of different drawers 

and shelves. There are some designated drawers but there are too many bottles to fit comfortably 

so we begin by moving around boxes and seeing where shelving can be made free. Bonnie Rose 

points to large bottles of tincture and tells me a fellow herbalist gifted them to her. “This large of 

a bottle will last me years,” she says, whereas her colleague could go through it much quicker, as 

they prescribe high doses to their clients. “I work with low dosages,” she explains. “It is a less 

energetic burden on the plant, and on myself.”  

Bonnie Rose trained as an herbalist at a ten week intensive in Oregon after graduating from 

Evergreen College and working jobs she disliked. “I hated everything after Evergreen except 

this,” she says. After the intensive, she did landscaping, and experienced housing insecurity, 

ranging from house sharing with someone who has a cat, to which she has allergies, to another 

home where she had to scrape black mold off her metal bed frame each week. During this time, 
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she worked on her book Deeply Rooted: Medicinal Plant Cultivation in Techtropolis (2016) 

about the community garden she cultivated and she organized a book tour with her best friend. 

They crowdfunded to finance it and bought a car so they could travel to different places for the 

tour. They would teach workshops on being grounded and what it means to be rooted 

somewhere. She tells me the car was divine timing; because she owned it she was able to attend 

the Blue Otter School of Herbal Medicine , to further her education, which is only easily 24

accessible by car. Her teachers, Karyn Sanders and Sarah Holmes, influenced her method and 

approach, although much of it is kept private to the untrained. Karyn is Choctaw  and made it 25

clear to her students that these methods were developed by her or are sacred traditions, which 

require initiation. Bonnie Rose tells me she wants to honor her teacher’s instructions not to share 

certain practices or elements of treatment with people who’ve not trained, in order to honor her 

ancestral closed traditions. 

We sit in the cold garage together, and Bonnie Rose holds up each tincture and reads out loud to 

me the name and amount left in the bottle, which I then enter into a Google spreadsheet for her 

until around three in the afternoon when she and I pause and I head home.  

The next day, I had a break from shadowing. I took a Lyft to see an old friend for coffee. The 

driver, David, tells me he’s born and raised in San Francisco. I tell him I am too. “So rare!” he 

says “there’s not many of us left here.” He and his wife aren’t sure they want to stay but they 

have a rent controlled apartment. “If we ever leave this apartment, we can’t ever come back to 

San Francisco. Once you got the housing, you can never leave.” He tells me he thinks it’s too bad 
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the people who move here are so unfriendly. They don’t say hi or make eye contact when they 

take a ride share.  

When I get to my coffee date, my friend, a theater conservatory educator, tells me she can barely 

get young teachers on her roster. “They come in, recent grads, and they can barely afford to live 

in San Francisco, so they move to Oakland or elsewhere. They work three jobs, and their 

attention and focus isn’t in it, because they’ve got to commute constantly to get to their job here 

in the city. It’s the gig economy, they all have so much to balance. I have to gently encourage 

them to turn down the job sometimes,” she says, wincing. “I tell them, sometimes it’s ok to say 

no, if you won’t be able to make it or have the energy, but I get it, they’re starting out their 

careers. It’s tough. They have student loans. To try and raise a family in this city anymore is 

crazy!” she tells me.  

I soon witness the precarity myself, beyond stories of black-mold covered beds and gig economy 

jobs. Later that week, on the bus ride home after running errands and grocery shopping, there is a 

man sitting across from me and my mother. Next to him is his pit bull, asleep in his lap. He’s 

tossed a few letters on the seat next to him, and appears to be sorting his mail. About five 

minutes into our ride, he begins to yell as someone brushes past his dog to take a seat. “DON’T 

TOUCH MY STUFF!” he screams. He opens his mail, muttering and frowning. As the ride 

continues, he appears to be getting more agitated, glaring at people and the unfortunate souls 

who make the mistake of smiling at him or making eye contact seem to trigger angry rants in 

their direction. He is getting more upset. He starts to shout: “You bitches whores punks fags, 
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sorry ma’am this is the truth now, we’re getting close to the truth now. Anybody don’t agree 

check the documents if you don’t believe it, 85% take no stance make no decision, they stand for 

NO-TING they stand for NOTHING. But wait a minute, They wanna get rid of 85% and make a 

new republic. So makes sense to me. Straight up the shoe fits wear it.” 

We all avoid eye contact with him, but I can tell he’s looking at me and sees me smiling at my 

mother. “Still smiling? Some are smiling and think you’re getting ahead, laugh now cry later, 

you win you lose, you lose you really lose. At least I can say I live. Half you saving your money 

up and you never even live! Cause you’re punks. Shoe fits wear it. Praise the lord nothing’s 

killed more than religion. All based on sun and moon worship, all your gatherings, every dome 

structure…” Apparently me smiling at her was upsetting him and he continued grumbling and 

glaring at me for the rest of the ride. 

He is not unusual in San Francisco. I grew up avoiding eye contact on the bus. I grew up 

harassed and screamed at on the bus and while walking down the street so regularly, I can’t even 

count anymore. Before the advent of Lyft and Uber , I had no option but to take the bus, even 26

late at night. I’ve been harassed while waiting for the bus to go to school as a twelve year old. 

When I was in high school I was physically threatened for declining to go on a date with an older 

man who sat next to me on my ride home. When I was a recent graduate I was screamed at about 

my body so intensely that an older woman intervened and began to berate the men on my behalf, 

telling me later in Spanish she thought he was crazy and not to worry.  
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I’ve been threatened, my friends have been screamed at. My mother has been spat on. Anyone 

who can’t afford a car in San Francisco will tell you a few bus stories. I feel for the tourists who 

come here thinking this is going to be their California Adventure, when it’s much grittier than 

that, and certainly a place to be on guard. But it used to be a little less tense, before the waves of 

tech development in the early 2000s created a pressure cooker. There were more affordable 

homes, fewer unhoused people, more funding for mental health care — not that it was great or 

even perfect. But if I ask a San Franciscan my age, they’ll usually agree there are more muggings 

and robberies these days. And they’ll want to talk about how cheap rent used to be.  

I made a deal with myself when I came back for this trip that after dark I would suck it up and 

use Lyft and Uber, regardless of my and most San Francisco long-timers feelings about “big 

tech” companies. A little deal with the devil so that I can avoid the many muggings in my 

neighborhood that have bloomed in the last few years. Lyft and Uber are ubiquitous in San 

Francisco. When the two companies began spreading, the argument they made to city councils 

and via advertisements was that they were creating a quick way to make money for drivers and 

creating affordable ride shares. Yet the two companies are also straining the already precarious 

ecosystem, and drivers routinely complain they are not making enough money. Haraway’s  

(2016) warning not to consider “tech” our savior coming to rescue us from our own impact 

resonates (Haraway 2016:2). In our fusion with technology here in San Francisco, it is not a 

comfortable transition, with a few tech leaders making lots of money, but the drivers left without 

much stability. With my “double vision” (Haraway & Wolfe 2016:15) I have both the privilege of 
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safely and quickly maneuvering across the city yet I see poverty, resistance from drivers and a 

promise of tech making the world better that never came.  

So, after errands and a reminder to keep my guard up after the man with the pit bull began to 

grumble angrily about the fact that I was smiling, I take a Lyft to my friend Natalie’s house that 

night for dinner. I didn’t know it yet but it was my last time seeing her before shelter-in-place 

orders. The driver and I begin to chat about tech in the Bay Area. He tells me when tech 

companies keep their workers home because of the new virus fears, everyone else suffers. “We 

can’t avoid tech, but tech still affects us all here,” he says. “Everyone leaves the city. A few 

people get rich but the rest of us don’t.” He and I chat for the short ride, and at the end of the ride 

he stops to look at me. He has kind eyes, I think, and reminds me of my good friend’s father. He 

looks at me and says my name out loud, with a thick accent. There’s a pause. Then, he switches 

to Spanish, asking me if I speak Spanish. I tell him yes. “Why didn’t you speak it earlier, why 

didn’t you tell me?” He asks, beaming. “Que te cuides!”  “May you take care” he says as I 

leave.   

After reacquainting myself with San Francisco, the grit and the beauty of the old Victorian 

Houses in the sun, and shadowing Bonnie Rose, I visit Jan for the first time. She lives in Moss 

Beach, about an hour or so away, via public transport. I take a city bus to an inter-city train to get 

to her. That morning, I wake up to a text from Bonnie Rose. The pandemic is starting to appear 

on the evening news, and there are whispers more places will close besides the tech companies.  
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Bonnie Rose writes me: “I’m ok. I am not sick. A little paranoid about it tho! My job is at risk so 

I’m fairly stressed out. Some general community grief and overwhelm, it feels like a heavy time 

right now.”  

