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How Not to Be Clueless
Navigating the smartphone world

by isabel w. ruane

W
e’re living� in a smart-
phone world. It seems ev-
eryone’s roommate, profes-
sor, kid brother, and even 

grandmother lives, eats, and breathes for 
access to 4G (and good battery life). Ask 
(almost) anything of (nearly) anyone at (just 
about) any time, and her smartphone’s got 
the answer. Lose track of how to get to the 
doctor’s office, forget your appointment’s 
time, or need, indeed, to find a doctor, and 
your smartphone’s got your back. It hardly 
seems hyperbole to designate the smart-
phone the most revolutionary tool for the 
dissemination and acquisition of knowledge 
since Gutenberg’s storied press.

But as fun, helpful, and indispensible as our 
smartphones may seem, might they also be 
our biggest crutch? In his new book, Don-

ner professor of science John Edward Huth, 
a high-energy physicist, argues just that.

In The Lost Art of Finding Our Way, Huth re-
examines the post-smartphone world with 
an eye to the losses we have incurred in 
exchange for boundless information at our 
fingertips. The book is a fascinating guide 
to the “primitive” (and yet, we soon real-
ize, incredibly sophisticated) techniques 
by which our forebears charted, mea-
sured, predicted, and navigated their place 
in space. Most important, Huth weaves 
through all his practical information the 
argument that in order to maintain touch 
with our natural world, we must relearn and 
retain direct understanding of the natural 
world. Humans’ loss of our intrinsic, vis-
ceral connection to nature would be regret-
table—and, in some cases, tragic.

Huth’s story starts with kayaking. An 
avid paddler, he became disoriented in fog 
several years ago while exploring the wa-
ters around Maine’s Cranberry Islands. He 
had neither map nor compass. Using his 
knowledge of primitive navigation tech-
niques—then quite rudimentary, though 
well beyond the average smartphone ad-
dict’s—Huth called up a mental map of 
the area, noted wave angles and incidences 
to determine where the coast lay, listened 
for shore-crashing waves, and counted out 
time as he paddled straight toward his an-
ticipated landfall. Eventually he made it. 
Rattled, yet pleased with his use of general 
navigational techniques, Huth decided 
to study offshore-navigation techniques 
more carefully before next setting out.

Several months later, Huth again found 
himself paddling in fog, this time off the 
coast of Cape Cod. Better prepared by his 
study, he had noted wave, shore, wind, and 
sound patterns before setting out, and thus, 
when the fog hit, he navigated home with-
out worry.  But the next day, he read in the 
newspaper about two other Cape Cod kay-
akers who had not been 
so lucky. Sarah Aronoff, 
19, and Mary Jagoda, 20, 
had been enveloped in 
the same fog; they never 
made it back to shore. 
Huth surmises that, equipped with neither 
compass and map nor his knowledge of 
navigation techniques, the young women 
became truly lost. This tragedy convinced 
Huth that he needed not only to study 
primitive navigation for himself, but to 
get knowledge of those techniques to the 
smartphone-dependent public. The Lost Art 
of Finding Our Way is dedicated to the memo-
ry of Aronoff and Jagoda in the hope that it 
may educate other adventurers who some-
day find themselves lost.

The Lost Art of 
Finding Our Way, by 
John Edward Huth 
(Harvard, $35)

John Huth navigating through a rock slot of 
Placentia Island in coastal Maine

are rarely smooth, and the narrator often 
falls out of love with Harvard and dreams 
of going home. 

Kalaj, in contrast, shares none of the nar-
rator’s ambivalence. Like the narrator, he’s 
needy and vulnerable and oh, so lonely, but 
his tenderness is masked by his nonstop 
aggression. His hostility toward America 
is so transparent—“Americans are not 

born, they are manufactured. Ford-ersatz, 
Chrysler-ersatz, Buick-ersatz”—that the 
reader wants Aciman to call it an exaggera-
tion and disown it. But he doesn’t. 

“The narrator tells you things he’s not 
happy about, and Kalaj is even more bru-
tally honest,” Aciman says. “My writing 
is unusually bold—those rants of Kalaj’s, 
I wrote them—but I write in a way that’s 

smooth, even elegant, so you’re not over-
whelmed by how savage life can be.”

Harvard…savage? Aciman doesn’t back 
off. “Have I ever felt at home at Harvard, 
at home in America? No. But I was no more 
at home in Egypt. I’m an outsider who is 
still trying to learn how to fit in. But really, 
there are no insiders. Like my characters, 
we’re all exiles.”� vjesse kornbluth
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The Screenwriter’s Toolbox
Danny Rubin teaches the “impossible” craft.

