
North Dakota Quarterly Volume 77.4 



NBEJ, 
North Dakota Quarterly 

Robert W. Lewis, Editor 
Elizabeth Harris, Fiction Editor 
Donald Junkins, Poetry Editor 

Brian Paulsen, Art Editor 
Kate Sweney, Managing Editor 

Ruth Gripentrog, Production Assistant 

Advisory Editors 

Michael Beard 
Sharon Carson 

Birgit Hans 
Susan Koprince 

David 0. Lambeth 
James Mochoruk 
Sheryl O'Donnell 

Dexter Perkins 
Kimberly C. Porter 

Contributing Editors 

Linda Patterson Miller, Pennsylvania State University 
Peter Nabokov, UCLA 

Thomas Van Nortwick, Oberlin College 
Fred Whitehead, University of Kansas 



MEMBER 

Council of Editors 
of Learned Journals 

Copyright 2012 by the University of North Dakota 

ISSN 0029-277X 

North Dakota Quarterly is published four times a year by the College of Arts and Sciences of the 
University of North Dakota. Subscription rates are $25.00 per year for individuals, $30 for insti
tutions; foreign rates are $50 for individuals and $55 for institutions; and $10.00 for a trial sub
scription ($15 foreign). All correspondence concerning editorial, business, change of address, 
subscription, and Form 3579 matters should be directed to the Editor, North Dakota Quarterly, 
Merrifield Hall Room 110, 276 Centennial Drive, Stop 7209, Grand Forks, North Dakota 58202-
7209. (Our e-mail address is <ndq@und.edu>. Our website address is <http://www.und.edu/ 
org/ndq>.) North Dakota Quarterly strives for clarity and accuracy but assumes no responsibil
ity for statements of fact or opinion by its contributors. Manuscripts (with SASE) should fol
low the MLA Handbook style. 

North Dakota Quarterly is indexed in Humanities International Complete, the annual J,.,/LA 
Bibliography I , among others , which may be found in many libraries throughout North 
America. 

ON THE COVER 

Brian Paulsen's Remodeling, 2012, is a 13 1/8" x 8 3/4" handcolored drypoint 
engraving. He is a watercolor, acrylic, and line etching artist who taught in 
the University of North Dakota from1973 until his retirement in 2007, but 
he continues as Art Editor of NDQ. 



NBEJ, 
North Dakota Quarterly 

Volume 77, Number 4 Fall 2010 

Contents 

Allen Josephs 5 The Meaning of Fishing in 
Hemingway's Work 

Robert Lacy 16 He Didn't Screw Up: Zen and the Art 
of Motorcycle Maintenance (A Sea 
Change: Books That Mattered) 

Jeanine Stevens 22 Venus of Lespugue, A Watercolor by 
Patient M, Lady and the Unicom, 
and The Magpie (poems) 

Betty Joyce Nash 26 Laser Vision (story) 

PeterOboum 38 Morgan the Plumber (story) 

Sarah Fawn Montgomery 48 Reframing the Storm 

Jon Schneider 59 From Northwoods Journal (1), From 
Northwoods Journal (2), From 
Northwoods Journal (3), and A 
Blessing Before Dinner (poems) 

Anne Pierson Wiese 64 The Grace of Green, A Stitch in Time 
Saves Nine, and Ice (poems) 

Kerry Carnahan 67 Lawn Scene and Cicadas (poem~) 

Andrea Kott 72 The Guns 

3 



Wilhemina Condon 76 Walnut and Vine (memoir) 

Gretchen Dykstra 87 Franz Rickaby: The Wandering 
Minstrel of North Dakota 

Reviews 

Fred Whitehead 100 Pamela Sund and Vincent Dussol, 
Eds. Thomas McGrath: Start the 
Poetry Now! 

Janet Kelly Moen 106 Colette A. Hyman, Dakota Women s 
Work: Creativity, Culture, and Exile 

Kate Sweney 110 Tommy Zurhellen, Nazareth, 
North Dakota: A Novel 

Henry Braun 112 Kevin Stein, Poetry s Afterlife : 
Verse in the Digital Age 

Jim Mochoruk 115 Sam W. Haynes, Unfinished 
Revolution: The Early American 
Republic in a British World 

James Ballowe 118 R. Mark Liebenow, Mountains of 
Light: Seasons of Reflections 
in Yosemite 

Alex Shakespeare 120 Rachel Dilworth, The Wild Rose 
Asylum: Poems of the Magdalen 
Laundries of Ireland; and Kate 
Gleason, Measuring the Dark 

Brad McDuffie 125 Kip Zegers and the Poets of Argus, 
Reading Whitman in Manhattan: 
Teaching, Poetry and Hunter College 
High School; Melody S. Gee, 
Each Crumbling House 

Editor's Notes 135 

Contributors 139 

4 



ALLEN JOSEPHS 

The Meaning of Fishing in 
Hemingway's Work 

In our family, there was no clear line between religion and fly fishing . 

-Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through It 

In our family not only fly fishing but all sporting forms 

of fishing were a sort of religion. 
-Jack Hemingway, Foreword, Hemingway on Fishing 

Ernest Hemingway's son Jack, a lifelong fisherman, suggests a direct link 
between fishing and "a sort of religion" in his father's life and work , a 
correlation that may surprise non-fishermen but will be familiar to many 
anglers (Lyons xi) . In fact, "a sort of religion" may well be the only way 
to consider fishing in its deepest sense. To simplify to the bone: in Ernest 
Hemingway's work, the meaning of fishing , always anchored in a pristine 
natural world , becomes a spiritual matter of utmost importance. 

It is not accidental that Jack Hemingway distinguishes between his 
father's earthy brand of fishing and the "purist" realm of fly fishing. (Let 
me add parenthetically that Hemingway, by current standards, would only 
be considered an adequate fly-fisherman.) For Hemingway, fishing 
involved bait and included eating what you caught. As a young boy he 
fished small streams such as Horton Creek where he would hoist out the 
worm-caught trout with a cane pole," ... you swung the long pole back, it 
bent and you felt the line fighting heavily pulling trout in the water and it 
seemed you could not move him. Then the unyielding fighting tension 
broke and the water broke too and as you swung the trout came out and 
into the air and you felt the flop, flopping of him still fighting in the air as 
he swung back and onto the bank" (Hendrickson 278). 

The direct physicality of the experience fascinated Hemingway: 

This way of fishing I learned to look down on and it was not until 
long afterward that I knew that it is not the duration of a sensation 
but its intensity that counts. If it is of enough intensity it lasts forever 
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no matter what the actual time was and then I knew why it was that I 
had loved that fishing so. (Hendrickson 278) 

This particular sentiment is not isolated. In the late unfinished story "The Last 
Good Country," Nick, having just worm-caught a big trout, says to himself: 

Damn, didn't he feel like something when I horsed him out though? 
They can talk all they want about playing them but people that have 
never horsed them out don't know what they can make you feel. 
What if it only lasts that long? It's the time when there's no give at 
all and then they start to come and what they do to you on the way 
up and into the air. (Nick Adams Stories 111) 

Precisely the same sensation, written some thirty years apart (a coinci
dence noted also by Hendrickson 279). 

Both these pithy passages recall Hemi Bergson's philosophy, which 
Hemingway doubtless heard about from Gertrude Stein, who assiduously 
attended Bergson's lectures at the College de France . It involves a physi
cal sensation of such intensity that its brevity matters not, a philosophical 
reading of reality that runs all through Hemingway's work, perhaps most 
notably in the compression of time in For Whom the Bell Tolls. 

Such extreme physicality led directly to the discovery of saltwater 
fishing in which fishing became a matter of vanquishing the biggest and 
toughest fish he could find, a sometimes-dangerous pursuit-in many ways 
like hunting-at which he became in short order both pioneer and master. 

In his early work Hemingway concentrated on freshwater trout fishing 
and in his later work on the offshore fish of saltwater, particularly marlin 
and swordfish. In the early stories, trout fishing begins as mood and set
ting and develops into a form of psychic healing, while in the later works 
fishing becomes a direct communion with nature. In both cases, fishing 
kept Hemingway "wedded to the natural world," becoming "an important 
enough part of his life to affect all of his writing," as Nick Lyons wrote in 
Hemingway on Fishing (xix). 

The Nick Adams stories comprise Hemingway's most autobiographi
cal fiction. In stories such as "Indian Camp" or "The End of Something" 
and its sequel "The Three-Day Blow," fishing forms a partial setting. 
"Indian Camp" ends with an image-the bass jumping in the early morn
ing-that suggests nature as a source of solace. In later stories, we can 
begin to appreciate the significance and the substance of fishing for 
Hemingway and for his fictional character Nick. 

Nick, like Hemingway, suffered severe wounds in Italy in World War 
I, underwent a near-death experience, and experienced "shell shock" 
(what we call today PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder). How does 
Nick handle his problems? In "Now I Lay Me" Nick has the opposite of 
insomnia and tries not to sleep: "I myself did not want to sleep because I 
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had been living for a long time with the knowledge that if I ever shut my 
eyes in the dark and let myself go, my soul would go out of my body" 
(Complete Short Stories 276). 

Nick has several strategies for not sleeping when there is no light, but 
his best method is to remember the trout streams he fished: "I could 
remember all the streams and there was always something new about 
them" ( CSS 281 ). He also was able to invent streams, "and some of them 
were very exciting, and it was like being awake and dreaming" (CSS 277). 
Fishing-active, creative and exciting, both "awake and dreaming"
saves Nick and, literally, helps restore his soul. (Perhaps not surprisingly, 
veterans returning from war in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere have used 
fishing as therapy for PTSD.) 

Reminiscing in A Moveable Feast about his early writing days in Paris 
after he had lost most of his early work, Hemingway tells himself he 
"would write a long story about whatever I knew best." Then he asks: 
"What did I know about truly and care for the most? There was no choice 
at all." Hemingway was about to write his most influential short story, 
"Big Two-Hearted River." He headed for his favorite cafe, the Closerie des 
Lilas, to work: "When I stopped writing I did not want to leave the river 
where I could see the trout in the pool. ... The story was about coming 
back from the war but there was no mention of the war in it" (76). 

Home from the war, Nick does not imagine or remember fishing; he 
actually goes fishing, deep in the solitude of Upper Michigan, seeking sol
ace in nature: "It was a long time since Nick had looked into a stream and 
seen trout. They were very satisfactory" (CSS 163). Michael Reynolds has 
understood Hemingway's complex overlay of fishing and writing in "Big 
Two-Hearted River." Reynolds characterizes the composition of the story 
as "almost as good as fishing. Hell, it was fishing. If he made it all up 
exactly right, first remembering the real rivers and then putting them aside 
and creating his own river, then it was both fishing and writing" (209). 
Reynolds is linking Hemingway's writing to Nick's (and his own) thera
peutic remembrance and imagination of fishing to save his soul. 

The story treated the war indirectly but it was directly about fishing 
and also about writing, without ever saying so. As Reynolds wrote, after 
Hemingway cut comments about Nick's writing, "It was still a story about 
writing, but he did not have to tell the reader directly : fishing was an art 
form, so was writing. . . . The care that Nick took with his camp on the 
river was the care Ernest took with the words to describe Nick's camp" 
(247) . And therein resides the brilliance of "Big Two-Hearted River": the 
style of the story, the writing, and the substance of the story, the fishing 
trip, become somewhat indistinguishable. For Nick fishing and writing, 
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both ways of dealing with his deep problem , have coalesced, "like being 
awake and dreaming." 

Through fishing, Nick begins to heal. How do we know? Nick had 
been shaky after losing a huge trout, and he was worried about fishing the 
swamp that lay ahead of him : "Nick did not want to go in there now." He 
thinks fishing in the swamp would be "tragic ." "In the swamp fishing was 
a tragic adventure. Nick did not want it" (CSS 180). Joseph M. Flora has 
explained that Nick's state of mind in "Now I Lay Me" forms "the deep 
memory that Nick in 'Big Two -Hearted River' holds back, the dark 
swamp" that he is reluctant to enter (165). But in the last line of the story, 
as Nick heads to camp, having caught and cleaned two fine trout, he 
makes a revealing psychic reversal: "There were plenty of days coming 
when he could fish the swamp" (CSS 180), and we understand that Nick is 
finding his path. 

The excised original ending, published posthumously as "On Writing" 
in The Nick Adams Stories, reinforces the combination of writing and fish
ing. Hemingway wrote to Robert McAlmon: "I have decided that all that 
mental conversation in the long fishing story is the shit and have cut it all 
out. The last nine pages" (SL 133). While Hemingway wisely cut the pas
sage and rewrote the ending to include "Just the straight fishing" (SL 133), 
the original ending did strengthen the idea that Nick conceived of the two 
activities in much the same vein. About fishing Nick thinks: "He had 
loved it more than anything" (NAS 235) . And subsequently on writing he 
thinks: "It was really more fun than anything" and, "It was simply that it 
was the greatest pleasure" (NAS 238). "On Writing" ends with Nick return 
ing to camp: "He wanted to get back to camp and get to work" (NAS 240). 

Hemingway 's first choice, to have Nick return to camp to write, is less 
effective as narrative than Nick's decision to fish the swamp, but it clearly 
reveals his intentions to become a writer (perhaps even to have Nick be 
the writer of all of In Our Time). And while the story gains without it, the 
original ending shows us precisely how Hemingway's mind was working 
as he wrote one of the most compelling stories of his time. In its brilliant 
and original fusion of style and of substance, of form and content, of fish
ing and writing, "Big Two-Hearted River" embodies, more than any other 
story, the early elliptical style that would profoundly influence the way we 
write today . Those trout-those very satisfactory trout-would become 
lasting icons, as we will see. 

There is no little irony in the fact that Gertrude Stein influenced 
Hemingway to cut the story, quipping somewhat famously: "Remarks are 
not literature" (Reynolds 24 7), the irony residing in the fact that those cut 
pages, which Reynolds calls "his daring experiment" (248), make up the 
single most Stein-like passage Hemingway ever wrote. Hemingway clear
ly owed a debt to Stein, and he had written to her after just finishing the 
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rough draft: " ... it is swell about the fish, but isn't writing a hard job 
though? It used to be easy before I met you. Certainly was bad, Gosh, I'm 
awfully bad now but it's a different kind of bad" (SL 122), making 
Hemingway sound like Gertrude's little idiot pupil and making us wonder 
how the writer who had just created the as yet unfinished masterpiece 
"Big Two-Hearted River" could pen such a moronic letter. The final and 
most profound irony is that in shedding his Gertrudesque persona and 
returning to the fishing, Hemingway not only gives the story a much 
deeper meaning, he also begins to make a definitive break with Stein's 
peculiar style. 

Many years later Hemingway began a long story about the pre-war 
Nick, in trouble for having shot a buck out of season, published posthu
mously in The Nick Adams Stories as "The Last Good Country ." Nick 
hides out in a virgin hemlock forest and catches trout as beautiful as any 
Hemingway ever described: "Nick saw how dark his back was and how 
brilliant his spots were colored .. . . " The trout has a "lovely golden sunset 
color" on his belly (NAS llO). These perfect native fish come from "the 
last really wild stream there is" (128), where no one fished except the 
Indians, one that forms a part of "the last good country there is left" (89), 
which makes Nick feel "Like the way I ought to feel in church" (NAS 89). 
Although he never finished it, the story reiterates Hemingway's concep
tion of trout fishing as a spiritual endeavor connected to a once pristine 
land that will never exist again. Hemingway's love of fishing and unspoiled 
nature made of him one of our first and most important ecological writers. 

In a famous letter to Scott Fitzgerald in 1925, Hemingway wrote: "To 
me heaven would be a big bull ring with me holding two barrera seats and 
a trout stream outside that no one else was allowed to fish in" (SL 165). 
Hemingway frequently mentions fishing and bullfighting together, notably 
in "On Writing," as well as in a number of letters. In The Sun Also Rises, 
he would again combine these topics . Just prior to the festival in 
Pamplona, Jake Barnes and his friend Bill go fishing in the Pyrenees near 
Burguete, precisely the town from which Hemingway mailed the letter to 
Fitzgerald . Compared to the emotional hell, as it is frequently described in 
the novel, of the festival to come, the bucolic interlude of trout fishing in 
the Pyrenees- spiced with camaraderie and comic dialogue- was indeed 
heavenly. 

Jake's precise description of the fish he catches perhaps belies their 
deep meaning: "In a little while I had six. They were all about the same 
size. I laid them out, side by side, all their heads pointing the same way, 
and looked at them. They were beautifully colored and firm and hard from 
the cold water" (ll9) . We are again in one of Hemingway's pristine coun
tries, once again in a virgin forest: "It was a beech wood and the trees were 
very old" (117). And the trout, all laid out together, are indeed satisfactory. 
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H. R. Stoneback has explored the deep meaning of this fishing epi
sode, proposing that Hemingway was intentionally relating this paysage 
moralise to Roland's death at nearby Roncesvalles/Roncevaux, the one
time spiritual capital of Europe . Stoneback also reads Jake as an avatar of 
the Fisher King, a figure explored by T. S. Eliot in his formative modern
ist masterpiece, The Waste Land (passim, especially 56-58 and 188-96). In 
so doing, Hemingway-never explaining- manages to combine the spiri
tual feeling of trout fishing from the Michigan stories with Jake 's spiritual 
quest, including the Christian symbolism of the fish and the connection to 
the Holy Grail, set within a sacred wood, all of it redolent of and resonant 
with the modernist quest for meaning. Thanks to Stoneback's reading, we 
can understand the fullest sense of the spirituality of fishing in 
Hemingway's early work in which fishing and writing , deliberately inter
woven, combine to heal. Even , I would add, to anneal. 

When Hemingway settled in Key West in 1930, he began a new chapter in 
his life . He discovered saltwater fish ing-big game fishing (as in big 
game hunting), for marlin, swordfish, tuna, and sharks. The thrill and the 
challenge, the beauty and the violence of the offshore wilderness had a 
powerful effect on Hemingway's life and on his writing . He described it 
as "the last wild country there is left. Once you are out of sight of land and 
of the other boats you are more alone than you can ever be hunting and 
the sea is the same as it has been since before men ever went on it in 
boats" (By-Line 237). 

Within a few years , he mastered and pioneered the fledgling sport . 
Hemingway helped establish the rules of the game, serving as vice presi 
dent of the International Game Fishing Association and contributing sig
nificantly to research on pelagic species, especially marlin . He also began 
to write about his experience in nonfiction pieces for the new magazine 
Esquire. These pieces had a double function: they enhanced the image of 
the new sport and they enhanced the image of the writer as sportsman, 
once again combining writing and fishing . 

The first time saltwater fishing appears in a book- in a deeply signifi
cant description- Hemingway describes the great blue river of the Gulf 
Stream where the finest fishing occurs . In Green Hills of Africa, a book 
about hunting, Hemingway inserts a passage that associates writing and 
fishing by explaining " . . . the feeling [that] comes when you write well 
and truly of something" against the backdrop of "this Gulf Stream you are 
living with , knowing, learning about, and loving" (149). The rest of the 
sentence, the longest he ever published, points out the banality of human 
endeavor set against nature, set against "one single, lasting thing- the 
stream" (150), an opposition right out of Ecclesiastes that had already 
become a major theme of Hemingway 's work, what we might in this case 



call fishing and writing versus foolishness and vanity, or a real mess of 
fish as opposed to a fine kettle of fish. 

Once again Hemingway echoes-expanding upon and inflating 
Eliot's motif. Where Eliot had written in The Fire Sermon: "Sweet 
Thames, run softly, till I end my song. / The river bears no empty bottles, 
sandwich papers, / Silk handkerchiefs , cardboard boxes , cigarette ends / 
Or other testimony of summer nights" (176-79), Hemingway would write 
a paragraph-length description of all the garbage dumped into the Gulf 
Stream, only to go back-still in the same stream-of -the-stream sen
tence-and pluck out, himself like some aesthetic garbage picker, the 
ironically embellished prizes : "and the palm fronds of our victories , the 
worn light bulbs of our discoveries and the empty condoms of our great 
loves float with no significance against one single , lasting thing-the 
stream" (150). Beneath the evident one-upmanship, the union of the 
stream of the Gulf and the stream of writing runs as deep as any current in 
Hemingway's work, a union apparent from his first broaching of the sub
ject in this passage. In addition , Hemingway replaces Eliot's squeamishly 
elusive "other testimony of summer nights" with the imagist thing itself, 
"an occasiona l condom," as he first describes it in deliberate offhanded 
ness (149). But that is, I suppose, a different kettle offish. 

For Hemingway, the contexts of hunting and fishing are not entirely 
separable . Hemingway understood big game hunting-and especially big 
game fishing- in much the same way as the Spanish philosopher Ortega y 
Gasset did, as a return to our original Paleolithic state in which "the gen
eral lines of the hunt are identical today with those of five thousand years 
ago" (107) , so it's no surprise Hemingway interspersed them . And the 
highlands of Africa, teeming with big game, and the Gulf Stream, teeming 
with big fish, were two of the pristine places of the earth. Both belonged 
to Hemingway's fast-disappearing "last wild country." 

In his next book, To Have and Have Not, the context changed radical
ly, so to speak, but the locus remained in part the Gulf Stream. Perhaps 
stung by criticism that Death in the Afternoon and Green Hills of Africa 
had been irrelevant books, Hemingway made a brief foray into 1930s soli
darity politics . 

Yet, politics aside, the early marlin-fishing scene is as good as any
thing he wrote about fishing . Harry, the hard-working charter boat captain, 
is energetic and eloquent: "Then I saw a splash like a depth bomb, and the 
sword , and eye, and open lower jaw and huge purple-black head of a 
black marlin ." This beast is no ordinary fish come to devour the bait of 
Harry 's client: 'The whole top fin was up out of the water looking as high 
as a full-rigged ship, and the whole scythe tail was out as he smashed at 
that tuna ." This fish of a lifetime prefigures , in very similar wording, the 
great fish to come: "The bill was as big around as a baseball bat and slant-
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ed up, and as he grabbed the bait he sliced the ocean wide open. He was 
solid purple -black and he had an eye as big as a soup bowl. He was huge . 
I bet he'd go a thousand pounds" (20). 

The marlin is the only true and beautiful and guiltless being in an oth
erwise remorselessly bitter satire, and the resulting contrast between the 
fish in the Gulf Stream and the sordidness of life in Havana and Key West 
in the Depression is remarkable. The marlin escapes, but Mr. Johnson, 
Harry Morgan's perfidious client who loses expensive tackle and "stiffs" 
Harry a thousand 1930's dollars, causes a chain of events that will cost 
Harry his boat, his right arm, and his life. Man undermines the bounty and 
beauty of nature, and the critics who thought Hemingway had converted 
to the cause perhaps weren't reading the novel closely enough . 

The two most significant saltwater fishing episodes in Hemingway's 
work pit Davy, Thomas Hudson's young son, against a huge swordfish, 
and Santiago, the old man, against a giant marlin. Both the young boy and 
the old man , against nearly impossible odds, catch and lose their fish. 
They also come to identify with their prey. 

Davy's heroic struggle happens in the "Bimini" section of the posthu 
mously published Islands in the Stream. Accurate, detailed, and exciting, 
it is the finest account of a sport-fisherman's battle with a huge fish on a 
rod and reel ever written . When the swordfish surfaces in the second hour 
of the fight, they see what the boy has hooked: " . .. the calm of the ocean 
broke open and the great fish rose out of it, rising, shining dark blue and 
silver, seeming to come endlessly out of the water, unbelievable as his length 
and bulk rose out of the sea into the air and seemed to hang there . . . " (121). 

At five-and-a-half hours Davy, when his coach Roger thinks about 
taking the rod, gets excited: '"I don't care if he kills me, the big son of a 
bitch."' Then Davy has an interesting realization: '"Oh hell. I don't hate 
him. I love him"' (134). 

When Davy brings the fish alongside they can see "the whole great 
purple length of him now .. . " (138). Roger takes the cable leader in his 
hand (meaning the fish is technically caught) and then the hook pulls free : 
"The great fish hung there in the depth of water where he was like a huge 
dark purple bird and then settled slowly. They all watched him go down, 
getting smaller and smaller until he was out of sight" (139). 

Davy's reaction to the loss takes us to the heart of Hemingway's feel
ing about natural life : "'In the worst parts, when I was the tiredest I 
couldn't tell which was him and which was me."' He continues: "'Then I 
began to love him more than anything on earth."' When his brother 
Andrew doubts him, Davy reaffirms: "'Yeah . Really love him."' Andrew 
doesn't understand and Davy explains: "'I loved him so much when I saw 
him coming up that I couldn't stand it."' Finally he says: "Tm glad that 
he's all right and that I'm all right. We aren't enemies'" (142-43). Davy is 
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wise beyond his years and his culture and he reminds me of something 
eco-philosopher Paul Shepard wrote of the mentality of stone-age hunters: 
"To love and not to hate the opponent [prey] must be understood as a spir
itualized expression of life" (160). 

Hemingway called The Old Man and the Sea "an epilogue to all my 
writing and what I have learned, or tried to learn, while writing and trying 
to live." In the same letter, to Wallace Meyer at Scribner's, he wrote: "I 
know that it is the best I can write ever for all of my life" (SL 757). Once 
again, this time cumulatively and climactically, Hemingway makes a 
direct connection between fishing and writing. 

The facts about the old man had been in Hemingway's mind since 
1936 when he wrote in a piece for Esquire of "an old man fishing alone in 
a skiff' who "hooked a great marlin that, on the heavy sashcord handline , 
pulled the skiff far out to sea." When the old man was picked up, he had 
"What was left of the fish ... lashed alongside ... less than half," which 
"weighed eight hundred pounds." The old man had harpooned the fish 
after two days and nights and fought off sharks "until he was exhausted" 
(BL 239-40). The resulting fictional story of Santiago would remain 
remarkably close to those facts. 

Hemingway's genius lay in the accurate telling of the story from the 
point of view of an old man who had fished all his life, a process that took 
Hemingway some time to achieve . Thinking about the story, he wrote to 
his editor Max Perkins in early 1939: "I'm going out with old Carlos 
[Gutierrez] in his skiff so as to get it all right. Everything he does and 
everything he thinks in all that long fight with the boat out of sight of all 
the other boats all alone on the sea. It's a great story if I can get it right" 
(SL 479, my emphasis) . It would mature for another dozen years and then 
he would get it so right that after we read the story it is the old man's 
voice, rather than the narrator's, that stays with us . 

Like the real old man and like Davy, Santiago loses his great fish-to 
the sharks that rip the meat loose, leaving only the skeleton. In catching 
him, he comes to understand that the fish, even though he "must kill 
him," . .. "is my brother" (65). He thinks: "Come on and kill me. I do not 
care who kills who" (102). After he harpoons the fish the old man says: '"I 
have killed this fish which is my brother,"' and he believes he felt the mar
lin's heart with his thrust (105). As he begins to sail back with the fish lashed 
alongside, he wonders "is he bringing me in or am I bringing him in?" (109). 

Hemingway is a primal writer, and one of his deepest sources was 
Ecclesiastes, one verse from which sums up the relationship between the 
old man and the marlin: "For that which befalleth the sons of men befall
eth beasts; even one thing befalleth them: as the one dieth, so dieth the 
other; yea, they have all one breath; so that a man hath no preeminence 
above a beast . .. " (3:19; my emphasis). 
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The shark attacks make the old man wonder if it was a sin to kill the 
fish: "If you love him, it is not a sin to kill him. Or is it more?" (116). 
With that question of compassion, of shared suffering, we approach the 
ultimate context of fishing in Hemingway, in the unresolved ambivalence 
that all killing must involve, especially the killing of something you iden
tify with or love. A comment Ortega y Gasset made about hunting applies 
equally to Santiago's fish : "Every good hunter is uneasy in the depths of 
his conscience when faced with the death he is about to inflict on the 
enchanting animal" (88, Ortega's emphasis). 