Jan picks me up in her white car at the train station and we drive along the coastline. I love this 

drive, looking out on the edge of the earth, the cliffs a sheer drop to the waves below. Jan and I 

get to work quite quickly after we arrive at her house, heading into the garden, which surrounds 

her house on three sides. The garden wraps around the back of the house, alongside it and into 

the front yard and adjacent lot next to the house she and Lothar purchased a few years ago.  

We start with uppotting — moving tiny seedlings she’s been taking care of in her greenhouse 

into slightly bigger pots. These bigger pots will give the plants room to spread their roots out, 

and grow bigger, still in the safety of the greenhouse. To uppot, we mix soil, two types, which 

Jan asks me to smell, so that I can learn the difference. The smell is different for one of the bags 

of soil, which has composted matter in it. Sharper, and more pungent than the other, which has 

less of a distinct smell. We mix the two together, with water from her hose into a shallow plastic 

tub. She explains that you mix water first so that when you water your newly re-potted plants, 

the water doesn’t sink into air pockets and drag the soil lower than you intended into each pot.  

We take out trays of labelled sprouts: zucchini and beans. The beans must be put into larger pots, 

so their roots can grow deeper, but we start with the zucchini. Once the soil is mixed, we scoop it 
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into a bigger pot, leaving a little well in the middle. Then with great care, and the aid of a fork, 

we coax out the sprout from its tray and ease it into the soil of the new pot.  

Jan is very good at it, and I am not so good yet. At times I use the fork too aggressively, and 

disrupt the sides of the seedling tray. At times I create too deep a mound in the new pot, and the 

seedling is sunk too far in. When it’s my turn to water the uppotted plants I don’t control the hose 

well and I put too much water in the pots, and Jan has to carefully prop the little trampled leaves 

up, rearranging them so that they may continue to grow. As we uppot, we talk. Jan tells me that a 

“seed is perfect as it is - all this bullshit about us being stewards of the earth is ego. That’s 

anthropocentric, these plants don’t need us to be stewards, they don’t need us, we need them.” 

She laughs, “we can barely wipe our own asses!” She tells me she doesn’t appreciate hearing that 

plants are here to help us, or somehow serve the humans. “Plants don’t want to help us. They 

don’t necessarily want to hurt us either. But like all life, they will protect and defend themselves. 

They have agency. I plant these vegetables because I want to eat them. I listen and learn from the 

plants what they need. I save seeds from the current crop to ensure the plants’ offspring survive 

and flourish next year.” 

As we uppot, Jan points to the tree we sit under. "Plants are our kin. They are our relatives but 

they are not 'plant people'. Humans are not the barometer by which to judge the rest of creation. 

People often try to relate to plants as people-like. But we are very different. We have two lungs, 

two kidneys and one brain. Plants for example have respiration in not just a couple of their leaves 

but all of them. So if a few leaves get damaged or destroyed, the plant is still able to survive.” 
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I try to practice being more precise with the seedlings, eager to keep from damaging them. When 

we get to the beans, Jan has to carefully untangle a few of the bean seedlings’ roots. “It is 

traumatic for them to be separated from their kin,” she says, “but they will have room to grow 

their roots now.” She deliberates, silently sitting with the different seedlings, listening to the 

plants to determine which seedlings want to be near each other. She pairs a few of the stronger 

growing ones with the slower and smaller seedlings. “This way they’re with each other in the 

pot,” she explains. “The plants tell me what they need and want. I go out here and I listen to 

them. I talk to them.” And before we break for lunch, I do hear her speaking to them gently in the 

greenhouse, although I don’t hear what she’s saying.  

Later, Jan and I discuss my desire to communicate or understand plants better while sitting in her 

living room. Gently, she tells me she can sense I feel I’m in over my head. “You need to respect 

the variety of plants, and not lump them all together as ‘the plants’” she explains. She looks at 

her fern, hanging in front of us, and she tells me how she can look at this fern with her eyes or 

she can really see the fern, really look at it beyond the visual. “Then I can see this fern as an 

individual. It has individual needs, and is doing well here in this spot because the exact 

conditions are right for it here” she explains.  

Jan is working on a non-verbal project for people in her community who wish to communicate 

with plants. She wants people to be able to have experiences with plants that are not couched in 

the verbal or the visual only. I confirm I do feel in over my head and she reassures me she’s 
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going to help me. “Next time, we’ll start with trance work so you can learn to shut up and listen,” 

she tells me. “It’s deep inner work to learn to listen to plants. We’re not that important, plants are 

not ‘here’ to heal us.”  

After lunch, we take a tour of the garden. She shows me the nitrogen crystals in the soil where 

she’s planting cover crops, and she shows me the mycelium in the soil, which look like little 

white worm shaped matter. We end at her two cats’ graves. One died only a week or so before I 

arrived. He was a large, bold Maine Coone and his grave is fresh, with tuna cans and candles to 

mark where he is. Her other cat, Skadison, has been dead nearly four years, and his grave is 

covered in Miner’s Lettuce, an edible California plant.  

She and I sit and we talk about Coronavirus, how it has disrupted the supply chains. How 

perhaps we’re finally seeing the negative consequences of all our rapid globalization. Then we 

pick some Miner’s Lettuce to nibble on. Jan turns to me me. “We’re eating Skadison!” she says, 

with a wide grin.  

In the late afternoon, Jan drives me back to the train station. She tells me how she was able to 

afford the garden plot next door because of family inheritance. “If you don’t have money or 

family help you’re in a real tough place in our current social and political climate. In many ways 

our culture is feudalistic, meritocracy rare.” she tells me. I nod. Even in the most beautiful 

garden I’ve seen, a specter of precarity lurks.  
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When I get home, I think it’s true I’m in over my head. For all my eagerness to learn about 

plants, I’m only communicating with people, and using my voice to talk about their stories. I 

want to learn how to shut up and listen. I feel, when I gardened with Jan, to uppot a plant is the 

same as painting a thin line. The same precision is required and patience, and when I don’t do it 

with concentration, I mess up the line. In the same way, without taking time, the seedling has 

crumbled, the roots are less supported. Jan who does this a lot knows intuitively not to make the 

same size well in each pot; it depends on the plant and the pot shape. I don’t know that, just the 

same as how painting looks easy now but once wasn’t because I hadn’t yet learned how to 

control my brush. I try to comfort myself. Perhaps similarly, I’ll learn with practice to stop 

talking and start listening. Perhaps I’ll learn what a plant needs with practice.  

Money demands attention here in this cloud. Jan speaks of feudalism, and Bonnie Rose and I 

spend as much time talking about plants as we do on how she’ll be able to afford her rent. The 

relationships to plants and access to them rely on access to income, as well as in Bonnie Rose’s 

case, access to technology, to run her business. Here in the birthplace of tech, we don’t see the 

“technofix” (Haraway 2016:2) as imminent but rather sit in the fallout of it, watching the city 

change and inequity increase, with competition for what resources are still available. Here I think 

of Anna Tsing’s (2015) observations that our assemblages are made up of people piecing together 

their livelihoods in precarious situations (Tsing 2015:132).  

The next week, I visit Bonnie Rose again. She is finishing up her lunch so I join her in the sunny 

dining room. Colorful papel picado, traditional Mexican patterned cut-out paper, is strung along 
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the room, from corner to corner above us. Bonnie Rose tells me she’s stressed as her job might 

be defunded. She’s had conversations with her boss, regarding her part-time teaching job. He’s 

suggesting instead of her health class, where she teaches students about the body system and 

self-care through an herbalist lens, that they’d like to keep her on, but only if she teaches biology. 

She has me read her letter she’s thinking of sending to her supervisor. The school she teaches at 

is a Social Justice oriented school.  

Self care is revolutionary, she writes, and she gives examples of her students who’ve dealt with 

PTSD and learned about it via their research in her class. Herbal treatments are self care and are 

necessary, she writes. Bonnie Rose gives examples of tea tastings and learning about the body 

experientially in her classroom. She’d been promised two years of this role and now, not even six 

months in, the program may be defunded. This part time job is one of the ways Bonnie Rose 

makes her income, and without it, she will be put in a precarious situation. 

We talk about the uncertainty of the work, and how the virus we’re hearing more and more about 

will force us all to adapt, and perhaps close the schools. I mention that people seem anxious. 

“Yeah. Anxious of DYING!” She says back. Emphatic. “The government can’t protect us,” she 

adds. I tell her I may not be able to go back to Amsterdam when I planned. “Who knows what’s 

going to happen? You’ve got to listen to your gut on this one” she says. We sit in silence, before 

going downstairs to continue organizing the apothecary.  
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Today, we spread out the bottles of tinctures in the garage. Each wood beam holding up the 

garage becomes a guidepost as we alphabetize the bottles. After they’re alphabetized on the 

ground, we update some of the droppers in the Google sheet, and begin masking tape grids on 

the now-empty cupboard shelves. Then we begin to place each one in a spot on the grid, making 

sure to add them alphabetically, front to back. 