W
riting a screenplay� 
“isn’t that hard,” says Dan-
ny Rubin, Briggs-Copeland 
lecturer on English. “It’s 

only impossible.” In other words, turning 

out a 120-page script—the standard length 
for a two-hour feature film, computed at 
one page per screen minute—isn’t an espe-
cially difficult challenge, but writing “one 
that actually works, that reaches the audi-

ence, comes alive, engages us emotionally” 
certainly is. In 2008, when the English de-
partment decided to add screenwriting to 
its creative-writing offerings, it tapped Ru-
bin, who has written dozens of screenplays 
in the past two decades. Three have been 
produced, including his big hit, Groundhog 
Day, the 1993 existential comedy starring Bill 
Murray and Andie MacDowell.

In Cambridge, Rubin has taught the 
screenwriter’s craft to Harvard undergrad-
uates, graduate students, and even Nie-
man Fellows in workshop-format courses, 
“Dramatic Screenwriting” I and II. His stu-
dents write short films of eight to 10 min-
utes; in many other screenwriting courses, 
students frequently attempt a full-length 
movie but end up completing only the first 
act. (The standard formula breaks feature 
films down into three acts, roughly equiva-
lent to the story’s set-up, development, 
and resolution.) Rubin wants his aspiring 
writers to have the experience of finish-

Having deciding to share his navigation 
research at Harvard, Huth first crafted a 
freshman seminar. From there, the mate-
rial grew into a General Education course, 
Science of the Physical Universe 26: Primi-
tive Navigation. (SPU 26 shared many fea-
tures of Harvard College’s longest-running 
course, Astronomy 2: Celestial Navigation, 
which is still offered, but was intended as 
a broad survey of navigational techniques 
and history, rather than an in-depth intro-
duction to celestial navigation.)

I participated in the last iteration of 
“PrimNav” (as undergrads dubbed the 
popular class) before the book’s final ed-
iting. Not surprisingly, it closely mirrors 
the proceedings of the course. Huth be-
gins with surveys of basic land navigation 
based on “dead reckoning” and progresses 
to the more sophisticated application of 
compasses and maps. From there, he ex-
amines celestial navigation via stars, sun, 
moon, and the horizon. He next heads 
seaward, discussing waves, tides, currents, 
wind, and sailing vessels. He also includes 
a long, informative section about weather. 

Interspersed throughout are narratives of 
navigation from other cultures—particu-
larly those of Arab traders, Vikings, and 
Pacific Islanders.

In the age of “my world is my iPhone,” 
Huth’s book will provide most readers 
with new, useful, enlightening informa-
tion—the space beyond the screen, as 
it were. In fact, I would rather have read 
the book than taken the course: when 
curiosity is your motivating force, you’d 
rather soak in the information than worry 
about assignments and grading. But class 
participation did have its merits. Our as-
signments sent us out into the Cambridge 
streets, across the Charles River bridges, 
and up to both of Harvard’s observato-
ries—successfully putting the practical 
back into science.

My own experience of the world has 
certainly changed since I spent a semester 
studying primitive navigation. Now, I al-
ways orient myself to the cardinal directions 
based on the sun’s location and the time of 
day. I notice the passing of the seasons based 
on the angle of the sun’s ascent. I can track 

the approach and arrival of warm fronts 
and cold fronts, and understand what sorts 
of winds and precipitation these weather 
patterns will bring. I can entertain a night-
time crowd by pointing out constellations 
beyond Orion and the Dippers. And I am 
confident that when I am out in a sailboat 
(my own maritime hobby), I, too, will have 
the tools to avoid getting lost.

The Lost Art of Finding Our Way should 
be a field guide, not merely an armchair 
exercise. As you read it, you must try its 
techniques out in the world. If Huth has 
done his job, and I think he has, then all 
his readers will turn this valuable book’s 
last page feeling similarly enlightened and 
confident about setting forth into Cam-
bridge, across land, and even out to sea. If 
you become lost some day—or, God for-
bid, your phone’s battery runs out—there 
will be nothing but your eyes, ears, and 
mind to guide you home. 

Former Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate 
Fellow Isabel Ruane ’14 is a history concentrator 
and co-captain of the sailing team.

Screenwriter Danny Rubin at home 
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