In time the old man resolves the problem: "Besides, he thought, every
thing kills everything else in some way. Fishing kills me exactly as it 
keeps me alive" (117). There are indications that Santiago is dying. At the 
end he tells the boy Manolin: '"I felt something in my chest was broken'" 
(138). Manolin's generation is coming, and Santiago's is passing away, 
but the Gulf Stream abides. 

Joseph Campbell once said : "The essence oflife is that it lives by kill
ing and eating. And that's the great mystery that myths have to deal with" 
(Hero s Journey 13). The Old Man and the Sea is such a myth. Its mythic 
quality and timelessness, enhanced by Hemingway's knowledge of his 
subject and his compassionate portrayal of the old man, bring to mind 
another of Campbell's dictums, one that captures the essential wisdom of 
Hemingway's parable: "We have to learn to get back into accord with the 
wisdom of nature and realize again our brotherhood with the animals and 
with the water and the sea" (Power of Myth 31 ). 

Hemingway knew the power of the story he had created, and when he 
wrote his Nobel Prize acceptance speech he did not hesitate to compare 
his writing with Santiago's quest for the great fish, referring to himself, 
with words that echo Santiago's, as "a writer [who] is driven far out past 
where he can go, out to where no one can help him" (Broccoli 196). 

As healing, as communion with nature, as a "sort of religion" or as 
myth, Hemingway made his fishing stories a part of our collective reading 
experience . Fishing became the wellspring of his deeply influential art. 
One revealing indication of that influence is Cormac McCarthy's use of 
trout as the final image of his powerful, post -apocalyptic novel The Road: 
"Once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains. You could 
see them standing in the amber current where the white edges of their fins 
wimpled softly in the flow" (286). These fish are the sole icon standing 
for the entire obliterated natural world. I find it impossible to read that 
passage without invoking Hemingway whose magisterial use of fish and 
fishing- realistically and symbolically-has left an indelible mark on lit
erature. In its largest sense, Hemingway's fishing teaches us what it means 
to be human. 
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A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

ROBERT LACY 

He Didn't Screw Up: Zen and the Art 
of Motorcycle Maintenance 

The stories began going around as soon as the book came out. How he'd 
worked on it for more than four years, getting up in the pre-dawn darkness 
and traipsing off to a rented cubbyhole on Lake Street there in south 
Minneapolis, putting in the hard hours, polishing it, perfecting it, before 
reporting to his day job as a tech writer for a local computer outfit. How 
he'd done this week after week, month after month, until finally the thing 
was complete , and how it had then been rejected by one publisher after 
another - 121 of them, in fact, breaking a Guinness Book of Records 
record-before little Morrow had finally agreed to take a chance on it. 
And how now, in the aftermath of all this, he wasn't so much basking in 
the glory of what he'd accomplished - writing a huge national best-seller 
his very first time out- but doing his damnedest to find and buy himself an 
ocean-worthy sailboat with his new money so he could get the hell out of 
the country. 

Those were the stories going around. It was a book with an odd title, 
Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, by an author with an unusual 
name, Robert Pirsig. 1 Part novel, part philosophical treatise, part motorcy
cle-repair manual, it had taken the country by storm when it first appeared 
in that Watergate-besotted year of 1974. Everyone was talking about it 
back then . Now, nearly forty years later, people still seem to want to talk 
about it. Take a copy of the book into a coffee house , as I did recently, set
tle back to read it and note how many people will come up to you in the 
space of an hour and want to discuss it with you. It has become the single 
most popular book "on philosophy" of all time, with more than five mil
lion copies sold to date worldwide. These days there are entire websites 
devoted to Pirsig and his book. A Canadian author, Mark Richardson, has 
even written his own book, and had it published by Knopf, in which he 
retraces the route of the motorcycle journey described by Pirsig. 

Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance was one of those publish 
ing phenomena that occurs every so often in this country : a nobody comes 
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out of nowhere and catches lightning in a bottle. Think Gone with the 
Wind. Think The Bridges of Madison County. Its timing was right. It 
reflected the national mood, which was one of colossal funk, and offered 
up a possible antidote. It also received a huge boost at the outset from a 
glowing, all-in review by George Steiner in The New Yorker who went so 
far as to compare it to Moby Dick. "Robert Pirsig invites the prodigious 
comparison ," Steiner assured us . "It is at many points, including, even, the 
almost complete absence of women, suitable. What more can one say?" 

Zen tells the story of a father-son motorcycle trip from Minneapolis to 
the West Coast by way of North Dakota and Montana. This journey pro
vides the armature for the story, its narrative skeleton, but the book's true 
subject, and what really makes it tick, is to be found in the "chatauquas" 
which break up each chapter and are the sources of the philosophical 
inquiry which is the book's main purpose. The father is the story's 
unnamed narrator. He's a fortyish man with a problematic past. He now 
writes technical manuals for a living (see above), but he used to be a 
teacher of rhetoric until he became unhinged one day and had to be put 
away for a while . His passenger on the motorcycle is his son Chris, a trou
bled boy of twelve who seems to be on the brink of something bad him
self. The two of them exist in uneasy alliance as they make their way 
across the country , camping out in wilderness areas, staying in cheap 
motels , quarreling, making up, eating in little cafes in odd, out-of-the-way 
places, and riding, riding , riding on their motorcycle. The trip is character
ized by the father as "a vacation," but it seems like more than that: sort of 
a last-ditch effort at sorting things out between the two of them . Little 
mention is made of the absent mother. 

The chatauquas begin with a discussion of the difference between the 
"romantic" and the "classical" sensibility, using motorcycles as an exam
ple. The romantic sensibility is interested in the outward appearance of a 
thing, we're told, whereas the classical sensibility is interested in its inner 
workings . Another couple , the Sutherlands, man and wife , accompany the 
narrator and son on the first leg of the journey west, but they soon fall 
away and tum back. John Sutherland is portrayed as an arch romantic : he 
doesn't know how his motorcycle works, and he doesn't want to know. 
He's above all that. The narrator, on the other hand, is deeply involved in 
his bike's machinery . He knows all about cams and compression ratios and 
engine tolerances . He's a tech writer, after all. For him, a motorcycle is "a 
system of concepts worked out in steel." 
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"A motorcycle functions," he tells us, "entirely in accordance with the 
laws of reason, and a study of motorcycle maintenance is really a minia
ture study of the art of rationality itself." 

This soon leads into a discussion of the nature of reality : what things 
look like on the outside versus what they really are on the inside. And we 
get sentences such as "What we think of as reality is a continuous synthe
sis of elements from a fixed hierarchy of a priori concepts and the ever 
changing data of the senses ." And it's right about here that the reader 
begins to realize that this isn't going to be your typical summertime page 
turner. That if one intends to continue on this journey , he'd best buckle his 
seatbelt. 

The philosophical inquiry at the book's center, and which this discus
sion of outward appearance versus inner reality leads us into, has to do 
}Vith the nature of "Quality" (which is always capitalized) . What is it? 
from whence does it spring? Can it be said to exist apart from its subject 
and its object? How does one go about achieving it? The narrator takes us 
all the way back to Plato, Aristotle , and beyond in his effort to grasp and 
come to terms with the concept-that insistent thing inside us that makes 
us believe that if something is worth doing, it is worth doing well . We also 
follow him as he returns as "Phaedrus "-the name he gives his pre-crack
up self-to his student days at the University of Chicago where he runs 
afoul of the certitudes of the reigning professors there and ends up getting 
booted out of school. But not before he has arrived at the, for him, earth
shattering conclusion that "Quality is the generator of the mythos ." And 
what is the mythos? "The mythos is the whole train of collective con
sciousness of all communicating mankind . Every last bit of it. The Quality 
is the track that directs the train. What is outside the train, to either side
tp.at is the terra incognito of the insane." Which, he begins to realize, is 
t here he 's headed. 

The search for Quality culminates in a discussion of the Greek notion 
of arete, which is a sort of all-purpose excellence. The person who pos
sesses arete is someone who has made of himself , as the TV commercials 
for the US Army have it, the best that he can be. The heroes of ancient 
Greece had it: the warriors , the philosophers, the poets. And that's what 
Phaedrus had longed for. But instead he finds himself living in a world of 
time servers and company men, of "forms and mannerisms-hated by the 
!5est, loved by the worst." And that, finally, is what drives him crazy. 

It's important to remember that this book came out in 1974 and that 
it's based on a motorcycle journey that took place in 1968, the year of the 
disastrous Democratic Party convention in Chicago when the world as 
I'nost Americans knew it seemed to be coming apart at the seams. Zen 

, ' .,, l ' • -~ 



ASEACHANGE:BOOKSTHATMATTERED 

appears to have been conceived, at least in part, as a how-to manual for 
negotiating those perilous times. To be crazy in a crazy time was not nec
essarily a bad thing . It could be viewed as a survival strategy. 

But it was not an acceptable mode of fatherhood . "Phaedrus" had been 
hospitalized and subjected to electroshock treatments to erase the demons 
from his brain. He seemed in danger of being permanently institutional
ized, and he might have been if not for his thoughts, he tells us , of what it 
would mean for his son Chris. "He was always the real reason for coming 
out of the hospital," the narrator says. "To have let him grow up alone 
would have been really wrong ." 

So Phaedrus , in his own word, "recants ." He gives up his search for 
Quality, his longing for a state of arete, and resigns himself to becoming a 
workaday breadwinner and a father to his fragile son. That is the dimin
shed man we meet as the book opens, the man who will both take us on 
this motorcycle journey and narrate it for us. 

Together, the two of them, father and son, make their fateful, heavily 
freighted trip, and by book's end, in sight of the pearly Pacific , they arrive 
at an understanding of each other. Chris is no longer sulky and surly, the 
narrator has accepted his more mundane self, and the sun has just come 
out over hitherto foggy northern California. (Pirsig uses weather and 
topography as rather too obvious metaphors throughout the book.) Finally, 
we get this exchange of dialog, beginning with Chris asking: 

"Can I have a motorcycle when I get old enough?" 
" If you take care of it." 
"What do I have to do?" 
"Lots of things . You've been watching me." 
"Will you show me all of them?" 
"Sure." 
"Is it hard?" 
"Not if you have the right attitudes . It's having the right attitudes that 's 

hard." 
And, that settled, on they ride toward the book's happy ending . The 

ending seems hokey and overly sentimental now and even harder to swal
low on rereading after all these years given our knowledge, gained in the 
interim, that Pirsig's son, and the real-life model for "Chris," was mur
dered on the streets of San Francisco ten years after the book came out
stabbed to death, ironically, outside the Zen center where he'd been living. 

03. 

Robert Pirsig was a geek back at the dawn of the computer age, before the 
Internet, before the likes of Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg made being 

19 



A SEA CHANGE: BOOKS THAT MATTERED 

a geek fashionable . And it's part of his book's charm that Pirsig is so 
unabashedly caught up in the philosophy of engines and of how things 
work. His earnestness, his need to explain, overcome our resistance to the 
surface dryness of the material, and pretty soon we're happy to be wan
dering around in the inner workings of motorcycles too. Steiner, in his 
influential New Yorker review, spoke of Pirsig's "broad innocence," and 
that's not bad . Naivete too: a quality of not knowing, or really caring 
~bout, how others might view you and your dorky enthusiasms . In addi
tlon to women and a plot, the book is also totally lacking in humor. Antl 
somehow that works ih its favor too. There's never any ironic distancing 
between reader and subject matter. We're always right in there, up to our 
elbows in engine grease, as it were, with the author. 

Pirsig is now in his eighties. He lives in rural New England with his 
second wife , a woman much younger than himself whom he met when she 
came to interview him on that sailboat he bought soon after Zen came out. 
Recent pictures of him published on the Internet show a short, stocky man 
with lots of white hair and a bushy white beard . Long gone is the leather
jacketed , motorcycle-boot-shod Marlon Brando manque of earlier years 
and earlier photographs. He has become reclusive. He wrote a second 
book called Lila, which wasn't received nearly as well as Zen and didn't 
do nearly as well commercially . Zen had been subtitled "An Inquiry into 
falues"; Lila was subtitled "An Inquiry into Morals." Readers seemed to 
donsider it pretty much of a downer. Pirsig himself said of it that whereas 
Zen had been inspirational, "I wanted to go in the other direction with Lila 
and do something that explored a more sordid, depressing life." Not much 
fun in that. 

Pirsig doesn't often submit to interviews these days, but he did give 
one in 2006 to a reporter from England's Guardian newspaper (from 
which the above quote about Lila is taken). In it, he comes across as witty 
and down-to-earth . Of the tortured man he had once been, he says, "The 
funny thing about insane people is that it is kind of the opposite of being a 
celebrity. Nobody envies you." Speaking of the genesis of Zen, he says, 
"It was a compulsive thing . It started out of a little essay I wanted to write 
about motorcycling because I was having so much fun doing it, and it 
grew organically from there." Interestingly, he also reveals to the inter
"'.iewer that his son Chris didn't much care for Zen when it came out, 
thought it misrepresented what had actually happened. "Dad," Pirsig 
quotes him as saying, "I had a good time on that trip ." 
. Growing up in Minneapolis, himself the son of the dean of the 

University of Minnesota Law School, young Robert Pirsig had been 
viewed as something of a child prodigy . His Stanford-Binet-tested IQ was 
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an off-the-charts 170. By the age of fifteen he was already enrolled at the 
UofM , studying chemistry. But the burden of all that promise had been 
too much for him . He floundered in school, dropped out, drifted from this 
to that, and eventually wound up in the army in South Korea where he had 
his first encounters with Zen Buddhism . It was only after the army that he 
returned to school, earned degrees in philosophy and journalism, and at 
length, after many circuitous sidetrips , found himself teaching writing at 
what is now Montana State University in Bozeman, only to get crossways 
with his bosses there , make an ill-fated attempt to earn a doctorate at the 
University of Chicago, and, failing that, suffer a complete mental break
down. Back in Minneapolis , it was his own father who had him committed 
to the local Veteran's Administration hospital where he underwent extensive 
electroshock treatments before finally being released back into society. 

Asked toward the end of the Guardian interview if he feared death, 
the octogenerian Pirsig , perhaps recalling that promise-burdened boy of 
seven decades ago-not to mention the brain-scorched electroshock survi
vor of later years~said this: "I don't really mind dying because I figure I 
haven't wasted my life. Up until my first book was published I had all this 
potential, people would say, and I screwed up. After it, I could say: No , I 
didn 't screw up." 

Note 
lzen and the Art of Motocycle Maintenance is still available from publisher 

Harper Collins for $26.99 in a new hardback edition, and new and used copies 
may be found on many Internet sites including Amazon and Barnes and Noble . 
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JEANINE STEVENS 

Venus of Lespugue, 
Circa 23,000 B. P. 

The sweetness of animal fat 
from the kill site clings 
as hefts the tusk over the mountain . 
With his adze, he is drawn 
to something seminal: 
head, breasts, buttocks and hips 
like a covey of smooth 
pigeon eggs. 
Legs form a point
fulcrum anchored to earth. 
He ponders the shadow 
rising in the blue smoke of evening . 
He could trade 
for a fire-hardened spear, 
but she is palm size, small 
enough for a hunter's pouch. 
Eons later, found near the Pyrenees, 
she still glistens white 
from so much fondling. 
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A Watercolor by Patient M 
from Mandala Symbolism 

Sleepless with thoughts to please, 
Prussian blue , night visions. 

Wheels will be good-a farm cart, 
wooden spokes of thunder and mud, 
fixations of orbits, manta rays and node stars. 

I mix the first dab of tempera, hot 
to the touch , turmeric and cardamom. 
Purple eyelids , a salamander 
wet with albumen emerges. 

The round is expected but my thumb wants 
ellipse, no atom or seed 

the egg, yolkless . 

If you look close-Oval , 
track and field, perfect chalk lines, 
a footrace with the concerned demon . 
Stay in your own lane! 

Disqualified! 
I throw a glob of pigment ... rose-violet. 
Cheat, cheat, cheater! This time 
I win. Because I am mad 
I can choose colors from a vast palette. 

Foot, lace, race, face
my new mantra. 

I remember my goats, long days 
of transhumance, herds grazing, long rivers, 
deep canyons and believe. I sleep 
in moonlight and re-arrange the Milky Way. 

C. G. Jung 
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Lady and the Unicorn 
Tapestry, circa 1600, Musee de Cluny, Paris 

Walls run red, the rusty 
fragrance of first blood. 
In the deeply women fabric 
she tries to squelch the flow. 
Hands brush bright specs, 
no wound, just tart pomegranates 
dripping crimson . 
Ivory hares and wild raspberries 
dot a millefleurs ground. 
Maiden cheeks reflect 
his milk-white horn. Perhaps 
poised for the hunter's call? 

The guidebook says "unicorns 
are domesticated." And truthfully, 
his head rests in a cushioned lap. 
Who is the seducer, the most 
eager to be captured? A visitor 
weeps. Is it the timeless 
stitching, the craftsmanship, 
unshod hooves? Or because he is 
more goat than fawn. 
Overcome, she wanders 
to the gift shop, buys placemats 
@25 Euros, a bargain to hold 
him under her dinner plate. 



The Magpie 
Claude Monet 

There is vintage light in these snow-dropped fields 
of Normandy where winter writes the architecture of summer: 

gate, fence, trees, house, all hinged to fallow fields, 
a landscape in waiting. Trees tilt left, shadows bend right, 

a net of deciduous limbs punctuates the chalky sky. 
One person left early, footsteps sunk in mauve depressions 

glaze over in afternoon's blue chill. A full day for this most 
sociable of birds, she only wants it to end in silence. 

Her nest, not far away, wraps snug in mistletoe. 
Cold fluffs the smallish body. One eye on the post, 

she remembers the strip of red meat left yesterday. 
Does she remember summer, the path strewn with kernels? 

Pie, the only deep hue is the dusk of your chest, struck 
by a small patch of flecked sun. Now late, your shape 

dissolves into the nearest footstep . You are the dwindling sun, 
the windblown star. On your top rung, rest quiet, crow dark . 
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BETTYJOYCE NASH 

Laser Vision 

Vayda maneuvers the ancient Mercedes into the bus depot and singles out 
the tall guy without hair. He's got on her brother's jeans and busted up 
bomber jacket, but he can't be Josh. The guy turns and stares back. 

She's so busy gawking, she steers the big sedan into the guard post. 
Her seat belt yanks her back. The gears groan when she jams it into 
reverse . The guy comes running over. 

"Way to go, Sis!" he whoops. "How'd you convince the law you could 
drive?" 

She cuts the engine. He pulls Vayda from the car and squeezes her 
breathless , then checks the bumper. "Barely crimped. This thing's a tank." 

"My first solo," she says, making a face. "I can hear the lecture now. 
Let's get out of here." 

"OK, baby driver," he says, grinning. He pitches his duffel in back and 
gets in. 

"So what's new?" 
Her feet and hands sting with cold. She hauls her door shut on the 

third try. "Bruce got laid off from the machine shop so Mom's pulling 
extra shifts." She turns to Josh . "You look like a zombie." Like he just 
escaped from the pen. Or like her father, near the end. 

He reaches over and tugs a spike of her hair. "Uncle Sam paid for 
mine . What criminal stole yours?" 

She glares. He's eyeing her, too. She'd smushed gel into the dyed cop
per and hiked her skirt thigh-high before leaving the house. Black tights. 
Black suede boots with ice-pick heels. 

"Locks of Love." She jerks her bangs so hard tears spring to her eyes. 
"When I look in the mirror, I don't recognize myself. Forced Wayman to 
cut it. He bitched the whole time he had the scissors in his hand." She'd 
chased Josh's best friend Wayman-with success-after Josh left. 

"Your hair was you," Josh says. It's true. Ash blonde waves down past 
her shoulder blades. 
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"So was yours," she says. At eighteen, he'd enlisted. Deserted her. 
Left her alone with their dead father, their mother, and their mother's boy
friend Bruce, obnoxiously undead . What a crappy Christmas until just 
now. Josh is home. 

He sits back and shoves sunglasses over his eyes. "Some R&R and 
then it 's the Big Dune for me. I finally got good at something besides 
serving meatball specials at the Hurricane Deli ." He lights a Camel and 
exhales. "Time to be a hero." 

Coughing at the smoke, she positions her hands on the wheel. Looks 
both ways. Pulls out smoothly and reaches thirty -five before speaking. 
"You ship out. Where does that leave me? How do I survive for two long 
years until I turn eighteen?" 

"We've been over this," he says, dragging again on the cigarette . "I 
couldn't stay. Period. Mom loves Bruce. But I don't. What's going on 
with you?" 

"Still at QwikPik. And Wayman's passing chemistry, thanks to me." 
Wayman smells like her old life. Old Spice. Same as Josh, same as Dad. 
The sense of smell wakes up a person's earliest memories, her chem 
teacher says. Vayda's memories never sleep. 

"Wayman's already given me my Christmas present. Metallica tick
ets-why? I hate Metallica," she says. "At least I get to blow town for one 
night." The concert is an hour away, in Huntington. "Maybe Bruce will 
lend us this heap." 

"Speaking of the Way Man. Me and him are getting high tonight," 
Josh says. "Drive around, get beer." 

The road runs past their old farm, owned now by the bank because 
Mom couldn't hang on after Dad died. The valves chatter as the car tops 
the snow-dusted hill. Vayda jerks the car into the shoulder's brittle brown 
grass. In the wind, the FOR SALE sign clanks from the chain across the 
driveway. They jump the chain and watch the sun bronze the farmhouse's 
empty upstairs windows . 

Josh tears back to the car and opens his duffel. Soon he trots back car
rying something. "Merry Christmas . She's a thirty-eight." 

"She! She! A girl gun." Vayda grabs it by the barrel, but drops it into 
the weeds. 

"Hey, careful!" he cries. 
Her heels sink into the ground. She'd saved through the wet fall for 

the ice picks, and scrubbed the mud off at night with a suede brush. Now 
she plucks off dried seeds. 

"Sorry you don't like my present." 
"Even worse than Metallica tickets ." 
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The wind stirs. Josh picks up the gun and prowls around a catalpa, its 
seed pods rattling. He squeezes the grip, and a thin red beam lights a high
way hawk perched near the top. "Laser sight-lights up your target." 

She shivers. He turns sideways, grips the gun two-handed and fires. 
Vayda's ears ring and she works her jaw. 

"I get him?" The hawk drifts from its perch unharmed, now so close 
they see its mottled wings. 

"He's coming for you," Vayda says through clenched teeth. "You're 
weirding me out." Fierce eyes glare above the curved beak. Clamping an 
unlucky mouse, the hawk blends back into the tree. Josh now smells noth
ing like her father or Wayman, only like a spent firecracker. 

"Your tum to feel the magic," he says. 
She shakes her head. 
"You have to," Josh says. "Then you'll understand." He nudges a half

buried beer can from the ditch with his boot and props it on a fence post. 
He empties the cylinder and points to a button inside the grip. "Activates 
the laser. Go ahead. Dry fire a few times." 

"I understand plenty," she says. She hesitates, but tugs off her mittens 
and stuffs them into the pocket of her parka. She rubs her numb hands 
together until the feeling returns. She clenches the gun and aims. Josh plants 
his boots beside hers and bends until their heads touch. He reeks of smoke. 

She sucks in her breath, holds it, and places her left hand over her 
right knuckles . Her heart beats hard . She shrugs, and pins the tiny red spot 
on the can's ghosted-out blue ribbon. 

"Line your trigger finger along the barrel till you're ready to fire," he 
says. "Number one safety rule ." 

She nods. Slides her finger onto the trigger, pulls back the hammer 
and fires. Again. Again. 

"Let's load her up for real. You do it," he says. 
She shifts the gun to her left hand. Then unsnaps her puffy parka. 

"Hand me those things," she says, nodding at the cartridge box. Her fin
gers, now warm and limber, chamber them. She clinks the cylinder home. 

"The smaller the target, the more time you take," Josh says. He 
engulfs her hands with his as they sight the ribbon. Then he releases her 
hands and steps aside. 

Under the rubbing catalpa pods, she pulverizes the ribbon. She 
breathes in slowly to keep her teeth from chattering, then she whips 
around. Whoom! She blasts the FoR SALE sign four times. It thuds to the 
ground. She takes three steps, stands over it, and shoots it dead. "This 
place is ruined ." She kicks the sign. 

He gives her a thumbs up then takes the gun. He turns and salutes the 
farmhouse . Her right hand burning, she jerks open the car door and gets in. 
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Josh stashes the gun in his duffel. "Shooting opens you. You feel it? 
You did." 

She says nothing. Sweat trickles from her armpits, the smell of her 
own fear. 

Back home at their rental house, neighbors have already piled tom boxes 
that only hours ago held fire engines or doctor kits. Vayda and Josh walk 
the strip of sidewalk between rectangles of brown grass. 

Behind the storm door Bruce's three-legged dog barks and the brittle 
tree's lights blink in mechanical welcome. Flaps films the glass with his 
hot bad breath. 

Inside, Vayda inspects her hair in the hall mirror. "I look like shit," she 
says to no one. 

Josh's duffel thumps on the kitchen floor. He gives Mom a loud 
smacking kiss. "Merry Christmas," he says. "I hear you're pulling extra 
shifts at the call center since the man of the house got laid off." 

Behind Vayda, on his way up the basement stairs, Bruce calls, "Ho ho 
ho." His man-funk arrives ahead of him. He smells nothing like her dad. 
Or like Josh used to. He appears beside her. Vayda squints into the mirror 
and holds her nose. He's wearing his Metallica "Ride the Lightning" 
T-shirt and a sweatband girds his shaggy hair. 

"Worked out," he says, sucking in his gut. 
"I can tell." She elbows past. 
"Hey! I let you drive my valuable antique vehicle, and this is how you 

thank me?" Bruce asks. He follows her into the kitchen. "Lighten up. It's 
Christmas Day." 

"For what exactly do I thank you?" she says, over her shoulder. "And 
quit telling me to lighten up." Bruce's presence spoils Vayda's private pre
tense that her father isn't buried-dead, only make-believe dead. 

Their mother interrupts , "Thanks for coming upstairs to greet Josh, 
Bruce." She's wearing both gifts from the color-blind Bruce, a screaming 
orange turtleneck and the matching slippers. When Vayda unwrapped her 
lime-green version, she'd stuck her finger down her throat. Who looks 
good in lime besides a zombie? 

"Yeah, coming out of his man cave so he can butt into everything," 
Vayda says. "Like he's one of us." Her best friend Sheila insists Bruce is 
permanent, but Vayda refuses to ask. Mom's got more than her crappy job 
and unpaid bills worrying her. A combat-ready son. 

"Let's toast Josh," Mom says. She's lined four goblets on the counter, 
and she fills each with clouded-over cider. "Not our worst Christmas, 
especially now that Josh is home." 

Josh and Vayda clink glasses, avoiding eye contact, instead, they 
inspect the cider. Josh and Bruce hook elbows and chug theirs. Mom sips. 
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"No, that was when Dad died," Vayda says, flatly, and drains her glass. 
She turns to the sink, sponges the goblet clean and rinses with hot water. 
"Or, did everyone forget?" She rubs the rim until it moans in the silent 
kitchen. 

"Got ripped in Basic," Bruce finally says. He pops Josh on the bicep, 
quick-hugs him and pushes off. "Without all that hair, you look almost 
grown up." 

Vayda's sigh scrapes the air. She upends her glass in the dish drain. 
"Bruce bought dinner fixings," Mom says, watching Vayda. Her eyes 

loom like burned✓out bulbs above the orange sweater. "Vayda, will you 
brown the taco beef?" 

