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Thus We Depart

It started in early spring when days were still chill and it seemed too soon 
to see them: toads…not hopping but flattened. Smashed by a passing car 
— a convergent moment when a driver, choosing the alleyway in the early 
morning dark, and a newly emergent toad from my neighbor’s backyard 
pond meet. The driver never felt the soft body splay under the wheel. I, 
walking to and fro to work, noticed the toad…nothing more. There it lay. 
For days. Then another day, another toad freshly squashed. I took out 
my phone, not knowing exactly why, and took a picture. As Spring grew 
fuller and warmer there appeared the snakes. Two within weeks — also 
dead along the same alley which, as was now apparent, saw enough 
traffic to stop the living business of a growing number of small beings. I 
took photos of the snakes — both offering their pearlescent bellies to the 
sky. I contemplated painting. Then, by coincidence (as the world seems 
to provide) someone sent me a photo of a roadkilled bluejay — it’s body 
so precisely flattened and intact it looked like a print. I knew then I would 
start painting these and the many other roadkilled beings I soon encoun-
tered. Suddenly it seemed every highway, every street, every alley, every 
gutter, had remains of animals killed by cars. Friends sent more photos. 
When driving (yes, I recognize the irony) I now stopped when I saw some 
obscure blur of fur or feather on the road. It felt like a duty, an obligation 
I had silently accepted — my humble (pathetic) attempt to acknowledge, 
apologize, alert, point to, call out what was all around us. Death. No, 
not death (death is inevitable, part of everyone’s living contract…I have 
no beef with death) — it was the happenstance killing of singular beings 
overlaid with the seeming unspoken consensus to ignore, thus rendering 
invisible and therefore granting an oblique absolution.

Rejecting invisibility, I began this project to record and grapple with my 
encounters. I have discovered connections, made friends, learned about 
research (road ecology!), activism, and movements that care about the 
deadly impact of roads on wildlife — our Near Dwellers. I do pause when 
I hear/use the term “roadkill”...yes, the road is part of it. But it is, in ac-
tuality, the car on the road that kills and within every car is a driver — so 
I/we, those of us who drive or ride in cars or take trains or airplanes 
(birdstrikes is a whole other but related topic) are complicit in the killing. 
Many of us have felt the sudden shocking thud of a soft body against the 
hard body of our moving car. A sick, sorry feeling pervades (one hopes!). 
We pray the impact has rendered death complete and not an injury to be 
slowly suffered. 

As I delve into this world of roadkill I am learning of the staggering num-
bers of the dead. I assume these numbers are less than the true total — 
who knows how many animals crawl, limp, slither away to slowly die? 
How many get quickly carried off by other animals? (Note: roadkill at-
tracts animals who feed on carrion who then often become secondary
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victims of the road.) How many are too small to even register, get swept 
away by wind and rain, dessicate to dust in the hot sun? This abundance 
of roadkill is not confined to our thousands upon thousands of miles of 
highways but is close to home — be it a small town alleyway like mine, a 
suburban neighborhood, the rural back road, or the labyrinthine urban 
streets. Animals, non-human beings, our kin, are being killed by us, hu-
man-beings, on a daily basis in sickening numbers.

I have been led, unwittingly, willingly, and gratefully, into a larger, 
wider conversation with others that raise questions about our place as 
human-beings in the world and our response, responsibility and our re-
sponse-ability toward our non-human kin. It has led to a keen awareness 
(in a literally visceral sense) of the hubris in our assumed sovereignty, 
superiority, domination, and disregard for our common/shared world. 
This series has opened a world of why’s for me. And each answer leads to 
more why’s and how’s and how-not-to’s. This body of work cannot and 
does not presume to offer answers or solutions. It does offer attention, 
recognition, grieving, apology, and memorial. I can hear them simply say: 
“Thus we depart”.
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