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Shelby and Padraic MacLeish 
DS99, the two longest standing staff  
members at Deep Springs, left the 
valley at the end of  April, 2022. With 
them went their children, Elias, Ada, 
Willa, and Tess, as the whole family 
moved to the east coast in Cooper-
stown, New York to be near their 
extended family and begin a new ad-
venture. The MacLeish family, con-
sisting of  just Shelby, Padraic, and 
Elias at the time, came to the valley 
on January 1, 2010. By that summer, 
Ada had joined them—the first of  
the three children born while the 
family lived at Deep Springs. Padraic 
had attended Deep Springs as a stu-
dent, staying for a summer to work 
as a cowboy in the White Mountains. 
He began working as a facilities man-
ager in 2010. Though the family had 
come for Padraic’s job, Shelby quick-
ly grew involved in the communi-
ty—beginning with alumni outreach, 
then expanding to ApCom. In the fall 
of  2011, long-time garden manager 
Karen Mitchell announced that she 
would be leaving so Shelby decided 
to apply for the position. She started 
the position two weeks before Willa 
was born—there are pictures of  her 
as a newborn sitting in her boun-
cy chair in the glasshouse as Shelby 
learned the job and began to seed. 
The garden has changed and grown 
over the years. During her tenure as 
garden manager, Shelby added both 
hoop houses and the wash station 
in addition to all of  the beds in the 
orchards. She is incredibly proud of  
this past summer, when the garden 
team was able to provide all of  the 
produce for the community. In recent 
years, Shelby’s job expanded and she 

became Assistant Dean—she worked 
in administration and student sup-
port. She helped all students cultivate 
a sense of  place, enabled interna-
tional students to get visas, managed 
data for ApCom, worked on accred-
itation, and served on several ad-hoc 
committees for everything from staff  
searches to fundraising.

While Shelby took care of  Ap-
Com and the garden, Padraic took 
care of  almost everything else about 
the college. He began as a facilities 
manager, but over the years, his re-
sponsibilities expanded to Mechanic, 
CFO, Director of  Operations, and 
finally, Vice President of  the College 
just before he left. He also intermit-
tently worked as the boardinghouse 
manager (as did Shelby, at times), 
public speaking instructor, farm 
manager, ranch manager, and office 
manager. 

For more than the past decade, 
the MacLeish family has operated as 
the heart of  the Deep Springs com-
munity. The children brought warmth 
and energy to every meal, showing 
other kids how to live here and invit-
ing the students to revisit their child-
hood selves. Padraic himself  has been 

a pillar—a bastion of  institutional 
stewardship, ensuring everything 
went well behind the scenes. He gave 
Deep Springs the ability to see itself  
as a whole, a vision which is easily 
lost in everyday life. Shelby offered 
the community a rhythm. She carried 
conversations from the garden to the 
rest of  the valley, helping students 
find their home at Deep Springs. Her 
continual service—be it produce or 
smiles—to the community has kept 
it going strongly for years. The whole 
family will be missed in the valley, 
though their spirit will remain. These 
following notes of  appreciation paint 
a portrait of  how important the fam-
ily was to the community and how 
they continue to live on in the valley.

Notes of  Appreciation:

Padraic and Shelby

I was fortunate to be living on 
campus when Shelby and Padraic 
first moved to Deep Springs with lit-
tle Elias in 2009, and I was even more 
fortunate to work with them for over 
ten years following as their family 
grew. 

Goodbye and Thank You

to the MacLeish Family
by Tashroom Ahsan DS20

Padraic MacLeish (right) enjoying dinner with Hannah Duane DS20.8

I have never known more con-
scientious, versatile, and diligent 
members of  the Deep Springs staff. 
Padraic and Shelby served tirelessly in 
a remarkable number of  roles at the 
college, as mentors, committee mem-
bers, mechanic, gardener; in small 
animal management, ranch work, ad-
ministration, safety, and finance - all 
with thoroughness and grace. Over 
the years, they became the glue that 
helped hold the community together, 
and they did so all while raising four 
rambunctious, smart, and charming 
children. 