"Make Josh do it," she says. "Besides, whatever happened to turkey 
and dressing and cranberry sauce? Josh's last Christmas- last one home, 
at least for awhile." 

"Turkeys go half-price tomorrow. Then we'll really celebrate," Bruce 
says. "In the meantime, Vayda, jack up that mood. Josh is home." He rips 
open a package of taco shells and lines them in a roasting pan . "I got some 
listening techniques to help you get in touch with your feelings, Vayda." 

"Fuck you. I'd feel fantastic if it weren't for .. . " 
"What?" Bruce says. "Nice mouth. Cut up an onion, would you?" 
"No," Vayda says. 
"We don't want Josh working his first day back, do we, Flaps?" Bruce 

rubs Flaps 's ears. Vayda drags the dog down with her onto the floor. 
"Army's not a bad gig, huh, Josh? Works good because of order," 

Bruce says, tossing the onion from one palm to the other. 
"Bruce's been like this ever since you enlisted," Vayda says, rubbing 

her cheek on Flaps's fur. "Acting like he's the one headed for the desert." 
"All right, Josh," Mom says, cutting her eyes at Vayda, who ignores 

the stare. She hands him the package of ground beef. "Have at it." 
"Want help?" Bruce asks, peeling the onion's first layer. 
"No," Josh says, too agreeably. "I got it." Josh pulls the skillet out. He 

switches on the radio , and sopranos belt out, "A thrill of hope, the weary 
world rejoices . .. " 

"Do you know," Vayda says, from the floor, "how sick I am of 
Christmas music?" The high-pitched voices hurt her ears, still ringing with 
the revolver's reports . 

"Alice ," Bruce says, "tum it off. Princess PMS is sick of Christmas 
music. Vitamin B, Vayda, a mood miracle. I saw an infomercial about it." 

At the stove, Josh whispers to their mother. "Why did you let her 
donate her hair? She looks ridiculous . . . " 

"Don 't talk about me in the third person ," Vayda shouts . "Besides, 
Mom likes it. She's donating hers , too, right?" Her mother nods . 
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"We could've shared our memories about Dad at the farm," Vayda 
says. "But no, instead he pulled out a gun and shot at a hawk." 

"Yeah, and your baby girl here murdered the sign," Josh says. 
"What sign?" Mom asks Vayda. "What gun? What's going on?" 
"I don't want to talk about it," Vayda says. Her heart lurches crazily 

when she remembers the sign, the shooting. Josh's thumbs-up . To Josh, 
she says, "Why 'd you bring that up?" 

"Excuse me, Sis, who brought it up?" Josh asks. He dumps the beef 
into the skillet. He disappears with his duffel, then reappears with the gun. 

"Sweet, huh , Broofus?" The barrel overshoots his palm. "Vayda's 
Christmas gift. We tried it out." 

"I wish you'd quit calling me Broofus," Bruce says. He inspects the 
revolver. 

"Sorry, man." 
Mom 's face darkens when he produces the gun. "Where 'd that come 

from?" Her voice is harsh. She yanks her hair up, and pulls a rubber band 
off her wrist to make a ponytail. 

Josh turns. "Bought it off a buddy. Need to get a permit." 
"We'll go to the range," Bruce says. "A family outing ." He hefts it. 

"Nice weight- probably low recoil." 
"Don't bet on that," Vayda says under her breath. 
"This laser sight lights up your target." Josh bounces the beam at his 

boots, then across the vinyl floor. "Cost extra." 
"Bet it did," Bruce says. "A hunting buddy of mine's got one on his rifle." 
Vayda sticks her tongue out at Josh. He shoots her a look. The beef siz

zles and smokes. She jumps up and dials down the flame. 
"I discovered my talent," Josh says. Flaps circles the men, waiting for 

attention. 
"Yeah?" Bruce kneels to rub the dog's neck. "Army'll man you up if 

you learn to take orders. Not your thing, as I recall." 
"We don 't take 'em from you," Vayda interrupts. She flops into a chair 

and lays her head on the kitchen table . 
"What'd you do in the Army, Bruce?" Josh asks. He takes Vayda's 

place at the stove and stirs the beef. 
"Motor transport," he says . "Skills for life . How do you think I 

brought that old Benz back to life? You?" 
"Machine-gunner. Well, assistant." 
"Set the table, hon," Mom says. She leans down and caresses Vayda's 

spastic hair, massages her scalp. At her mother's touch, Vayda stiffens then 
softens her spine. 

"Might get the top job," Josh says. He lays the revolver on the table, 
and takes a shooting stance. "Couldn't do much at first, but then instinct 
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kicked in when we got these M4s." He pounds his fist into his chest. He 
thuds onto his knees, and aims his imaginary weapon at the door. 

"Eh -eh-eh-eh-eh," he chatters, a little kid's machine gun fire. "You 
squeeze off round after round, and the whole time the music's blasting, 
not just inside your head . For real, inside the Stryker. Even old Metallica's 
in there riding the lightning." 

Mom's hand stops moving through Vayda's hair. 
"You're right down to it: live or die. Lose or win." He rises, slinging 

his invisible weapon over his shoulder. "Punish the deserving!" 
The neglected meat spits, and smoke swells above the skillet. Vayda 

gasps and flings open the back door. Mom cuts off the stove, and says, 
"Dinnertime. Let's eat in the living room beside the tree." 

"Not me," Vayda says, coughing . "Gotta get to work." 

She ditches the skirt and boots for jeans and sneakers . While everyone's 
eating tacos in the living room, she stops in the kitchen and jams the gun 
into one parka pocket and a handful of cartridges into the other. She jogs 
the three blocks to Alonzo's QwikPik. 

"You'll be okay alone. It's Christmas - no beer sales. Probably all 
we'll sell is eggnog ," Mr. Alonzo says. "Lock the money in the drawer." 

QwikPik used to be an insurance office. Six short aisles cram the 
inside. The cold case up front holds milk , eggs, cheese, and Crazy Eight 
malt liquor. The meat case in back is cold but dark. No one's replaced the 
lights. "Or the meat," Josh had said last summer, squinting into the glass 
before he left . 

She slips the gun out at the register. She sniffs its handle, scented 
slightly with Josh's after-shave. Then she swings out the cylinder and 
slides the brass cartridges in and out. Her fingers memorize their shape 
and weight and her ears, their metal-on-metal sound. She rubs the barrel. 
She steadies her hands and clutches the grip. She sets the laser on the 
Crazy Eights, then lets it follow the second-hand on the clock above the door. 

She lays the gun on the counter and presses her sweaty palms together 
until they stop trembling . Then she wipes her hands on her jeans and orga
nizes the ancient register's paper receipts. Cash, charges, checks. At nine a 
disheveled couple enters in Santa hats. Vayda stashes the gun under the 
counter . They get a carton of eggnog and ask for two Pick Threes . "Wish 
you luck," Vayda says . 

"I already have luck. You, Junius," the woman says . She gives the 
tickets to her companion . "Merry Christmas." His grin opens his face. 

Vayda smiles . They leave, and she reaches for the gun. Josh and 
Wayman push through the door, and she stashes it back . Josh jumps up 
and jangles the overhead bell a couple more times. Wayman's watch cap 
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makes him look twelve. She giggles. He grins, and she remembers how 
much she enjoys their tutoring sessions. Now Wayman understands chem
istry. So does she. 

"I thought maybe you'd stay in and hang with Mom and Broofus," she 
says. Vayda rings out the drawer, lifts the tray, and slips the receipts 
underneath. 

"Later," Josh says. He holds up his thumb and forefinger and sucks 
from an imaginary joint. "This time, I got money," he says, on his way to 
the cooler. His last night home, he and Wayman stopped by QwikPik and 
lifted a dozen Crazy Eights. She'd paid their tab before Mr. Alonzo found out. 

"You got a new identity also? One that allows you to purchase alco
hol?" she asks. 

Josh and Wayman guffaw. 
"My identity is quite sufficient to punish the deserving," he says, 

drawing himself to what must be his military bearing. He and Wayman 
choke back dope-fueled giggles. 

"You and Mr. Wayman here just trash yourselves to hell, but buy 
somewhere else. I can't sell alcohol at all, much less to you. I could lose 
my job, and then what? I'm too young to enlist." She glances through the 
front door's burglar bars. Across the street, Mr. Alonzo's house twinkles a 
red-and-green rhythm in sync with her hammering heart . 

"Who'd know?" Josh asks. "No cameras ." 
"Don't." She fires her evilest eye at them. 
"Cool," Josh says. He and Wayman cruise the aisles. They hop onto 

the counter with Hostess cupcakes, Slim Jims, and a jumbo bag of Cheez 
Doodles. They cram Cheez Doodles into their mouths. Day-Glo orange 
crumbs fall everywhere. 

"Ten dollars and twenty-seven cents. With tax. Fork over. Then clean 
that up," she barks. Josh tosses the bag up and pops it between his palms . 
Day-Glo dust falls like snow. 

"Goddamnit," she says. "Get the broom. Brush those crumbs back in 
the bag." She reaches beneath the counter for the gun, and makes the red 
dot skip along the fluorescent ceiling fixtures. She lowers the gun and 
lights up Wayman and then Josh. 

Josh freezes, suddenly pale. "We're a little high is all; we're not mess
ing with you," he says tightly. He wipes the checkout counter with his 
sleeve, while Wayman sweeps. "Don't aim at people. Keep your finger off 
the trigger like I showed you!" 

"Yes, sir! G.I. Josh," she says, mocking his tone, stinging at his 
rebuke. "Who's feeling the power now?" She jitters the dot from the cool
er to the Slim Jim jar to the clock. "Outside," she orders, still in her angry 
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voice . She waves the weapon one last time. When she locks up, she drops 
a cartridge into each chamber. She stuffs the gun into her pocket. _ 

Josh drives . Wayman lets Vayda ride shotgun . Her eyes light on a six 
of Crazy Eights . God. 

Josh and Wayman chug two each. Josh slows as a cop car passes, 
headed in the opposite direction. Vayda nurses her beer. "What if a cop 
stops us?" she hisses . "We're drinking and I've got a gun." The phrase 
shocks her. Josh glances at her like he understands. 

At the farm they cut the lights and park at the chain . The yard jumps 
with full-moon shadows . Josh kicks his door open . Vayda follows Josh, 
and Wayman lags behind, with her. Josh waits on the porch. He wrestles 
open the living room window and climbs through. "Need to see the old 
place again, case I get greased." 

"Don't talk like that," Vayda says. Her breath ghosts the air. Wayman 
gives her a leg up. Once he's inside, the window falls shut. They face the 
hearth and smell the smoke of old fires . Vayda stamps her numb feet. The 
floorboards shudder and a branch rasps a window. Somewhere, a coyote 
complains and more join in a yipping chorus of I've got my gun, I've got 
my gun. 

The boys troop through the house. Their boots resound like a platoon 
on parade. 

"Wait," she shrieks. Wayman reappears and escorts her upstairs. Josh 
stumbles along the hall, a palm against each wall . 

"He's in a spiritual daze," Wayman whispers . He pulls her to him sud
denly. She buries her face in his jacket, and inhales the hollow of his 
throat: weed, beer, Old Spice, Slim Jims. 

"More like Crazy Eight -and-weed-dazed," she says. 
Josh enters their parents' old bedroom and walks to where the bed 

stood. He sits in a pool of moonlight. "The wasting. But you," he points at 
her. "You shouldn't have butchered your hair. He wouldn't have wanted 
that, never mind your good reasons." 

She shrugs. She floats to the window and tugs off her mittens. In the 
bright yard, the catalpa pods' shadows make splayed fingers. Let me keep 
you out of the army. She reaches into her pocket. She pulls the gun from 
her coat and turns around. Less target. More time. 

"I'll shoot you," she says. "Just your toe. Then you can't go back." 
Wayman hoots, "Ha! You're joking, right?" 
Josh yells from the floor, "Don't you get it? I'm going because I want to." 
"Wish I'd thought of this sooner," she says. She squeezes the grip, and the 

crimson line points to the toe of Josh's thick-soled desert boot. "Less target." 
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"So shoot," Josh says, getting up. "I saw today you may not miss . But 
don't forget the blood. Somebody 's got to clean that up. That's what peo
ple forget. Dad did, too. Otherwise he 'd never have made that mess . 

"Then again, he wouldn't have pulled the trigger if I'd heard him. 
Remember how even sitting up exhausted him? He'd opened the night
stand drawer, probably looking for his pain pills . I could've gotten them. I 
didn 't check on him- too scared. 

"Mom's the one found him." Josh gazes around the room. "Look how 
clean it is. We scrubbed like hell." 

"Clean! Blood 's been all over everything since he died," Vayda shouts , 
waving the gun. "I'm not stupid. I knew there was more you and Mom 
didn't say." 

Josh paces . "Mom pulled second shift that weekend . You slept over at 
Sheila 's, remember how her dumb mother pitied us? I was supposed to go 
to Wayman's. " 

Josh grabs Wayman by his jacket. They stand in the middle of the 
room, nose-to-nose. "We were gonna trick the girls, right? Rub the branch
es against the screens and hide ." Josh's voice is one Vayda's never heard, 
businesslike but urgent , like he's selling something . 

Vayda bites her lip. Squeezes and releases the grip. The red beam jumps. 
"But you had strep," he says to Wayman through gritted teeth . "So I 

stayed home." He releases Wayman's jacket and sits down hard on the 
floor. "Goddammit , I stayed home. So I wouldn't catch it. 

"Then later I get up to pee. When I'm in the bathroom, I hear some
thing ." He hits the floor with his fist. "Sounds like the end of the world. 
Only louder." He pauses. 

"I freeze up. Get back in bed . 
"So I hear Mom when she gets home a few minutes later. Midnight. " 
Josh laughs harshly. "Their door's locked. I knock. I know she's in there." 
"'Go back to sleep, Josh,' she says. And I say, 'You OK?"' 
'"Go back to sleep,' she says. And I go, 'Could you hear it? ' But she 

says, 'Go back to sleep.' 
"And I go, 'OK."' The moonlight silvers Josh's stubble. He looks like 

an old man. 
"But then she opens the door." 
Vayda shivers and so does the dot on his boot. Wayman slips into the 

shadows by the door. 
"She had to," Josh says . "He'd sprayed himself all over the room." 

Vayda stares into the yard. Josh joins her at the window. 
"Still doesn 't explain why you enlisted." 
He shrugs. "Mom moved on. So did I. " He stares at her, then the gun. 

"I'll make things right. Kill fear. Then I'll be ready for anything ." 
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She blinks rapidly. "You don't deserve any more punishment," she 
says. "Tell me how shooting strangers does that." 

"I'm a sharpshooter. Death is indiscriminate. I won't be ." 
"I know how death works . And I know worse. Deception." She stares 

into his moonlit face. "Now I really want to shoot you." 
"I know." 
The gun in her hand feels alive. She can hurt him. The moonlight slic

ing through the room makes it easy. The Army will let him go. He'll move 
back. The three of them-minus Bruce-will be each other's again . 

"Don't forget the blood," Josh says. "And don't think shooting me will 
make things back the way they were." 

"Not that much blood. Not this time," she whispers . "It would be 
worth it." 

"Then do it." 
She nods. But he's too close. "I've gotta take off my parka." Silently, 

he extends his palrn. She lays the gun on it, steps back, and shucks her coat. 
"Thanks." She grips the gun, licks her lips, steps back. The coyotes 

must be asleep. Everything's quiet except for Wayman's loud breathing. 
Good old Wayman. 

She presses her lips together and raises her eyes to Josh's, but he's shut 
his. She squeezes the gun's grip and makes the red dot dance. She grabs 
his hand with her free one. Her trigger finger pulses as she slides it into 
position. 

She steadies the gun, turns, and fires, again and again. The first round 
punches a hole in the window. The next five blow it into the yard. 

Josh jumps. Wayman howls. The air in the room crackles. Vayda freezes. 
Behind her, Josh holds out her parka. She feels the coat tremble as she 

slips into it, and jams the gun, still warm, into the pocket. They gape at the 
moon bleaching the yard and lighting the window shards. 

"I'm sorry," Josh says, breathlessly. 'Tm glad you know." 
In the yard, she and Josh stomp the glass to smithereens while 

Wayman warms the car. 
"You. Are . The shit!" Josh yells over the crunch . "And I thought I was 

badass!" He opens the car door. "But don't aim at me-or anyone else
again." 

He waits for her to slide in beside Wayman. She drops her head back, 
sucks in the cold air. She reaches up and rubs his bristly skull until her 
palms chafe. "I can't wait till you grow out your hair." 

"Hell, yeah!" He yanks her hair before she gets in front. "Move over." 
He slips in beside her. 
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By the time Josh and Wayman drop her off, the gun's cold in her 
pocket. Inside, the tree's fitful flashes furnish the only light. Vayda gropes 
her way upstairs along the hall. She pauses at her mother's half-open bed
room door. 

"Vayda?" her mother whispers. 
Vayda waits. Her mother comes into the hall, and clicks the door shut. 

She takes Vayda's hands. "Like ice," her mother says. 
"You didn't talk to me," Vayda says . "I figured the death made every-

body 's life go dark." 
She sits on the floor. Her mother sits beside her. 
"I froze out there ." 
"You were only thirteen," her mother whispers. "Thirteen ." Red and 

blue rays reach up the stairwell . 
Vayda shakes her head . "The lie felt worse than the truth. Daddy 

wasn't a liar." 
Her mother's face is blue then red. She has her mother in her sights 

now, just like Josh . The lights flash red once more before Vayda turns and 
her mother pulls her close . 
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PETER OBOURN 

Morgan the Plumber 

I'm not really a writer, but it's what I've always wanted to be, so I decided 
to go to what is called a writers' workshop. This one was held at McLean 
University in Ohio, in a little town called Westerville, where the only 
other stores besides the grocery are the feed store and two gas stations. 
The feed store sells everything: clothes, hardware, pots and pans, you 
name it. It's an old-fashioned town, but the college is modem-a lot of 
concrete and glass and flat roofs. 

There were ten of us in the class, gathered around a conference table. 
Eight were women . The only other male in the workshop was close to my 
age-a retired postal worker from Des Moines, named Cosgrove Cobb. 

On the first day of class, after he had introduced himself, our teacher, 
a writer named Hoskins Pillford, looked up at us from the head of the 
table and said, "Nature." We all looked back at him and he continued, 
"Write. Write something about nature. Now. Write for ten minutes ." 

So we did. I don't remember what I wrote-something about trees, I 
think. I destroyed it as soon as I had the chance. 

For the entire ten minutes, Cosgrove wrote with ferocity, bearing 
down so hard, at one point his pencil broke in half. He had a spare. In fact 
he had plenty of pencils, which all said "Property of U.S. Postal Service ." 
He was left-handed and wrote sort of upside down, the paper almost side
ways, his hand above his handwriting, his tongue darting in and out. 

Hoskins asked for volunteers to read. I looked down, putting my hands 
under the table . Cosgrove raised his hand and this is the amazing thing 
that he read : 
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One crisp morning Morgan the Plumber, his wife, Meg, and his dog, 
Moppy, were walking in the pasture . As the wind blew the mist from 
the waves of grass , Moppy tried to bite his own doggy breath. 
Morgan stood in the open field, waving his arms. He felt nothing, but 
he knew the air was heavy with the unseen. He knew this air had 
slowly formed this field, turned mountain into beach, fish to rock, 
sculpted the hills, made the river, and made the grasses weave. 
Morgan the Plumber knew there is no evil. There is only beauty. 



Hoskins seemed stunned. No one spoke for a full minute. "I'm fin
ished," said Cosgrove. "That's all I wrote . Is it too short?" 

"It's fine . In fact it's very good, " said Hoskins. "Now tell me, 
Cosgrove. Who is Morgan the Plumber? " 

"He 's my character ," said Cosgrove. "He's in all my stories ." 
"I see ," said Hoskins. "Tell me about the dog , Moppy ." Cosgrove 

didn't know what breed of dog Moppy was or even what color he was or 
whether the dog was male or female. "Does he look like a mop?" asked 
Hoskins . 

"No," said Cosgrove . "He has short hair. Look. It 's not important what 
Moppy looks like. It's what he is." 

"Or she," said Hoskins . 
"Whatever, " said Cosgrove . 
"Now," said Hoskins , "who else would like to read? " Three women 

raised their hands. Cosgrove had broken the ice and the workshop was 
underway. 

Cosgrove and I, and Hoskins too, as it turned out, were staying at an 
inn on the campus called the McLean Arms . Cosgrove and I bonded with 
each other ; the women bonded with each other and with Hoskins. 
Truthfully I think I was a little intimidated by the women. I know 
Cosgrove was . I stayed at the inn because I'm too old to stay in the bath
room-down-the -hall dorm like the other would -be writers . 

The campus bar, called "The Rathskeller, " happened to be right there 
at the inn. The first night, after I'd written my "short piece of fiction" for 
the next day, I went down to the Rathskeller , which actually wasn 't in the 
cellar but right off the lobby. Cosgrove was there and we sat at a table and 
had a beer. We talked about our kids and our retirement and how young all 
the college kids looked . They looked more like high school or junior high 
school kids to us. Cosgrove wasn't a writer either. He claimed he'd never 
written anything before. 

Most of the times when Cosgrove and I were in the bar, Hoskins was 
there too, sitting on a stool staring at two ice cubes floating in scotch whis 
key. He kept to himself. 

Hoskins Pillford was a real writer , a published novelist. I called him 
"what 's the story" Pillford , because he would ask the class at least twice 
every day: "What is the story?" That 's the way he taught. He would ask 
questions, but there were never any answers . When you tried to give an 
answer , he would challenge it with another question . It's called the 
Socratic method , and it was frustrating because I had decided that the best 
way to search for answers was to write fiction . Hoskins seemed to think 
that what you needed for fiction were questions, not answers . 
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Don't get me wrong about Hoskins. He was a good teacher-the best 
teacher I've ever had . He inspired me. But he did seem to be in a quandary. 

Hoskins was very handsome in a loose-jointed, disheveled sort of way, 
with long hair and arms and fingers that all flopped around as he strode 
around the room and lectured. I guessed his age at fifty but he could've 
been sixty. All the women were entranced and he knew it. He wore baggy 
pants and shirts and looked as if he had lost weight, which he had. He 
insisted on a break every hour, and we soon discovered that during each 
break he smoked a cigarette . 

Every day Hoskins wrote a single word on the blackboard. He said it 
was to get us going . We didn't have to use it, but if we couldn't think of 
anything to write to just think of that word and take off. 

The sessions ended at 3 P.M. and every night we were expected to 
write a piece of short fiction and bring it to class the next day. I found out 
that what he meant by "a piece of short fiction" was a story. 

On the second day, Tuesday, the word art was the cue word, and 
Cosgrove had a long story ready, which started out: "Morgan the Plumber 
liked art." 

In the story Morgan went for walks with Meg and Moppy on the 
beach , looking for stones or rocks about the size of a baseball or smaller, 
stones you could hold in your hand. He would bring them home and then 
paint them. Morgan had to find rocks that had a certain shape-rocks that 
told a story. Most of his time was spent finding the right rock. Painting the 
rock was more or less incidental, just so that other people could see what 
was in the rock. A rock could be some kind of animal, a tiger, an automo
bile, or even two people kissing or something like that. It was the shape of 
the rock that mattered . 

But Cosgrove's story wasn't about the rocks. It's hard to say what it 
was about. 

In the story it was clear Morgan loved his wife, Meg, but he seemed to 
suspect her of infidelity, although there was no indication that she was 
untrue; in fact quite the contrary, she seemed to be devoted to him. He 
watched her suspiciously . When she talked to other men, it would upset 
him. He didn't like her to wear any kind of clothes that he considered 
"enticing." 

He got an emergency call but refused to go. "Tell them I'm busy," he 
said . "Why can't people fix their own toilets is what I'd like to know." 

In another unconnected scene, he refused to go to church with Meg 
because the minister preached that pride was a sin. 

"Nonsense," said Morgan, "all you got to do is look at the animals, the 
turkey struttin' around . Them girl turkeys eat it up." 
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Hoskins asked him , "What does the rock painting have to do with the 
story? How does that connect with your story?" 

Cosgrove thought for a moment , then said, "Well, that doesn't matter, 
does it? That's just what Morgan does. That's what he is. He's not really 
all connected himself." 

But the more I think about it, it sort of felt like part of the story. It just 
did, but I didn't see it at first. I'm not sure I even knew what the connec
tion was. It's hard to articulate, but it was there . Morgan said the rocks had 
souls before they were painted and after they were painted. With all his 
quirks and idiosyncrasies , there was something about Morgan the Plumber. 
I saw some of myself in Morgan's exaggerated faults. 

On the third morning, Wednesday, a pretty young lady came and 
joined our seminar . She sat next to Hoskins at the head of the table. She 
didn't contribute anything. She just observed . When he went out for his 
cigarette breaks, she went out with him . 

We all knew that Hoskins was married because it was in the stuff they 
sent us when we signed up for the workshop: 

This year 's fiction section will be taught by acclaimed novelist 
Hoskins Pillford, author of three novels, In The Gloaming , The 
Afterglow, and Candles For Elvira. Hoskins is head of the creative 
writing program at Ohio State University and lives in Columbus with 
his wife, Miriam, and their three teenage daughters. 

And this girl was certainly not the mother of three teenage girls. She 
could be a teenager herself . And she called him Hoskins. 

Hoskins was on a special diet he called the water diet and had to drink 
a quart of water during our session every day. There was always a plastic 
quart bottle of water in front of him on the table, and he did work at drink
ing the whole thing every day. He had lost twenty pounds in the last three 
months and had ten more to go. At one point the girl found him a paper 
cup and kept refilling it to make sure he drank it. "Drink your water ," she 
said softly, many times that day. 

The word for that day was science . Here is Cosgrove's story: 

Morgan the Plumber liked science. He learned that light is something 
that moves- that it moves very fast, but not that fast, not infinitely fast. 

For example, light took years to reach the earth from the stars. 
This puzzled Morgan. This was a concept he could not grasp, until 
the night of the plumbers' union Christmas party. 

Morgan rented a tuxedo and a shirt with ruffled pleats on the 
front. Meg wore a silver sequined dress. She sparkled. The eyes of 
many plumbers were upon her. 

Across the room he saw her, laughing, talking with Jack, his 
young apprentice. She looked up at Morgan. They exchanged glanc
es. He saw again the lovelight in her eyes. 
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Yet, he thought, does she love me now? as he suddenly realized 
that the waves from that lovelight left her eye some time ago. 

When he had finished, he said, "I tried to make it all connect this time, 
so it had to be short. I had to leave Moppy out." 

"Good job," said Hoskins. 
I went down to the bar early that night just to talk to Cosgrove about 

the young girl. He was late. I had already had one beer and was about to 
give up and go to bed when he showed up. "So," I said as soon as he sat 
down with his beer, "what did you think of Hoskins' little girlfriend?" 

"Jim," he said, "I've been sitting in the library since three o'clock, and 
I've written nothing for tomorrow. He told me I had to get away from 
Morgan and I can't. All I can write about is Morgan the Plumber. I know 
Hoskins is right. I don't know anything about plumbing, so it looks like 
Morgan doesn't know anything about plumbing . The only tool he has is a 
pipe wrench . It's the only plumber's tool I know. And he's such a jerk. His 
wife loves him and he treats her like crap. He's jealous. He's angry. He 
hates his work." I tried to calm him down. I suggested that Morgan didn't 
have to be a plumber. He could be a farmer or anything. "I don't know 
anything about farming or anything else. All I know is postal work. Who 
wants to read about a postal worker sorting mail? Whoop de doo. Some 
story." 

I felt sorry for Cosgrove. Everyone would be disappointed ifhe didn't 
show up the next day with a story. Morgan the Plumber was the hit of the 
class. Cosgrove and I talked for a long time. I actually had three beers and 
he had two. The whole time Hoskins was sitting at the bar staring at his 
scotch. He looked like he was in a bad mood too. 

The next day, Thursday, the young girl wasn't there. Since the girl 
wasn't there to monopolize Hoskins, the other women in the class hovered 
around him during his cigarette breaks. Cosgrove and I kept our distance. 
A couple of times Hoskins glanced over at us and gave us a weary, know
ing smile. 

After our lunch break, Hoskins asked Cosgrove to read . When 
Cosgrove said he didn't have a story that day, Hoskins said, "You need to 
write something for tomorrow, Cosgrove. Anything. Please try." 

"Can it be about Morgan?" 
Hoskins sighed . ''I'd prefer not, but yes, Cosgrove, it can be about 

Morgan ." Then he ran his long fingers through his hair, picked up his 
water bottle, and took a long drink . "God, I hate water," he said. 

The young girl had, as I said, first showed up on Wednesday and 
stayed all day and then didn't show up at all on Thursday. On Friday she 
wasn't there either, until, right after the last cigarette break, she walked 
into the room and sat next to Hoskins. 
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Hoskins ignored her. He asked Cosgrove if he had managed to write , 
and Cosgrove said yes, he had . He announced that his story was called 
"Yesterday Afternoon ." This is what he read: 

"You know," Morgan the Plumber said at the dinner table , "yesterday 
afternoon I watched a Cinemascope movie on TV. To fit the whole 
picture in, they just squashed it sideways. So the grand piano was 
short and fat. The people all looked skinny, elegant, with long, pointy 
fingers, walking long, graceful strides. Everything was unreal," he 
said. "I watched for a while and pretty soon the movie looked nor 0 

mal." 
"So what was it about?" said Meg . "Maybe I saw it." 
"I doubt it," he said . "There was this really mean guy, rich and 

powerful. Everyone hated him, but you could tell they envied him 
too. The part I saw was in his office, which had a huge desk, a piano, 
living room furniture, a bedroom, a bathroom, and a table set with 
china and crystal. There was a fight and they broke all the china." 

Morgan jumped up from the table, exchanging imaginary punches 
with himself, punching the air, staggering around the dining room . 
Then, standing behind his chair, a little out of breath from the fight, 
he said, "So they ' re still in the office, and the guy in the movie gave 
this blonde girl a short fur coat, and she went into the bedroom to try 
it on, then came back naked, except for the coat," and then Morgan 
walked around like a girl with a fur coat around him and pretended to 
fluff his hair like a woman, and then said, "Just then this guy's wife 
and little girl walk in." And Morgan made a face like the little girl 
did in the movie, his knees bent together, his eyes wide, his mouth in 
an "O" and two fingers over the "O." 

"Let's pause there ," said Hoskins . "Very good, Cosgrove, but before 
we go on, I want to make two points . First, this is an excellent example of 
what is called a 'frame story,' which means it is a story within a story; in 
this case a story that Morgan the Plumber is telling to his wife. Secondly, 
this is a breakthrough for Cosgrove, because he has started to break away 
from Morgan the Plumber- introduce new characters." 

At that moment the pretty girl turned to Hoskins and asked him if he 
would like some water. Hoskins didn't respond. "You're not drinking your 
water like you're supposed to," she said as he continued to ignore her. 

"Please read on, Cosgrove ," said Hoskins, but before Cosgrove could 
read a word the girl stood, slowly picked up the quart bottle , about half 
full, and poured it over Hoskins' head . The water ran over his face , soaked 
his shirt front, and ran into his lap as he sat there. Then she bounced the 
empty bottle on the table and walked out. Two of the women in the class 
ran to the ladies room and brought back handfuls of paper towels . Hoskins 
wiped the table and himself . Then he said that was enough for today. 
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That night, Friday night, the night before the last day of our seminar, 
Hoskins was at the bar as usual. I heard his gruff voice and looked up. He 
was stuffing his cell phone into his jacket pocket. Then he caught my eye, 
got down off his stool, and walked over to our table. Cosgrove and I 
looked at each other. "Sit down. Join us," I said. Cosgrove smiled and 
nodded. Hoskins gave the bartender a signal, a little circle in the air with 
his index finger, and sat down. 

Hoskins immediately turned on Cosgrove . "Your story pissed me off." 
Cosgrove looked up, bewildered. Hoskins smiled. "Because, apparently, 
it's about me ." He laughed and we laughed. He studied both of us for a 
minute. "You're both retired. Right?" We nodded. "You don't know what 
to do with yourselves so you're going to be writers." He turned to 
Cosgrove. "You're good." 

"How about me?" I asked. 
"I think you could be," he said, and then he saw the look on my face. 

"Look," he said. "I can't tell a good writer from a bad writer. Anyway, you 
have potential. That's a good thing to have, right? But you're over-educat
ed so you over-write. You need to let it loose. Let it flow out. Stop squeez
ing it out. Anyway, one writes because one wants to write, not because one 
is good or bad." 

"So ," I said, pointing a finger at him. "Just what is a story?" I know 
there was a little anger in my voice. "And I don't want another question . I 
want an answer." 

The bartender set a scotch on the rocks in front of Hoskins and brought 
us two beers . "On me," said Hoskins. Then he put his hand on my sleeve 
and spoke softly. "Jim, my friend, there is one story. There are a million 
stories. There are no stories." He moved his hand over the table, as if 
calming the waters. He took a strong sip, shivered, and sat back . He 
looked first at Cosgrove and then at me. "If you let it loose and let your 
creative juices flow out, the reader will make a story out of it. It's the read
er who tells the story. That's your answer. Now, let's talk about something 
else." 

So we did. Hoskins took another strong sip, another shiver, and wiped 
his mouth with his hand, in what, with him, was an elegant gesture. "That 
girl who came to class," said Hoskins, "the water girl-her name is 
Heather. She's my student at Ohio State. She followed me here. Somehow. 
What am I going to do? I don't want to hurt her. After that first day I told 
her to come to my room . I told her we'd just talk, but I knew what would 
happen. I know the flesh is weak. So then I changed my mind and told her 
not to come. Told her to go back home . Where she belonged." He took 
another swallow. "You know why I changed my mind? Just because every 
night I watch you two guys sitting here at this table. I know you guys have 
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wives and families . I can tell just by looking at you. I knew what you 
thought ofme." 

Hoskins went back to his scotch. As we walked to the elevator, 
Cosgrove was shaking his head. "He didn 't understand my story," he said. 

"Oh, I think he got it," I said. 
"No , it needs work," said Cosgrove . 
Saturday was the last day of the workshop, and Hoskins came in with 

a fresh quart of water and also a fresh woman . She was younge r than 
Hoskins, but a lot older than the other woman. This was a woman who 
could easily have teenage daughters. He introduced her to us as his wife , 
Miriam. She had driven up from Columbus, and after the end of the con
ference , they were going to Gambier , to meet some friends and for a little 
romantic getaway away from the kids. "She'll be my bodyguard today," 
he said . We all laughed except Miriam , who smiled. 

With Hoskin's wife there, the arrangement around the tabl e had 
reversed itself, with the older women sitting closer to Hoskins . Hoskins 
asked Cosgrove to finish reading his story. "I think everyone remembers 
where we left off." We nodded. 

"Then," said Morgan, "his wife walked out on him. After that every
body walked out on him- his partner, some other guy who apparent
ly was like his best friend or something, and a woman who might 
have been his sister; I'm not sure. She told him his father was so 
ashamed he had moved to another city and was living under an 
assumed name." There was a catch in Morgan's voice. He bowed his 
head. "Meg, the ending was so tragic." 

"But he was such a bad man." 
Morgan looked up at her, "No, Meg, no. That's not it." 
"You said he was mean." 
"He wasn 't a nice man, but that's not what the movie was about." 

Again, Morgan stood and held out his arms. "This man was fully 
alive- fighting." Morgan held up his fists. "Don't you see, Meg?" 

"I'm trying, Morgan." 
"Look out at the stars, Meg," he said, looking up at the ceiling, 

his hands pointing skyward, "stretching out in all directions , forever. 
We're just a little accident in the middle of nothing . We're hungry. 
We have desires, emotions. That's all. You need to see that." 

"What I see, Morgan, is that your veal cutlet is going to get cold." 
Meg stood and led him to the table. "Sit down. Eat. Drink your 
water." He sat. She bent and touched his ear with her lips. 'TU never 
leave you, Morgan," she whispered. He lifted his glass up. 

Near the end of the reading, I put my pencil down and just listened. 
Cosgrove stopped and looked up at the class . He was finished . 
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Hoskins stood and put his fists on the table. "Well, what did we all think?" 
"I really liked it," said one of the women, who happened to be named 

Margaret. "This time it was about Meg." 
"Very good," said Hoskins, and then he turned to me. "Jim, what did 

you think? You seemed entranced." 
"Well," I said, "I would have just said, at the end there, 'He lifted his 

glass,' instead of 'He lifted his glass up."' 
"Very good," said Hoskins, "much better rhythm. What else?" 
"It's a small thing, but I would have used roast beef instead of veal 

cutlet," I said. "Morgan is a roast beef kind of guy, and so am I." Everyone 
laughed . 

"Is that all, Jim?" said Hoskins. 
"No," I said. Then I stopped, at a loss for words. The day before I had 

read a story that Hoskins had said was "clever" about a couple who tried 
to train a dog, but the dog ended up training them, but there was nothing in 
it about desire and not that much emotion, either. 

Hoskins leaned toward me, pressing in. "There's more, Jim?" 
I shrugged and smiled, "Well, Hoskins, for one thing, it looks like 

you're off the hook." Hoskins laughed. 
"And I'm on it?" I said. 
The woman named Margaret said, "What's going on here?" 
Everyone looked to Hoskins. "You tell her, Jim," he said. "What's 

going on here?" 
Now all eyes turned to me. "Well," I said, "Hoskins said to me last 

night that he thought this story was about him, but now, you see, it isn't." 
"What's going on with you, Jim?" said Margaret, "You're just sitting 

there. You stopped writing down everything everyone says." 
Ten of us had spent the week searching for what the story is. The 

women were all looking at me. I said. "Last year we went to Paris, and 
saw Notre Dame, and I finally understood what a Gothic cathedral is. It's 
more like a feeling." 

"And that's what the story did to you, Jim?" said Hoskins-a rhetori 
cal question I didn't need to answer. I looked down at my mechanical pen
cil, lying quietly on the table. 

Margaret smiled. 
"There," said Hoskins, "That's that. Well put, Jim. Now, I think this 

might be a good place to end." It was early, but the seminar was over. To 
go on would have been an anti-climax. 

We all stood outside the concrete and glass classroom building in the 
sun, saying goodbye, slowly dispersing. Cosgrove and I chatted for a few 
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minutes with Hoskins and Miriam. Miriam was really nice. I liked them 
together. We all talked about our kids. 

Standing next to our cars in the hotel parking lot, shaking hands good
bye the way men do, Cosgrove handed me an unsharpened Property of 
U.S. Postal Service pencil. We promised to keep in touch, although I knew 
we would not. "You were right about the veal cutlet," he said. "It should 
have been roast beef." 
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SARAH FAWN MONTGOMERY 

Reframing the Storm 

A Midwestern storm seems, at first, like the end of the world for a 
California native, an apocalyptic tantrum that reminds us we've got no 
control, the sky split in two, a gash of heat like a white hot snarl, rain and 
the pain of migraine that sometimes comes from the atmospheric tension, 
the balance between air and the sky disturbed, pressure fleeing, retreating 
from the force of thunder and lightning. When your actions, your daily 
doing and being, even the way your body reacts- headache, ache in old 
hurts and joints - is controlled by the sky, it is unnerving . And then it is 
beautiful. 

I drove onto the Great Plains at nearly twenty -five after years spent 
moving from city to city in California in search of a career. I lived in a city 
only so long as it took to complete my task, bachelor's degree, master's 
degree, internship, and then moved quickly to the next task on my career's 
list of things to accomplish . To say I lived in these cities probably isn't 
correct, for I moved in and out of apartments, shuffling my stuff to new 
spaces, another blank white apartment, a few windows and a small balco
ny if I was lucky. I never had a yard, never grew anything, though I filled 
my apartment with bright tropical plants, non-native species to take me 
even further from knowing where I was. I never knew the place beyond its 
shopping and entertainment attractions, beyond its bright lights and noises. 

I was bound , in a sense, by time and technology. My sense of being 
was not historical nor geological, but driven by abstract deadlines, imme
diate assignments and long -term goals , individual and removed from a 

sense of community or permanence. I rushed about my days focused on a 
list I wrote out each morning, and I didn't stop this pace until I crossed off 
the last item with a scrawl and slouched into bed. My office and my apart
ment were the world , and I saw myself as the center. I had little concept of 
what day or month it was, only saw time in relation to deadlines and holi
days, my phone or computer issuing reminders . I knew where I was in 
relationship to the grocery store or coffee house, those brief moments 
when I'd orient myself in the world through the context of a checkout line 
or drive-thru . 
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But where I was in relationship to the stars or the cycles of the earth, 
where I was in space and in time, I had no clue. I was lost, disoriented by 
all that beeped or flashed around me. I was uprooted , dislocated from the 
soil. I spent days inside, the workweek passing quickly and the weekend, 
too, for my time was filled with dinner parties and meetings and confer
ences, obligations which all remained indoors . 

The outdoors were just that-out of doors-place defined in relation 
ship to buildings, defined as something not safe or secure, defined as other 
and unnecessary, often as leisure . I was only outdoors in passing, and on 
the rare occasion my colleagues and I would realize we'd been inside too 
long and our vitamin D levels had dropped dangerously low leaving us 
prone to melancholy, we'd plan a gathering , pencil in our outdoor time 
like an obligation and retreat to a park, mostly cement parking lot and a 
stretch of grass, covered picnic areas and long, meandering paths where 
bikers and runners passed wearing headphones to drone out the sound of 
the outdoors , though with the rush of the city around there wasn't much 
left. We took photos as if to prove we were outside, framed the shot with 
ourselves in the center, trees and a smattering of flowers in the back
ground-landscape . 

After we finished , we said goodbye and retreated back indoors, 
scarcely aware of the breeze or the sun, though someone would usually 
say, "The weather around here is pleasant enough ," or someone would 
complain of a bum days later, saying bitterly, "That's why I hate going 
outside." Generally though , the time we spent consciously outside in a 
place was time spent in a manufactured and constructed space, the land
scape created with the conqueror's eyes and hands, city constructed and 
maintained . The outdoors seemed to be planned and precise, entirely 
unnatural. There were freeways and parking lots and shopping centers and 
dozens of coffee shops, but what these edifices meant was obscured. Land 
was impermanent, constantly changing, improvement the focus, man mak
ing over place . 

When the time came for me to begin work on a PhD, I uprooted again, 
packed my things in cardboard boxes, by now soft and sloppy from so 
many moves, and drove the 1,700 miles from California to Nebraska 
where I planned to unpack and start over. This move, this place would be 
more permanent. I felt both a sense of relief and a sense of panic at the 
thought that I'd be in one place for too long. I felt trapped, cut off. I could 
not live in one place without feeling listless and anxious , like there was 
something happening somewhere else, something better, something more 
I should or could be doing. This feeling is not uncommon-we spend our 
lives listless , restless for something we do not know and cannot find , 
moving about in vain as we search for something we can't quite describe, 
deaf to anything but our ambition . 
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I had no choice but to listen to the land the first time it stormed, how
ever. The sky was racked with light, rain, and then hail struck the ground 
with violent force, and I was terrified. In California there was no weather 
like this . Climate was predictable, tides rhythmic like the body, marine 
layer fog the only concern and then only for picnicking tourists and eager 
surfers . The weather had no impact on my day-to-day living. While there 
was rain, it came just a few times a year, and earthquakes, those cata
strophic events that destroyed other places, were hardly a threat at all, just 
a faint rumble from the earth's belly, the sound stifled by layers of con
crete and glass. 

A friend works as a geotechnical engineer, spends her days determin
ing the probability an earthquake might strike, shake cities to their cores, 
sediment sifting away and leaving the cities broken, the people lost and 
afraid. "It wouldn't take much," she says of a San Francisco earthquake . 
"Even a small magnitude quake would cause Angel Island to crumble and 
sift away." Yet despite the threat of the ground breaking beneath our feet, 
shaking so hard from plates crunching together in some slow-motion 
crawl, some predestined movement, people carry on as though the threat 
were not there , as though the mood of the place around us, its strength and 
potential for action does not exist. In California, I didn't ignore the weath
er-I didn't even notice it. 

In Nebraska though, the weather demanded my attention-tree 
branches rapped against the windows, the gutters gurgled, wind whooshed 
down the chimney. The sky turned a sickly green and yellow before the 
storm, and the cicadas suddenly stopped their screeching song to marvel 
at the menacing madness . It was as though the weather were not simply an 
occurrence, but a person, a character . 

At first I thought my fear was because of threats from my coastal col
leagues-snowstorms, tornadoes, they warned- but soon I realized I was 
fearful because I was not used to the weather being more powerful than I. 
In California, the sound of the stereo or the television or the traffic simply 
shut out the sound of the wind or the trickling rain . Thick blinds hid the 
sun; the smog hid the stars . The weather was a backdrop or not present at 
all through the city lights and pollution, through the tasks of my day. Here 
the thunder roared over the television, flickered the lights . The lightning 
shone through the blinds, illuminated the room. It impacted me, com
pelled me to the window where I stared up at the sky and wondered at 
this thing . 

The first summer I lived on the Plains, I spent many nights on the 
porch watching the sky, neck craned at this force. It was temperamental 
like a person, beautiful and violent , muggy and then washed clean. I 
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couldn't tell if storms were the sky throwing a child's tantrum or a dance, 
like a seductive tango. All I knew is that I wasn't the only person watch
ing this, that for once it wasn't just me and my "To Do" list but a whole 
host of people staring up, wondering at this show, fearful or intrigued, 
mesmerized or half in love. The city was no longer a living, breathing, 
dirty thing the sky pulled away from. It was no longer a place where peo
ple ran about their lives alone and isolated. The city was a tiny thing com
pared to the sky, cradled by this dome, people looking up together to see 
what it meant. 

I began to tell friends in California about the weather, began trying to 
take photographs of what I saw, to frame the scene and preserve it in a 
photo. But unlike photos taken at the park, here I couldn't capture the 
sky's force and the frailty. I couldn't frame this landscape. It was too 
large, too immense, too important. This wasn't landscape. This was a dif
ferent way of knowing place. 

I asked people I met here about the weather. They told me stories of 
storms from years before. Once an elderly woman laughed and shrugged, 
saying, "You should have seen the Easter Blizzard of 1873," and I 
believed she had been trapped inside for four days, zero visibility until the 
storm stopped and families emerged to twenty-foot drifts, until hours after 
we spoke when I realized she hadn't been born yet and the memory was a 
collective memory, a communal story that had lived long before she. An 
inherited relationship with the weather. To have a relationship with place 
that stretched beyond your own experience, beyond your parents and 
grandparents, to an entire community-one where weather was an active 
member-whose memory was continuous seemed comforting, and I felt 
my sense of place expanding beyond simply the address my mail was 
delivered to. 

This expansion enlarged the boundaries of community beyond my 
tasks, my apartment, my neighborhood, even my city. My community 
began to include the land-the soils, waters, plants, animals, the way they 
comprised this place. For me, enlarging my boundaries began with the 
weather and a sense that weather couldn't be, shouldn't be ignored. It 
began when I realized I was but a small thing in relationship to the sky 
and when I looked up and got lost and rather liked it. It began when I real
ized the Plains required I orient myself to the sky. Living on the Great 
Plains requires, almost demands, a broadening of community. One cannot 
simply think of the community as the city, as the people and their occupa
tions, the way one can do in California's urban centers. On the Plains you 
are overshadowed and far less significant in proportion to the sky. It is 
simply impossible for you to be the center. 

A way to understand is to consider the notion of reframing. To reframe 
means to reposition ourselves and the land, to change our focus or percep-
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tion. Ifwe think ofa landscape as a conqueror's view of land from high on 
a hill, overlooking what she sees as hers, then to reframe means to move 
the gaze, so that the conqueror no longer overlooks the land, but is posi
tioned within it. To reframe means to draw the view back and back until 
the conqueror is but a speck in the place, the grasses and horses, the cows, 
even cicadas just as large in perspective, just as important as she. 

To refer to the land as a landscape, even, is misleading, as it assumes 
the viewer is not a part of the place, outside or above or even separate 
from the place that sustains . And it does sustain-none can live apart from 
place. This is impossible, and despite concrete and doubldpaned windows 
and central air and heat, the land and its temperament, the weather, are 
always there . To try and ignore it is to cut oneself off at the root, to impose 
isolation . And inside our apartments with our list of daily tasks or in our 
cars in the drive-thru, we are isolated and alone and perhaps afraid or 
unhappy. We do not look to the sky but look instead to ourselves . Many 
times, we do not like what we see. 

To reframe, however, is to understand place as more than simply the 
location of our dwelling . It is recognizing and respecting place as partner, 
as equal. Even these words do not seem right, for partner and equal imply 
a sense of power and value , while there is more at stake, more hanging in 
the balance we insist on pushing off balance. We need to re-vision the way 
we understand land, move beyond the frame where we consider saving 
land for future use and consumption or preserving land through political 
power, and reposition ourselves so land fits into our lives, not as backdrop or 
landscape, but as central force, as community with which we belong. 

During my first year on the Plains, I began to understand this place 
was my home but that I was also a part of it, shaped by its power and 
shaping it with my action. Along with the weather, history shaped my liv
ing. I spent much of my time downtown in old brick buildings from the 
early 1900s whose stories seemed inevitable. One weekend I went to a 
friend 's family farm, the house and barn built in the mid- l 800s yet still 
standing, crops tall in the field . I was used to buildings coming and going, 
a city view never the same for more than a few months, buildings routine
ly tom down, replaced ones newer, bigger, presumably better . Here things 
were not replaced but continued . I came to know more about the town and 
its local shops; I spent time asking people how long they'd lived here, 
when their families arrived, what their stories were. I talked to farmers at 
the outdoor market about the land they grew on, often generations old. For 
a family to live on the same plot of land a hundred years seemed an eterni
ty, and yet Indian tribes had lived for thousands of years on their lands . 
While I knew relatively little, the farmer knew where the bend in the fence 
was, when his great-great-grandfather had planted a particular cottonwood 
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tree, and the Indians knew the entire history of the Missouri, its bends and 
sweet spots, knew the surface of the land like the body of a lover. 

Midway through my first year in Nebraska, I met a woman with white, 
wild hair and a strong, sharp voice whose knowledge of the place was 
beyond anything I could imagine. She knew how the place had been phys
ically, geologically formed, how during the Pleistocene Epoch glaciers 
from Canada moved southward into the Plains, leaving rich deposits and 
modifying the land as they travelled, smoothing and subduing it. She said 
the plateaus of the Plains-the Missouri, the Colorado Piedmont, the 
Edwards-were created two million years ago and still she referred to 
these formations as "young." 

She told me that before the pioneers and the plow this land was unbro
ken grasslands, treeless and like a shimmering ocean-an image I could 
almost see by thinking of the expanse of water back home-though the 
blades were rough and sturdy. She knew how the buffalo used to wander 
the expanses, the ground absorbing their footsteps, where they would 
gather in the winter, how the Indians knew to follow and hunt. She told 
me where chokecherries grew and how grasses cured in the winter, and 
when I tried to tell her about my own place, I found I could scarcely 
remember the names of plants. I thought I knew my place but couldn't 
even tell her stories, couldn't even make it real with words. 

Once she asked me how I would direct a stranger to my home if I 
could not use street names, for what did a name like "Vine" or "48th" 
mean? I stumbled and stuttered, telling her to go straight for a ways, then 
tum, and then go a ways again. 

"No," she said with a twinkle in her eyes, staring me down. "Give me 
landmarks to lead me." She wanted me to lead her to my home using 
place as a guide. She wanted me to recognize my position on this land. 
But all I could give were man-made marks-the comer drug, the U-Haul 
rental center, and a bright pink pornography shop whose neon lights 
served as a beacon to tum. I did not know enough to get someone to my 
home. As I spoke, she asked, "Isn't that store gone now?" and I realized 
how temporary the landscape was, how quickly we changed it based on 
our economic whims. 

Always as she spoke, she seemed to sweep everything about the land 
into her story, and her ideas seemed to rush out around her until they 
encompassed great stretches. It was clear she had visited every inch of this 
place, had studied it over time, knew of its marrow. My own home state, 
which I had longed for with homesickness for many months, was vague 
and unfamiliar to me, and though I had been hungry to know Nebraska in 
the way I knew California, I realized upon talking to this woman, that I 
had never truly known my home at all. The stories I had were momentary 
and episodic, and what history I knew came from grade-school field trips. 
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My only context for California was man-made, but of the foundation, the 
physical support for the buildings and spider web of freeways-the land
I knew nothing . The land was ever mutating , and roads I'd driven on were 
different from roads my parents and grandparents had, so when we spoke 
and tried to connect our histories through landmarks, we found we missed 
each other in transit, our stories did not cohere. Our familiar community, 
our connections , were disjointed and isolated, much like everything else. 

But for this woman , stories and land were seamless , people and place 
always bound, shaping one another. As much as her knowledge, I admired 
the way she spoke of the Plains , with a fierce reverence and pride , with a 
sense of continuity and community. Her vision of the relationship between 
humans and land is one in which land nurtures people and creates a cul
ture, one where this relationship is sacred. This view is far different than 
popular concepts of land in which land is something to be subdued and 
altered depending on human whim . She argues that land shapes humans 
rather than humans shaping land. While humans live on, or perhaps within 
the land, the land is not there solely for their use. Yes, they use it, but that 
is secondary to their being a part of it. 

Therefore the history of a place is an integral part of one 's being . We 
become part of the land rather than rulers over it, and the land's history 
becomes important because it is our history as well . To know a place is to 
be able to tell stories of that place , to have your stories connect to your 
parents' stories and your grandparents' stories, to the stories you will tell 
your grandchildren, to the stories of the people who lived there a thousand 
years before . It is to know that the land and the stories are in your family, 
your history, even your blood. 

But when we move continually , when our blood is never in place or 
place within our blood , when we are restless and young, focused on pro
gressive movement , nothing remains . Not even the land stays the same. In 
a culture where time is fleeting, land is abused and exploited, chipped 
away or rerouted until it is nothing like it once was . If land cannot stay 
consistent and communal memory never exists, then a cultural identity in 
relationship to land has no hope . Sometimes creating a more complex 
understanding of land seems impossible with the steady abuses land 
endures- strip mining removing entire mountain tops , dams changing the 
ways rivers demand to flow, removal of vast sweeps of vegetation to make 
way for cement and steel, noise from urbanization disrupting animal 
reproduction. 

And while I have a desire to adopt this model , I realize I cannot sim
ply do so quickly. To know about place requires not only a repositioning 
of myself in relationship to land, but a reconstructing of the way I think 
about land and respect it entirely . It is too easy to simply say I want to 
know this land because the weather fascinates me. Too easy to say that the 
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winds here frighten and fascinate me. Too easy to say that the way a storm 
can pick up and drop fifteen inches of snow in a day, drape the world in 
white so that we must remain inside, contend with the ways the weather 
will not bend for our schedules, is a welcome relief. It is too easy to move 
to the Plains as coastal outsider and be drawn to an unfamiliar-perhaps 
even exotic-way of life and decide to embrace it, to use fascination to 
fuel my study. Romantic nostalgia for a place-wonder at its weather or 
its hundred-year-old buildings or the ways it's encompassed by a river
does not last long, nor is it authentic, nor does it sustain. The momentary 
inspiration between traveler and landscape, one in which the traveler or 
even new inhabitant finds something pleasing to her eye or ear, can be 
powerful and all-encompassing, yet lasts just a moment before the daily 
routine is resumed once more. 

Imagination , however, seems a way to interact with land beyond the 
physical , a way to evoke something close to the sacred. Through imagina 
tion, we can re-evaluate our position, reshape our concepts, and contem
plate the unfamiliar. The imagination allows one to conceive of herself 
beyond the expectations of society, beyond physical limits. Through the 
use of language, humans are able to describe the land, thus interacting 
with it, taking the land into themselves and placing themselves within it 
through expression. Language is the way we name, the way we describe. 
Language is how I came to know this place-through the stories of those 
who have lived here and the stories they've heard from those who came 
before. To create stories is to interact with place, for no matter how tightly 
we draw the shades or how much technology demands our attention away 
from the trees or smog distorts our view of the mountains, we are always 
overshadowed by the sky, always surrounded or encircled, overshadowed 
or perhaps even cradled by the land. 

Place is inevitable and stories sustain us, and because place is the cre
ator of stories, it is in fact land that sustains us, even if we so often fail to 
see this or fight against it. While I call the Plains and Nebraska my home 
now, I am still new to this place. I still know little of the way this place 
was formed, about the way the rivers flood and the grasses respond, about 
the Indians who lived here for thousands of years. But I do know more 
about the history and memory of this place than I did of my home when I 
lived in California, when I rushed from task to task, building to building. I 
do realize that closing the windows to the wind, the breath of the land, is 
to deny the place that creates and sustains me. I do know that to refuse to 
sustain it in return is to deny myself in a sense. And I do know how to tell 
a story. 

The stories I choose to tell for now are those about the way October 
winds whip up leaves on a Friday afternoon, drivers heading home from 
work in their cars, unable to ignore the force outside and the orange and 
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rust-colored confetti dancing around them . The way the sky is grey and 
thick but the air stays crisp and people head to the farmers' market on 
Saturday for fleshy squashes, mellow butternut, and bright green and yel
low acorn. The story I choose to tell for now is one where the fields tum 
amber in November, tractors roll up hay like sleeping bags, and animals 
huddle closer, predicting the chill. The one about women canning bright 
vegetables in clear jars, the way they did a generation, two generations 
ago, the way they did when the pioneers first arrived , women around a 
kitchen sweating from the work, their small hands strong as they closed 
jars tightly, brightly colored fruit skins pressed up against the glass . 

The stories I choose to tell are those about the first freeze, the trees 
crystalline, ice coating the world, crackling in the early morning quiet. 
The way the midday heat melts the frost, leaves the world an underwater 
prism . The way the squirrels dart across the ground, dotting their tails here 
and there in the wetness, tumbling over one another and themselves to 
gather a last seed, or nut, invisible to the human eye but here and there and 
all around so there are squirrels all around too, collecting food even in a 
cement and seemingly barren parking lot. The story I choose to tell is of 
the way the snow grows dirty on the side of the road from the cars slog
ging past, but also, too, the way the mist filters out car headlights, softens 
their glare until even the cars and the buildings disappear, and it's just you 
and the snow, everything absorbed by that blanket. The way this is beauti
ful, yes, but also the way cars can get stuck, people can freeze, the way we 
are mortal next to this force-this place was carved out by quick-moving 
ice after all, gigantic glaciers rushing over the Plains and clearing any
thing in its path. The danger of years past-January 1888, the Children's 
Blizzard came quickly across the Plains, unusually warm temperatures 
misleading people before dropping down to twenty below, winds whirl
whipping, wiping away visibility to none just as children headed home 
from school, frozen tiny and huddled until the spring thaw. 

The story I will tell is about the spring , when the woman with the 
sharp eyes and wit names off the plants just beginning to rise, the slush 
melting away to show green, green shoots beneath . The way I wax roman
tic about birds and bugs like I do about the snow, and she says sharply to 
stop, says to see beyond the joy of the aesthetic , the momentary wonder of 
a visitor, to the truth, to the root of the place , the way the birds eat the 
bugs-just snap them in two with their beaks-and the way this is how it 
is supposed to be. The story is how she says to imagine beyond the way 
things look now to see how they must have looked in the spring hundreds 
of years ago before the plow broke the Plains. The way each spring half a 
million sandhill cranes return to central Nebraska, light the sky with 
movement, return to their home, their pattern of flight and life rooted in 
place over millions of years. Fossils place the cranes in Nebraska for over 
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nine million years and their return is in their blood memory, their chor
tling song written by this place, perhaps an elegy to it, for these birds are 
one of the only stories that remains over time, all else changed by the 
progress we insist on marching toward. 

The stories I will tell are of summer storms, lightning and rain and 
wind fast across this place : the Lakota looking up at Thunder Beings in 
the sky, sometimes in the shape of birds whose beaks cried thunder and 
eyes pierced lightning, forces with the power to rejuvenate life but also 
destroy through wind, flood, or drought; pioneers watching the way light
ning showed the skeletons of their Prairie Schooners, illuminated the very 
bones of their homes; now me at the window, eyes to the skies. 

When I tell stories of storms to those back in California, those who do 
not want to hear them, those bothered by weather, those who see the 
power of land as a hindrance, they talk about how frustrating it must be. 
"How do you get anything done?" they ask, voices crackling over the 
phone with distaste. They say it must be awful to be disturbed by the light 
and the sound. They say it must be terrible to be at the mercy of the fickle 
weather. 

These same friends and colleagues are well-intentioned though . They 
recycle; some label themselves environmentalists, conservat ionists. But 
the notion that land is about exchange, ownership, and use, has shaped 
even our conservation efforts. While conservation is meant to protect nat
ural resources and their habitats for the future, the future is often thought 
about in terms of human future. Even the word resource implies use, own
ership , domin ion. Even our environmental efforts reveal our lack of 
understanding of the land as a complex system. It is unjust and just as 
homocentric to conserve just part of the land at the expense of another. A 
storm is not just the rain, the heat and brief light, the sight of flash and 
lightning gash. It is the rising rivers and the way this change affects the 
animals that live near the riverbank. It is the moisture and the way it alters 
plant life, then insect life, then the larger predators who feed on those 
bugs. It is the way all of this life shapes our own living. 

The dangers of our current framing of land- viewing land through the 
lens of a camera, the lens of use and conquest- is that our conservation 
methods limit the land we sustain. A secular use of land excludes commu
nity, favors the individual about his daily rush over history and memory. A 
politically privatized use of land means that the interworking of land is 
misunderstood . The focus , now, it seems, must change. We've tried to 
frame the landscape and found ourselves unsatisfied , so perhaps we 
should reframe. 

A final story. It is fall and there are bits of bright colored leaves falling 
from the sky and it smells like rain. Or it is winter and there is a flurry of 
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flakes floating from above. Or it is spring and there are birds dancing 
overhead, riding the breeze and diving and dipping low as they call. Or it 
is summer and there is a giant gash overhead where the dark sky seems to 
split open and reveal something blindingly beautiful, forked like a river 
and white hot. 

If place shapes a people and culture , shapes an identity and ideal, then 
the Plains creates its people, is creating me in some way. If we could 
reframe our vision, look down, unseen, from far, far away onto this land 
and note the way place has shaped the people, we would see a land where 
the people are small in proportion to the fields and the sky, even the hors 
es and the abundance of birds, a land where people leave their homes and 
come out into the world together, an entire city or state or region looking up 
at what contains, what sustains them, their mouths open, their eyes bright. 
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JON SCHNEIDER 

From Northwoods Journal (1) 

And tonight the moon is full & magnificent
a bludgeoned copper plate . 

Dandy Don drinks honeyed vinegar water 
(stirs it with a melon knife) & I chew an olive. 

He says, thickly: 
"T. Duda wilted in the shade today-

He looked at wood's edge .. . " 

(And his mouth has the stillness ofrecognition .) 

I nod & agree with the measured certainty 
of how he says it & what he sees there. 
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From Northwoods Journal (2) 
Al Tewel, alone, cut forty trees on East Hill this April 

(deep & nearly to White's shack). 

He called it a haircut & thinned the understory 
ironwood & seam-halved soft maples (all sick)
into new openings: deer veins & resting stools; 

Thinned the hill into noticing its own branches & long life. 

And what Dandy Don doesn't bum will dry & rot 
into raised gardens & the ruined cradles 

of something stronger. 

* 

Retracing the tractor's path 
through the woods on East Hill, 
I stop in the canopied clearing 
Tewel 's popple-glassed cathedral
sit on a stump of dead oak 
(rough-sawn & still damp), 

and Man -O-man-o-man. 

The world is overgrown & growing. 

And the mingled -green of this land 
(in any light) is the whole of green. 



From Northwoods Journal (3) 
A Sandhill Crane squawks terribly-passes over 

the old farmhouse. 

And Genevieve stops halving oranges
"lt's not uncommon. Not uncommon." 

Steve Dill was crushed by the dirt-caked roots 
of a toppled birch. 

More evidence nothing has changed here: 
Trees thicken by chance & die the same. 

The Sandhill Crane dances 
somewhere in White's field, 
and Genevieve says: 

"God has a finger in the earth." 

And the soil is rich with worms & suffocating. 
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A Blessing before Dinner 
-for Dandy Don 

Lord, thank you for the fine mixed drinks. 

And the encore & long tunnel, the light 
jacket-weather & mosquito-broom breeze, 

every electrical appliance & foot-tall dandelion

And this watermelon, this fresh-cut, nut-dusted 
asparagus & cornbread-chicken casserole, 

strawberry-rhubarb crumble & vanilla custard. 

And the myths & morals, like-minded neighbors, 
red barns, big-leafed hastas, power steering, 

Big Bertha (my half-ton, wood-guzzling furnace), 
and Gertie the Dirty (but beautiful bride). 

And the Devil in nothing if you add enough salt. 

For the revisions, Lord-
(a twist & two maraschino cherries). 

For Beaver Creek sumise-fishing & breakfast 
martinis at Richard's, for Florida winters, 

two daughters (my lucky gold coin), 
a cruise-contest-winning hairy chest & back, 

strong winds & Jim, Isabelle, Albert & Marion 
(all dead)-

My long-winded ramblings (& the shin-kick 
from my bride), two planes & the safe landings, 

the Blue Tent Bar & ten houseboats 
on the St. Croix River, broasted chicken, 



sweet com, transparent apples, garage parties, 

Hernando 's Hideaway, wagon-wheel chandeliers , 

bare-breasted coasters & the conversation bar. 

Lord, keep my stride manly & feet moving 
( or underground). 

And thank you for the late exit & rewired clock . 

This world (what I have seen ofit-
what I have remembered twice) is already enough, 

and far too gracious & too much to leave. Amen . 
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ANNE PIERSON WIESE 

The Grace of Green 

It seems like a recurring dream-walking up and down 
Momoe Street to work and back in the rain- but in fact 
it has been raining for three weeks: the greens 
of the front gardens have grown steadily 
greener-jungle green by now- and the flowers 
that have not been beaten off their stems 
by furious moments of downpour are bright 
as spotlights against the green-pinks, reds, yellows, 
soaked purples, even the whites are like planets 
on a clear green night. Three goldfish in the ornamental 
pond-their world dimpled and plashing, their pool 
awash- waver at its overflowing margins, 
mouths blooming into O's of agitation. 

The tension between the irrelevance 
of what I do at work eight hours a day 
and the relevance of these details-a dove's tenor 
murmur, rain-darkened slate underfoot, drop-strung 
vines in window boxes lashing in the bellows 
of the wind-is heightened by this trance of rain, 
as if I were really dreaming and could really wake, 
rinsed clean by the local grace of green. 



A Stitch in Time Saves Nine 
My great aunts recycled envelopes, 
of which they had plenty since they were 
of a generation that wrote letters 
and cards without thinking twice, sending 
and receiving a steady stream 
of correspondence in which they exchanged 
weather and news with friends and relatives, 
many of whom lived within several miles . 
I remember a letter I found in an old 
box from my grandfather to one of his 
sisters-not ten miles distant-on 
the occasion ofmy father's birth. Dear Sister, 
I'm writing to say you have a healthy nephew. 
Mother and son are doing well. Last night 
we got another inch of rain down here. 

My four great aunts-all of whom married , had no 
children, and outlived their husbands by decades
cut old envelopes into strips and squares 
and used them to label linens. Their closets, 
smelling of cleanliness, were piled high 
with carefully catalogued stacks : large tablecloth 
wl 7 napkins, 2 stained; 1 set sheets, unhemmed; 
good tea cloth w/ 4 napkins; holiday set. 
They attached the handwritten labels to the fabric 
with straight pins, even one of which I now wish 
I had thought to keep: one pin, one label 
with its telegraphic message: antimacassar, 
mended . But I was traveling light, with no 
suspicion that I might ever want to hem 
a sheet in order to lengthen time . 
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Ice 
The ice cracked with no warning and he was through 
in a moment, up to his armpits in the Monongahela 
River , Martin Van Buren Van Swearingen-
my ancestor with the name people in the family 
loved to say-held out of the swift current below 
only by his arms extended across the glass-slick 
ice on either side of him . This is the story: 
he saved himself by risking his precarious 
security in order to withdraw his arms 
one at a time , dipping his shapeless horsehide 
mittens into the frigid water and letting them 
freeze to the ice so he could pull himself out. 

My mother worked on her family tree for a few years 
when I was growing up . Now there are computer 
programs for that, but she used yellow legal pads 
turned sideways to accommodate all the horizontal 
branching achieved by several generations 
of farm families with nine, ten, eleven children, 
enough of whom survived to marry , the bachelor 
uncles like secret islets on the page . 

She let it go after a while , perhaps for lack 
of information, perhaps deciding that 
the darkness of the hide mittens frozen 
hard against the ice is, after all, what we have
such a picture being worth a thousand names, 
each pierced with its quills of connection, the sum 
total of which made her pages resemble , from 
across the living room, a plan for chicken wire . 

This is the story: we all wind up in the same 
invisible river, swept beneath the invisible 
ice that holds us up to live and lets us down to die. 

So for myself , I was relieved 
not to have to feign interest 
anymore in the fences 
of the names of the dead . 



KERRY CARNAHAN 

Lawn Scene 

1 

You were not on our property 
but we cultivated indifference , drifting 
lawn to lawn like seed lifting 

from dandelions, 
whose clocks blew clean if 
you weren't wanted, 

or milkweed, 
whose silk meant flight, 
meant the whiteblonde tassels caught 

on your branch the day my sister's friend, 
angelic and sexless, 
thought to climb you, 

delighted as any bird 
until time swung over space 
and the branch broke . 

We had been outside weeding, 
watched it all come down 
without seeing, our tolerances slender 

as your split wood was pale, 
-thin , beaten bark overlain with efflorescence. 
We had known t~is about you 

though knew nothing of the ash. 
Not even the friend could say what it meant 
to be smudged, 

67 



68 

friend who pinched, whose 
marked brow now strained with a single vein 
as she thrashed in the dirt , 

hair ensnarled in the fallen limb by dint 
of its own abundance, and the brilliant
fibered cloud ignited white , 

airy filaments crackling, white witch 
in the magnolia , white block , 
yard , halo burning out and now the daffodils, 

crushed , out-of-season , too-
enthused , air too thin yet to bear fragrance 
seemed equally precious 

but we understood the price , 
and the sobbing friend knew it too, 
would be higher for the gossamer , 

cobwebbed with dirt and twigs, dead leaves 
just like the gauzy disease in the elms 
across the street, webs 

spun themselves out 
spinning whole limbs down, and 
once a crow had become entangled , 

too high for rakes or men on ladders , 
and after a few days , became still , 
by next morning , silent. 

What sense would the friend have made, 
if just as gently as our fingers 
could untangle, one ofus might have 

whispered we 'd stop and give her 
something really worth crying about, 
if she gave us any more grief. 



2 

Tree, you were changing. 

Austere in winter you slowly came open, 
parting your velvet now releasing the pale edge 
of your flowers , slight crenels 

others fuller, creamswollen 

and Mother starting at the wall shrugs 
the phone to her cheek, knowing the wheat 

is threatened because the daffodil , unnoticed 

until the limb fell, had come 

and I was coming to expect it all : daffodils 
in February, March wheat. 

An impatient body, who made itself plain 

with all the subtlety of the limb 

to the friend, her brow grown damp. 
Make your body still like at the dentist, my sister told her 

and she tried, eyes flicking face to face 

as if searching for the source 

settling on me, and I thought of fields burning, controlled fires , 
how our mother knew what grew there by the color of 
smoke along the highway , 

and whether it was sweet 

or bitter, and carried ash-
same as mixed with oil, pressed to the friend's brow 

where_ beads of sweat grew so the ash began to run, 

smearing more when I wiped it, turning 

away from the broken bough 
and the others, who with scissors snipped 
the last knotted bits 
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leaving them for the birds ... 

My sister touched my arm 
and gestured towards the friend, 

who didn't know yet 

she had been freed 

or that by evening the bough would bloom, 
but had, exhausted with weeping, 
made her body still 

and fallen asleep. 

3 

As with a dream flare 
-dust motes drifting in a field 

of vision, 
I saw only a series of vague interruptions 

ringed by a dazzling clarity: 
I was coming down the sidewalk , 

the friend disappeared into her big airy house , 
your broken shadow made a scene on the lawn, 

then crawled away. 
Where you ended 

and I began, 
I could never tell unless I touched you-

the sun doubled in the clouds, 
and as ifl were that bright vapor 

pierced through 
with a million brilliant arrows 

I was seized 
with a sustained 

radiance, 

scale 
taken in the descending 

of our fragile 
afternoon . 



Cicadas 
What of the brittle afterthoughts, 

the clinging gold; 
my hands on your limbs, leaves thick, 

glistening as if oiled, evening giving wing 
to night giving cover 

to the gold, unearthing, 
quick work coming into its own slow worth 

as to inner arrangement wheat gives consent 
emerged green, 

changed, like the mind 
worth its weightlessness which seeks to engage 

with known facts, the nearest tree, 
golden debris still-bemused, numinous as the ecstatic 

singers grown unanimous, bodies 
grown lyrical 

and utterly given over to the lyric rising 
through them, falling 

with all that might be lain down 
in the hours of a single night. 
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ANDREAKOTT 

The Guns 
"Don't mention the guns," I tell Erik on a Friday morning in July as he 
leaves to pick up our son, Ben . "It'll ruin the whole ride home." 

Ben is halfway through a month of sleep-away camp. We could have 
visited him there , but he wants to come home for a couple of days. 

Ben and I parted on shaky ground after a huge fight about his general 
negativity and unhelpfulness around the house . At 14, our once-chubby, 
cuddly chatterbox is a kid of few words, newly muscular, and a half-head 
taller than I. His easy hugs and kisses have morphed into a surly, cool 
remove. He lives in his room . When he does appear it's as a dirty-blond
headed streak , grabbing a sandwich and bolting out the back door, lacrosse 
stick in hand . 

I was eager for Ben to go to camp, hoping it would ease the anguish of 
a devastating end to eighth grade . Just before the school year finished , 
Lucas , Ben's friend since nursery school, died from an inoperable brain 
tumor . Now, I wonder if lingering grief is bringing him home . 

Ben and Lucas shared a complicated history . Lucas was older than 
Ben by almost a year and, for a while , taller. He was funny and liked to 
tease. But his teasing had an edge and could tum mean; like the time he 
yanked the rope full force during a game of tug of war, pitching Ben head
first into the table that stood between them. 

"What happened to your eye?" I asked Ben, then four, when he came 
home with a Band-aid on the edge of his eye. 

"We were playing tug of war," he said calmly, sounding almost matter
of-fact. "Lucas pulled too hard." I didn't want to inject Ben with my 
anger, so I let the playdates continue, until the boys spent an afternoon 
shooting cap guns in Lucas' bedroom. 

"You shot them inside?" I asked, incredulous . 
"It was fun," Ben said. 
I discouraged the friendship . And Ben, still young enough to trust my 

wisdom , did not argue. For several years , the boys went their separate 
ways. Then, in the fourth grade, they landed in the same class . Once enter
tained by Lucas' pranks, Ben now became his target. Lucas stepped on 
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Ben's new white sneakers, knocked potato chips out of his hand, called 
him a faggot, and took the wind out of him with an elbow to the gut. 

"I'm afraid of him," Ben confessed through tears one night. 
"Hit him back next time," I said, tom between the urge to protect him 

and the urge for him to learn how to protect himself. "You have the right 
to defend yourself," I added, squeamishly. 

Ben grew anxious and sullen . As the year progressed, he complained 
of tummy aches and begged to stay home from school. One night he 
poured chicken soup on the bathroom floor, claiming to have thrown up 
dinner. He was terrified of Lucas and hated himself for it. 

The last time Lucas hit Ben he was caught and sent to the principal. 
Then, gradually, things began to tum around . Prodded by his mother, 
Lucas wrote Ben a letter of apology. Then, on his own, he started offering 
small tokens of friendship-a pencil, a dollar bill. He pursued Ben for the 
rest of fourth grade and into fifth, inviting him to his birthday party, to 
play laser tag- and swim at water parks . Lucas started calling regularly, 
asking Ben to join pick-up basketball and street hockey games . 

"He's changing, Mom," Ben offered, seeing my eyes narrow . "He's 
really trying." 

From fourth grade to sixth, my power to influence Ben's choices had 
waned. He was ready to forgive and move on. More important, he'd had 
enough of my worrying . 

He wanted to be friends with Lucas and there was nothing I could do 
to stop it. Ben was drawn to Lucas: to his intellectual curiosity, his sense 
of humor and generosity and, above all, to his obsession with sports . On 
the baseball field, the boys were serious rivals, vying for the position of 
catcher and the chance to wear the heavy, ribbed vest and caged mask 
even in 90-degree heat. In time, each proved his mettle and the rivalry 
eased into a strong mutual respect that carried over to the roller hockey 
rink they improvised outside Lucas' house and later the lacrosse field. By 
the end of sixth grade, when Lucas' brain tumor was found, they were 
tightly bonded . 

Ben dedicated much of the next two years to a small group that rallied 
around Lucas, selling red rubber wristbands to raise money for his friend's 
experimental treatment, taking him trick-or-treating in his wheelchair, and 
playing video games in Lucas' bedroom when he became housebound. On 
the mid-May morning of Lucas' death, Ben tore out of the house in boxers 
and flip-flops, returning a half-hour later and sinking into my arms. 

"I'm so sorry," I said, crying and holding him tight. He let out a sob 
but caught the next one and swallowed it. 

In the weeks after Lucas died, we saw very little of Ben . He spent 
most of his time with friends, mourning . He took daily jogs to Lucas' grave. 
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He turned his room into a shrine, plastering the walls with articles 
from the local paper about Lucas and pages from the funeral program. On 
a chain around his neck he wore a dog tag inscribed "R.I.P., Lucas." 

Shortly after graduation, Lucas' mother gave Ben a shopping bag full 
of Lucas' shirts: short~sleeved polos in creamy pastels. Ben had always 
scoffed at this look, preferring brightly colored Tees with goofy characters 
or sports team insignias . But these shirts, he cherished. Every day for 
weeks, he'd pull out one at a time, hold it against himself in front of the 
mirror, and then put it back in the bag which hung from the doorknob of 
his closet. 

"Camp will do him good," I said to Erik. 
Anticipating Ben's return from camp and his backpack full of dirty 

laundry, I was moved to clean his closet, one of the many ignored chores 
we'd fought about. I scooped up armfuls of gear-baseball mitts, hockey 
gloves, sneakers, and unmatched ice skates and dumped them into a car
ton. Then, I turned to a mound of crumpled dress pants and shirts, fuming 
over his broken promise to hang them up. 

I noticed the pants were strategically wrapped around something long, 
heavy, and hard. My fingers crept through the folds of fabric and landed 
on a metallic gray assault rifle with cartridges strapped to its side. I stared 
at the gun and rotated it in my hands . I wondered if it was real and felt like 
an idiot for not knowing. I dug deeper into the pile and found a container 
of tiny, white pellets and an empty plastic package that clearly had held a 
smaller gun. It was hot and airless in the closet on that steamy afternoon, 
but I suddenly felt cold. 

Gradually, I realized that these were the toy guns Ben had been want
ing. They use air cartridges to shoot tiny BBs, and they look dangerously 
real. As a young child, Ben had never been interested in guns. Erik and I 
had counted ourselves lucky, since we both despaired over gun violence 
and any link between guns and play. Feeling the guns' weight in my hands, 
I recalled Ben having mentioned playing with one at Lucas' house. 

"We don't like guns, toys or otherwise," we had said, rejecting Ben's 
repeated requests. 

"I'll buy it with my own money," he swore, storming back to his room 
and slamming the door. But we knew that our deeply conscientious son 
never would. 

I carried the gun to the study, where Erik was reading. "Look," I said, 
holding it like a huge dead bug in my outstretched hand. Agape, he took it 
from me and manipulated its moving parts, twirling one of the air cartridg
es between his thumb and forefinger. We felt like fools and worse, 
betrayed . So we agreed on a list of punishments to levy on Ben: no iPod 
for six months; canceled cell phone; grounded for his entire weekend home. 
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They pull into the driveway. Ben slinks out of the car and walks slow
ly toward me, his head drooping, his eyes brimming with tears. It is obvi
ous that Erik has discussed the guns. 

"I'm sorry, Mommy," he says, moving in for a hug and resting his chin 
on my shoulder. 

He explains that a friend had thrown out the rifle because it was bro
ken, and that he had paid another friend $20 for the pistol which he'd hid
den in his underwear drawer. It had all happened the month before, in 
June, shortly after Lucas' funeral. Partly, it was a simple act of defiance; 
but now I think it wasn't only that: it was also a heartbroken attempt to 
combat his powerlessness and sorrow. 

"It was a stupid thing to do, really stupid," he says in a voice deeper 
than the one he took to camp two weeks ago. He is crying freely. 

Within minutes, Ben is in the backyard, wrapping both guns and the 
jar ofBBs in a heavy plastic trash bag. He takes a sledgehammer from the 
shed. Through the open kitchen window we hear him grunt with each 
heave of the hammer, smashing the guns to pieces; then, the clunking and 
scraping of plastic and metal in the bag as he drags it to the front curb for 
the next garbage pick-up. He spends the rest of the afternoon alone, sad, 
and weepy, repeating his apology, expressing disappointment in himself. 
It is punishment enough. 

For the remainder of the weekend he sees friends. Each time he goes 
out he wears one of Lucas' shirts. Each time he comes home he puts on a 
different one, returning the shirt he just wore, unfolded, to the bag . 

On Sunday Erik drives Ben back to camp. "He'll be back in two 
weeks," he says, seeing my eyes well up. For an instant I imagine never 
seeing my boy again. Then I head up to his room. Through his window I 
see the trash bag, filled with gun parts, still at the curb. The bag of shirts, 
slightly tom, still hangs outside his closet. Maybe by the time Ben gets 
home again, he'll be ready to put them away. 
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WILHEMINA CONDON 

Walnut and Vine 

"It's becoming very much like 1979 again."-Richard Wright 

In the early seventies I lived in a house near the comer of Walnut and Vine 
streets in Berkeley, California. It was on this comer that Alfred Peet 
opened the original Peet's Coffee & Tea in 1966. By 1969, Peet's was the 
daily gathering place for painters, poets, politicians, and professors . 
Students, dissidents, socialists, atheists, and anarchists came together for 
their morning cup of coffee. The sidewalks were filled with half crazies, 
fat babies, and old ladies. Lawyers, laborers, and lay-abouts. Hippies, her
etics, and housewives all lined up half an hour before the doors opened. A 
cup of coffee cost thirty-five cents and refills were a dime. It was a demo
cratic addiction. Everyone could participate and they did. Soon, the comer 
became a well-known secret. The food movement took hold. Chez 
Panisse, The Cheese Board Collective, The Juice Bar Collective all set up 
shop around Walnut Square. The once unknown sleepy neighborhood 
became known as the "Gourmet Ghetto." 