She beams at her tinctures. “They look happy. They have their space now, and are easier to work 

with.” She tells me how relieving it is to have another pair of hands on this project, given that 

she works alone. “I had to learn to organize and do admin because no one is hiring full time 

herbalists!” As I’m leaving, Bonnie Rose invites me to take some of the older tinctures she’s 

retiring out of the apothecary home with me. I close my eyes and choose two. Elecampane and 

Feverfew.  

The next day, I wake up to views from the window of the whole city shrouded in fog and a light 

pink sun rise. I drop 5 drops of Elecampane and 5 drops of Feverfew into a cup. I’ve looked up 

Elecampane, and read it is helpful for lungs. Perfect timing to choose this tincture, I think, given 

what we’re hearing about Coronavirus on the news. I Google and see that Feverfew can reduce 

migraines and ease muscle contraction, which Jan mentioned to me in her garden when she 

pointed out the Feverfew flowers. I lift the glass to my nose. The smell is rich and earthy, with 

the after-smell of alcohol used to preserve the plant. The Feverfew smells as sharp as the taste of 

it when I ate a Feverfew flower bud in Jan’s garden, with a long lasting dirt-flavored acrid 

aftertaste. I like bitter, so I enjoy the taste.  
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I stare at the flowers on my screen. Both flowers would look like a daisy if you glance at them 

quickly, but now I’m learning the Feverfew has short stubbier leaves, and a wider round yellow 

center. The Elecampane has thin, spindly, ray-like spikes, and is a buttery yellow throughout.   

Jan told me that Feverfew helped cure her migraines, but a supplement would have been long-

dead and “god knows how that plant grew.” Her Feverfew flower is from her own garden, so she 
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knows how it lived, she explains. I think again about this generalization I so often make, as if the 

plant would be the same no matter where it came from or that the dose should be the same each 

day, instead of variant, as it is when Jan eats a Feverfew flower each day from her garden.  

As I sip the tincture, my thoughts wander. I am having fears about my fieldwork. Is 

communicating with plants too ‘crazy’ for academia I wonder? And I’m not even doing a good 

job of communicating with a plant anyway. My chest feels heavy, anxious how to achieve this 

task. In Spanish, a nightmare is a pesadilla. Pesado means heavy. A heaviness that distracts from 

anything else. I wonder if this heaviness I’m feeling is because of the fieldwork or the news I 

read of the virus inching closer. It hasn’t hit us yet, but I see in New York that the virus is 

collapsing our systems even quicker than climate change. When Bonnie Rose and I sat in her 

living room, I’d made a quick dark joke: “I always knew eventually the time would come I 

wouldn’t be able to catch a plane back and forth from Europe and the States so easily…” she 

sees where I’m going and finishes the thought, also smiling: “But you thought it’d be a climate 

change crisis in awhile --not this!” 

We laughed but it wasn't funny. When reading history books, I’d always wondered why those 

facing collapse didn’t notice, didn’t flee quicker, but now I know because I’m doing it. I’m here 

waiting to see what will happen. I draw my thoughts to the present, sipping on the tincture-water. 

The earthy smell fills me with joy, the bitterness even, tastes so good. I love to watch the drops 

meld into the water, some drops more stubborn than others, some drops green with dissolved 

plant matter, some murkier, all of them velvety as they dissolve.  
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A few days later, I am nervous, reading about Corona spread. A Chinese man was thrown out of 

his Uber in Egypt, I see on social media, left alone on the highway between passing cars jeering 

at him, blaming him for the virus. Today I’m thinking about becoming with the viral cloud 

(Lowe 2010), this multispecies mixing that created the opportunity for the virus to become what 

it is. I can’t truly understand viruses, matter replicating endlessly, and wonder if I could even 

understand plants, who don’t care about me, but with whom I can work. 

Today I will see Bonnie Rose speak to a startup podcast about herbalism and then I'll meet with 

her and Melissa, a community acupuncturist. My meeting with an activist gardener this weekend 

is cancelled; she has Lyme disease and is worried about meeting with others. I’m hearing from 

friends that their workspaces are closed down, as are events planned. I was invited to participate 

in an art show on climate change by a friend living in the city, but instead the venue is boarded 

up with wooden boards and our show never opens.  

I meet up with Bonnie Rose before her podcast interview, with two “tech girls” running a “Goop 

like podcast”  as Bonnie Rose describes them. We text about meeting near the house, so I find 27

where she’s parked and climb in as she’s writing notes on index cards about anti-inflammatory 

and immune-supporting herbs to prep for the interview. She is agitated today. I ask her how her 

meeting at the school she works at was this morning, and she looks up from the index cards. 

“Life as we know it may be over. People at my work are asking about when we’re going to be 

able to come back to start teaching again. If we return, we may be returning to do triage. And 
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medical care. How are we worrying about field trips right now?” she says before turning back to 

her notes.  

When it’s time, we walk to the podcast host’s home. The host greets us, and asks us to take off 

our shoes and please wash our hands, apologizing for the request. “Today’s the first day, I, um, I 

have to ask people to wash their hands when they come in. I’m sorry! I wondered if we should 

even meet today. But I think it’s fine,” she explains. We’ve all heard the news that COVID-19 

cases are spreading in California and people are starting to perk up and pay attention.  

No one else I’ve talked to so far is as worried as Bonnie Rose, who is predicting a collapse in our 

systems, and the need for adhoc medical care in the near future. The host lives in a small 

Victorian house, which, because it is San Francisco, and because of the neighborhood, I know 

costs far more than Bonnie Rose or I could afford. There are perfumed candles lit, and the 

windows are wide open, although there’s no breeze, looking out over a lush backyard. Wooden 

masks hang above the matcha-green velvet sofa. The host and Bonnie Rose discuss the editorial 

calendar; Bonnie Rose recommends they push the podcast date forward so people listening in 

can access information quicker. The podcast host nods her head but doesn’t answer, busy 

adjusting the mic and speaking with her co-host who’s joining in on the laptop from Australia.  

At one point the hosts are asking Bonnie Rose for specific herbs to take for specific issues. 

Bonnie Rose tells them “Plants are like people. If you get to know a person and wanna spend the 

time with them maybe they are a friend. But with a group you don’t know everyone. A 
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compound you buy, something like Wellness Formula is more like a rave. I recommend a 

maximum of five herbs at a time. Usually three to four...I want my clients to have a relationship 

with plants. Your BFF  isn’t everyone’s.” She warns them that taking a bunch of tinctures won’t 28

magically solve stress. They nod but ask pointed questions periodically, looking for an answer on 

which herbs to try to boost their immune system. I let my thoughts wander, getting sleepy on the 

warm velvet couch, watching fat flies zoom around the house as Bonnie Rose and the host 

speak.  

Later, I tune in as Bonnie Rose is speaking about capitalism, and the power vacuum that forms 

during disasters. She gives an example of the mutual aid public kitchens after the 1906 San 

Francisco earthquake and explains she is a part of the Neighborhood EMT  training program 29

developed after the 1989 earthquake in San Francisco. The host interrupts her; the recording 

stopped a few minutes ago and she asks her to begin again. “Just say it again, just start over. Just 

go back like three minutes and start again,” she says, fiddling with buttons on the recording 

machine. Bonnie Rose begins again, repeating her thoughts on how people often come together, 

outside the bounds of capitalism when disasters destabilize areas. At one point, towards the end, I 

hear Bonnie Rose answer one of the hosts’ questions about if Rosemary or other herbs would 

make them more productive during this time. Bonnie Rose tells her she’d rather recommend 

people question their own reasons for wanting to be productive and instead encourages them to 

rest more, drink water, and avoid sugar. But they could go with Rosemary, which increases 

circulation, yes.  
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When the podcast is over, Bonnie Rose and I leave the stuffy house, and the cool breeze perks 

me up. “Did they ask you about productivity during this time?” I ask her. She laughs a little. 

“Right?” She says, slightly incredulous, cocking her brow. “There’s a virus spreading and people 

are really worrying right now about how to do their work for their boss right now? I mean. I tried 

to be gentle in my answer, but, the answer is: don’t try to be more productive right now!”  

  

After the podcast, Bonnie Rose and I head to Dolores Park. It’s a sunny but cool day, and the 

park is crowded. We find a patch of grass to sit and wait for Melissa, founder of a community 

acupuncture center, to join us. Bonnie Rose sent out a message to her network of herbalists and 

healers alerting them to my arrival, and letting them know I’d love to meet them. Melissa is 

loved by my mother, who goes to her for her sliding scale acupuncture, and Melissa says she 

recognized my last name over email when Bonnie Rose sent out the call. We introduce each 

other and sit together on the grass.  

  

Melissa tells us about her business and how she’s worried it will go under if they have to close. 

She says for a little bit she can afford to not take a paycheck to pay her staff. “But what about 

after that?” She asks. Bonnie Rose encourages Melissa to close the practice, to keep others safe. 

Melissa agrees and says she’s thinking about it, leaning towards a rapid shutdown. She had a 

client offer to come in even though he feels ill and is coughing because he wants her to be paid. 

He offered to wear a mask but she told him to stay home instead. Bonnie Rose tells us about her 

experiences organizing in anarchist groups in college. “We’re here, in disaster capitalism,” she 
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says, “and we need to be ready. We need to stop talking about productivity and instead how to 

survive this,” she says, about the virus.  

Melissa speaks of her community, of trying to find ways to support her clinic guests and staff, 

but admits with the rent prices it’s hard to break even each month. Bonnie Rose tells her she 

admires her work, and how she works so hard to create an anti-capitalist method of caring for 

each other. “But we need to get ready for suffering, with this virus,” Bonnie Rose warns us.  

“Do you think I should close my clinic?” Melissa asks. “Yes, I think you should. And consider 

that maybe it will need to become a shelter,” Bonnie Rose answers.  

Melissa asks us how we’re feeling. I tell them I’m sad today. I feel so unsure what’s going to 

happen. “Me too,” Melissa says.  

“Are you depressed, Melissa?” Bonnie Rose asks.  

“Yeah. I guess so.” Melissa says, sighing and looking out at the park horizon.  

“What would you need to feel better? What would help you?” Bonnie Rose asks. She and 

Melissa discuss. “Maybe I need to apply for a small business loan,” Melissa says, “but I’m too 

overwhelmed and the email is so so complicated.”  
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Bonnie Rose tells us about her post she’d shared on Instagram that Melissa had seen about 

gentrification in the city and her potentially defunded job. “Some people started direct messaging 

me that Tech isn’t the problem,” Bonnie Rose says. “Techies are ruining the city. They say they 

aren’t. But they are, actually. I’d like to see a techie look me in the eye and tell me their 

paycheck. I could live for a year on one month’s salary, but I don’t have access to this money,” 

she says.  

We all fall silent, looking out at the park. It’s getting colder. Bonnie Rose offers to drive me to 

the local co-op grocery store but it’s so far from my side of town I decide to walk up the hill to 

catch the streetcar to take me to the store near me, leaving the two of them to wrap up, thanking 

them for their time.  

Hearing about this uncertainty and how it will impact their livelihood makes me think how I used 

to play with String Figures as a child, we called them cat’s cradles. I remember still, that as I held 

the strings taut between my fingers, I sometimes made the wrong next move in building out the 

string structure. The figure would collapse, becoming knotted piles of yarn, cutting off 

circulation in my fingers. I think of this when I sit with the discomfort, this uneasy assemblage of 

people and plants and technology, with access to income hanging over each move. Teaming up 

with tech to get the word out about the herbs, Bonnie Rose did not seem completely comfortable 

in this alliance. To explain relationships with plants, she relies on fusion of technology literally to 

record her voice, and on the influence of women with more money coming from the tech sector 

during this time. 
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On March 14th, I text Bonnie Rose I’m going to cancel joining her on a guided herb walk she is 

leading because of new recommendations to avoid public transport unless necessary. She texts 

back: “Sounds good. I understand completely. I’m actually wondering if we should cancel being 

together for the next 1-2 weeks. I think I will know more in the coming days, things change so 

quickly, but I wanted to put it out there as an option. Thoughts? For me, the stress/fear/panic 

comes in waves. Right now it’s ok, last night it was bad, tomorrow is another day…” 

I tell her I think it’s a good idea to wait two weeks as well. My heart sinks. I’m lost as it is, and 

now my fieldwork plans are evaporating, nothing to distract me from the approach of 

COVID-19. Jan texts me that she’d like to catch up on the phone so we call as well. When we 

start talking, I can hear the urgency in her voice. She lists the reasons why she is worried right 

now. Her age, congenital conditions — exposure is a risk. She tells me how her husband Lothar 

is following protocols to keep safe at the hospital, like wearing masks, testing for fever, and 

wearing gloves.  

Perhaps to keep this project going, she suggests, I can start wearing a jumpsuit on top of clothes, 

wearing a mask and gloves and keep a separate pair of shoes I wash in bleach water, or leave a 

cheap pair there for working in the garden. I thank Jan for trying to think of a way to keep our 

work going, but I tell her I will not come visit her if she’s worried about risk. To get to her house 

requires taking a bus to an inter-city train and it will be crowded. I wouldn’t want to be 

responsible for her exposure, although I am moved she would try to make this work for us. She 
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sighs. “I want you to do this, I want this to succeed, I don't want us to crawl in holes and not do 

anything. I wanna share what I have with you, in any way I can.” she says.  

But we agree for now, this won’t work. We keep the dates in our calendars, in case it lets up. She 

tells me how there was a quarter mile line to get into the grocery store and when she got in there 

was no toilet paper or cleaning agents. “It reminds me of when we had the California wildfires 

and PG&E  shut down. It’s empty. Empty.” she tells me.  30

We agree, let’s distance for a couple of weeks. Jan reminds me that if anything goes bad, my 

mother and I are welcome to stay on her land. “Our community needs to stick together,” she 

says, “and resources will start to get dodgy if this gets worse. Come to us if so. We’ve got the 

garden. We store 350 gallons of water in the hot-tub, you can come here. I so wanted to do the 

trance work with you, with the plants, but we can’t take these risks. Our government isn’t taking 

this seriously.”   

And with a text and a phone call, my physical fieldwork is gone. I’m no wiser to the plants, and 

now even people are becoming inaccessible.  
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II.  

Shelter-in-place: Karma Repair Kit  31
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On March 16th, the official shelter-in-place begins. Jan and Bonnie Rose’s cautious cancellations 

prove timely, as we would have had to cancel anyway now that the order is in place. The whole 

city is coated in grey fog. I get the notice that San Francisco and the surrounding counties are 

now in shelter-in-place. My mother texts me the news first, and I soon get a text from the city-

wide announcement service. For at least two weeks, everything is cancelled. Leaving the house 

is prohibited except for essential workers and grocery trips. 

I’m not sure what to do. I light Sage that Jan gave me from her garden a few months ago. I dried 

it and bound it together, and when I light it I think of her. I’ve heard it disinfects the air. So I light 

California Sage, thinking of the smell. This is another way to interact with a plant, just like 

ingesting Feverfew and Elecampane. But my thoughts don’t get more nuanced than that. I am 

listless, unable to focus. What I want to do is sit on the beach. I want to sink into the sand. But 

nothing feels like it has a point. And I’m not allowed to take the bus for a beach trip. What’s the 

point of anything I’m working on, when this virus happens? I think to myself. What does my 

fieldwork mean in the face of mass death?  

Jan told me on the phone “What does a master’s program mean, really, when this happens?” 

echoing my own concerns. What is my academic pursuit worth in the face of a virus potentially 

overwhelming our systems and forcing our way of life to halt? But perhaps it’s also freeing. Our 

globalized economy is frozen because of a tiny virus — is it still silly that I want to talk to 

plants? Is it still ridiculous to question our anthropocentric vision of what’s real and what’s not?  
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I’m so sad so I decide to take a neighborhood walk to distract myself, as that’s still allowed. I 

walk to the library grounds. There is only one other person there, and they leave after a bit. I sit 

alone, looking out at the pale green lichen on the grey trees, the grass a different shade of green. 

A hummingbird flits by, hovering near a flower bush. I decide to hug a tree. No one’s here to 

watch me, and at this point, I don’t care if they see me anyway. I lean against the thick trunk, 

resting my weight against it. A tree has veins like me, moving slower, slower than I could 

understand. So I stay there for what seems an eternity, but is probably a minute. No closer to 

becoming with a plant. I sit in the grass again, but I am soon driven inside by someone playing 

with their drone.  

Over and over again, the drone hovers in circles above the little park. I look around to see who is 

controlling it but they are out of sight, perhaps further up the street. The drone screeches, and 

each time it moves, a scream-like noise whirrs out of its wings. I try to ignore it, but the sound is 

too grating, too loud, and I head back inside to refresh the news app on my phone.  
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My mother is an essential health care worker, so she goes into work no matter what. I am home 

alone all day, each day. The days are mushing together, a vague sense of dread in my chest when 

I wake up, but little to mark the passage of time. I wake one morning and decide to see what will 

happen if I don’t drink tea. I’ve noticed when I drink tea, my anxiety is worse. I’ve been a 

caffeine addict since I was twelve or thirteen years old, and my worst days were in college, when 

I’d drink six coffees a day. I’ve been wanting to try quitting, but with obligations and meetings, 

I’ve been afraid to try. I’m a mess when I don’t drink tea. Growling, grumbling, emotional. So 

today’s the day to try. I’ve got nowhere to be, no one to be civil to.  

I have been trying to understand plants outside of my own home, to understand the relationships 

we create with them. And now I’m going through a breakup with a plant — the tea leaf. The next 

few days blur into each other. My fieldwork plans are gone, I am trying to resist drinking tea or 

coffee, and I refresh the news app, call friends and check in on them, and read academic articles. 

The second day without caffeine, my whole body aches and I cry a few times throughout the day, 

unprompted. I feel a migraine forming behind my eyes, the telltale sign I’ve felt each other time I 

tried to quit. These tiny plant leaves have so much power over me. I am mixed race, part 

Pakistani, part Finnish. In our family, tea is a constant, deeply embedded in our colonial history. 

Tea is showing care. Tea is waking up, tea is security, tea is comfort, tea is hospitality and 

generosity. Tea is inclusion. To say no to a cup of tea is to reject the person offering it.  

I didn’t think of this plant until I decided to try and stand on my own each morning without it. 

The slump as I go without it doesn’t end up clearing up for weeks. Finally, I wake up one 
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morning and feel as awake as I used to after a cup of tea. But it takes a long time to get over my 

breakup, especially with shelter-in-place — there are no distractions, no other plants to catch my 

fancy in the way that tea does. Unsure what to do with my days, I spend most of these early days 

of shut down lying on my couch, reading the news and worrying about what we humans are 

doing on this planet.  
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Eventually, I reach out to Jan and we schedule a phone call. Jan talks to me today about 

communicating with plants; I want to hear her thoughts on the matter since I can’t join her in her 

garden. Jan has been reading about author Barry Lopez’s ideas of “perceiving”. “You can do the 

same with a plant as a bear, as he writes about,” she tells me. “Don't try to put your experience in 

words.  Let it unfold naturally, and as you do, you might experience the past and future unfolding 

before your senses, broadening your understanding.” 

She tells me how one could attempt to apply his ideas to plants.  She begins to list. "To listen 

with a plant you must understand: 

“1. You are entering an event as it is unfolding. The dandelion in the park didn't just appear to 

you because you saw it, and it will not disappear when your gaze shifts elsewhere. It exists and 

has experience just as you do. 

2. Appreciate that the bear or dandelion is not defined merely by its immediate surroundings. The 

bear moves for the most part horizontally bounded by gravity. The plant vertically, moving ever 

upwards towards the sun, a source of food. What is its experience separate from you? 

3. We need to appreciate the mycelial connections, the soil structure, the microbial life and how 

this world differs (and how it may be similar) from our own experiences. Think of what it'd be 

like if the sun was more than a nice feeling on your skin - if it was your food. The sun and plant 

are bonded through photosynthesis. Think of how plants barter for their mineral needs with the 

mycellium in the soil. Appreciate that this takes awareness and memory on the part of the plants 

and fungi. Be careful not to anthropomorphize here. 
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4. Understand that you are experiencing an ongoing event when you listen to the plant. It is not a 

screenshot of a moment. Be patient, let the event unfold, let it reveal in its own time, don't try to 

put words on it at first. Don't categorize or look for anthropocentric analogies to your experience. 

Don't try to make 'sense' of it. As soon as you do that, you can sever your ability to 'see' the 

thread that connects you to the plant.” 

“So, how do we understand without words?  I am an animist who is also an panexperientalist, 

meaning that I believe all life has experience and all existence is relational. The question 

becomes: what is the experience of the plant you are interacting with? What is its existence like? 

Our current western scientific paradigm tells us we have five senses, but we can experience 

more. Other human groups expand upon our restrictive sensual pool by including echolocation 

(use of sound waves for locating objects), proprioception (awareness of position and movement 

of the body), equlibrioception (balance), thermoception (termperature perception) and 

chronoception (sense and perception of time) among others. I have personal experience with 

traditional Mayan communities where communication between the living and the dead and the 

dead and the living are two additional senses, not just one as we might think. All these senses 

will aid us to some degree in our understanding of how a plant experiences but they do not 

further our ability to experience a plant’s world. They do not teach us how to listen to a plant. 

Our ears won’t do it. But there is one organ I have not mentioned that will aid us in our quest: 

that is the imagination, the organ of perception.” 
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“Imagination is usually understood as a personal, subjective mental image.  When someone says 

to you, ‘that’s just your imagination’, they are dismissing your viewpoint as subjective nonsense 

unfounded in objective reality. However, most of us have experienced this ‘subjective nonsense’ 

at one time or another. For example, have you ever walked into a room and ‘felt’ the tension in 

the air and later learned that the people you joined in the room had been in a serious argument? 

We even have expressions for this: ‘the energy was so thick you could have cut it with a knife.’” 

“When I speak of the imagination, I am not referring to some vague fantasyland but rather an 

ability we have that enables us to connect with a greater world, the magnitude of which we are 

not typically exposed. It is a method of perceiving. The poet William Blake believed that the 

imagination was the way the soul saw. The psychologist James Hillman described the 

imagination as the eyes of the heart. And yet the imagination is not about eyes or hearts. The 

imagination concerns the expansion of our ‘normal’ senses to embrace the interpersonal. Because 

imagination is difficult to articulate does not make it any less real.” 

Jan is an animist. I asked her once if she identified as a Shaman. No, she explained, because 

Shaman is a local word for a specific group of people. Each group of people has their own 

traditions, their own beliefs and approaches. She focuses on her heritage, her practices, she 

explains. I notice that her ideas she shares with me often looks towards decentering the human 

experience, the knowledge that each thing is conscious, reminding me of Haraway’s “staying 

with the trouble” which “requires making oddkin; that is, we require each other in unexpected 

collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles” (Haraway 2016:4). These collaborations 
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and combinations are not new to the world, Jan often reminds me through her stories, but rather 

new to the Western world, new to me.  

I ask Jan how to enter this realm to hear from plants. “You don't need to have years of experience 

in Buddhist meditation, although it certainly couldn't hurt. You enter into this realm by listening, 

finding the thread that connects you both, perceiving the subtle shifts in awareness and following 

them. In human terms we smell a pattern shift when we move from the bathroom to the cooking 

aromas of the kitchen, but once in the kitchen we become used to the aroma. There is a shift in 

our perception only when the smells change again. That's similar to how you can hear across 

realms. Be quiet. Be patient. Internal. Your five senses don't help much here. The sensations we 

experience are not easy to document or share. Like describing the process of making love to a 

virgin.” 

“Plants are as alien to us as we are to them; we've been separate for millions of years. This is 

deep trance work and as such should only be done in a safe environment with a 'sitter' for your 

initial forays. And you must suspend disbelief and trust what you are experiencing as fully real in 

the moment. I was expecting to do these exercises with you Layla, to support you as you 

developed your communication skills by providing you feedback on shared perceptions. It is a 

safe place here in my garden with my old drums. I don't think we can do this anymore, though. I 

don’t know what will happen in the future with the virus. All I know is to do things that are right 

and true. And give me meaning. Do that, Layla. I hope good changes come from Corona like less 

office work and more understanding. But the global economy is in shreds. 25% of investments 
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are down for older folk, some of my peers have just seen their pension disappear. There will be 

lots of fallout. But you must do what you’re passionate about.”  

We hang up and I remember how once, in a dream I spoke to a large thistle, she was far larger 

than me. I asked her if she was worried about climate change. “We get your bones, Your flesh. 

Your minerals. And one day you’ll understand how it feels to be stacked in square cells, joyful in 

rain and the wind, crowding together to grow, because we’ll have gotten your bones,” she told 

me. I muddle over what Jan said. I grieve a little I won’t get to work with her in her garden. And 

I marvel over how little I’ve ever wondered to myself about an object or plant’s experience 

before it came into contact with me.  

I will not have Jan’s safe garden to experiment in any longer. Of course she does not have the 

only gate or door to access plant-human communication, but in this moment, with no field, no 

plants to visit, no safe space, I wonder what to do. I’m without plants. I’ve become with a viral 

cloud instead, caring for what it cares for, looking at photos of nature on my phone, indoors, 

alone.  
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A few days later, I set set up a call with Bonnie Rose to hear how she and her peers are adapting. 

Her salve-making workshop has been cancelled as have many other jobs she had lined up. She is 

grateful because she is in the teacher’s union and she’s safe for now, financially speaking. The 

precarity of this situation without the teacher’s union is clear to her.  

She and her fellow graduates from her herbal school have been meeting up digitally and coming 

up with protocols for herbal preventative measures. “When hospitals become overwhelmed, the 

people will turn to us. People don’t know yet where to find us herbalists but will soon. I feel 
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seen, I feel appreciated by my community. And I feel ready to help. I have the resources and am 

of an age that I can help with this,” Bonnie Rose tells me. “People are talking about this virus as 

separate from climate change. This is part of climate collapse — fires and wildlife encroachment 

have caused these conditions.” We are on Zoom on our laptops. I can see her room. She sits by a 

sign on the wall that says “face your demons”. Perhaps “face your demons” is Bonnie Rose 

staying with the trouble these days. She tells me it's ironic that tech is saving us. “Tech started 

out here in the Bay, with these boomers who had a vision of society. And they kinda failed at this 

revolution and what they thought tech would create. But now...I guess it is saving us.”  

The next week or so is stressful. My mother, a social worker, has been deployed to San Francisco 

General Hospital to work as a COVID-19 social worker. This means she is no longer working at 

the clinic and needs to go to the hospital across town. The buses run sporadically so getting to 

and from work can end up taking her an extra hour or hour and a half. I take on all grocery 

shopping, house cleaning, dishwashing (we don’t have a dishwasher so it’s done by hand), 

laundry and errands. I think of the quote "Everybody wants a revolution but nobody wants to do 

the dishes” . I think of that each day, because I do. I want to do the dishes. I want to cook my 32

mother extra food and leave it for her to take the next day because I cannot physically or 

emotionally or mentally do more than that right now. 

In late March, I see that Bonnie Rose worked on a collective Google Doc publication with her 

peers and released it online, advertising it on social media. It’s called Get Radical Boil Roots . 33

The herbalists have collaborated to write up helpful information on using household spices and 

DURRANI - STUDENT NR: 26742053 PAGE 88



plants to help with preventative care and they promote it across their social media platform, 

creating a digital network as a stand in for inter-personal meetings. I realize as I open her Google 

doc that I am witnessing new practices enacted, being built as they go, using available platforms 

and networking tools.  

On the call I ask her how it came to be. She tells me colleagues and her old herbalism school 

teachers got on the Zoom call with quite a lot of people, about 15-20 people on the call. “We just 

started chatting and talking about if anyone had seen anyone with symptoms. We met again the  

next week to decide what our group is for, that it would remain at the size it is. Within the group 

we’ve done different projects. The biggest one is what we decided to call Get Radical Boil Roots, 

an ebook. This person Gina, who’s in British Columbia, went to Blue Otter, and she shared her 

notes and vision and welcomed us to collaborate which was cool. I jumped on board when I had 

insomnia, and read it, it was around five or six pages and now it's at 20. I did a lot of holding 

around it, I can’t tell you exactly what I wrote. We took about a week or so to hammer it out, and 

left it open to all the people on the list.” 

“We called ourselves Herbalists for Public Health (HPH). We’d send out requests to the group or 

on Monday we’d tell people what we needed help flushing out. Some people got into it and 

wrote entire sections, like our friend Sam who wrote about herbal steams. It was honestly one of 

the most spontaneous collaborative projects we’ve worked on. It’s a live Google doc because it 

isn’t a final doc, it’s cool to see each time I go on, there’s 15-50 live participants reading it, using 

it, got a lot of positive feedback and requests to print it.” 
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“That bigger group is HPH, and we still meet, and focus on symptoms and sharing info and herbs 

and how to look at symptoms as herbalists. The majority went to Blue Otter, or live in the Bay 

Area, and those who didn’t go to Blue Otter, we trust and like them. It’s been great to collaborate 

and get to know new people, and we’ve been uplifting our social media posts and I’ve gained a 

few followers.” 

“We made a breakoff group on Wednesday, and we call ourselves “BAY HEART” (Bay Area 

Herbal Response Team). We created a hotline. And a site: bayhrt.weebly.com, we have a little 

free website up now. So I started getting involved with that. I’m working right now on all this 

and our friend Finn in Pescadero is making a shortened version of the book, so I’m working on 

that, getting it translated, thinking about how we promote it in neighborhoods. I am talking to a 

friend to see if BAYHRT can get put into Spanish and maybe using her graphic design skills to 

get it set up as a pdf too. It’s all about the local organizing.” 

“It’s awesome because we’ve all been connected, but there wasn’t a reason to deepen the 

connections but with this, we have a reason to connect, we have more time. Everything is so 

different at this moment, so it’s helpful to have this connection. Herbalists I really admire and am 

getting to know them deeper, is really special. We’re finding our place as herbalists. Doctors 

don’t appreciate us, but if things get bad as it gets, we will be called on, and we need to get ready 

for it and prepare. Mental health is also a huge concern, as well as people stuck at home, it’s been 

a lot. It’s been busy. I don’t understand how and why I’m so busy, but I am.” 
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Bonnie Rose had seamlessly transitioned into a digital sphere, creating and deepening 

connections online, to in turn impact real-life projects she was working on. I wonder if this is 

part of becoming with a virus like Lowe (2010) writes, fusing together new practices. If to 

become with is to care about what the other cares about, is this becoming? We certainly must 

care now about what a virus cares about, or at least be aware of it. 
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Bonnie Rose and I meet via Zoom the next week to discuss her client appointment I’m sitting in 

on. She tells me she’s never had someone shadow her. “It’s something I’m interested in moving 

into, but have some worry and apprehension for a few reasons. One: working with my teacher’s 

stuff in a way that’s ‘allowed’ is really important. And also working with someone else in the 

room where I’m reading someone else’s energy. There’s addressing physiological needs and 

addressing energy. What I will ask of you is that you to the best of your ability, in every way 

possible, if you can pretend you’re not there. It’s so weird we’re doing this for the first time on 

video. So perhaps you can have your video off, and I’m wondering if it makes sense at the 

beginning to say: this is what my face looks like. Or not? Wouldn’t it be creepier if they didn’t 

know who was listening to them? There’s a bit to navigate.”  

Bonnie Rose and I waver back and forth what the right protocol is for this. We don’t have any 

precedent set for sitting in on an appointment via Zoom. We agree the least disruptive would be 

for me to introduce myself at the start and then turn my video off so that it’s like I’m not there for 

the client’s comfort. Bonnie Rose tells me “I’m listening for what the client is saying which is 

energy but also looking at what I see in them, which is different in video but I do get glimpses of 

it. Video is 2-D so it simplifies, but I can’t sit in a room with them and touch them and interact 

with them. I had a client yesterday where I would have liked to look at her nails but couldn’t do 

so of course.”  

We discuss the client, for a bit. They’ve met for six sessions over the last few years and the client 

has worked really hard, according to Bonnie Rose. She shows me her intake sheet which takes 
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two hours to work through with her first time patients. From this intake she comes up with her 

plans for how to treat the client. After discussing for a bit, we confirm our appointment the next 

day with her client. She’d asked the client a few months prior if they were comfortable with me 

sitting in on their meeting and he’d agreed. I make it clear I won’t be writing about the client 

themself or their reasons for joining Bonnie Rose but rather am interested in how she meets with 

clients. Little did I know we’d be Zoom calling on our computers during a pandemic at the time.  

As wary of tech as Bonnie Rose and I are, we are as she said, ironically depending on it too right 

now. Her job is being done because of and via Zoom. In order to make sense of our new 

practices and protocols, we are called to improvise new practices. Not only when discussing how 

to set up a meeting, but when the meeting goes awry.  

The morning of, we have issues with Zoom. I am repeatedly denied entrance to the Zoom 

meeting via my laptop, as is the client. Bonnie Rose changes the password three times. 

Eventually her client is able to sign in, but my computer will not let me in. I wonder if I’ll miss 

the entire appointment. Eventually I try on my phone and get access but the call is started so our 

plans go unfollowed. I don’t introduce myself or speak. Bonnie Rose is leading a meditation for 

herself and the client. He is having a difficult time with the Coronavirus and quarantine, but is 

also hoping to speak with Bonnie Rose about his health and life decisions. Bonnie Rose has 

known him for years so they touch on various subjects, and she asks pointed questions related to 

things the client brings up.  
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Bonnie Rose discusses various relationships in the client’s life, as well as moments of past 

anxiety. They close out by discussing a meditation the client has been doing with an herbal 

formula Bonnie Rose provided. She’s giving advice on getting into a meditative headspace, “set 

a timer, use it before you’re fully awake,” she advises. She asks him if he’d like to know what’s 

in the formula. “It was mugwort . It’s great for supporting dreaming, waking, and sleeping life.” 34

He smiles as she explains.  

 

She discusses ways to take care during these times like maintaining a spiritual practice and 

taking care of the body. She says “if we’re not laughing or having fun, this is gonna be a more 

difficult and painful process. We need to call on our guides and rituals to hold us.” They discuss 

ways the client is finding pleasure, like playing with his cat or having fun happy hours via Zoom 

with his friends. Bonnie Rose and her client have been working together for a few years, and she 

tells him he’s welcome to keep coming to her but she also feels he’s more ready for spiritual and 

ancestral work, working on boundaries, having his own space, asking deep questions, letting 

himself go to deep places rather than working with herbs as much.  

They end with a tarot draw. The first card Bonnie Rose draws is the seven of swords. “That’s 

about realizing when your community doesn’t serve you,” the client says, as Bonnie Rose nods, 

adding “It’s for harvesting your assets for the next phase in your creation.” The next is the 

Hermit. The client says it's a favorite. Why? Bonnie Rose asks. “Um because there’s that creating 

space for wisdom and ideas and community with spirits,” he says. Bonnie Rose answers: “What 

a great card to get during quarantine. You’re doing this already, you can harness it to harvest the 
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values within.” Lastly she hovers her hand over the cards, waiting for him to say “when” as she 

pulls the last card. It’s the 3 of cups. “A card about happy times in community, listening to our 

feelings, connecting to people that allow you to be yourself,” Bonnie Rose says.  
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III.  

More Than One Sword  

A week after the client meeting, Bonnie Rose and I call to discuss how it went. She is eating 

buckwheat porridge as we begin to talk but the connection is faultier though there’s no issues 

getting into the meeting. We switch between video on and off, hoping to offset the spotty 

connection between our computers. Bonnie Rose says she’s feeling more burnout. “I did too 

much too quick,” she says. She wants more unstructured time to do what she wants. She’s been 

helping with her groups still, having recently helped hand out herbs with BAHRT but she’s 

thinking to herself now, “What do I want to contribute? What am I enjoying? I don’t want to get 

overextended and overexposed,” she explains. She’s still involved in her part time work as well. 

“I had an adrenaline rush at the start: I gotta work real hard!” But her teacher reminded her it's a 

long game. So, she’s biking and walking, going out in the garden, meditating, doing yoga 

occasionally. Resting, meditation, praying, cleaning, going outside are her pillars. 

We’re calling via Zoom today to discuss her meeting with the client. I ask her more about the 

process of treating the client, how she knows what to do at each meeting or how she knew that he 

was ready to move on to work beyond herbalism. She explains that she looks at the whole 

person, makes a plan of how to treat them, with gradual support, ensuring it will be a gentle 

process for the client.  
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Bonnie Rose saw five clients in fourteen days. She tells me the clients’ main reaction is “WHAT 

THE F**K?” about quarantine. I circle back to our call with the client. How do you pick what 

herbs you put in the formulas? I ask her.  

“The honest answer is the plants whisper in your ear,” she says. “For example: lemon balm. 

Lemon balm is great for anxiety and supports the solar plexus, so I know it may help the client if 

they have anxiety.” The thing she loves about herbalism is that another herbalist would use other 

herbs, there’s no one answer to a problem, she explains. To her, the “emotional forms the 

physical” - the sickest she’s ever been, was the worst off emotionally she’d ever been.  

I ask her about the tarot: why did she add that at the end of the appointment? She says she likes 

it, uses it if they’re open to it. It works really well but sometimes she uses astrological charts too. 

Herbs are always the focus though, she clarifies.  

Before we hang up, she pulls a card for me. “First, let’s get the client out of the space,” she says, 

stacking their files and putting them off her desk, offscreen. She shuffles the cards and tells me to 

say “when” when I’ve decided she should pull a card. She pulls the ten of swords. She holds it 

up to the web camera.  

It shows a young woman lying in bed, staring at her smartphone . I think to myself she looks 35

like me. Right then, Bonnie Rose says “It looks like you, working on your thesis!” I look closer 

at the card, and although pixelated, I see the woman’s body is pierced with swords. I ask her 
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what the card would mean. The woman is surrounded by 10 

swords, stabbing her body, as she lies on her phone. “Swords 

represent ideas. But imagine having more than one sword,” she 

says with a chuckle. “You’ll get cut. One idea is purest. Once you 

have multiple ideas, it’s getting hard. The ten of swords: you’re 

now compost. You’re in the dirt, dead, surrender. Not even fighting 

it anymore.” I ask her what she thinks it means. “Focus on your 

work, be present, meditate” she says. 

Bonnie Rose calls me compost, and I do feel in this moment mixed in with all the animals and 

plants and machines. I feel mixed in; a cyborg. To be cyborgs, as Haraway writes is to be 

“chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism” (Haraway & Wolfe 

2016:7). And that is what I’m doing, theorizing, about machine and organism hybridizing. I am 

dependent on my computer to access knowledge about plants. In order to learn of Bonnie Rose’s 

interspecies communication, hearing plants whisper in her ears, I need to join a Zoom call and 

enter a password. 
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In April, I rarely leave the house, except to do groceries once a week. We are encouraged not to 

go outdoors, and certainly not to places far from our own neighborhoods. I do leave the tiny 

apartment to go upstairs to my former neighbor’s apartment. She’s selling it, and I offer to check 

on the fridge and make sure it's clean before her viewings, after her tenant moved out and she 

texted me she was worried it wasn’t cleaned up. I sit in her empty apartment after cleaning the 

fridge, lying in a square on the hardwood floor where the sun is shining. I text Jan to see how 

she’s doing. We talk briefly. She tells me she’s doing well. She is living in a cycle, she says. She 

harvests the food she grew and eats it, and composts it after. She’s knitting a sweater, she’s 

cleaning up, she talks to two people a day maximum, and she’s happy. In her garden she’s 

protected some of her sprouts with red solo cups, to keep them protected from the weather shifts 

and to encourage the roots to run straight and far down. She and her son and husband are home 

for quarantine and it’s like a party each night together, enjoying themselves.  

At the end of April my friend calls. She is giddy, excited to tell me she’s read the news that 

Coronavirus may be spreading on particles of pollution. “‘RONA  IS DANCING ON 36

POLLUTION PARTICLES, LAYLA!” she screams, giggling. “They said. ‘Oh we have twenty 

years to figure out this whole pollution thing.’ And ‘Rona said No. Uh uh. You don’t! It’s forcing 

a change!” We talk about what this could mean, envisioning a radical future together out loud, 

across the country from each other, and what it would mean to have to stop carbon emissions, to 

save ourselves. I sit outside at the library after, watching a crow eat a worm. 
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On our last call, Bonnie Rose and I finalize our work on her apothecary. This time, we’re 

organizing flower essences. I ask Bonnie Rose what a flower essence is. “A flower essence is 

part of an energetic piece. One drop of essence or flower essence can be added to formulas,” she 

explains: “Flower essences are more subtle than tinctures. Also the idea is that the more subtle it 

is, the more it deeply affects you. The philosophy is that you give an energetic dose for energetic 

problems and a physical dose for physical issues. So for an energetic issue, an emotional 

problem, you can add in an essence. I didn’t believe in them first,” she says, but eventually they 

started to work for her.  

Just like in person, Bonnie Rose holds up a bottle and I write down next to the name in the 

spreadsheet. The names of the flower essences surprise me. “A way to elf”, “Full moon eclipse”, 

“Opium Poppy”. A flower essence is not like a tincture. There is no plant matter left in the 

essence. An essence is created by soaking a flower or plant in water, preferably in the sun. One 

can also make an essence out of an experience, like “Dancing during the solstice”, I presume by 

leaving a bowl of water out as this occurs.  

I lose myself in the names, dreamy and mysterious: “Graveyard Naked Ladies”, “Lilac Moon 

Essence with Sierra Quartz”, “Sacred Cave Spring for Dionysus” and “Wolfberry & Mesquite” 

to name a few. An essence is absorbed via sunlight, and then the vibrations are held in the 

mixture of brandy and water, according to Bonnie Rose. But for me, they’re captured on an LED 

lit screen, across miles of land, carried to me via satellite transmission of our voices, to enter 

these details into a spreadsheet. A modern form of alchemy, of labor in tandem with my laptop.  
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We hang up, and I thank her for her time.  

My fieldwork is over. Plants have eluded me, only hinted at via phone calls, Excel spreadsheets, 

Google Docs. I think, maybe I am compost, like Bonnie Rose described me on the screen, 

looking together at a card of a defeated woman, instead of lying in the grass myself. It has 

happened, I guess. I’ve composted fully, into the pandemic, into what I am now, linked to my 

phone, even to get access to the dirt.  
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All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace 

I like to think (and 

the sooner the better!) 

of a cybernetic meadow 

where mammals and computers 

live together in mutually 

programming harmony 

like pure water 

touching clear sky. 

I like to think 

(right now, please!) 

of a cybernetic forest 

filled with pines and electronics 

where deer stroll peacefully 

past computers 

as if they were flowers 

with spinning blossoms. 

I like to think 

(it has to be!) 

of a cybernetic ecology 

where we are free of our labors 

and joined back to nature, 

returned to our mammal 

brothers and sisters, 

and all watched over 

by machines of loving grace.

“All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace” (1967) by 

Richard Brautigan



Composting Into The Pandemic: Discussion & Conclusion 

As Donna Haraway (2016) writes, “Multispecies Storytelling and the Practices of Companions 

String Figures are like stories; they propose and enact patterns for participants to inhabit, 

somehow, on a vulnerable and wounded earth. My multispecies storytelling is about recuperation 

in complex histories that are as full of dying as living, as full of endings, even genocides, as 

beginnings” (Haraway 2016:1). I hope these stories show how the String Figure I was involved 

in shifted when faced with a “vulnerable and wounded earth” (Ibid). Eating the plants grown 

from a dead cat’s flesh, learning and hearing from plants via online tincture organization 

sessions, sitting for hours in my house painting as a form of interviewing non-human actors in 
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my multispecies-cloud or to process the pandemic, watching an herbalist form an online network 

to provide mutual aid. Nothing about this is clear, it is local, a story about my specific 

neighborhood, during a hyper-specific ending and beginning, during this pandemic portal. 

While I was in San Francisco I hoped to explore new practices enacted by herbalists and their 

communities. I hoped too to see how the shelter-in-place created new realities within the 

communities. New fusions with technology emerged, uneasy as they may have been. Practices 

such as Zoom calls, and living Google docs requiring improvisation.  

Richard Brautigan wrote the above poem in 1967, the year the Summer of Love swept San 

Francisco. At the time, his ideas were “visionary” . Now, I like to read it because I see it as 37

hopeful, a utopian vision of how we might meld with technology and nature, harmoniously, to 

“be about lived social and bodily realities in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship 

with animals and machines” (Haraway 2016:15). But as Haraway warns, there is also the “Star 

Wars” style “apocalypse waged in the name of defense” (Haraway 2016:15) that must be taken 

into consideration when we view a cyborg world. It is not one or the other.  

When I look over my fieldwork, I think of Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw (2015) who write of 

Haraway that her work is a reminder that “only ‘partial recuperations’ are possible and that 

responding to the Anthropocene is as much about paying close attention to everyday small 

things, contingent partialities and messy relationalities as it is about the geo sublime proportions 

of carbon measurements, global warming and melting ice caps” (Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw 
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2015:525). I hope that this piece has been a close up look, a peep at the fusion of machine, body, 

and plants, on a hyper-local level at a time of global death and change. I tried to pay attention to 

the non-human members of this cloud using my art. Dreamscapes, Zoom calls, Facetime Calls, 

walks outside and household objects became focal points as we descended into a pandemic. 

Before I’d read Haraway’s words on compost, those I’d shadowed were talking about it. I believe 

what we see at the end of this pandemic, during the opening of a portal, is a melding of people, 

plants, and technology, into Haraway’s “cyborg world”. We see Bonnie Rose who has mixed 

feelings about technology and its role in her city, lean into her laptop’s power to organize in 

order to collaborate with herbalists and take her work to the streets. Her herb handouts become 

possible because of her access to technology. My ability to document, process or speak with Jan 

and Bonnie Rose were fully because of my smartphone and laptop. I begrudgingly took Ubers 

and Lyft rides by calling a car on my phone yet by the end, I needed my phone in order to 

participate in the cloud at all. Jan and I were unable to explore plant communication in person 

but via a telephone call I was given insight into how she approaches the non-human in her day to 

day. My access to those who love plants became dependent on my fusing to my technology. To 

learn about an herb, I had to Google it, rather than taste it in a garden.  

If this project is a compost pile, undefined, and changing upon each reading, an ongoing process 

of sensemaking (Van Maanen 1988:120) or if I myself am compost as Bonnie Rose said, I again 

repeat, I have no pat conclusion. In this ever-changing, fusing compost pile, this String Figure in 
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which I found myself wrapped and entangled, I only hope to show what this fusing with 

technology and plants looked like up close.  

What would this mean for future researchers? The news reports that a second wave of 

COVID-19 will come , and I think further research into access to technology will be necessary. 38

Is it a human right to have access to high speed internet and a screen if our jobs, our 

communication, our networking will go online? I am curious the impact technology will have on 

people living and working in precarity during further pandemics. I am curious to see what ways 

we become surveilled, or become used to being surveilled. What will happen if surveillance and 

control tightens?  

I received messages from the San Francisco government on my phone regularly, urging me to 

stay indoors, wear a mask, or enact new practices to celebrate holidays rather than going outside. 

On May 31, 2020, I received a message alerting me that I have a curfew and must stay indoors 

after 20:00 because of the protests. What I’ve experienced shimmers and transforms before my 

eyes as I witness civil unrest on a national level while finishing up writing this. As mentioned at 

the start, Tsing (2015) writes that when people in precarious assemblages work together, it will 

allow us to shift our reality using a “politics with the strength of diverse and shifting coalitions - 

and not just for humans” (Tsing 2015:35). I sincerely hope we will see these shifts and diverse 

voices as we witness great change due to the pandemic and social unrest.  
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I would like to zoom in on my String Figure San Francisco as I wrap up here. San Francisco’s 

namesake is Saint Francis of Assisi, patron saint of merchants, animals and ecology . I was 39

taught as a child that Saint Francis shunned his wealth to wear a hair shirt and live in the forest, 

where he was beloved by all animals. In the North Beach neighborhood there is a shrine for him 

where anyone can write a prayer for their pets or beloved non-humans and leave it by his statue’s 

gaze. As waves of gentrification have changed the cityscape; artists fleeing the high rent, 

homelessness skyrocketing, perhaps he seems a fitting namesake.  

But invoking Saint Francis feels violent as well; his naming carries legacies of power and abuse. 

The name came with the Spanish colonial rule as land was forcefully taken from the Costanoan/

Ohlone tribe . There are violent origins to this city’s name and I see too slow violence enacted 40

on populations of color and marginalized people here via gentrification and tightening control. 

Under the shadow of our patron saint, San Franciscans are fighting to remain present in the city 

despite rent increases and dwindling public resources. Perhaps it is fitting to witness merchants 

making fortunes on tech, the animals, the ecology, fused together in this city, tangled in this 

specific messy knotted yarn cat’s cradle. Saint Francis’ resistance to a system that was unjust and 

greedy resonates when I think of the many neighborhood community gardens , farmer’s 41

markets, and social justice projects. But more so when I hear the name San Francisco, I think of 

the ongoing indigenous resistance over occupied land. There is no neat or pretty 

acknowledgment or action I can take that will fully encompass this tension and violence in so 

short a space as a paper, one focused on the hyperlocal, and one written by me, a white-passing 

woman whose family does not originate in the United States. But I think again of Haraway’s 
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String Figures as “recuperation in complex histories that are as full of dying as living, as full of 

endings, even genocides, as beginnings” (Haraway 2016:1) and do not want to bypass this reality 

as I show you this String Figure, full of complex history indeed. Layers of resistance and 

violence, like soil and silt building up over centuries. The residents here are not giving up as if 

the game is lost, just as Haraway urges us to do (Haraway 2016:3).  

Open to further research are questions around how we will further adapt and become with the 

virus, and technology as a result of this pandemic. We have learned to care about what the virus 

cares about, our economy stuttering to a halt. In this pause, this portal, we’ve further clung to 

technology, to our phones and laptops and wifi to connect us to others, to contribute to our 

communities or to remain productive. With “double vision” (Haraway & Wolfe 2016:15) I see 

both the fusion of technology, human and plant in a dreamlike “cybernetic” forest as Richard 

Brautigan (1967) hopefully wrote about, and I see too the control and suppression of human 

rights that unfold from this pandemic. I grieve as I write this, for George Floyd who was 

murdered by a police officer in broad daylight, his death recorded on a smart phone. I grieve and 

root for the protestors fighting in cities across the United States. I hear that their cell phones 

signals are jammed, and that cops are identifying protestors by their social media posts. Further 

research is needed to observe how assemblages and communities are adapting to our online 

landscape during a pandemic.  

Haraway (2016) writes that “Grief is a path to understanding entangled shared living and dying; 

human beings must grieve with, because we are in and of this fabric of undoing. Without 
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sustained remembrance, we cannot learn to live with ghosts and so cannot think” (Haraway 

2016:39). I grieve, and I am also in wonder at the networks and connections and knowledge 

shared I saw in precarious networks in San Francisco during this pandemic. I do not wish to play 

a “God Trick” being both everywhere and yet with no localized understanding (Michael 2017: 

11-12). The pieces I’ve collected are ready to sit in the compost pit, turning and shifting in the 

sun, attracting the flies, captured for this brief moment in the pandemic portal, ready to transform 

in the hands of the next cyborg reading this.  
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