There was nothing so enjoyable 
as sharing a table as meals in the BH 
with the MacLeish clan. I will be 
forever grateful to have been their 
colleague and thankful to call them 
friends. I believe they both epitomize 
the DS ideal of  service and the col-
lege is a better place as a result of  
their presence. The whole family will 
be sorely missed, but I’m wishing 
them all the very best. - David Welle 
DS80

The MacLeish family perfected 
the Irish good-bye when all six of  
them crossed the cattle-guard for the 
final time before dawn’s red-rose fin-
gers shone once more, and the bell 
did not ring. And how could they not 
depart in the supposedly-Irish way, 
when their cult leader has a name like 
“Padraic?” The excuse was that they 
had at least twelve hours of  driving 
ahead of  them before their first stop, 
but I think the actual reason is  that 
nothing about a goodbye can actual-
ly prevent the fallout of  the depar-
ture. As I prepare to leave for British 
Columbia for three months, I find 
myself  also considering slipping out 
with no long goodbyes to the sec-
ond-years who I will likely only see 
digitally ever again. We can hope that 
we will cross paths in the future. We 
may or we may not. What is said in 
the final few hours of  months or 

years of  living, working, and studying 
together is unlikely to change it. Per-
haps Padraic and Shelby thought we 
would quickly fall apart (somewhat 
like the Donner party), once their 
stewardship was removed. But one 
mark of  good stewardship is that you 
have put in place people and process-
es such that your departure can be 
survived, and so far, we have. I wish 
all the MacLeishes well. They are one 
of  the most cohesive if  not the most 
cohesive family unit I have had any 
interaction with, and it is lovely to 
watch them grow older together. I 
hope they will keep in touch and stop 
in, whenever our vehicles happen to 
pass within a few hundred miles of  
each other. Slán, - Brian Hill

Shelby

Shelby provided me with great 
support as I was adjusting to life at 
DS. I went on a 2 hour long walk 
with Shelby across the fields in socks. 
I had rebelled against wearing shoes 
term 1, as most 1st years students do. 
After that, I started wearing shoes 
again. - Lana Mahbouba DS21

 
It’s daunting to imagine the 

2022-2023 applications season with-
out Shelby’s guidance. Those of  us 
on ApCom are so grateful for the 
devotion, insight, and integrity she 
brought to the committee. -Anna

 Gracious, knowledgeable, com-
passionate, thoughtful, insightful. 
The list of  adjectives I could create 
for Shelby is long. Besides all she did 
for the college through her expan-
sive job, from creating our beautiful 
garden to getting our international 
students visas to juggling ApCom 
paperwork, Shelby’s true gift was her 
deep care for the students. - Sue Dar-
lington

 
Shelby is one of  the most com-

petent people I know. Her modesty 
covers over just how remarkably ef-
fective she is at handling tasks across 
domains, and sorting out issues with-
out them being otherwise noticed. - 
Ryan

Padraic

Padraic helped me with so much 
when I was labor commissioner, from 
supervising labor parties to coordi-
nating with other staff  to giving me 
funny looks when I had a bad idea. I 
am so grateful to have had a chance 
to work with him, and so grateful for 
everything he added onto his day to 
help me with. - Jesse Barker-Plotkin 
DS20

 
One thing I appreciated about 

Padraic was his seasoned Deep 
Springs stoicism. He never reacted 
too strongly to either great news or 

9A family photo in the Sierras! Left to right: Willa, Shelby, Tess, Elias, Ada, and Padraic.
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Antón Barba-Kay is our new 
Robert B. Aird Chair of  the Human-
ities. He earned a B.A. from St. John’s 
College (Annapolis), a B.A. (in Clas-
sics) from the University of  Cam-
bridge, and a Ph.D. from the Uni-
versity of  Chicago’s Committee on 
Social Thought, with a dissertation 
on Hegel’s Phenomenology of  Spirit. 
The bulk of  his research has concen-
trated on the subjects of  recognition 
and aesthetics in nineteenth-century 
German philosophy. He is writing a 
“moderate critique of  the internet” 
as a book, and has written about 
vampires and boredom recently. He’s 
also decent at foosball. 