In the morning I could smell the coffee brewing as I made my way 
down the street for my morning cup. It's hard now to imagine a time 
before coffee became ubiquitous. A time before every gas station served 
espresso. A time when a latte was a foreign language and Folgers was syn
onymous with coffee. A time before Starbucks, coffee carts, and 
Americanos. Before any of that, there was Peet's at the comer of Walnut 
and Vine. 

Alfred Peet changed our quiet residential street. Almost overnight it 
became a bustling European village. A slice of Greenwich Village on the 
West Coast. A place where you could buy cheeses that rivaled the Swiss, 
bread that could please a Frenchman, and hand dipped chocolates that 
made you dream of Switzerland. A renaissance. A culinary awakening 
fueled by Alfred's dark brew. 

It had been thirty years since I lived in Berkeley. Thirty years since I 
made my way to Peet's for my morning coffee. I told my friends and fam
ily I was going back to fix the old family home that had fallen into disre-
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pair. A house rented to a succession of graduate students who never gradu
ated. The house was empty now and no one else wanted the job. I didn't 
tell them that I had come back to write . I have learned that telling people 
you are writing is a mistake . It leads to all sorts of unanswerable ques
tions. But I did see the project as an opportunity to carve out the time and 
solitude I had been craving . I brought a desk my writer friend Janet gave 
me. I brought my fifteen-year -old arthritic dog, Riley. I could never leave 
Riley. I drove from Seattle to California. I came back to the old house , to 
the old neighborhood, to the familiar comer of Walnut and Vine. 

Much has remained the same in the neighborhood. Its care-worn hous
es and overgrown yards are filled with Birds of Paradise, Mock Orange, 
and Honeysuckle. Hundred -year -old homes, old-world apartments with 
Mediterranean balconies mixed with modem eyesores. A neighborhood 
that grew sporadically , organically, over time. An eclectic mixture of old 
and new, young and old. Fifty-two giant aloe vera plants cover my neigh 
bor 's yard. Twenty -eight exotic birds live in cages across the street. A 
woman sings an aria from her second story balcony and a poet with a thin 
gray ponytail sells his poems on the comer . 

The streets are crowded, denser. Restaurants , high -priced specialty 
shops, and upscale boutiques line the square. Little of the funky quality is 
left. But a surprising number of my neighbors have stayed. They appear 
heavier, careworn, and oddly the same. They live in the same houses and 
have the same daily habits . When I pass them on the street I have a 
momentary image of what they looked like in 1978. Some trick of the eye, 
flicking back and forth in time . 

There is the couple we called Mr. and Mrs . Lincoln , still wearing their 
homespun clothes fashioned from the 1860s. Mr. Lincoln has remained tall 
and thin. His cropped beard is now gray and his large ears stick even fur
ther out from his head . He wears suspenders and black preacher pants that 
are too short, making him look like an overgrown schoolboy. The crevices 
on Mrs. Lincoln 's long face have deepened . She still covers her head with 
a wide-brimmed calico bonnet. She wears a clean white apron and carries 
a straw basket. They walk together down Walnut Street. Their long arms 
hang at their sides . They always look worried , as if they have just heard 
bad news from the battlefield . 

And one day there are three of them. A son. Tall, even taller and leaner 
than Mr. Lincoln . Freakishly tall. He too wears homespun linen pants held 
high on his waist by suspenders . He has a dark square beard like his father. 
He wears a straw hat from a past century like his mother. He carries his 
mother's bag at the market. He walks in perfect unison with his parents . 
He stays close to his mother. Glued to her side. He still lives at home . He 
bends his head toward his father and speaks quickly into his ear. 
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The master chess player is still here . He sets up his chessboard each 
afternoon and waits for challengers . He has become a Rastafarian since I 
last saw him . He wears his long white dreadlocks tied up in a ponytail 
with a blue ribbon. In the morning he sits in the sun and reads the New 
York Times. He brings his own padded chair that looks like it came from a 
corporate boardroom. He carries a guitar with a "Legalize Cannabis" 
sticker on his back. 

There is the same panhandler stationed at the strategic spot in front of 
Peet's. He has staying power and the advantage of looking like Jesus 
Christ on the cross. He has acquired a crutch that he places next to his 
chair. Time has strengthened his appeal. He has a thin mournful face that 
spreads guilt among the passing people. Some people apologize for not 
having more to give as they drop money in his can. He nods at them as if 
giving a benediction. The neighbors call him Christ on a Crutch. 

I soon become part of the neighborhood. The baristas at Peet's remem
ber my name and the manager starts my drink while I'm still in line. I have 
brought my coffee habit with me from Seattle. No one survives a 
Northwest winter without coffee. Mormons who move to Seattle give up 
their religion for coffee. When I first arrived, I liked the idea of being 
anonymous. I liked the idea of dropping into the old neighborhood as an 
observer free to write with the detachment of a stranger. But you cannot be 
anonymous with a fifteen-year-old dog. You cannot be anonymous when 
you walk slowly around the neighborhood four times a day. You cannot be 
anonymous when Riley stops at every bush, every person, and every scent 
in the air. 

Riley took to the neighborhood . She loved the smells, the crowds, and 
the food she finds along her daily route . She especially likes the street peo
ple . Perhaps because they give her pieces of day-old bagels or perhaps 
because she too once lived on the street. The chess player pauses before 
his next move to offer her a bite of his sandwich. She has a memory for 
every biscuit, every treat she has ever received. She makes friends with the 
most generous people. 

I get to know them and their routines. They start the day at Peet's for a 
wash-up and coffee and then make their way to the Quaker bench where 
the sun first hits in the morning. They eat bread and pastries that the mer
chants leave on the comer in large brown paper bags each morning. They 
divide the offerings among themselves and generously offer bagels to the 
people passing by. I was offered a croissant and a day-old bagel. 

They are resourceful. They have their favorite spots. They are orga
nized. They eat their breakfast and watch the neighborhood wake up. In 
the afternoon they gather at the Mormon Church across the street and play 
chess or strum on their guitars . They smoke and listen to the radio . At 
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night they have a nightcap at Chester's in Walnut Square and watch sports 
on the wide-screen television. Sometimes they split a hamburger and fries. 

They carry boom boxes, blankets, backpacks, bagels, and bourbon . 
They carry pictures of their children now in protective custody. When I 
pass them in the early morning I hear them discussing stages of imperial
ism and the pitfalls of supply-side economics. 

One younger man named Ralph shows me his scar from a recent 
appendectomy . He is on a gluten-free diet and gets touchy when someone 
offers him a bagel. "You know I can't eat that stuff," he says in disgust. "I 
have gluten allergies." 

He explains to me the harmful effects of gluten and tells me it's in 
everything . He urges me to try a gluten-free diet for thirty days. He is as 
convincing as an infomercial. I promise I will give it a try. 

These are my new neighbors . These are the people I greet each morn
ing on my way for coffee. They don't just creep into the neighborhood at 
night. The homeless are as much a part of the neighborhood as those with 
homes. They are not wandering street people . They are attached to these 
four comers of the world . They have not placed their names on public 
housing lists. They are not saving for a first and last month's rent. They 
are not between jobs . They are not waiting out a rough spot in their lives. 
They have lived on Walnut and Vine for years. 

At night their cars line both sides of the street from Walnut Square to 
Live Oak Park. They don't consider themselves homeless. The truly home
less live under the bridge . They feel as settled in as the old timers. In many 
ways it is their neighborhood more than anyone else's. They spend all 
their time on the block. They don't leave for nine or ten hours a day. They 
don't take vacations . They stay and watch and keep an eye on things. 

The house is a big distraction. There are painters who are plastered, cranky 
carpenters, wiry electricians, fanatical floor finishers, and one pathetic 
plumber. I decide I can live with the hole in the living room ceiling for 
now. 

People will try to fill your writing time as if it were their full-time job. 
Since arriving in Berkeley I have had a slew of offers of companionship. 
Houseguests, nieces, and nephews needing a place to crash, daughters 
checking on my sanity, a husband looking for his wife. 

"You're all alone?" they say. "We'll come and keep you company." 
I have electricians asking about knob and tube wiring. I have the 

plumber telling me the water leak in the living room comes from the 
upstairs bathroom . Walls and ceilings need to be tom down. The painters 
play loud Mariachi music and the neighbors complain. Somebody has left 
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eighty-two clay mushrooms in the backyard . Dark gray ugly toadstools 
from a ceramics class gone horribly wrong . 

Among the regulars on the comer sits a woman dressed in long free-flow
ing festive pants. Layered like a Mexican wedding cake. She wears a flop
py Janis Joplin hat, long brown Grace Slick hair and oversized sunglasses 
shaped like butterfly wings . She is pretty , once very pretty . She wears 
expensive vintage clothing, soft Italian leather shoes, and bright red lip
stick. It is clear that she does not belong . She appears to be at least forty, 
maybe older. She favors purple. Rich velvet. Her clothes are clean. No 
holes. No hint of down on your heels. She sits on the Quaker steps and 
sometimes across the street at the Mormon Church . She is rarely alone. 
She prefers the company of men. She joins the street people around mid
morning and sometimes stays the whole day. She is often at Chester's at 
night but she does not drink. She sits at the bar with one or more of the 
homeless men and sips her coffee. She has the latest iPad, iPhone, and 
inline skates . She does not sleep in her car. At night she drives toward 
the hills . 

Berke ley rises from the Bay up through the pale pink and peach pastel 
bungalows of the flats to the mansions in the hills. Peet's Coffee sits on 
the dividing line between the flats and the hills. The dividing line between 
the haves and the have-nots. 

Money, or the lack of it, is on everyone's mind. "Everyone in this 
country has bad credit," I hear someone grumble in line this morning. 
Empty store windows covered with brown paper appear on the square like 
rotten teeth. The recession is dislodging what time alone could not move. 
People from the hills aren't buying and the regulars never had any money. 
The jewelry shop is gone. Black Oaks Books around the comer is closed. 
There is an anxiety about the place. The French Chocolatier threatens to 
go back to France . He sells chocolate at prices only Louis the Fourteenth 
could afford. He says Berkeley is no Paris. 

The only businesses that are thriving are the collectives. The Cheese 
Board Collective has no trouble selling their exquisite buns, bagels, and 
baguettes . They open late, close for a two-hour lunch, and take every con
ceivable holiday. There is always a line of customers waiting at their door. 

The Juice Bar Collective around the comer also has a steady stream of 
customers. They believe in equality in the work place and worker control 
of the means of product ion. They work out their problems in weekly self
criticism sessions. The older members wear Birkenstocks and don't shave 
their legs. The younger members have tattoos and rings on their bare bel
lies. They have been in the same eight-foot-wide narrow slice of a building 
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for forty years . They cook and prepare food in a space so small it would 
strain the best relationship. But they are placid and calm. As placid and 
calm as they were thirty years ago. They have stayed the same. Even the 
menu hasn't changed . They serve juice, quiche, soup, and salad every day 
but Sunday. 

The collectives formed in the late sixties and early seventies in attempt 
to fund their communal way of living and their political work. The idea 
was to serve food to the bourgeoisie from the hills to help fund projects for 
the poor. Wendy Yoshimura works at the Juice Bar on Wednesday after
noons. In the sixties she joined the Symbionese Liberation Army. She was 
born in a California internment camp. She became a radical during her last 
year in art college. She is now a California still-life artist. When I walk by 
she comes out from behind the counter with a plate of chicken for Riley. 

Rain, soothing rain. The worst storm since '62. Still, nothing like a 
Northwest storm. The man who lives in his car outside my house wears 
the collar of his tweed jacket pulled up around his neck. He wears his cap 
pulled down around his ears. He looks like a professor with his gray beard , 
tweed jacket , and jaunty cap, donated by some professor's wife on the hill. 

The storms off the Pacific show no restraint. Heavy, intense, relentless, 
releasing, cleansing rain. When the rain suddenly stops the silence makes 
everyone notice . People feel better, like after a good cry. 

While it's raining we huddle inside Peet's seeking shelter from the 
storm. There is a comradely chatter coming from every comer. The storm 
brings everyone together. For fifteen minutes we watch the rain bounce 
like pellets off the street. There is excitement in the neighborhood where 
nothing ever changes. 

Christ on a Crutch does not let bad weather interfere with business. He 
sets up shop at 7 A .M . Rain or shine. He has a complete rain outfit: green 
sealskin pants, a slicker, and a rubber sailor hat. 

I see the woman with the lime green hat standing in the rain . She is 
holding an umbrella dyed to match her hat. She is wearing a brilliant, blis
tering blue three-quarter length raincoat that flares around her knees . Very 
French , very chic . She has on yellow rubber rain boots with three little 
ducks imprinted across the toes. She is standing in the center of the side
walk. She is standing like a five-year-old in the winter storm. 

Riley is getting old and so am I. At night we walk up to Live Oak Park. 
There is something Zen about these walks. I walk slowly. Painstakingly, 
small steps. I observe . I have time to look at every plant , every person , and 
every house along the way. I take my daily dose of the human species. I 
sort people by how they treat Riley. An old woman , older than me, stops 
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and leans over slowly to pet Riley. "I know how it is," she whispers in her 
ear, "I know how it feels to be old, I know how it hurts old girl." 

She straightens up and starts to scold me. She tells me that Riley is 
tired and I should take her home for her nap . 

"Can 't you see she is worn out?" she said, "Can't you see she doesn't 
feel like walking . She wants to lie down in her own bed." 

I used to walk these streets at a different pace . As a student hurrying . 
Always hurrying . As a young mother pushing the stroller deliberately, with 
purpose, on a baby's schedule . These slow walks with Riley become a 
meditation on time and change, on loss and redemption . Slow arthritic 
walks through the past. Sometimes I become impatient. My mind rushes to 
what I need to get done. The unfinished house. There is more time behind 
me then in front to of me. I am struck, stuck, and stymied in mid-sentence. 

Process, I have trouble with process . I am impatient. There are no 
short cuts in writing. There are no short cuts in fixing an old house . There 
is no getting around the fact that the foundation cracked in the last earth
quake. There is no getting around the fact that you need a solid foundation . 

Tonight I saw her driving toward the hills in a white convertible, top 
down. A vintage Mercedes with cream leather seats. I am seeing her pat
terns. She lives in the Hills. Every night about nine she heads home . She 
moves with the sun throughout the day, rotating from comer to comer with 
the homeless . She looks proud , almost regal at times . Somewhere in her 
past there were plays, ballets, and birthdays . She came from money, she 
has money, she spends money. She buys clothes with the finest laces and 
velvets . She wears pink and green swirling paisley, hand embroidered silk 
jackets, and long ruffled skirts. Sometimes she wears black satin opera 
gloves like an inside joke . She is dressed for Haight-Ashbury in 1969. 
Perhaps that was the time of her life when she was most happy. 

She represents what I am most afraid of, a purposeless life. Resistance 
to change. The way she wears the same lime green hat, always the lime 
green hat that can be seen half a block away. The way she always seems 
dressed for a part in a play. Never out of costume. On stage at the sad cor
ner of Walnut and Vine. 

After the death of Peet in 2007, the Alfred Peet Museum was added to the 
back of the store . The walls of the museum are covered with pictures of 
Peet. There is a picture of him behind the counter with the original staff. 
There is a picture of him wearing a white coat and testing the quality of 
the coffee beans . There are pictures of dark-skinned smiling women pick-
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ing coffee beans in the jungles of Nicaragua, Peru, and El Salvador. There 
is one picture of a group of men standing in front of a huge scale wearing 
white gloves . Only the women are picking the beans from the trees. 
Perhaps the women are smiling because Americans with their coffee habits 
are paying their children's school fees. Or perhaps they are smiling at the 
thought of Americans lining up patiently each morning to pay two dollars 
for a cup of coffee. 

I was thinking about this when a small, fine-boned woman walked past 
me. There was something about her that immediately struck my attention. 
She had perfect posture, and although small, she carried herself with 
immense dignity. She was wearing a full black skirt and a tight fitted jack
et that accentuated her slim waist. She had on Mexican leather sandals 
with high platform heels. She was bare legged and had light blue varicose 
veins on the back of her legs. 

I remember thinking I would like to look like that when I am seventy. I 
would like to have trim bare legs and dignity. And then she turned and 
faced me. She was standing in front of the picture of Alfred Peet. She 
looked at me and said, "I met Peet in 1978. It's true what they say; he was 
a very exacting man." 

I was reading, We Tell Ourselves Stories in Order to Live, a non-fiction 
collection of Joan Didion's work. I was steeped in her language. I was 
feeding on her sentences . And when she said, "He was a very exacting 
man," I knew it was her. In We Tell Ourselves Stories in Order to Live, 
Didion writes that you have to have confidence in your own worth in order 
to be valued. She recalls being told for the first time when she was in 
eighth grade that she was "full of herself." 

You get the sense looking at her that this is true. You get the sense that 
she knows this about herself and that she does not care. That she tends to 
this aspect of herself like a hothouse flower. Aren't all writers full of them
selves? Isn't this why we write? Isn't the act of writing in itself an act of 
profound arrogance? 

But consider her size, so small and delicate. Consider all that she has 
withstood. What fierceness it took to be standing unbent after the storm. 
To be so small, and yet, so full of herself. So full of herself that she can 
write a thousand pages of flawless prose. 

I took meeting Joan Didion as a sign. I saw it as a sign that I was on 
the right path, however crooked. Like a Berkeley native, I read deep 
meaning into this chance encounter. I had a religious experience at the 
church of Peet's Coffee at the comer of Walnut and Vine. 
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Not all people are friendly. Sometimes people get impatient and honk their 
horns or shout rude things when Riley is making her way slowly across 
the intersection. And there is one man everyone fears. A huge, hulking, 
hacking, harrowing man. A man who comes down the street at dusk. A 
man who dresses entirely in black. A man who wears a long black over
coat tied at the waist with a piece of knotted rope like a friar. He carries a 
burlap sack over his shoulder full of things that rattle. You can hear him 
coming like a rumbling tank. Cussing and spitting and spewing forth curs
es on everyone in his path . Imminent, murderous, mad mumblings. He 
always comes from the north like a barbarian. But he is not a regular. He 
does not stay. He is like a shudder on a sunny day. 

His presence is outweighed by those who stop and pet Riley . By the 
merchants who come out of their shops to give her treats. By the woman 
who stops her car in the middle of the road and pulls out a dog biscuit 
from her grocery bag. And by Harmonica Man who comes every afternoon 
playing the same simple tune. I hear him as he passes beneath my window. 
He is as lithe as a dancer. He wears sultan pants that tie at the ankles. He 
has a bell-shaped knit hat with a long tassel that hangs down his back. He 
comes just as the day is closing in around me. He is my own court musi
cian, meandering muse, and mentor. He reminds me that art is fun, he 
reminds me to lighten up. 

Today the woman in the lime green hat drives up in a shiny new white 
mini-van. She is with a little girl wearing a pink tutu and crown of ribbons 
in her hair. She has brown hair and brown eyes. A cherubic face. A little 
girl right out of a French children's clothing catalogue. The little princess 
sits with her mother at a table outside of Peet's Coffee. Grown men sit and 
watch her color. She wears pink tights that show off her baby-fat legs. She 
wears ballet slippers. She has a bejeweled backpack with crayons, pencils, 
and paper inside. Passersby try to coax a smile from her but she is intent 
on her work and she does not look up. Every now and then she leans over 
and sips from a cup of hot chocolate that the homeless man bought her from 
money he just panhandled. Her dark curls fall around her face. 

When she wants to change colors she points her imperial finger at her 
bag and an albino with pale gold dreadlocks pulls another crayon from her 
backpack. "No, not that one," she says with all the disdain of a princess 
forced to deal with a peasant. He apologizes and takes out another color 
that she accepts. He wants to please her. They all want to please the little 
czarina . The little czarina that sits among the street people. Anastasia with 
her loyal subjects. 

The men are awkward and shy around her. They look large and clumsy 
next to a little girl dressed like a fairy. They watch silently and intently as 
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she colors, as if she were Michaelangelo finishing the Sistine Chapel. 
They ask her what she is drawing but she does not bother to answer. Her 
dark curled lashes bring grown men to their knees. 

I imagine she thinks the toothless chess player is a harmless friendly 
lion and the man with the guitar her own personal court musician. When 
she tires of his songs she pulls out her paper and begins to draw again. She 
ignores everyone and everything around her. She will be a beauty, even 
more beautiful than her mother. 

Her mother sits by her side like her lady-in -waiting . She seems to have 
nothing but time. More time than any mother with a well -dressed spotless 
child in French clothes should have . 

I heard Mona Simpson interviewed on the radio this morning. She 
said what a writer needs is time, "Time on both sides of you," she said. 
"Time to get little done, time to muddle through." 

This week the Berkeley police shot a mountain lion on Walnut Street. 
Nobody knows why she came down from the hills . Hunger, thirst, or a 
combination of both. She was spotted in and around the neighborhood sev
eral days before the police finally cornered her in a neighbor's back yard . I 
suppose some people were relieved but most people felt sad. Sad for the 
desperate lion that must have known she was in unfamiliar dangerous ter
ritory with the scent of man all around . Only a mother looking for food for 
her young would take such a chance. 

The shooting of the mountain lion brought back to everyone that pun
ishment for stepping out of line is swift and brutal. There is no mercy if 
you stray too far from the path. There is no mercy if you lose your way 
and wander into unknown territory. Stability and security are just an illu
sion. They are yours only while you keep your presence of mind. The min
ute you show up on the street naked and confused, the minute you step 
outside the boundaries, even in Berkeley, you are likely to be shot. As sure 
as that mountain lion was shot. 

There was an outpouring of grief in the neighborhood . A memorial was 
planned and a large crowd showed up wearing black. Children carried 
signs, "Why not trap the lion?" and, "Police carry guns why not tranquiliz 
er darts?" 

I love the children of Berkeley. They are immediately recognizable. They 
wear layers of skirts mixed and mismatched with colorful striped T-shirts 
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and turtle-green rain boots. They wear costumes with feathers, tiaras, and 
tutus all through the year. They live in a world of their own creation . 

I asked my seven-year-old neighbor what she was for Halloween. 
"Oblivion," she said. 
"Oblivion?" I asked. 
"What?" she said with a wicked grin. 
They are not numb like many of their parents . They have not seen 

their dreams of change diminish under successive Republican regimes. 
The children of Berkeley dance down the street in their ballet slippers and 
tiaras as if the world really did change in the sixties, as ifit were a delight
ful playground, full of real and imaginary wonders. 
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GRETCHEN DYKSTRA 

Franz Rickaby: The Wandering 
Minstrel of North Dakota 

In the late summer of 1919 Franz Rickaby, a 29-year -old instructor of 
English at the University of North Dakota, pulled on his hiking boots, 
picked up a well-worn staff, strapped a violin case across his back, and 
began walking from Charlevoix, Michigan, back to Grand Forks, ND. He 
had been seeking the songs of the quickly disappearing lumberjacks-the 
shanty-boys-of the north pine country. 

These were early days of the early years of American ballad collect
ing, and Rickaby's collection, Ballads and Songs of the Shanty-Boy, pub
lished posthumously in 1926 by Harvard University Press, would be the 
first to memorialize the songs sung by the men who spent their winters in 
crude lumber camps throughout the forests of northern Wisconsin, 
Michigan, and Minnesota (Wilgus 199). 

Rickaby died young, but he left a rich record of his many achieve 
ments including his ballad collecting. He kept a detailed journal of the 
trips he made in September 1919, much of it on foot, from Charlevoix to 
Grand Forks, which the Historical Society of Wisconsin owns. The Music 
Department at the University of Wisconsin-Madison owns multiple jour 
nals of the songs he collected and his lecture notes. His book with its rich 
and informative introduction on the history of the lumber industry and its 
extensive notes on the actual songs and their singers will soon be re
issued. Franz Rickaby was my grandfather, and I have essays, poems, 
plays, photographs, snippets of diaries, letters he wrote his parents and his 
in-laws, random observations he made throughout his short life, and the 
extensive correspondence between his wife, my grandmother, Lillian, and 
her mother, Rose Allen, that describe their time together. (After Rickaby's 
death Lillian married Clarence Dykstra who legally adopted Rickaby's 
son, my father, and changed the boy's name.) I draw on these and other 
sources for this description of his ballad work in North Dakota. 

Rickaby was a member of a small, heterogeneous, and unaffiliated 
group of academics, amateur historians, and early cultural anthropologists 
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who, for a variety of personal and professional-and maybe spiritual or 
psychological-reasons captured the lives of Americans through the songs 
they sang. Many of these early songcatchers saw their work in both liter
ary and moral terms. From his academic perch at Harvard, George 
Kittredge had urged them to "Set down the dates and the names, preserve 
the words and the music ... that's your job" (Wilgus 160). 

Henry Belden was one of the first. He sent his English literature stu
dents from the University of Missouri around the state to find and tran
scribe local songs. The newly established Journal of American Folklore 
published selections from that collection in 1906. But John Lomax became 
Kittredge's best-known student. Lomax heard cowboys singing and yodel
ing as a little boy in central Texas. Later, as a professor at Texas A & M, he 
distributed flyers, sent queries to newspapers , lectured throughout the 
state, and rode horseback into cowboy camps searching for the songs he 
remembered so vividly . If the cowboys he met were willing, they would 
sing directly into the big "morning glory" horn that protruded from the 
bulky Edison recording device Lomax lugged around; otherwise Lomax 
wrote down their words. In 1910 he published his pioneering collection of 
112 cowboy songs and "Home on the Range" and "Get along Little 
Dogies" became American classics. 

Cecil Sharp, the foremost folklorist in England, called those cowboy 
songs "the dregs of literature and the garbage of musical phrase" (Sharp 
correspondence) . But in 1916 Sharp came to America with his assistant 
and fellow preserver of English folk dance, Maud Karpeles . They spent 
many months in and out of the hollows of central Appalachia listening and 
transcribing the songs of the mountain people. Sharp and Karpeles, whom 
he sometimes introduced as his adopted daughter (Hart and Kostyal 68), col
lected a total of 1,612 tunes, representing about 500 different songs, often 
accompanied by the exotic sounds of dulcimers, banjoes, and fiddles (Sharp 
xii). Sharp became a convert to the drama of American folk songs. 

Meanwhile Frances Densmore, an unmarried music teacher in Red 
Wing, Minnesota, was striking out on her own and visiting Indian reserva
tions to record their songs; Robert Winslow Gordon, a professor at the 
University of California in Berkeley and the future first director of the 
Archive of American Folk Song at the Library of Congress, was seeking 
the songs of sailors on the docks of Oakland, California; Roland Palmer 
Gray, another professor of English, found the songs of Maine lumberjacks 
through informants; Frank C. Brown was traipsing through muddy roads 
in North Carolina and would eventually compile the largest collection of 
regional songs ever; and John Harrington Cox was digging deep into the 
folk culture of West Virginia with the assistance of the state folklore society. 
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Few biographies of these song catchers exist, but we can assume they 
were a curious bunch , these anthropological pioneers . They clearly shared 
a respect for the importance of preservation and labored with a sense of 
urgency as the industrialized world transformed cultural patterns and tradi
tions. Occasionally condescension seeped into their reactions to the 
"folk," but that was offset by their eagerness to seek out singers in isolated 
comers of society. Some were probably driven by the culture of the sing
ers, others by the poetry of the lyrics or the drama of the stories; many 
were drawn to the puzzle of the songs' origins . Some collected the songs 
from their desks, searching texts and correspondence, tracking the prints 
of specific songs back to their historic roots in England, Scotland, Ireland, 
and beyond. Many solicited submissions through circulars and flyers; oth
ers relied on students and volunteers to find the songs; others were adven
turous, climbing mountains, haunting docks, or wandering through forests 
(Wilgus 173-88). 

Rickaby used all those methods and shared those traits, but he was also 
an entertainer. He often found songs by singing songs. As a musician him
self, he would fiddle and sing, hoping his songs would spur memories 
among his audiences, convince them that their songs were worthy of sav
ing, and build the trust they often needed to sing in front of a stranger. He 
collected songs by entertaining with songs and then turned around and 
sang the songs he collected to others. He was an academic collector with the 
spirit of a showman, and that made him different from most of the others. 

He had been walking for four days on barely visible dirt roads, passing 
through endless conifer swamps, riddled with stumps and fallen trees, 
when he rambled into a small lumber camp eleven miles outside of 
Allenville, Michigan, on the Upper Peninsula. It was about 5:30 p.m., and 
the cook was striking the quitting bell. As he writes in his journal, after 
promising after-dinner entertainment, Rickaby joined eight shanty-boys, 
the camp manager and his wife, and a fast-talking traveling salesman who 
tried in vain to sell useless dress suits to the men. A male cook and his 
female assistant, a woman "superior of comfort and oleaginous of face," 
served the group fried potatoes, bread, butter, and "jelly of doubtful flavor 
but indubitable artificiality," boiled meat, prunes that no one ate, and tea 
"oily and without glory .... Served in silence, the meal was devoured in a 
mad and noisy haste" Rickaby wrote (26-27). 

After supper , the men moved into the bunk-shanty and sat on the 
bench that ran the periphery of the dark and grimy space, sucking their 
pipes and chewing their tobacco as Rickaby played "The Missouri Waltz," 
"Beautiful Ohio," and the First World War favorite, "Until We Meet 
Again ." Then they all chatted, and Rickaby captured bits of their salty 
conversation in his journal : 
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"_, _, if I could play a __ , __ fiddle like that, what the 
___ . D'ya think I'd do another ___ , ___ thing?" Most 
profane bunch of men I ever heard. One had a toothache and another 
responded, "Well by ----I'll never have th' ------ toothache agin, 
'cause I ain't gotta __ , ---------, --------- tooth in my ---------, ----
-----, ----------head." Understand. The man wasn't mad, he was just 
conversing. ( 27) 

Unlike sailors or railroad workers, the shanty -boys did not use songs 
to maintain work rhythms . They sang after work for their own amuse
ment, swapping songs of sorrow and loneliness, of women and danger 
(Rickaby, Ballads xxi). The man with the toothache and the raunchy lan
guage knew "Poor Little Joe" and "Harry Dunn" which describes a 
Canadian shanty -boy who had crossed the border into Michigan and was 
killed by a falling limb, one of the most frequent accidents in the danger
ous world of logging . The following version, sung by the lumberjack , did 
not end up in Rickaby's final manuscript, although two other versions did . 

I once did know a handsome youth whose name was Harry Dunn. 
His father was a farmer in the county of Aldun. 
He had everything he wished for, like houses and good land, 
But he thought he would like one winter in the woods of Michigan. 

One morning Harry rose from his bunk, his face it wore no smile. 
He called his comrade to his side, whose name was Charlie Lisle, 
Saying "Charlie, my boy, I've had a dream that fills my heart with woe. 
I fear there's something wrong at home, and there I'd better go." 

His comrade only laughed at him, which cheered him for time, 
Saying, "Harry, dear boy ... " 
He worked along till ten o'clock all on that fatal day, 
When a hanging limb fell from above and crushed him where he lay. 
(Ballads 106) 

When settlers first came to America they cleared the land of trees to 
make their farms, build their houses , develop their towns, and later to 
exchange the lumber for goods from Europe. The ensuing rush to moder
nity produced an insatiable hunger for more and more lumber and the 
steam-powered saw made it possible . By 1850 the lumber business had 
shifted from New England and upstate New York to the Midwest and for 
the next 50 years logging defined northern Michigan, Wisconsin, and 
Minnesota. 

The timber companies would send a cruiser or a land-looker into the 
thick pine forests. With a compass and an axe, he would chop his way 
through the underbrush or climb up a hillside covered in slippery pine 
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needles to mark off the acres precisely . He then would count the trees, 
estimate their circumference and height and calculate the amount of linear 
feet that each acre could produce. If the projected profit was attractive , the 
company bought the land-or not-laid the claim, built rustic camps 
throughout the forests to accommodate the shanty-boys , and recruited 
men, sometimes as many as 70-80 for each camp (MacKay 56-59). 

The men, "brawny, reeking and raucous" (Sandburg , Songbag 388), 
would radiate out each morning from the camps, often wearing the same 
clothes for months at a time, with axes slung over their shoulders. They 
would fell by hand the massive trees, some 200-years-old and 200-feet high. 

"The free life called him, the thunder of falling majesties intoxicated 
him," Rickaby wrote. "His axe bit deep as it shouted, and his saw-blade 
sang in the brittle air. The soft aroma of the woods at peace sharpened to 
an acrid redolence, acute, insistent- the cry of wounded pine" (Ballads xix). 

Initially the shanty-boys worked winters . They used oxen and horses 
to pull the logs over frozen ground to the closest river where they would 
wait for the spring thaw and then drive the logs-somet imes dangerously 
fast----downstream to a lumber mill. 

Long hours of hard labor, simple fare, and primitive accommodations 
hardened him ; the constant presence of danger rendered him 
resourceful, self-reliant, agile . It was if the physical strength and bold 
vitality, the regal aloofness of the fallen giants , flowed in full tide 
into him and he thus came to know neither weariness nor fear. 
(Rickaby, Ballads xix) 

When roads were carved into the forests, the shanty-boys, no longer 
reliant on the spring melt , could work all year long. Then the railroads 
came, further speeding up the depletion of the forests and the industry 's 
subsequent move to the Pacific Northwest. Just as roads and rails changed 
the industry, radios would change the spirit of the evenings . 

The insistent cry for quantity , the feverish prayer for efficiency, 
brought machines, massive , grim, powerful , ultra-human creatures of 
steel; and they, not singing, taught silence . . . . one morning the 
romance of logging was gone . .. the age of steel was upon lumber
ing-the impersonal age, the non-singing age .... " (Rickaby, Ballads 
xxi) 

The idea of collecting ballads had been percolating in Rickaby for several 
years, but the entertainer in him was well established and the wanderer 
bred in the bone . By the time he was five-years-old, he was scampering 
up apple trees in his hometown of Rogers , Arkansas , and in 1906 when he 
was sixteen he dropped out of high school in Springfield , Illinois , and 
returned to the Ozarks with his violin and comet in hand (Greene 318). 
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"I would rather do practically nothing than nothing practically," he 
wrote his father from Arkansas, explaining his decision (Poems and 
Observations N. pag.) . 

He found work in the robust apple industry and on small family farms, 
hauling wood in winter, fixing fences in the spring, and cutting blackberry 
bushes in the sUlilliler. He played his fiddle at dances and conducted the 
First Regimental band of the Arkansas National Guard. Sometimes he 
slept in farmers' barns, sometimes in local boarding houses, and often out
doors alone, content under the stars. Two and a half years later, he walked 
into his parents' house, surprising them on Christmas Eve. He graduated 
from high school, worked on a farm-which became fodder for one of his 
future one-act plays-and twelve months later he talked himself into Knox 
College in Galesburg, Illinois, with $50 in his pocket (Greene 319). 

Galesburg, situated on fertile prairies between the Mississippi and 
Illinois rivers, had seen many dreamers descend onto their wooden rail
road platforms. The homesteaders found a self-contained town whose aris
tocracy was shaped by a college with egalitarian and intellectual goals, not 
money or status (Calkins 102). That educational and populist fiber still 
wove Galesburg together when Rickaby arrived in the fall of 1912. 

College records show that he threw himself into life at Knox, taking 
literature and classical language classes, playing violin in the orchestra, 
singing second bass in the church choir, directing the Knox band, waiting 
tables at Rowan's Horseshoe Cafe, and playing his fiddle at school dances. 
He organized activities for his classmates including one when his mentor 
from Springfield, Vachel Lindsay, the poet and performer, thrilled them 
when he belted out his most famous poem : "Booth led boldly with his big 
brass drum/ (Are you washed in the blood of the Lamb?) ." Another eve
ning Rickaby might well have heard the Fisk Jubilee singers who unknow 
ingly may have planted the seed that blossomed into Rickaby's own future 
preservation work. 

Awarded the Chicago Club scholarship, Rickaby went off to Harvard 
in 1916 where his letters home reveal loneliness new to him. Lillian 
blamed the "la-di-das" (Dykstra, Correspondence Nov. 1917). Eventually 
he met others who loved music and poetry as much as he did. Henry 
Belden from Missouri was at Harvard at the same time and, perhaps, it 
was he who introduced Rickaby to Lomax's cowboy songs. 

"What an intoxicating idea to drink of someone else's sweet culture, 
to capture the voices, the songs and the spirit of it all, but don't worry, I 
will not do anything rash,"' Rickaby wrote Lillian. "John Lomax appears 
to have cowboys under control, but what a gift he has given us. Who 
knows maybe I'll try my hand again at the wandering life" (Dykstra, 
Correspondence Mar. 1918). 
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Rickaby accepted a teaching position at the University of North 
Dakota . He and Lillian married in June and arrived in Grand Forks in the 
late summer of 1917. The prairies still held hints of Indians, buffalo hunt
ers, and cowpunchers, and the Wild West seemed only two baby steps 
back in time. University records show that Rickaby taught Chaucer, 
advanced composition, and a survey of English literature, and in the 
spring of 1918 he also became the director of the Dakota Playmakers and 
teacher of drama. For the next five years Rickaby, the musician, the wan
derer, the teacher, and now the playwright and producer, taught his cours
es, directed and toured plays, wrote and published four one-act plays, and 
roved the Midwest singing and collecting the ballads of the shanty-boys. 
Lillian called him Frenzy. 

To earn extra money, every summer Rickaby was the unlikely golf 
caddie in Charlevoix, Michigan. There he met a few old lumberjacks. 
Individualistic tellers of tales, they waxed romantic about their former 
lives of danger and independence in the white pine forests . 

"Up and down and across the country he roamed-here today, there 
tomorrow; chopping , skidding, rolling, hauling, and driving great logs so 
that the snarling saws might be fed," Rickaby wrote (Ballads xviii). 

But it was probably more than geographic happenstance that drew 
Rickaby to shanty-boys. With his own restless curiosity, an adoration of 
the outdoors, an academic interest in the origins and nature of ballads, and 
a fluency in music, Rickaby began to map a walk to find the songs of 
these quickly disappearing shanty-boys with whom, in some ways, he 
must have identified . 

Rickaby's route would take him north from Charlevoix along the east
ern shore of Lake Michigan across the Straits of Mackinac into the upper 
peninsula of Michigan and down the westward tilt of the lake before dip
ping into the pineries of northern Wisconsin, west to the southern tip of 
Lake Superior and into-and across-northern Minnesota. He carried a 
few maps, more misleading than helpful, and traveled by foot, canoe, 
horse and carriage, ferryboat , hay wagon, tomato wagon, milk wagon, 
Ford, two-car trains, and long freight trains . 

"Men and fiddles have done more wonderful things and lived to tell 
of them, but Fiddle and I never did" Franz wrote in an unpublished essay. 
"We traveled without money, Fiddle singing for our meals and lodging, 
and I, standing as sponsor, and doing the walking-such walking, that is, 
as was done, for one of our delightful discoveries about our neighbors is 
that a great many of them, not caring about walking themselves, were 
unwilling to let us walk ." 

He traveled 917 miles , including almost 175 on foot, 420 in vehicles 
and 322 on trains. He spent $9.58 on food and $10.61 on railroad tickets 
(Rickaby , "Journal" 157). The walk would be the appetizer of a long 
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moveable feast that would have Rickaby running down leads all around the 
Midwest for the next several years, performing songs in order to find songs. 

After that first camp in Allenville , Michigan , Franz passed through the 
rest of northern Michigan and Wisconsin , walking on deep, heavy, and ser
pentine sand roads that wove among the tree stumps. He wandered into the 
mining country of northern Wisconsin and then into Cloquet, Minnesota, a 
lumber town west of Duluth . The town was busy again after a devastating 
fire the year before, and Franz saw how mechanized the industry had 
become . 

The logs arrived by truck and were dumped into huge mechanical band 
saws which cut thousands of feet of lumber quickly , and then other 
machines "threw (the) great logs about like tooth picks " (Rickaby, 
"Journal" 119), sorted, edged, cut and carried, graded , and piled the lum
ber up. He met the new generation of shanty-boys, who came only for the 
money and less for the thrill , married men who did not need the camarade
rie of the bunkhouse , men who did not sing and had never heard the songs. 
Cloquet's reality magnified Rickaby's sense of urgency; he needed to find 
the songs quickly before they were lost forever. 

As he recounts in the journal , he continued west through conifer 
swamps with drainage ditches of rotted bark , needles, logs, and leaves, 
land that eventually would become indescribably fertile . He passed miles 
and miles of second growth evergreens and became tired of-and 
depressed by-all the destruction , the violent marring of the land. He 
caught a train in Bemidji , Minnesota, and returned to Grand Forks with 20 
cents in his pocket on a rainy afternoon . 

"He 's the thinnest thing you ever did see," Lillian wrote her mother. 
"He swapped music for free dinners and it required a lively courage . From 
the looks of him, he didn't always muster it" (Dykstra , Correspondence 
Sept. 20, 1919). 

Sometimes the distances between houses had been so great that there 
was no one to swap with, and on those days he described eating only crab 
apples and huckleberries . His lodgings had been as varied as the meals had 
not been. He slept in deserted lakefront resorts ; he borrowed tarps and 
canvas sheets from other ramblers after playing music around campfires; 
he slept under trees on beds of cedar chips and in dark bunkhouses on 
grimy straw mattresses; he passed the night in front porch swings and high 
in hay lofts. He stayed one night in a county poor house and another at a 
boarding house in Mercer, Wisconsin , with a "dozen loafers in all states of 
intoxication, drinking, spitting, telling foul stories and giving character to 
the place" (Rickaby, "Journal" 94); he slept one night on a wooden pallet 
in a small house infested with flies, and luxuriated the next night on a mat
tress soft as a cloud. One night he slept on a bench in a railroad depot with 
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a massive St. Bernard who "played a soft tattoo on the floor with his tail" 
("Journal" 99). 

Rickaby met 172 adults and 52 children ("Journal" 152). If he talked 
with them, he counted them . He met poor people and others who loved 
wealth over all things . He met some who were curious about him and 
envious of his walk and others who didn't want to talk, didn't want to hear 
any songs, didn't know any songs, and didn 't know anyone who did. He 
befriended a man who spat through the cobwebs of his long white beard; 
he met people eager to hear about "the Bolshevism of North Dakota" (42) , 
and others who knew nothing outside their own half-acre; he met the para
noid and the trusting, the tired and the intrepid . He met children riding in 
wagons and others who tra iled behind him barefoot for miles on dirt 
roads . He had kids singing and dancing in a one-room schoolhouse and 
once "spoiled a day by making a few inane and useless remarks about the 
value of education" ( 141 ). 

Many local newspapers covered his walk , and Rickaby was dubbed 
the wandering minstrel , the Nanki Poo of the Midwest (Grand Forks 
Herald, Aug. 30, 1919). When he returned to Grand Forks, the university 
began to book him around the State to talk about his walk and sing his songs. 

Wearing the same tramping clothes he wore in promotional posters, he 
traveled to small towns like Russell, Edmore, and Wolford during school 
breaks . He would catch the train in Grand Forks, hoping to find a kind 
stranger at the other end who might give him a ride to his destination; if 
no one appeared, he would walk , sometimes through snow. Invariably he 
would meet someone who had heard that the professor with the fiddle and 
the stories was coming to town and point him in the right direction . 

Once he traveled over the Mesabi Iron Range , a topographical mish
mash of rough, hilly terrain with open iron ore mines and thick white pine 
forests to Virginia, Minnesota, where he met Michael Cassius Dean, "an 
indefatigable dispenser of good fellowship" (Rickaby, Ballads , x). Dean 
was then a night watchman at the local lumber mill , living in the two-story 
Pine Tree Inn with 100 other men, who, the Virginia Historical Society 
posited, would have slept in shifts in 25 bunk beds. 

One of eleven children , Dean was born in New York State to Irish 
immigrant parents. He became a shanty-boy when he was 15 and traveled 
to the Midwest to work . Over the years he wrote down all the songs he 
had heard in the lumber camps . His repertoire exceeded 150 songs, 
including different genres and topics . He sang 26 tunes that related to 
shanty -boys for Rickaby , who transcribed the words and the melodies 
(Miller 7). Rickaby included 13 of Dean's collection in his book and in 
2011 Brian Miller, a musician from St. Paul, Minnesota, released a com
pact disk from the Dean and Rickaby collections and performed the songs 
throughout the Midwest. 
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When Rickaby met William Bartlett, an amateur historian in Eau 
Claire, Wisconsin, he hit the mother lode. Bartlett had "literally hundreds 
of pounds of valuable records, both literary and pictorial" (Rickaby, 
Ballads ix) and gave Rickaby leads including one to William N. Allen. 
Allen had been a timber cruiser, traipsing through hundreds of acres of 
uncut forests to scout out potentially valuable timber claims for investors. 
He started writing poetry as a young boy, and as he traveled he put the 
poems to tunes he heard elsewhere and then sang the songs back to lum
berjacks. He called himself Shan. T. Boy, and he was the only author of 
ballads Rickaby would meet. 

For several decades scholars and critics had been arguing the question 
of authorship of ballads. The debate can appear to be a battle over the 
immaterial, but it went to the heart of what is a ballad and what is art. Two 
factions with numerous permutations existed: the communalists and the 
individualists. Although not easily summarized-or perhaps even under
stood-the communalists believed that the history, structure, and narrative 
of ballads arose from the collective spirit of people and were basically 
fossils of culture, remnants of dead traditions. The individualists believed 
that ballads, although rooted in the traditions of the folk, were not mere 
reflections of a dead effort and could, in fact, be products of individual 
creativity (Wilgus 80-98). 

Although purported to be a communalist, George Kittredge, the father 
of modern ballad scholarship, struck a nuanced posture . He said it did not 
matter so much if a ballad was composed collectively or individually as 
long as the song came from the group, drew from the group's traditions, 
and was returned to the group, which then would pass it along, perhaps 
changing it in the process . 

Rickaby acknowledged that anonymity of authorship was the standard 
in ballad, and he writes amusingly that most claims of authorship were yet 
another "phase of folk expression" (Ballads xxix). But he became con
vinced that Allen had composed a few well-known songs. Allen, an octo
genarian when Rickaby met him, said he never told people he was a ballad 
writer-they would not have believed him. But on several occasions he 
said he had heard variations on his songs, songs that Rickaby, too, had 
heard. Allen said that the singers had told him about the "feller that wrote 
that song" (Rickaby, Ballads xxx), and the details were usually correct. 
Rickaby believed him and became a partial individualist, believing in the 
living art of balladry. 

As Rickaby wandered, his book took final shape. The few authors that had 
published book-length collections at that time, whether regional, occupa
tional or racial in focus, presented the lyrics of songs and their variations, 
sometimes textual analysis of the origin of the particular songs, and only 
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occasionally information about the author's informants. The music itself 
was rarely included (Wilgus 199). 

Rickaby decided his book could be-and would be-different. As an 
academic, he would include the textual history of each song and its varia
tions, as others did, but he would also include the history of the incident 
that the song described, if he could discern it. He would include songs the 
shanty-boys sang, but also songs about the shanty-boys; he would include 
a glossary of colorful terms that the shanty-boys used so that the layperson 
could understand the lumber references; and he would include vivid pho
tographs from William Bartlett's collection to capture the shanty-boy's 
life. Saying, "ballads without music are as ugly as boats hauled onto 
shore" (Rickaby, Diary, N.pag.), he was determined to present the music 
as well as the lyrics. The significance of his collection, which Professor 
James Leary at the University of Wisconsin-Madison will soon re-issue, 
does not lie with the beauty of the music nor with the sophistication of the 
lyrics but rather with the full picture it draws of a dramatic and unique 
lifestyle, no longer in existence. 

But before Rickaby finished the book, he had to escape the brutal win
ters of Grand Forks. In 1923 Franz, Lillian, and their little boy, my father, 
moved to Pomona College in Claremont, California. His usual busy self, 
Rickaby taught composition, the history of drama, dramatic composition, 
and led the college's theatre program . Student newspapers and yearbooks 
show that he began a club to compile college memories written by stu
dents for Pomona's library, and he became the first faculty member of 
Pomona's Hobo Club. A handful of students, who had each traveled at 
least 1,000 miles, met periodically at night to cook dinner over an open 
fire and tell tall tales in the center of campus. 

He had almost completed the book with only one short section left "to 
typewrite" (Dykstra, Correspondence 1924) when Macmillan rejected the 
manuscript, saying the melodies were too expensive to reproduce. 
Frustrated, but unwilling to drop the music, Rickaby contacted Harvard 
Press . Professor Kittredge himself wrote back with compliments about the 
book, offering valuable suggestions and sending, as Rickaby wrote 
Bartlett, "a whole avalanche of bibliographic materials" (Rickaby 
Correspondence, Dec 24, 1924). Rickaby then eagerly finished the book. 
But he did not live to see it published. 

He had contracted rheumatic fever during his freshman years at Knox, 
and the Volunteer Ambulance Corps, which he had tried to join in April 
1917, had confirmed it. Over the ensuing years Rickaby tried to ignore the 
fierce headaches and the aching joints, but the damage was done. On May 
18, 1925, Franz Rickaby died at Loma Linda Hospital; he was 36 years old. 
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Harvard released Ballads and Songs of the Shanty-boy, edited by 
Professor Kittredge in 1926. With its rich introduction and detailed notes, 
the book joined the small but growing list of other collections . Unlike the 
others and just as he desired, 3 7 of the 51 songs Rickaby included were 
accompanied by the melodies, giving it a currency and a flavor the other 
books lacked . 

Many leading folklorists and critics reviewed the book and Carl 
Sandburg wrote in the Chicago Daily News, 

This is the first important and satisfying series of lumberjack songs .. 
. . it has in it the big woods silence, the spray of white water, the roar 
of log jams ... his book is not merely of historical and documentary 
value. It is also humanly appealing and entertaining .... It renders the 
big woods . . . with the fidelity of an unimpeachable witness. (Sept. 
15, 1926) 

Alan Lomax, John Lomax's son and assistant in charge of the Archive 
of Folk Songs at the Library of Congress, wrote an internal note around 
1941 urging the library to try and acquire Rickaby's journal, saying, 
"Rickaby was to lumberjacks as my father was to cowboys .. . " 

Rickaby's journals and notes are now scattered , and the last letter in 
the correspondence between Rickaby and Bartlett, the amateur historian 
who had taken such an interest in his work, is the most poignant. Lillian, 
writing on December 10, 1925, to tell Bartlett of his friend's death, says, 
"It is unfortunate that he never got to see his book published, but then 
what are books to those who walk among the stars?" 
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Reviews 

Thomas McGrath: Start the Poetry Now!, Eds. Pamela Sund and Vincent 
Dussol. Montpellier, France: Presses Universitaires de la Mediterranee, 
2011. Pp. 338, 23 euros pb . 

One of the classic descriptions of Fame is that of Milton, in "Lycidas," 
where its spur is the "last infirmity of noble mind." That is gentle, com
pared to Melville's rough proclamation to Hawthorne in a letter : "All 
fame is patronage . Let me be infamous," a view close to that of Tom 
McGrath who often expressed his partiality to outlaws over cattlemen and 
sheepherders . Along the same lines, we have Marvell's perspective in 
"The Garden": "How vainly men themselves amaze / To win the palm, the 
oak, or bays"; to which McGrath replied: "How vainly men themselves 
bestir / To seek for Bollingen or Pulitzer." It comes as a shock to learn it 
was Harvard's own William James, generally a decorous Brahmin, who 
remarked in a letter to H. G. Wells on "the moral flabbiness born of the 
exclusive worship of the bitch-goddess Success." And James drove the 
point home : "That-with the squalid cash interpretation put on the word 
success-is our national disease." 

It is a disease to which McGrath never succumbed. His whole rela
tionship to the mainstream cultural life of modem America ("I don't 
belong in this century-who does?") was problematic and sometimes hos
tile. His stance could even be hostile to his imagined reader, as in "A Long 
Way Outside Yellowstone," about two vagrants sleeping rough : "But now 
under one blanket they go about their business. / Suppose you go about 
yours ." Unlike ordinary, compliant poets, who comfort and soothe their 
readers, McGrath tells them off outright. 

In the 19th century, poets were acclaimed and respected in American 
society. In the old beat-up blue collar town where I live, Kansas City, 
Kansas, we still have public schools from that era with the names of 
Emerson, Whittier, Fiske, Twain, Ware, and Lowell. Another one, no lon
ger a school, but surviving as a community arts center has the name of 
Alcott . Probably students in these buildings, and even their teachers, have 
little or no idea of the achievements embodied in such names . What hap
pened to poetry in this country? 

In the dark times of the 1950s, Torn McGrath was already a name to 
conjure with in the left-wing literary underworld. With his friends and 
comrades he brought the California Quarterly to life, along with a kindred 
magazine called Coastlines-a heritage beautifully compiled in a 2002 
anthology, Poets of the Non -Existent City: Los Angeles in the McCarthy 
Era. 
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In America there's a kind of trajectory for radical writers . If they can 
survive into their seventies, they start getting recognition, in their eighties 
they are republished , invited back to places that had once driven them out 
or merely ignored them, and if they reach their nineties , they are officially 
elevated to Parnassus . Something like all that happened to Tom, but in 
point of fact , at an earlier age, he returned to his native North Dakota, 
where he became a professor of English , at the State University in Fargo, 
and later at neighboring Moorhead in Minnesota. North Dakota Quarterly 
published a first collection of documents and memoirs under the rubric of 
Dream Champ: A Festschrift in its Fall 1982 issue (50.4) . Mike Hazard 
made a first-rate documentary on Tom's life and poetry, which is still 
available, now on DVD. Reginald Gibbons at TriQuarterly assembled an 
issue of interviews and tributes which was reprinted by the University of 
Illinois Press . The Loft in Minneapolis organized a Ceili celebration for 
him in 1986- a memorable three-day event marking his 70th birthday. 
Friends and fellow writers came from around the region and from around 
the country. After his death in 1990, there was a memorial event in 1991 at 
a labor union hall in Chicago. So in spite of severe and painful health 
problems in his later years , Tom McGrath received real literary and social 
recognition . "I always had an audience," he once observed . 

Now that audience is rewarded with a substantial, even monumental 
volume of new and reprinted memoirs, interviews, poems, and photo
graphs. Rather surprisingly, it is published by the Presses Universitaires de 
la Mediterranee in France, as part of a long-standing series on English lan
guage literature . The co-editor, Vincent Dussol , wrote his doctoral disser
tation on McGrath , and he is presently a lecturer at the Universite Paul
Valery in Montpellier. The other co-editor is Pamela Sund, a writer , 
painter, and educator who was a student and friend of Tom's in the 1980s. 

The book is divided into four main sections : interviews, memoirs, crit
ical essays, and biography. The lead-off in the first section is a roundtable 
discussion conducted by Studs Terkel, with Reginald Gibbons , Michael 
Anania , and Alice McGrath, with a message from Adrienne Rich. It's 
informal and personal , with lovely moments such as those related by 
Anania , recalling a discussion at Swallow Press about how to print 
McGrath's long lines in Letter to an Imaginary Friend, when he and the 
publisher were in a taxi cab in Chicago: " . . . The taxi driver pulled up at a 
stop sign and turned around and said , 'Are you talking about Tom 
McGrath?' I said, 'Yes.' And he said, 'He's the only poet worth reading in 
America today. You should publish it however it requires to be published.' 
And the same thing happened to me in a bar once. I was talking to some
body about poetry and a Greek sailor turned to me and said, 'There are only 
two poets worth reading in the world today: Nazim Hikmet and Tom 
McGrath."' That's what Tom meant when he said he always had an audience. 
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An interview with Sterling Plumpp explores McGrath's affinities with 
Native Americans and African-Americans growing out of his own experi
ence on the hard-scrabble farms of the Midwest, "that stretches beyond 
earth , that stretches beyond the Milky Way and probably embraces the 
entire universe." This is followed by an interview with Robert Bly who 
emphasizes Tom's exclusion from the literary elite of the East Coast ; as is 
often the case with Bly, the focus is diffuse but vibrant with all manner of 
humorous anecdotes and pithy philosophical observations. 

The section of memoirs begins with Larry Woiwode recalling his 
meetings with McGrath over the years, including the text of his speech 
accepting the designation as Poet Laureate of North Dakota in which he 
declared that McGrath should have long before had that honor. Dale 
Jacobson, one of McGrath's students who became a poet in his own right , 
describes the Vietnam War days and Tom's role as teacher and activist. 
There's a remarkable passage where Jacobson recounts his initiation into 
political understanding. When Jacobson "peremptorily" declared he 
"already knew Marx ... He looked at me carefully for a moment and 
asked , 'What have you read?' When I tried to defend myself by saying 
that I 'knew ' Marxism, he simply asked , in a tone of genuine curiosity 
with no hint of rebuke, 'Why do you say such a thing, Dale, when it's not 
so? Why do you say that?' At the time I couldn't articulate that I lived in a 
culture that reduces complexities to simplistic absolutes , so I said nothing . 
Tom proceeded on with his initial instruction as if I hadn't interrupted 
him. He was a patient teacher and his purpose wasn't to prove me wrong 
but to plant an inquiry like seed ." This is splendid , because not every writ
er wants to admit his own foolishness as a young student: it's a marvelous 
moment , and one that required real courage to transmit to posterity . 

Mark Vinz , McGrath's colleague in Moorhead for twenty years, 
explains : "What amazes me most is that even for a man of Tom's outspo
ken political and poetical opinions, I never felt I had to simply write what 
he wanted me to write, nor, do I think, did any of his students . .. he had 
the ability to meet those he worked with wherever they were at the time 
and help them onward from there." This is followed by a photographic 
reprint of pages of a Vinz poem on which McGrath wrote detailed critical 
comments. 

One of the complicated aspects of McGrath's writing-and his life
is his political views , especially the Communist element. Several contrib
utors to this volume explore this problem in various ways, but Lewis 
Lubka takes it on directly. Arriving in Fargo in 1973, unaware that 
McGrath lived in the area, but already knowing his poetry, Lubka quickly 
got acquainted: "We were WWII Army vets, and we had both been black
listed and hounded out of good jobs by the FBI." There are warmly etched 
accounts of gatherings at Tom 's house , including a group that undertook 
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the study of Marxism, culminating in the formation of a Communist Party 
club: "Tom maintained membership until death." There's a fine section on 
a trip Lubka made with McGrath to Portugal at the time of the revolution there. 

I recall my only visit to Moorhead, circa 1980, when I and my family 
stayed briefly with Tom. In conversation he emphasized that more than 
being "unaffiliated far left," he was back in the Communist Party. He did 
say that he felt there was not enough attention to "illegal" work, and that 
he had been successful in getting some younger comrades to put up anti
Contra slogans in some public places in town. I noticed one of these 
roughly painted on a railroad underpass. 

The next memoir is by Rick Watson, a professor at Minot State 
University, who presents an intriguing picture of McGrath attending a lit
erary symposium at the Benedictine Abbey in Richardton, North Dakota, 
organized by the Lutheran Church-a confluence that in past centuries 
would have been inconceivable. Watson, also a Lutheran minister, 
explains that McGrath was cordial the whole time: " ... like a good fellow 
of the community there, as ifhe truly knew that the guest can create hospi 
tality and fellowship as well as the host." 

The memoir section concludes with a very long, detailed essay by Jack 
Beeching, who was of McGrath's generation, and who recounts encoun
ters not only in North Dakota, but in European venues when Tom was 
traveling. These were rather bohemian scenes when money was scarce, but 
good food and wine enlivened every evening. Beeching is also a wonder
ful source for first-hand evocations of the radical Left culture of London at 
the end of World War II. There's a short poem by Beeching by way of a 
coda, "To the Memory of Thomas McGrath." 

The third section of this volume consists of four critical essays on 
diverse topics. David Pink contends that McGrath must be considered as a 
Romantic poet-a view that I admit on first reading I considered incorrect. 
For instance, Tom disliked the poetry of Shelley, hardly ever talked about 
Wordsworth, and didn't fancy Whitman much either. I would have thought 
him a Modern poet and not a Romantic at all. However, Pink provides 
much to reflect on and aptly cites long passages from Letter that are in 
large measure wondrous expansive poetry about Nature. Less convincing 
ly, Pink argues for "the theological component in McGrath's work." How 
can a poet who time and again proclaimed his atheism be "theological"? 
Furthermore, unlike Wordsworth or Coleridge, for example, McGrath 
never "escapes" into Nature as one "too long in city pent." The late 
Raymond Williams, in his influential book Culture and Society, held that 
the mainstream of Romantic poets did want to escape the horrors of indus
trialization into an idealized world of Nature . However, rather than try to 
work all this out in a brief review, I will simply note the difficulty of these 
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issues. The inclusion of Pink's essay is not a weakness but a strength 
because he wants us to look at McGrath's poetry in a way that is challenging. 

Vincent Dussol, co-editor of this volume, contributes a pleasing and 
thoughtful essay on "music as metaphor" in McGrath's poetry. He cites 
comments by McGrath in interviews about his father singing folk songs 
and reciting old ballads, and he proceeds to explore the many ways in 
which jazz and blues motifs surface. He wrote poems like "Blues for 
Cisco Houston" and "Gone Away Blues ." The essay is really something of 
a tour-de-force, with references to Communist writers like Aragon to 
Richard Wright and the whole affinity of 1930s radical Leftists and to 
African-American culture and music. Explications of key "musical" 
poems are detailed and adroitly etched . Dussol cites an aside by McGrath 
in an interview that music per se is not "a primary thing with me." That's 
fascinating because whole expansive sections of Letter cry out to be set to 
music. Rick Watson, cited above, has written songs to some of the poems: 
have they been recorded? And there's that long bizarre concluding pas
sage of the Christmas section of Letter to An Imaginary Friend, a wild 
burlesque oratorio in which the Holy Ghost speaks in the patois of a 
Jamaican Rastafarian. What contemporary composer has the capacity to 
set this to music?! 

A long essay by Dale Jacobson deals with what he calls the "Communal 
Ego" and attempts to grapple with persisting claims that McGrath was 
really at heart religious in some manner. Here he takes direct issue with 
David Pink and also with E. P. Thompson. The visionary experiences in 
Letter arise not from dogmas, whether religious or not, but from 
McGrath's own experiences . Thus his famous episode of experiencing 
"satori" cannot be viewed as a conversion to Buddhism or anything like 
that. Subsequent passages of this extended essay deal with thinkers like 
Freud and Marcuse, sometimes in prose that seems to me dense to the 
point of opacity. But the important thing that emerges here is McGrath's 
importance as a philosophical poet par excellence. 

McGrath's exclusion from the "mainstream" of respectable academic 
poets is the theme of Linda McCarriston's essay, but it also includes his 
insistence on the importance of the "bardic" role of a poet wholly engaged 
in the social struggles of his era. Official poetry, she notes, became 
"domesticated" and safe. She makes one point that McGrath embraced 
"Native American, rather than feminist" knowledge in Letter. My fellow 
poet and film critic Prairie Miller noted, after reading a copy of Letter I 
had sent along to her, that women in McGrath's work are alluring and sex
ual beings, but they are not often intellectual comrades. It does seem to 
me that Letter, for instance, is mostly a "man's world"-of work, of war, 
and of social conflict. Women are not wholly absent of course, but I think 
McCarriston is trying to say that the modem feminist movement was not 
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his focus. That said, I must add that his comrade Meridel LeSueur intense
ly admired Tom's work and once exclaimed: "I loved the bastard." And I 
have to add also that my wife, a tough Irish-American of the Fenian per
suasion, was charmed by Tom's gallantry. Of the parade of radical writers 
that passed through our house in the late 1970s to early 1980s, Tom was 
her favorite guest. 

The final main section of this volume is devoted to biography and 
leads off with a selection of previously unpublished photographs. Pamela 
Sund's ensuing essay is a masterpiece of writing that will be essential for 
all future biographies since it concentrates on the early years and incorpo
rates family memories, especially from Tom's brother Martin and his sis
ter Kathleen. In addition , there 's a sketch of McGrath 's later life from his 
days at Oxford, to his contentions with the FBI, and his eventual academic 
homecoming back in North Dakota and Minnesota . Similarly crucial to 
future biographers is Dale Jacobson's "Addendum" on the tragic episode 
in which McGrath shot a man to death while defending his estranged wife 
Eugenia. As Jacobson was a witness to what happened, the account is 
first-hand and surely accurate , however painful to read . This section con
cludes with short but moving tributes to Tom from Nicaraguan writers 
Claribel Alegria and Sergio Ramirez . Their inclusion underlines a constant 
theme that Tom McGrath was known and respected internationally. 

Concluding the book is a long and thorough bibliography by Dussol 
which lists all of McGrath 's published books (and some reviews of them 
as well), plus published interviews, books , and other sources on McGrath , 
film scripts, and notes on archives . 

This collection, in sum, provides a wealth of biographical and critical 
material about one of the most beloved , respected and creative writers 
who ever came out of the American Midwest. Its diverse views are a testa
ment to the complexity of his mind and his work, for us now, and for gen
erations to come. 

Fred Whitehead 
Kansas City, Kansas 
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Colette A. Hyman, Dakota Womens Work: Creativity, Culture, and Exile. 
St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2012. Pp. 181, $19.95 pb. 

The historical narrative of the expulsion of Dakota people from Minnesota 
after the U.S.-Dakota Conflict of 1862 is a tragic episode in American his
tory. A century and a half has now passed since that fatal six-week war in 
southern Minnesota in which hundreds of people died, both Dakota and 
white settlers, and thousands more suffered the physical and psychic 
wounds of war. In Dakota Womens Work, Colette Hyman, who teaches 
history and women's studies at Winona State University, uses the events 
surrounding this history to reveal the creative cultural adaptation of the 
Dakota women to sustain and reinterpret their culture. She imparts dignity 
and perspective to a story of ostensible defeat from this arguably genocidal 
episode of American history. 

In a broad context, this particular episode can serve as a representative 
case of the continuing history of often brutal displacement and forced cul
tural adaptations of indigenous peoples throughout the world . Viewed 
through the lens of human ecology (which focuses on population, organi
zation, environment, and technology), the overarching historical popula 
tion processes can be described using the broader terminology of migra
tion, both voluntary and forced. The voluntary migration of Europeans to 
the "new" world of North America set the stage for the conflict. Early in 
the cultural contact created by the trans-Atlantic migration , the economic 
base of the fur trade lent itself to a system of mutuality. While this is an 
over-simplification of a complex process, in essence, the traders needed 
the knowledge and cooperation of indigenous peoples for their physical 
and economic survival, and the tribes benefited from new technologies 
and products imported from Europe by the traders . As the economy shifted 
away from the fur trade to an agrarian base, commodification of the land 
as a resource in and of itself supplanted the native view of the land as the 
wellspring of sustenance and meaning . U.S. policy was then manipulated 
to extract increasingly larger tracts of land from the Indians through trea
ties the tribes were powerless to reject. As more Europeans were actively 
recruited by land speculators and the like, the Euro-migrants pushed far
ther and farther westward, not only occupying the land but destroying 
game (as in the notorious case of the bison), and moreover, the environ
mental habitat which sustained life and cultural meaning for the native 
inhabitants . Thus, in the case described in this book, the stage was set for 
an impending conflict which led to hundreds of deaths and much destruc
tion of farmsteads and settlements; it subsequently resulted in a long peri
od of extreme hardship among the conquered Dakota. 
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The Mdewakanton Chief Little Crow has been quoted as counseling 
~ against the 1862 conflict, reportedly warning his people that killing one, 

two, or ten would result in ten times ten coming to kill them, thus demon
strating an acute awareness of the population processes in play. The sub
sequent expulsion of the Dakota from Minnesota following the conflict 
was a forced migration to rival the Cherokee "Trail of Tears" in the 
destruction of the social fabric of the bands. The description of the eco
nomic and cultural losses of the Dakota during this period is almost over
whelming. 

In Hyman's interpretation, taken from a historical and anthropologi 
cally informed perspective, she succinctly previews the contents of each 
of her chapters in the introduction to the book. In Chapter l she gives an 
ethnographic discussion of early 19th-century gender roles and subsis 
tence and provides a cultural context for the artistry of Dakota women . In 
the second chapter she details the economic changes that were mentioned 
above, as both the demographic and the economic bases were shifting rap
idly. In Chapter 3 she deals with the lead-up to and culmination of the 
1862 war and the subsequent incarceration and internment of many of the 
Dakota described in the fourth chapter. Chapters 5 and 6 are devoted to 
the rebuilding and renewal which slowly took place after the expulsion 
from Minnesota to South Dakota. The Epilogue describes the Indian 
renaissance and Dakota women's art, ending on a rich and optimistic con
clusion to her narrative. 

In the introduction Hyman also detailed her thesis surrounding the 
role of the work of Dakota women. Simply stated, she contends that the 
"beaded, quilled, and other ornamented items they created ," which "carry 
spiritual meaning and embody family and community relationships" (11) 
facilitated cultural continuity. Over the years, the women not only held 
cultural meaning together, but also found they could use their skills to 
make items for sale to supplement their meager incomes . 

Sadly, the men had been stripped of their traditional roles as hunters 
and warriors and did not have the same recourse for cultural adaptations; 
thus they appeared to suffer even greater psychological and social disor
ganization . Hyman does describe roles which some men found in the 
church after conversion to Christianity, but male adaptation was a difficult 
endeavor. The introduction and profit-making gains made by whites sell
ing alcohol to them greatly compounded and exacerbated the relative 
inactivity of the Dakota men, particularly in the face of the loss of their 
traditional roles . 

The author carries her conceptualization of Dakota gendered activity 
through to social organization in recent times . Again, through economic 
shifts in the post-industrial society over the last three decades, Dakota 
people have been in the process of reclaiming and re-establishing their 
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traditions. Moreover, their traditional arts are now taught in community 
colleges, and the artifacts produced using traditional skills are in demand 
for both use and sale at large powwows. To differentiate the hand work of 
Dakota women from the "crafts" of the dominant society, Hyman uses 
interviews with contemporary native women. For example, Ramona 
Stately is quoted as describing how the work connected her to the spiritual 
tradition surrounding the creative work of women, and in particular to her 
grandmother. She summed it up by stating that "Every stitch is a prayer" 
(179). The last section of the book is rich with descriptions of the adapta
tions the women have made, ending on a high note, in a chapter entitled 
"Indian Renaissance and Dakota Women's Art." 

The methodologies used in this book deserve special mention. The tra
ditional historical components using historical methodology are thorough 
and well -referenced with extensive notes. Anyone interested in pursuing 
this history further would benefit from consulting an article in a recent 
edition of Minnesota History by William E. Lass (63/2 Summer 2012: 44-57). 

But as Hyman notes, histories of dominated cultures with oral tradi
tions present a range of difficulties for the historical researcher. Her 
research "begins with the voices and actions of Dakota women as they 
exist in the stories they tell and have told in the objects they have created" 
and "recognizes that oral tradition, oral history, and material culture 
together can shape a historical narrative" (15). She supplemented these 
stories gathered in extensive interviews with official documents, trade 
records, missionary correspondence, and organizational papers, and she 
admits to the gaps which can occur with these sources. What also aids the 
reader is her inclusion of maps to supplement and to enhance the written 
narrative as well as many images of artifacts. Additionally, she included a 
series of interesting graphs to illustrate a quantitative analysis of types of 
goods purchased by men and women at different locations as well as their 
method of payment (56 -59). This material, which was prepared by 
Jacqueline Gessner Mathers, was used to demonstrate changes in the fur 
trade in the middle of the 19th century. Finally, Hyman also included an 
array of photos of paintings, families, and places. Overall, many facets of 
the story were assembled to create as vivid and comprehensive a narrative 
as possible. 

Finally, in addition to the impressive contribution made to history and 
culture through this book by Colette Hyman, the sesquicentennial obser
vance of the U.S .-Dakota War has resulted in some fascinating publica
tions geared to enhancing an informed general public understanding of 
this tragic event. For example, in addition to a special edition of 
Minnesota History cited above, the Minnesota Historical Society pub 
lished a finely detailed 32-page brochure, "The U.S.-Dakota War of 
1862," to explore the war that changed Minnesota forever, providing maps 
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of sites and many links to other resources . Local historical societies and 
other organizations collaborated with Greater Mankato Growth, Inc. to 
publish a useful self-guided tour of the relevant sites of the conflict. 
Communities in south central Minnesota have mounted museum displays 
and provided tours of the affected areas. Anyone with an interest in this 
topic will find a great deal to ponder by starting with Hyman 's book and 
following up with some of the activities and resources provided as a result 
of the 2012 sesquicentennial of that powerful series of events. Hyman has 
provided us with an understanding of many aspects of this tragic episode 
of history; moreover , she has provided detailed insight into the social 
adaptations which have been made based on the strength of traditional 
Dakota culture. 

Janet Kelly Moen 
Bemidji State University 
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Tommy Zurhellen, Nazareth, North Dakota: A Nove l. Kensington, MD: 
Atticus Books (3766 Howard Avenue, Suite 202, 20874), 2011. Pp. 212, 
$14.95, pb. 

"But what if the Messiah did come from a little town in 
North Dakota? Would we even know it?" 
"Trust me, reverend," Yarbrough said. "Nothing good 
ever came out of Nazareth." 

Nazareth, North Dakota, won't be found on any Rand McNally map, but 
perhaps it should be . Tommy Zurhellen makes the town real enough in 
Nazareth, North Dakota, a retelling of the Jesus story. But reading 
Nazareth is like reading the Bible aslant. In Zurhellen's version, there is 
an extra county in North Dakota, Galilee, and a town called Nazareth 
where Sam Davidson the messiah is growing up. Sam's mother is Roxy, a 
reformed alcoholic unable to have children, who found six-month-old 
Sam outside the door of her hotel room in Bismarck one winter morning. 
Roxy and Sam flee to Illinois and only return to North Dakota after 
they've acquired more family: Roxy marries Joe Davidson, and he has a 
son James and daughter Lydia. Joe is, of course, a carpenter. Later, when 
Sam is in high school, he disappears on a field trip to a college in 
Bismarck . When his parents find him the following day, he is debating 
ethics with a professor, and he is just as angry as Jesus was when pulled 
from the temple by his parents. 

Chapter titles all reference the Bible: "The Annunciation," "The 
Massacre of the Innocents," and "The Flight into Egypt," for example. 
But the "annunciation" is an announcement by the devil, the "innocents" 
are not innocent and are not massacred, and the "flight" is to Cairo, 
Illinois. The story is episodic and fantastical (an old man survives being 
shot twice in the heart from about a foot away; "Somewhere in North 
Dakota, an elephant was loose"), the voices are distinctive and engaging, 
and each chapter is told from a different point of view. Perhaps the most 
interesting, though shortest, is that of the devil, a grizzly biker who starts 
the story this way: 
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Listen: this ain't a story about a messiah. This is a story about the 
world coming to an end. 

I ain't no storyteller; I'll leave the tale to folks who want to tell 
it. Only thing I want is revenge. In the old days, they used to call me 
Accuser or Adversary. Nowadays I'm just a dirty son of a bitch .... 

Tonight I'm riding a lonely strip of nowhere called Highway 5, 
west into North Dakota. I'm drafting behind-a-stow convoy of big 
rigs that must be some kind of traveling circus; I'd pass them, but I 
really ain't in no hurry .... Up ahead I can see an elephant sticking 



his trunk out into the cool night air. The whole scene makes me nos
talgic for the old days; there ain't many of these mud shows left, old
time traveling carnivals that pick up in the night to go from podunk 
town to podunk town. Old Shakespeare said all the world's a stage, 
but he ain't never seen North Dakota. 

By contrast, here is Ole Simonson in the chapter "Song of Simeon": 

I am older than North Dakota. I am older than any farmhouse or 
fence post or deep well dug for cattle or sugar beets. I am older than 
the roads. Only the rocks and the Lakota belong to this place longer 
than me. I am not sure how old I am in years and months, but last 
summer people from Bismarck come to tell me I am the oldest man 
in the world. 

In the Bible, Simeon is a very old and devout man who had been told by 
the Holy Spirit that he wouldn't die until he had seen the Messiah. He 
receives Joseph, Mary, and baby Jesus in the temple in Jerusalem, where 
they go soon after Jesus' birth to offer a sacrifice and dedicate the child to 
God. In Nazareth, Ole hears of a vision about a child born to a virgin 
mother who will save the world. Kicking Bear, the Lakota whose vision it 
is, tells Ole, "You will believe, Ole Simonson. You are a young man now, 
but before you die, you will believe." 

Zurhellen has done his homework and works in the names of real 
North Dakota counties, for example, those to the west of Bismarck, 
Divide, McKenzie, and Williams. He knows about the braceros who 
worked the sugar beet fields in the Red River Valley, about the Bonanza 
Farms, and about the dam that flooded Indian villages on the Fort 
Berthold reservation . The book is peppered with references to North 
Dakota: the Fargo Forum, the talk of changing the name of North Dakota 
to Dakota, Highway 83 that runs from Minot to Bismarck, the lonesome
ness of western North Dakota, at least pre-Oil Patch days-"This is North 
Dakota. There is no traffic." 

Readers might wonder why there is an elephant on the cover of 
Nazareth. In "A Note about Elephants" at the end of the novel, Zurhellen 
explains that in the 1800s in rural America, the phrase "seeing the ele
phant" became a metaphor for being left speechless or having some sort 
of epiphany. Such a metaphor would be good to keep in mind while read
ing Nazareth. 

A sequel, Apostle Islands: A Novel, is scheduled for publication 
September 2012. I can't wait. 

Kate Sweney 
University of North Dakota 
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Kevin Stein, Poetry s Afterlife : Verse i'j the Digital Age . Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2010. Pp. 2 '/6, $26.95 pb. 

You don 't have to study Chomsky to understand that each one of us is 
innately endowed with the pleasures, precisions, and woes of language. 
Poetry has been the age-old flaunting, murmuring, joy-giving voice of 
every language from Paleolithic bard through Homer and Basho until our 
own time. Kevin Stein's Poetry s Afterlife presents the very big picture of 
poetry these days, visual as well as verbal, not only its traditional white 
page eye-to-eye but its face-to-face at public readings and on computer 
screens . In Stein's own words : 

As Illinois poet laureate, traveling the state's rural roads and urban 
streets to offer in four years' time well over one hundred school vis
its, public library poetry readings, nursing home presentations , radio 
interviews, and the like, I have found palpable craving for the height
ened contemplation poetry both offers to and requires of its readers. 
Its magnetic pull permeates wide strata of American society from our 
youth to the blue-haired set. 

Stein speaks for openness , a big yet discerning openness toward contem
porary poetry and its presentation, for a kind of Ellis Island of consider
ation at a time when what's called "poetics " is becoming-in Pierre 
Joris's words- "the new sexy commodity of the intellectual market place 
of the English Department of the Soul, as Jack Spicer called it." Stein 
points out that "while no wholesale popular media of revolution in favor 
of poetry is forthcoming , innumerable tiny epiphanies are as likely as 
not." 

His book examines in great detail various battling standpoints of what 
good American poetry should be: the "cooked" versus the "raw," "the 
sophisticated ironic" versus "the emotional." The history of the general 
public 's need for poems is described, from people waiting in line for the 
daily newspaper with James Whitcomb Riley's latest to the belief that 
authentic contemporary poetry exists in a few books only, in specific "lit
tle magazines" and college classrooms . There has been too much of what 
Stein calls the "Top Ten-ism Fetish ." One chapter, called "Why Kids Hate 
Poetry," points out that "most teachers rely on someone else's definition 
of the class ics to entice students into appreciating poetry." Poems are 
water-boarded to elicit meanings . Pleasure in the music of poems is often 
ignored. 

Much of Stein 's sweep over the world of contemporary verse-making 
is about technology, especially the Internet. "Aspiring poets no longer 
have to kneel at the fortress walls of big-name journals and presses, slid-
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ing their manuscripts under the great iron gates and affixing SASE with 
proper return postage . Via the Internet, they reach a truly worldwide audi
ence ofreaders, serious and dilettante alike." Might there not be a 

willing suspension of disbelief when we read a poem? The result is a 
heightening of individual and cultural voyeurism. In general, getting 
oneself filmed and thereafter displayed is akin to what getting one's 
name happily in the newspaper meant for those in predigital video 
culture. Each instance brings a rush of communal and self-recogni
tion. 

Stein looks at early drafts of James Wright's poems and their final ver
sions reached after much struggle. More than any recent American poet, 
Wright seemed "attracted to both poles of the bifurcated American poet
ic." In an essay Wright once wrote that the best if not "the only way to 
read is to experience the discomfort of having one's consciousness driven 
toward wider inclusiveness." From draft to draft, this was so for Wright 
himself. For example, the unforgettable final line in the iconic "Lying in a 
Hammock at William Duffy's Farm in Pine Island, Minnesota," which 
read in typescript draft "I seem to have wasted my whole life," became "I 
have wasted my life." 

And here, by undergraduate college student Scott James, is one exam
ple of the kind of poetry that, in Stein's sense ofit, "springs alive, where a 
quirky and original voice is heard": 

"Exhale" 

J 've got volumes of myself 
stored back in my silences, 
devoured by pyromoments 
of misguided release. 
I like the warm feeling 
when I smile with my whole face, 
skin that compresses into my eyes, 
but the whole white picket grin 
stands before a crude house, 
and the distances that cower 
are scars on skin. 
I like stars behind clouds 
that appear for blinks 
then fade to aftertaste. 
They say truth comes 
through drunkenness, 
our inhibitions demolished, 
but I'm always sorry for something 
when the sun returns. 
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I like clean socks. 
They just feel good, 
cotton and all, soft 
and unaware 
of the mouth they carry 
or the mind it hides. 
I guess I lie on greenish grass 
six feet away 
from "the other side. " 
My mouth 
a six pack away from honesty. 

So, time after time for Kevin Stein, "poetry rewards patience," whether on 
that ole white page , in public , or on our computer screens. 

Henry Braun 
Weld, Maine 
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Sam W. