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1. n. a mound of stones piled up as a

landmark, memorial or to mark a

boundary or path.  

/ke rn /

Cairn
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Foundation 1



“The quieter you become, the more
you are able to hear.”  
 
 - Rumi

I first encountered cairns in 2003 on a hike
near Moab, Utah. My hiking companion and I
were heading towards Delicate Arch across
slippery rock, our trail blazed with stacks of
red stone. I’d been on many hikes in my
home state of Colorado, but never one
marked in such a unique way.  
 
Over the next week and many hours of
hiking, we grew to rely on our ever-present
stone guides. 
 
As we hiked, we began to see cairns as
much more than utilitarian markers along
our path. 
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We began to see cairns as symbols of a well-
balanced life.  



We are not the first to see the cairn as a
symbol of balance. Aesthetic cairns – cairns
built as stone art rather than for navigation –
are seen frequently in places of relaxation
and meditation.  
 
The symbol resonates even for those who
are unfamiliar with its true navigational
purpose. As a culture, we understand this
natural yet man-made artifact as having
meaning: of peace, of balance, of unity. It is a
symbol that is both aesthetically pleasing
and pragmatic.   
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“There is not secret to balance. You
just have to feel the waves.”  
 
 - Frank Herbert 



Returning home from my Utah hike, the
symbol of the cairn remained with me. Over
the years this seed of a symbol has grown
and become central to how I lead my life.  
 
The symbol has provided comfort and
guidance during difficult times and a point of
focus when moving forward.  
 
I’ve used the idea of the cairn to center my
thinking and to bring peace and serenity to
chaos. The symbol helps me focus while
making difficult decisions and to keep
my perspective when life has overwhelmed
me to the point of drowning.  
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It has kept me looking forward in times of
depression and allowed me to trace the
path of my life to its current point.  
 
The cairn is a concrete image – a touchstone
– that I can hold in my mind as a point of
meditation or as a simple reminder of how I
want to live my life. The cairn has become a
personal symbol in my quest to live a well-
balanced life.   

"Before enlightenment; chop wood,
carry water. After enlightenment;
chop wood, carry water."  
 
 - Buddha 
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Through this book, I will share my ever-
developing personal understanding of what
has become a powerful symbol in my life.  
 
I will explore the cairn itself as a symbol of
balance and stability that allows me to
approach life’s failures and limitations in a
positive way. I will then link multiple cairns
together as a symbol of my journey through
life. This line of cairns allows me to visualize
both my past and future while at the same
time centering me in the present. I will
expand on this idea to show how cairns help
me make decisions when my life’s path
diverges. Finally, I will explore cairns as
symbols of arrival, of celebration, and a
point of rest.  
 
My ideas surrounding cairns evolved
naturally and are not based in any
established religion or philosophy. Readers
familiar with meditation and Zen
philosophies may find harmony with some
the ideas. Any correlations are merely
fortuitous.  
 
The journey of a thousand miles begins with
one step.  
 
 - Lao Tzu  
 
…and a book begins with one word. 
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“The only thing that is ultimately real
about your journey is the step that
you are taking at this moment.”  
 
 - Alan Watts 



LAO  TZU

The journey of a thousand 

miles begins with one step. 



Balance 2
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Look at a cairn closely and you’ll see that it is
not just a random pile of rocks.  
 
Cairns are individual works of balanced art.
Hundreds, if not thousands, of cairns make a
path, but each cairn is unique and each
cairn has a story. It was built by hand from
the materials scattered around; creating
order from randomness.  
 
Each cairn is individual, but the height and
the stability of the cairn depends both on
the foundation stone and how the other
stones are placed.  
 
Gravity pulls at the structure, but if the rocks
are stacked in harmony, they will stand for
years.  
 
Cairns built on broad, level foundation
stones will be strong and stable. One by one,
stones are balanced on the first. Each rock is
in harmony with the whole. If one stone is
off center, if one stone is not broad enough
to support the height, the cairn will fall. The
higher and more complex the cairn, the
more likely it will fall – and the more
satisfying when it does not.  
 
Life is about balance. 
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“Happiness is not a matter of
intensity but of balance, order,
rhythm and harmony.”  
 
- Thomas Merton 



Building a balanced cairn takes time and
attention. There is a natural order to how
the stones fit together. Cairns can be simple
or complex, but successful cairns – stable
cairns – are constructed as a natural puzzle. 
 
Life too may be ordered into a natural
balance.  
 
The foundation, on which all other aspects
of life are balanced, must be strong and the
choices we make must fit together in a
particular order – an order that makes  
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sense within our own personal journey.
Smaller decisions balanced on larger
decisions, ever refined.  
 
Cairns are balanced as my life should be, not
held together with glue or pins. No amount
of mortar can fix a cairn that is ill-balanced.  

9

“Balance is not something you find,
it's something you create.”  
 
 - Jana Kingsford 



Cairns may be built from any stone. Some
cairns are beautiful in their balance and
poise, others are merely functional. Cairns
are made from the land, from the beauty or
grit of their birthplace. The structure of the
cairn is based on the materials of the land. 
 
But look closer.  
 
Beautiful stones, well-formed stones, may be
found in even the most mundane of places,
hidden in the dust of the earth. Well-
constructed cairns use the best materials
available; the height and formation of the
cairn driven by these materials.  