TA: What drew you to Deep 
Springs and what keeps you here?

ABK: Anna (my wife and Chair 
of  Social Science) and I first arrived 
for a one semester stint; Sarah Stick-
ney talked us into it. We were imme-
diately arrested by the seriousness 
and ambition of  the institution--the 
“moral beauty” of  Nunn’s project (as 
David McDonald put it). I think it 
made me realize that much of  what I 
regarded as “education” actually hap-
pens in spite of  the colleges and uni-
versities in which it takes place. Most 
institutions of  higher learning are 
not actually in the business of  edu-
cation at all (or rather: they are merely 
in the business of  it). Deep Springs 
hooked me and reeled me in because 
the institution as a whole is set up to 
educate, to offer students a “forma-
tion:” it elicits, tempers, and shapes 
students’ practical wisdom through 
steep demands. I confess that I was 
never that interested in education as 

such until arriving at Deep Springs. 
It now has my full attention because 
I see that is possible and therefore 
necessary.

 
TA: Could you elaborate on what 

you mean by the necessity of  educa-
tion? Why do you now think that it 
matters?

ABK: One way to describe the 
work of  Deep Springs is that it forms 
our imagination of  what is possible. 
Having this kind of  imagination is 
much harder than it sounds, because 
we can only really imagine possibilities 
that are directly connected to our own 
agency. I couldn’t really imagine how 
education could be meaningfully and 
completely otherwise before coming 
here. But Deep Springs teaches us all, 
for a concentrated span of  time, that 
it is really possible to act, that human 
beings are alive to higher possibilities, 
and that we have the future in hand 
whether we choose to or not. So if  
education is really possible--if  we can 
“act into the future” and the future 
is at stake—then we must work at it. 
The hard part is seeing that the obli-
gation is already yours.

TA: How would you characterize 
the Deep Springs student?

ABK: It’s hard to usefully gen-
eralize—Deep Springs is good at 
accentuating awareness of  people’s 
crazy peculiarity. But I think it’s fair 
to say that many or most students 
are “seekers” of  some sort—they 
are looking for something more 
than what’s usually on the menu of  
college options, and they are trying 

to take the measure of  their lives by 
some higher ethical purpose. Deep 
Springs gives students a window 
onto fuller and more concrete ways 
of  participating and intervening in 
the world—a sense that mattering is 
in reach. I would recognize a Deep 
Springs student as the person at a 
party who takes it upon themselves 
to fix the screen door, rather than just 
walking by it or leaving it for the su-
per. This sense of  responsibility is in 
fact a heightened sense of  possibility: 
the sense that it is in my power to do 
something about this and that there-
fore I ought to (i.e. the opposite of  
“entitlement”). This is an extremely 
rare and fine character trait, especially 
in young, highly educated people.

 
TA: What do the liberal arts mean 

to you? What constitutes a liberal arts 
education?

ABK: It’s a scandal that the phrase 
“liberal arts” has become a sort of  ed-
ucational shibboleth; almost no one 
really takes care to mean it. (Before 
arriving at Deep Springs, I confess 
that my eyes glazed over with bore-
dom whenever I heard anyone drone 
on about it: it is usually discussed as 
something completely unobjection-
able and therefore completely irrele-
vant.) The original aristocratic mean-
ing of  the term has been grafted onto 
the American ethos of  self-govern-
ment in different versions. But its 
basic shape—the principle that your 
freedom is a task, that self-possession 
is hard won, that having a mind of  
your own is an extraordinary accom-
plishment—is as alive and pressing 
as it ever has been. At Deep Springs 
this looks like: helping students see 
that their thinking can become solid 
enough to sympathetically entertain 
notions that they don’t already agree 
with, introducing them to the possi-
bility of  reasonable deliberation and 
to some of  the ideas that are sedi-

mented in their own thinking, giving 
them a glimpse of  actual political life 
(in contrast to the video-game simu-
lacrum of  it we have at a national lev-
el), training them to exercise a prac-
tical judgment that will liberate them 
from abject dependence on technical 
expertise, directing them to clarify 
and refine their thinking so as to re-
alize that moral simplification is the 
greatest source of  evil and stupidi-
ty in the world. I could go on. But 
what’s beautiful about Deep Springs 
is that this education is only occur-
ring through the heave and strain of  
the three pillars in conjunction. An 
education for the brain alone is either 
no education at all or (often enough) 
something worse than nothing.

TA: How do you see the three 
pillars coming together, beyond the 
political/academic unity? I often 
struggle to understand the unity be-
tween labor and academics (beyond 
vague allusions to the ‘mind/body’ 
or ‘theory/practice;’ I’m wondering 
if  you see more here than I do.

ABK: I agree that the unity of  
pillars is not usually well articulat-
ed--such that it sometimes seems as 
if  we need more classes that directly 
discuss animals or the environment 
or democratic government or what-
ever. They are threefold according to 

the tri-part philosophical distinction 
between theory (academics), prac-
tice (labor), and judgment (self-gov-
ernance). And so, in one sense, the 
pillars can only be completely unified 
in an artificial way (just as no full hu-
man life is completely unified). What 
they do have in common--the source 
of  their resonance--is what I’d call 
“incorporation”: the sense of  be-
ing each embedded, characteristic, 
student-generated practices at this 
College. This touches on the mind/
body issue, but that’s too generic, as 
you say. The larger point is that we 
live in an age that’s obsessed with 
the separation of  information from 
context, and that none of  the pillars 
is detachable either from each other 
or from the way it is practiced now 
at Deep Springs. It’s partly that what 
a student does in one pillar bears on 
how they are judged in other pillars, 
it’s partly that students have a much 
richer basis of  shared experience to 
draw on, it’s partly that attitudes of  
deliberation and judgment carry over 
from one pillar into another. But the 
main point is that nothing we do at 
Deep Springs is entirely generaliz-
able, compartmented, deperson-
alized, and portable. It is an actual 
place that only exists here and now 
in practice; therefore the pillars shed 
light on each other as partial aspects 
of  one raveled, complex form of  life. 
It’s attention to this whole that’s the 
education. The College is the text we 
are all trying to read together.

TA: How do the humanities 
speak to the individual?

ABK: I’ve been reading Buber’s 
I and Thou this term with a group 
of  students (as you, Tashroom, well 
know). He distinguishes between our 
experience of  a world governed by 
technical and instrumental rationali-
ty—the “It-world” of  administrative 
process, utilitarian calculation, and 

rule by algorithm--and our experi-
ence of  the “You-world” in which we 
enter into a creative relationship with 
the otherness of  another you in par-
ticular. I say this because I think the 
humanities’ highest goal is precisely 
to invoke each student as a you--you, 
who are answerable for your limited 
time on earth, you, who are at stake 
now and bound to care for others, 
you, who should work to come to 
light as a whole. It’s only when the 
letters on the page awaken response 
in kind with us as a “you” that they 
come alive—and we along with and 
through this contact. This doesn’t 
happen every single class. But it’s why 
conversation and discussion of  texts 
must remain essential to the practice 
of  the humanities in particular--not 
just because that’s a better way of  
conveying information, but because 
that is itself  part what we’re up to. No 
book has anything to say to us unless 
we can read it as a message in a bottle 
meant for you in particular. And this 
is a hard discipline and rough magic; 
it’s only by achieving you in practice 
that we’re freed from the narcissistic 
and self-evident certainties that make 
the “It-world” so terrific.

 
TA: Could you prescribe every-

one a book?

ABK: I’ve said it before and will 
repeat it here: everyone should read 
Democracy in America. One of  the 
strangest features of  contemporary 
politics is that we are all committed 
to equality as our single most im-
portant social good (it’s really hard 
not to be, in some form or other), 
but that no one really knows what it 
means. It’s a social project without a 
theory—an aspiration that feels like 
it can dispense with any particular 
account of  itself  or of  its histori-
cal dimensions. We have no widely 
shared sense of  what it would mean 
to achieve equality, or why it’s so im-
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Hannah Baer is an alumna of  the class 
of  2006. She is a doctoral student of  clini-
cal psychology in New York City. She pub-
lished her þrst book, òTrans Girl Suicide 
Museum” (Hesse Press), in 2019 and 
runs the Instagram account @malefragility.      
Interviewer: Carmen Simons DS20. 

CS: Hey Hannah, could you intro-
duce yourself  a little bit? Share a bit 
of  what you are doing? 

HB: Hi, my name is Hannah Baer. 
I’m in graduate school studying clin-
ical psychology. I’m writing my dis-
sertation on the therapeutic alliance 
as a non-linear dynamic system. The 
non- linear part is about non-linear 
change, the kind of  “tipping point” 
change popularized by Malcolm 
Gladwell. Nothing will change, and 
nothing will change, and then at a 
certain point everything changes. 
It’s how a lot of  change happens in 
different kinds of  complex systems. 
A lot of  people think this is what is 
happening with climate change—
there will be a tipping point past 
which we will not recover. It also 
happens in psychotherapy. A patient 
will be doing badly and having a hard 
time, and they’ll be going to therapy 
and nothing will happen. And one 
day they will walk in and be remark-
ably better. That change is non-linear. 
And a dynamic system is one without 
single causality for non-linear chang-
es. Change is caused by a confluence 
of  different attractors or pulls. It’s 
important because a lot of  sciences, 
but especially psychotherapy research 
are based on the idea that “A” linear-

ly causes “B”—that more drugs or 
therapy equals greater remission of  
depression. Lots of  hypotheses in 
therapy research are tested with lin-
ear models, but most things in the 
world don’t work like that. I’m trying 
to figure out how to look at it in a 
different way. Aside from that, I have 
also been writing about Judaism and 
psychoanalysis, and also Buddhism 
and interconnection and capitalism. 

CS: It’s been a bit more than a year 
since you published your book. How 
has the reception to it been? 

HB: It’s been pretty amazing. The 
book is very personal and messy in 
a way, and I wrote it thinking that 
maybe one teenager would read it in 
her bedroom and it would be nice for 
her. A lot of  people have asked me to 
write stuff  and participate in differ-
ent things because they were moved 
by the book, including this interview! 
It meant something to them, and that 
means a lot to me. It’s complicated, 
too, to feel known in that way and to 
have something so personal out in 
the world. It’s a strange situation. It 
makes me really happy that it means 
something to people, that they like 
it and like me. It has really pushed 
me to ask the question “what can 
writing do for people” more deep-
ly. Especially life writing, memoir, 
and writing about queer experience. 
Trying to take seriously that writing 
means something, because I often 
worry that it’s pointless or a petty ex-
ercise—a kind of  navel-gazing. But 
I think it is that, and it also means 

something. The really positive recep-
tion to the book, and the intensity 
with which people have responded to 
it has pushed me to ask what it really 
means and what I really want to do 
with my voice. 

CS: Are there any parts of  your 
book that you think owe their exis-
tence to Deep Springs? You don’t 
mention the school at all, but as I 
read your book I couldn’t help but 
wonder if  it lived inside any of  the 
writing. 

HB: The first place I ever read queer 
theory was in a feminism class that 
Katie Peterson taught in 2008. It was 
hugely important to me, intellectually 
and in my identity. I gave a speech my 
second year in, and when I re-read it 
four or five years ago I thought “oh, 
I was trying something. I was at the 
edge of  gender and my own gender, 
and the way in which masculinity felt 
like a simulacrum I wanted to shed.” 
I was at the point where I knew I 
didn’t like this despite being told I 
was supposed to. I remember giving 
that speech, and I was so nervous. I 
tended to be a pretty engaging public 
speaker, but after I gave that speech 
my classmates all told me I read it too 
fast for any of  them to understand 
me. I was hiding something, because 
I kind of  came out in that speech but 
I couldn’t say it directly. At that time, 
I was very femme in my presentation. 
I have a memory of  leading a student 
body meeting in a dress, wearing re-
ally tight clothes and makeup some-
times. I had a “femme” thing that I 
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did. But when I left Deep Springs it 
was hard to know where that lived in 
the world. Outside the school, I was 
so intensely rewarded for being mas-
culine. It was, in a funny way, easier to 
carve out a trans subject experience 
in the space of  the valley. But when I 
left it was farther away than ever be-
fore. Have you felt a similar thing?

 
CS: Definitely, the experience of  

gender at Deep Springs is a strange 
thing. In most of  the world it’s a heu-
ristic used by everyone around you, 
especially those you don’t know. But 
when your gender is on a fifty-per-
son basis, creating a space for “your 
thing” is easier. 

HB: Definitely! There’s a way in 
which having to identify yourself  as 
a gendered subject is some kind of  
alienation. In NYC, gender is an ex-
tremely important part of  my day-to-

day life. My experience as a gendered 
subject walking down the street, or at 
a nightclub, or my workplace. People 
are constantly trying to decode you 
and understand you. But at Deep 
Springs people just know you. When 
I was there and my gender presen-
tation moved around or flickered in 
different directions, people still knew 
me in the real way you know people 
in community. It was easier to exper-
iment with my gender because it was 
not the headline of  who I was. 

CS: Are there any other classes 
or books from Deep Springs which 
have influenced you? 

HB: The first thing we read in 
summer seminar my first year was 
Civilization and its Discontents. I’m 
currently working on an essay about 
Freud and his relation to Kabala, 
and how the roots of  psychoanalytic 

thought can be connected to Jewish 
mysticism. It has some implications 
for psychoanalysis and antisemitism. 
A lot of  my early interest in Freud 
came from that summer seminar, 
and the feminism class I mentioned 
where we spent four or five weeks 
of  the class just reading Freud. The 
professor thought that in order to 
understand feminism we needed to 
understand sexism, and in order to 
understand sexism we needed to read 
a ton of  Freud. I was really taken 
with him then, and when I finished 
at Deep Springs, I took another sem-
inar on Freud in a literature depart-
ment. That really shaped my thinking. 
When I was at Deep Springs, there 
was this really big focus on ancient 
Greece. And in a very practical way, 
the values of  the ancient Greek stuff  
we read still live in my heart. I think 
it’s an acute pleasure to spend time 
around half-naked beautiful young 
men. It’s one of  the most beautiful 
things—and a lot of  that comes from 
reading Plato as a seventeen-year-old. 
That being said, I don’t feel so intel-
lectually connected to that subject. 
More of  a social connection. Some-
times I think about Aristotle’s great-
souled man when I’m at a particularly 
excellent house party. It’s part of  my 
social experience more than my crit-
ical mind. 

CS: It’s interesting how things bleed 
across, and whatever is in intellectual 
vogue at Deep Springs affects our so-
cial lives as well as our classes.

HB: Hannah Arendt definitely 
made me think it was cool to smoke 
cigarettes. We just had all these pic-
tures of  her smoking, and that was 
like my equivalent of  a fashion mag-
azine. I just thought it was the cool-
est thing in the world. And there’s a 
kind of  subtext to these things—I 
was radicalized in certain ways after I 
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