Cairns: Symbols of a Well-Balanced Life

10

The look of the cairn takes nothing away
from its navigational purpose. They mark
where we’ve been and they mark where
we’re going. They mark where we are. No
path is better or worse for the nature of the
cairns.  
 
In this sense, all cairns are equal. Lives are
made from the beautiful and the mundane. 

“The truth is not always beautiful, nor
beautiful words the truth.”  
 
 - Lao Tzu 



We too are made up of our surroundings.
Everything we are, the person we are, has
been created from our environment and
from our experiences. We all have a history,
an ethnicity, an upbringing, and a culture. So
much goes into making us who we are.  
 
We can be no more.  
 
Like cairns, we build our lives from our
environment, but it is the parts of our
surroundings that we choose to use as our
building materials that matter the most.  
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From all the characteristics and experiences
that form us, we can choose which become
part of our life’s path and which we leave
scattered behind.  
 
I imagine cairns marking the landmarks of
my life – my experiences, my decisions. Each
cairn is unique just as each of life’s
experiences comes from a unique set of
circumstances.  

“Obstacles don’t block the path. They
are the path.”  
 
 - Zen Proverb 
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Cairns are built with careful effort – they
don’t just appear randomly in nature. Stones
don’t drop out of the sky and stack
themselves naturally into stable structures. If
I wait for luck or fate to mold my life, I will
end up with a life full of instabilities.  
 
There are times in my life that I’ve tried to
build on a weak foundation. I’ve tried to
move too fast and made decisions
carelessly. I’ve forgotten that each step of
my journey in life must be built on a strong
and stable foundation, decisions and
choices made with care and attention.  
 
When my life is balanced I will feel it –
balance is an internal state. We may think
the cairn is balanced, all logic says it should
be, but until we really feel the balance, our
job is incomplete. 
 
There are times when I’ve felt buffeted by
the winds of the world, being pushed this
way and that. If I’ve made life choices based
on stable foundations, my way will be strong
and will survive these unsteady winds. 
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“Every experience is a lesson. Every
loss is a gain.”  
 
 - Sathya Sai Baba   
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Unstable cairns topple and fall. These are life’s
failures. When life choices have failed, learn from
the failure and try again. Build a more stable
structure. The only mistake we can make is to
rebuild the new cairn using the same blueprint as
the old, replicating the mistake. 
 
There is no limit to the number of times a cairn
may be rebuilt. The stones fall, the dust settles, the
stones are there ready to stand again. 
 
The rebuilt cairn will not be the same cairn – it
should not be the same – as the cairn that failed.
We may need to find a new foundation stone or
order the stones in a different way. New stones or
a new arrangement of stones is needed. Seek
stability and balance to fight the natural forces of
gravity and chaos dragging at us. 
 
I have, more times than I care to admit, tried to
rebuild the same cairn – making the same life
choices again and again. I don’t recognize that I’m
using the same foundation. I use the same
rationale for my decisions or prioritize aspects of
my life in the same way. I become stuck in habits
of thinking and walk in circles in my own footsteps. 
 
Cairns are built of the materials to hand. If we look
around, we may find other stones – other options,
initially dismissed, that would provide a better
balance in our lives. These options may take effort
to unearth. They may not be at our feet or we may
have to dig to find these building blocks, but the
effort is worth it to change the pattern of our lives. 
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I think of each day as a cairn, building strong,
stable cairns that link this day with the last
and the next. Each day I strive to be calm
and balanced and many days I fail. My cairn
topples. 
 
Fallen cairns can be rebuilt from the
resulting pile of stones. Each day I have a
fresh start.  
 
What can I do tomorrow to build my cairn
differently?  

Cairns: Symbols of a Well-Balanced Life

14

Do I need to focus my attention on one
project rather than many? 
 
Do I need to surround myself with different
people? 
 
Do I need to structure my day differently? 
 
Do I need to change a habit? 
 
Do I need to recognize a stress trigger and
walk away?  

“If you are depressed
you are living in the
past. If you are
anxious you are living
in the future. If you
are at peace you are
living in the present.” 
 
– Lao Tzu 



There are times when the foundation stone
of my cairn is set and cannot be moved; it is
too heavy or too entrenched in the earth 
 
Simply, there are times when we have made
life choices that cannot be changed. We may
have family commitments or a job that is
foundational to our lives. They provide
stability, but also limit life’s choices. 
 
Accept this foundation stone, a cairn can yet
be built on this base. There will be
limitations, but there will still be choices,  
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choices that fit with what has been
established. 
 
Rather than fighting that which cannot be
changed, strive to find peace with past
decisions and balance future choices on the
set foundation stone. Accepting our life
choices limits life’s regrets.   

“If your compassion does not include
yourself, it is incomplete.”  
 
 - Buddha 



Cairns built in isolation symbolize balance
and can be of artistic beauty, but in reality,
one cairn is of little use. Cairns only really
make sense when placed in the context of
an entire path. 
 
A cairn requires time and effort to build,
stone balanced on stone, attention on the
present creation. Once a cairn is built, we
must then walk away and strike out into the
wilderness to build another, and another.  
 
From day to day. From decision to decision.
From life event to life event.

Cairns: Symbols of a Well-Balanced Life
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In this way our journey is built. In this way,
day-to-day, our life is built.   
 
The only impossible journey is the one you
never begin.  
 
 – Tony Robbins  
 
 Let’s begin the journey.   

“Every day passes whether you
participate or not.”  
 
 - Ming Dao Deng 



TONY  ROBBINS

The only impossible journey 

is the one you never begin. 



Journey 3



I began thinking of cairns as a life symbol
somewhere along my hike in Utah towards
Delicate Rock. I was hiking with a companion
late in the afternoon to arrive for sunset, but
our return journey would take us back at
night over the slippery rock. This was our
first hike in Utah and we quickly realized
how easily we could become lost in the
desert without the line of cairns stretching
out in front of us. Our survival might depend
on following these stacks of stones. 
 
In Utah, cairns designate a path that is
otherwise invisible. The terrain is a blank
slate, the rock not impressed by the   19
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footsteps of others. It is a barren journey
stretching out into the future with few
landmarks to guide the way. 
 
But others had come this way before and
laid the path. I didn’t have to struggle to find
my own way. I didn’t have to walk blind into
the night. My steps were guided. The cairns
outlined a path that I could follow, a path
that I could see and understand - life’s path
into the wilderness.  



I’ve come to see my life as a journey, a hike
across slippery rock. Cairns are symbols
mapping my progress. From the present, I
look back at a line of cairns stretching out
into the past marking points of progress in
my life. I turn and look ahead to see where
my path might lead, the plans that I have,
the course of my life as I imagine it to be. 
 
Cairns may look isolated and alone, but seen
in context one cairn is part of a longer path. 
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Cairns guide my footsteps, step by step; they
linked my past with my future and they
provided a place to rest along the way.  

“If you are unable to find the truth
right where you are, where else do
you expect to find it?”  
 
 - Dogen 
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Looking back on our lives, our paths to the
present may have been direct or filled with
loops and detours and dead ends. We may
have wandered over rolling hills or climbed
up the roughest mountain trails. Most of us
have traveled over diverse landscapes and
had both rough times and smooth, our
footsteps fading into the earth with the
passage of time. 
 
The path we took to get to the present point
in life doesn’t matter – this is where we now
are. Embrace the journey, own it. Perched
from our elevated view in the present day
we might be able to see an easier way, but
we may be stronger for navigating the
difficult route. 
 
I once came across an anonymous quote
that spoke to me about my own journey: 
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We don’t always have a choice. The road in
front of us, our road, is not necessarily
chosen because of its ease. 
 
It is pointless to judge the past; it is a waste
of energy. This is the person you are, the life
that you have. This is where you are now.
Accept it without wrapping your memories
in judgments. We can only learn from our
past, build on it.  
 
Save the energy, there is more journey
ahead.    

 
 

Someone once asked me, “Why do you always
insist on taking the hard road?” I replied, “Why

do you assume I see two roads?” 



From where you are turn and look to the
future, the line of cairns stretching out into
the distance showing the way ahead. 
 
At times, we may only see a short way, our
path disappearing over a ridge or into the
fog. Other times, we can see far over a level
field into the distance. We know where we’re
going and we can see our path laid out in
front of us. 
 
When my life feels as if it has no goal, no
design, the symbol of the cairn reminds
me that there is a path stretching out into a
future, yet unknown to me, but one that will
form my life’s story.   
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My future path is based on my past, but my
previous steps do not solely dictate the way.
My environment continues to change. I
continue to change. 
 
Sometimes it’s difficult to take that step
forward into the future, the way seems
difficult or uncertain, but there is a path.
Others have taken a similar journey. You
may not be able to see their footsteps, but
they have left symbols of their passage
behind. Take comfort in the history of the
path. Others have lived our experiences,
maybe in a different way, but along similar
paths. We can learn from them. They will
help us find the safest way forward.  
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One hike in Utah was long and difficult and
probably more than my hiking companion
and I should have undertaken. We trudged
from cairn to cairn, our tiredness increasing
with every step. Then, about half way
through the hike, we lost our way. We could
see no further cairns. 
 
There had always been cairns where we’d
expected them to be. We had taken a
winding path and had trusted the
landmarks. Now, we felt lost and
abandoned. In reality, we were not really
lost. Cairns laid out the path behind and we
could always return along that path, but we
had no way forward. 
 
We sat on a rock contemplating what to do.
The only alternative was to turn back and
retrace our steps. This felt like failure, but
what else could we do? 
 
A line of cairns had led us to this point; we
had arrived at a clearly marked cairn. The
path could not simply stop now in the
middle of the desert.  
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“Muddy water is best cleared by
leaving it alone.”  
 
 - Alan Watts 
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Sometimes on life’s journey we lose our way.
We’ve either missed a cairn or someone has
removed it, seeking to throw us off course.
The path is there, somewhere; we must
strike out to find it. 
 
When the path seems lost, start by retracing
your steps to the last of life’s landmarks.
Find the last time you felt happy, successful,
secure, the last time your life made sense.
Find the point where your life was on the
path. Touch that point in your life.
Remember it. This is your anchor. 
 
If you’ve been wandering for a while, it may
take some time to find this point in your life,
but it’s there. Keep looking. 
 
From here, look around for the next step,
the step that will keep you on the path and
lead you forward. Search in one direction
and then in another, but always be aware of
your touchstone. Come back to that point
again and again while you search. 
 
You may need go back to your anchor point
many times before you find the path again. It
matters not how many times you’ve
searched for the path, only that you find it
once. 
 
Know always where your last certain step
was. In this way, you will never be lost.   
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“One loses joy and happiness in the
attempt to possess them.”  
 
 - Masanobu Fukuoka 



On that memorable hike in Utah, my hiking
companion and I lost our way. We had come
to what seemed to be the last of our cairns.
So, we rested and we drank some water and
we wondered what to do next. 
 
We searched left and right, far and near, but
there were no cairns to be seen. The next
cairn simply wasn’t where we expected it to
be. 
 
Eventually, we thought to look where we
didn’t expect it to be - we looked up.  
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Perched on top of a high boulder that was
providing us shade was a small cairn. We
hadn’t been deserted after all; there was a
way forward! 
 
Life’s journey sometimes takes an
unexpected turn. When this happens we
have options: we can retrace our steps
going back over familiar ground, we can
settle in refusing to move forward or
backwards, or we can embrace this new
development and continue along life’s path,
enjoying the surprises to come.  
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My hiking companion and I had found the
next cairn, but we had no idea how to get to
it. Somehow, we were going to have to climb
up and over this large boulder. It was high
and there seemed nowhere to grasp hold.
We weren’t rock climbers! There was a way
forward, but it was along an impossible path.
 
Tired from our long hike, we were
discouraged. We would never be able to
scale the rock that lay in front of us. We
could see the way forward, but we couldn't
continue our journey. 
 
But there was a cairn on top of the boulder.
Presumably others had reached it. Someone
had blazed this trail and thought it possible.
If others had done it, than we could, too. 
 
The next step for us was a high step, a
difficult step. It was a step that we didn’t
know if we could make, but rested and
certain in the direction of our path, we set
out to find a way. 
 
And we did. 
 
We scrabbled and found a toehold and
pulled and pushed our way up. We were
clumsy and we had a few scrapes and
bruises to show for it, but we did it. 
 
Once we got to the top of the boulder and
the next cairn, a line of cairns stretched out
in front of us leading the way. We could
continue with our journey.  
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It was a big step for us to make that day in
Utah and we made it. Other hikers may have
thought this to be a minor hurdle, but to us
scaling the boulder was a major
achievement. 
 
This experience taught me that the path is
not always where I expect it to be. 
 
Sometimes I need to stop and rest and
gather my strength. Then I might see the
right path and be able to meet the
challenge. 
 
Sometimes life’s journey isn’t easy and we
wonder how we’re going to conquer the
next step, but if we know that it’s just one
step we need to conquer, one difficult step,
we can find a way of making it. 
 
It was a long hike that day in Utah and we
were tired by the end, but later my hiking
companion and I would laugh about the
moment we discovered that our path took
us to an unexpected place, one that seemed
beyond our abilities. We cherish the feeling
of satisfaction knowing that we conquered
the challenge in front of us.   
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“Live by letting things happen”  
 
 - Dogen
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This journey solidified the cairn as a symbol
for my life. 
 
The symbol of the cairn reminds me to live
life one step at a time. Each cairn represents
a small journey from the last. I took a
hundred hikes that day in Utah – a thousand
hikes – and I stitched them together into a
whole. Sometimes I barely noticed walking
past a cairn, other times, the cairn ahead
was all that moved me forward. 
 
There will be many small journeys along my
life’s route, but at each point I need only
focus on the present and my next steps. No
need to worry about future steps, I will
tackle them as I tackled this leg of the
journey. 
 
When life becomes difficult or complex, I
focus on the path directly in front of me. I
only need to get to the next of life’s cairns. In
this way I order the chaos, choosing which
step is my next and finding a way of reaching
that small goal. Cairns keep me moving
forward in life. Having a concrete landmark
to aim for, whether it be close or far away,
helps me take the next steps. 
 
In this way, cairn-to-cairn, I arrive at my
destination. 
 
For as the saying goes, every journey begins
with but one step and - to extend the quote
- every journey continues with another. 

28
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Cairns divide the long journey into smaller
sections. 
 
When life is easy, when there is a broad field
in front of us, we need fewer landmarks to
show us where we must go. We can walk
forward and enjoy the journey. The trail will
be obvious and very few cairns are needed
to mark the way. 
 
When the path becomes difficult and steep,
more cairns are needed. At these times, we
need more direction, more security, more
confidence. We rely on the landmarks of our
lives to guide our steps. When life is a
struggle, find or create more landmarks.
Look for even the smallest step that leads
forward. 

Cairns break the journey into much smaller
ones – each short enough for me to
physically and mentally handle. All I must do
is walk to the next cairn. It may be a struggle
and I may be tired, but I move just a little
forward with each step. 
 
When I arrive at the next cairn, I celebrate. I
was successful. I’ve reached the next of
many destinations. 
 
Cairns motivate me through the difficult
times in my life and help me remember not
to get ahead of myself. Even though I may
think I know where the path leads, I may find
a surprise over the next rise.  



It’s easy to get overwhelmed by the length or
difficulty of life’s journey, but I came to
understand that cairns not only mark the
path, they provide motivation to continue. 
 
Sometimes a goal is so far away that it
seems unattainable, unreachable. Shifting
my focus from the far away goal to
something more immediate – something I
can do now – leads me one step closer to
the goal, and my steps are more confident.
My overall goal may seem impossibly far
away, but I can make it to the next cairn
along the route.   
 
I once met an underwater photographer.
She was in her 50s when she decided to  
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become an underwater photographer and
her first step to achieving her goal was to
learn to swim. We all start our journey
somewhere. Sometimes we have a long way
to go. 
 
We may not be able to achieve our goal now,
but choosing one thing that moves us closer
to that goal makes the journey that much
more attainable. We are one step closer.   

“Do not dwell in the past, do not
dream of the future, concentrate the
mind on the present moment.”  
 
 - Buddha 
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The goal of losing weight for example,
requires achieving many, many smaller goals
along the way. You may want to lose 20
pounds, but start your journey by setting
one achievable goal. This may be an exercise
goal or an eating goal. The goal may simply
be to take a short walk or turn down that
piece of cake. The more difficult you find
weight loss, the more goals you will need to
set. 
 
The same is true of a career goal. What are
the steps needed to achieve this goal?
Maybe you need more education or to
master a particular skill. Maybe you need to
network with certain people. Of all the steps
standing between you and your goal, what is
the first? 
 
Achieving one intermediate goal may seem
minor, the real goal seems just as far away
as before, but it isn’t. Celebrate each
achievement however minor in the
knowledge that you have moved closer to
your destination.  
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“These mountains that you are
carrying, you were only supposed to
climb.”  
 
 - Najwa Zebian 



We often fail to meet our goals because we
never take the first step. We wait for life to
give us a shove or we are unwilling to make
the effort. We gaze longingly at that life goal
from the familiar place that we are. We can’t
traverse the distance between where we are
and where we want to go. 
 
Other times, we don’t reach our goals
because we try to take too big of steps and
when we fall, we declare the goal
unachievable. We brush away the
intermediate steps as insignificant so we
don't take even one. 
 
Hold onto the image of a line of cairns
stretching from where you are to where you 
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want to be. Reaching each cairn in turn
brings the goal that much closer. 
 
The biggest rewards go to those who can
dream big and at the same time walk with
little steps. 
 
Whatever your goal, whether it be a large life
changing goal or a small daily goal, focus on
one step that moves you even an inch
closer.   

“When it is obvious that the goals
cannot be reached, don’t adjust the
goals, adjust the action steps.”  
 
 - Confucius 



I admit to often looking well beyond the next
cairn. I play out my life as it might be, to the
future I imagine. I fixate on a dream, a goal, a
plan. It may be a clearly defined dream or
one shrouded in mist. I want my life to be a
certain way, go a certain direction. 
 
When I’ve seen a goal in the future, a place I
want my life to lead, I sometimes get so
wrapped up in that future that I forget about
all the space I have to traverse between
where I am and where I want to be. I get
impatient and try to jump the distance. 
 
Simply, I get ahead of myself. 
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My steps are likely to falter if I focus too far
into the future or spend too much time
looking over my shoulder to the past. Focus
on the immediate terrain and my steps will
be sound. 
 
The symbol of the cairn reminds me to focus
on the present challenge and accept that I
am moving only a short distance at a time.  

“Nature does not hurry, yet
everything is accomplished.”  
 
 - Lao Tzu 
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When looking too far ahead, it’s also easy to be
distracted by other cairns, ones not on our path
or ones on an alternate path. We see many
possible futures and aren’t able to choose. 
 
It is too easy today to get caught up in the multi-
tasking of the 21st century - too many paths, too
much to do. Cairns are littered everywhere at
our feet. We dart from one to another, running
in circles and never moving forward, forgetting
where we’ve been and not focusing on where
we’re going. 
 
We all have stressful periods in our lives where
things seem to fly at us and we try to juggle
everything at once. We feel the pressure of trying
to get everything done. We become lost and
begin to panic, losing sight of the path. 
 
In truth, multi-tasking is an illusion. We can only
do one thing at a time. Multi-tasking isn’t doing
many things at once, it’s quickly switching our
attention from one thing to another. It feels like
progress is being made, but in reality we’re stuck
in one place, not moving forward. 
 
When this happens - stop. 
 
Practice focus. 
 
Find the one cairn that leads forward and ignore
all the others. Decide which tasks are important
– truly important – to your life and stop doing the
things that add nothing to your journey.  
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It’s difficult to balance both looking towards
the future, where you’re going, while keeping
centered in the present. It is good to look
ahead and assess the road for challenges or
easier routes. We should follow dreams and
make plans, but it is easy to trip over our
own feet if we’re not looking where we’re
going in the here-and-now. 
 
A cairn is a symbol that reminds me to focus,
bring my attention back to what is right in
front of me. It helps me prioritize my
thinking, bringing order to my life, and
provides intermediate goals to achieve on
my way to larger life goals. 

Cairns: Symbols of a Well-Balanced Life

35

But life’s journey isn’t always in a straight
line. There are often twists and turns and
sometimes dead ends and there are times
that the path divides and choices must be
made. There are many possible paths, many
possible futures. 
 
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and sorry
I could not travel both and be one traveler.  
 
 – Robert Frost 
 
It’s time for some choices.  



ROBERT  FROST

Two roads diverged in a 

yellow wood, and sorry I 

could not travel both and be 

one traveler. 



Divergence 4



Photo by Efraimstochter 

We only walk one path in life, but our lives
are full of choices, decisions, and
opportunities - some we see only in
hindsight. With each decision our path
diverges. We take one way and leave
another behind. 
 
Each time our path diverges, we make a
choice and each choice we make in life puts
us on a path – our own unique path. Every
day there are little choices to make and
occasionally a major, life-changing choice,
but all decisions, large or small, are in some
way life changing. 
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Cairns are the symbols that mark the points
of decision in our lives and the paths of each
diverging into the distance 
 
Sometimes the choice is easy to make, the
path we should choose is clearly marked,
but other times the way isn’t clear. We
sometimes walk right by the choices in our
lives, not even realizing they are there. We
don’t see the small cairn leading in a new
direction, offering a new opportunity.   
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Some paths are easy and well trod; some
are difficult and lonely. Some trails loop and
others have many forks and dead ends.
Without a map, we don’t always know where
each path leads. 
 
We can only choose the path that makes the
most sense to our lives. We choose the path
that will get us to our destination – how we
want our lives to be, what we define as a
successful life. 
 
The right choice is the one that is right for
my life - it may be the wrong path for
someone else, but it is right for me. Not all
paths work for all people. The decision is
only wrong if I choose a path that is not right
for me. 
 
When you are walking your path, the one
laid for you, you will feel it. The way may be
difficult, but you’ll rejoice in conquering the
struggles.  
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“Those who seek the easy way do
not seek the true way.”  
 
 - Dogen  
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There have been times in my life where I’ve
stopped and looked around and wondered
if I’m really on the right path – my path. I’ve
wondered if I’ve stumbled inadvertently onto
someone else’s path, or maybe I followed a
companion onto their path. 
 
We may have started along a path early in
our lives, a path that was laid by someone
else, maybe by a parent or a mentor. Even
though we didn’t lay the path, at some point
we bought into this path as the right one.
We own this path as our way. We define
success in our lives based on this path and
where it leads. 
 
But there are many paths to a successful
life. Maybe the path you’re on no longer fits
with your personal definition of a successful
life. Maybe you thought this was the right
path at the time, but it has led you to a place
that you hadn’t anticipated. 
 
You get to choose what defines success in
your life. The world is full of people who
equate success with money or fame, but
neither guarantees happiness. It is in our
power to define our own success. 
 
Look for a diverging path, one that puts you
on your right path.   
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“All know the way, but few actually
walk it.”  
 
 - Bodhidharma 



Sometimes it’s difficult to see the fork in the
road, and other times we see the diverging
path and dismiss it as impossible or too
difficult. 
 
We might be too comfortable on the path
that we’re on. We’ve been on our familiar
path for a while and we know people
traveling a similar way. Changing paths
would be difficult and full of unknowns. New
beginnings are scary. We feel the imbalance
in our lives, knowing in our bones that we’re
on the wrong path, but we can’t face the
problem, the change that must happen to  
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bring balance to our lives, to put us on the
right path. 
 
Fear of failure along the new path keeps us
from finding our true way, but if we’re on the
wrong path, than we have already failed.
Failure will inevitably come; we will end up at
the wrong destination. It is sometimes hard
to recognize this failure especially when
we’ve been walking along a familiar path for
some time.    



There’s always a choice in our actions. We
may feel there isn’t because we dismiss the
alternatives - sometimes for good reason
other times, not. We may choose to stay in a
job that we don’t like because the alternative
would mean retraining or taking a pay cut.
Setting new priorities in life may mean
changing relationships or breaking habits. 
 
Choosing a new direction has consequences
– but it also has rewards. 
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Look for the choices that you can’t
immediately see; search them out. They may
be obvious and yet still hidden from view. 
 
What is it about my life that I’m not happy
with? What do I want my life to look like?
What is one little thing I can do to change
this? 
 
Create a fork in the road. Make a new
choice.   



Cairns: Symbols of a Well-Balanced Life

Once a path is chosen, commit to the
choice. No one can walk two paths at once.
Make the best choice you can and then
don’t look back. Trust yourself. 
 
Regrets come when we long for the path not
taken, doubting the path that we chose. 
 
When we don’t embrace our decisions, we
are trying to live two lives, walk two paths. 
 
We sometimes walk a path to please others
and think we can walk a second to please
ourselves, but eventually the paths will
diverge and a choice will need to be made. 
 
We live in a world of “shoulds” told to us
from our youth: how we should behave, who
we should be, the path we should walk. We
may have been walking along this path of
“should” for so long that it becomes difficult
to separate our own way from the way we’ve
been told we should walk. 
 
There will be consequences for choosing the
less popular path, but there are
consequences for all of our choices.
Embrace the consequences of your choice.
The consequences, as well as the rewards,
are all part of the journey.   
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“If you chase two rabbits, you catch
none.”  
 
 - Confucius 



We might be able to see an adjoining path in
the distance across rough ground. We can
see the path, but no way to join it. 
 
Cairns can be moved; the path can be
changed. It might drift as the landscape
changes or with the changing tides of public
attitudes. But the path must be rebuilt one
cairn at a time. This is a slow and difficult
process, but it can be done with effort. Each
cairn lovingly reconstructed along a different
path. 
 
It is difficult to change our paths and the
new path will have its own difficulties, but we
can alter our path with attention and care.
We must strike out across wilderness. 
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But be careful to not wander away from the
path, striking out into the wilderness alone.
Build your path one cairn at a time.  
 
Your path through life will be lost if you lose
sight of the cairns. Others cannot follow
your path and if you falter and fall, no one
will be there to help. No one will know where
you are. You will be lost until you find your
path again or you may wander aimlessly
through life, lost.   

“The search for happiness is one of
the chief sources of unhappiness.”  
 
 - Eric Hoffer 



We have power over our own steps and our
own choices – we only have power over our
own steps and our own choices. 
 
We can sometimes mistake someone else’s
path for our own. We may see their path in
the distance and long for their journey. That
is not our path. 
 
Or we wait for others to make our choices
for us. We coast along, pushed by the winds
of fate hoping to arrive where we want to be.
We wait for choices that others create for us
and complain when the choices we want
don’t materialize magically in front of us. 
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Life offers many choices, but not all choices
are there for us to make. 
 
We can only control our own path, our own
journey. Waiting for fate or another person
to intervene to give our lives meaning will
always leave us wanting. We can only do
what is in our power and make the best
decisions we can. This is our way; accept all
the hills and valleys, the rough times with
the smooth.   
 
Savor life's choices and make them wisely. 
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In Utah, if we were lost it was possible for my
companion and I to retrace our steps and
start down a different path. Life is different.
The path changes in our wake as if built on
shifting sands. 
 
We often can’t retrace our steps to a
crossroads and make the choice again. The
choice will be different when we return or it
may have disappeared completely.  
 
No man ever steps in the same river twice, for
it's not the same river and he's not the same
man.  
 
― Heraclitus  
 
But we don’t have to continue walking along
a path that is not right for us; we can change
our direction. 
 
Following your own path starts with finding
out who you are and how you define a
successful life. Cairns mark our journey and
points of decision, but they also mark the
end point of our journey. 
 
Let’s now turn to the destination.
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“Even if you stumble and fall down,
it doesn’t mean you’ve chosen the
wrong path.”  
 
 - Zen Proverb 
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No man ever steps in the 

same river twice, for it's not 

the same river and he's not 

the same man. 



Arrival 5



On my hike in Utah, I came across a narrow
fissure in the rock. The path took us inside
into the darkness. We thought there would
be no more cairns, there was only one way
to go. Instead we found the interior full of
hundreds of cairns made by previous
travelers. They were constructed in
celebration of the hike’s half-way point and
to ward off the anxiety created by this close
place. 
 
Instead of rushing through the darkness, we
stopped and admired the cairns feeling the
safety that comes with knowing others had
come before and lingered here for a while,
building cairn after cairn after cairn. 49
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It was a magical place – a place of rest. 
 
The cairn became a symbol of optimism and
encouragement. Others were cheering us
on and giving us energy to complete our
journey. 
 
Cairns are both symbols of movement and
direction, but also symbols of arrival and
celebration.   

“There is no path to happiness:
happiness is the path.”  
 
 - Buddha 



Photographer

At any point along the path, at any cairn, you
may stop and you may rest and you may say,
“I’ve arrived.” The arrival may be temporary,
but celebrate it all the same. 
 
The next cairn may be visible in the distance,
but you may not be ready to strike out for it
and that’s ok. That cairn will wait in the
distance, patiently until you’re ready or
another will appear. This is your journey; you
may take it at your own pace. 
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Rest here because rest is as necessary as
progress on life’s journey.     

“You are exactly where you need to
be.”  
 
 - Unknown 
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Sometimes we can’t see the next cairn in the
distance, it is over the horizon. You must walk
forward with trust. 
 
Somewhere in the distance there is another cairn,
one that will guide you forward on your journey.
You may not be able to see it now. Maybe there is
darkness ahead, maybe you’re just too tired to see
the path. 
 
Wait here for now and rest for a minute where you
are. Rather than rushing forward in a panic, flailing
in the dark, wait until you can see your next step.  
Wait for the sun to rise, because it will rise and
there will be a next step. Well-rested, you will be
able to see the next cairn and when you do, you
will know where to go and what to do. 
 
Sometimes the best thing to do is stop, and rest,
and wait.    
 
It takes courage to leave the place where you are.
The cairn in the distance looks far away or the
terrain looks difficult. This place is safe. Sometimes
it takes a leap of faith to move away from what you
know into what you don’t know. The cairns provide
confidence. You don’t have to go far – it’s just one
step to the next cairn. 
 
Each cairn is an arrival point in and of itself and I
could stop and rest there for as long as I needed
to. I was never lost if I could see the next cairn in
the distance even if I was too tired to try for it right
away. 
 
I must hold my ground and wait until I find just the
right path, the right arrangement for my life.   
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I see the path formed by cairns as an
analogy of life. My birth was the trailhead,
marked by the first cairn. Each step through
childhood, large or small, was a part of the
journey marked by yet more cairns – chosen
mainly by my parents. I entered adulthood,
the next phase of the journey, following yet
more cairns – more along a path of my
choosing. 
 
Take a moment to look around at your
present. Today marks a point in your life, a
point never to be exactly repeated. 
 
I was taught to believe that my journey was
unique and as I travel it alone, I do feel the  
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solitude, but the cairns remind me that all of
our paths have been walked before in the
course of human history. We are never really
alone. Others may not be physically with
you, but they have left a path to follow. 

“I see my path, but I don’t know
where it leads. Not knowing where
I’m going is what inspires me to
travel it.”  
 
 – Rosalia de Castro 



When you arrive at your hike’s end, rejoice at
a life well lived. The last cairn is not a time
for sorrow, but a time to celebrate. We have
reached the trail’s end. 
 
It is not a sad point, but a happy moment
when you finally completed your journey.
For that is all we have set out to do in life.
We live and then we die and life happens in
between. 
 
Every journey has an end. 
 
If we’ve followed our path, then we have
done all we could. The end, like the way, is  
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right for us. Whether our path be long or
short, difficult or smooth, if we have lived
within ourselves, we have lived a successful
life and the end is in some way right – for us
– for our personal story. 
 
Some believe that the path will go around
again. Others believe that the path
continues on and on. Still others believe that
the path will simply end. 
 
For life and death are one, even as the river
and the sea are one.  
 
- Khalil Gibran  
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For life and death are one, 

even as the river and the sea 

are one. 



Final Thoughts 6



Since my time in Utah all those years ago,
I’ve seen the cairn as a symbol of life and my
path through life. 
 
While I don’t add cairns to a natural
landscape, I have built tiny artistic cairns out
of stones found in my garden and have
hidden them in every room of my home. 
 
They are my own personal symbol. They are
there to remind me of the path.  
 
They remind me to be patient and to take
life one step at a time, one day at a time.  
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They remind me that life is made up of
countless landmarks, some so small that I
can barely see them, others huge and
towering, marking a great event. Some
strong, others teetering or fallen. These
cairns still mark my way even in failure. They
are still part of my journey. 
 
I will often forget about the cairns hidden
around my home for long periods of time
and only when they tumble will I remember
to check for balance my life. As I rebuild the
fallen cairn I am reminded to start with
a firm foundation, a broad foundation, a  
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stable foundation and then to bring my life
together in a balanced way – a way that
makes sense within my own personal
journey.   
 
The stones I use for my home cairns are
smooth and clean and feel nice in my hands.
I want them to be clean and well-formed
because I want to think of life as all of these
things. I want to think of my life as beautiful,
as controlled and artistic. 
 
In reality, life is rarely that way. Cairns are
rough and made of the stone that is
available. They’re dusty and they sometimes
crumble and yet they survive wind and rain.
Nature can knock them over, but it takes
much to disturb a cairn. 
 
They are a reminder to celebrate each
success however minor. It’s easy to overlook
life’s daily achievements in the chaos of
everyday life, but in overlooking these minor
points of arrival we diminish our progress. 
 
Life is a series of steps. I see my life as a
journey marked by cairns. The way looks
undefined, but the cairns provide landmarks
along the way. 
 
Thus I live step by step by step. Cairn to
cairn.   
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DOUGLAS  ADAMS

I may not have gone where I 

intended to go, but I think I 

have ended up where I 

intended to be.     



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

I am a musician, a college professor, and an
award-winning photographer.  
 
More importantly for this book, I am an introvert
and have a life-long struggle with depression
and anxiety.  
 
When I can, I enjoy solitude in nature and
capturing with my camera the beauty of the
natural world. 
 
I write this book not as an expert in mental
health, but as practitioner of a philosophy – one
developed on many a long hike. My goal is
simply to share my understanding of this
personal symbol and how it has stabilized and
balanced my life. Every day I practice this
philosophy. Some days I fail. 
 
The cairn has given me one symbol to rely on in
my sometimes chaotic world, a symbol I can
return to. The more I reflect on this symbol, the
more meaningful it becomes. 
 
Some of the photos in this book are my own,
others are from photographers who have
experienced hikes in other areas of the world
and their photos are in the public domain. My
goal was to provide complementary images to
the text that provide a center for meditation
and a visual reminder of the symbol. 
 
My photography may be viewed at Wits End
Photography www.witsendphotography.com  
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PHOTOYOGA
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This e-book is part of the PhotoYoga series.  
 
PhotoYoga is about photography and the art of
well-being. 
 
PhotoYoga focuses on the balance between the
technical and artistic sides of photography. It is
about integrating photography into a well-
balanced life that includes time for nature, for
contemplation, for seeing all the world's beauty. 
 
PhotoYoga brings together resources that help
us to relax, center, and stretch: 
 
relax. 
Photography is about getting out into the world
and enjoying life as it happens. 
 
center. 
Photography is about finding out about who you
are and focusing on the world around you. 
 
stretch. 
PhotoYoga is about stretching yourself and your
photographic skills to capture your creativity
within the frame. 
 
Follow PhotoYoga on Instagram and Facebook
@PhotoYogaLife


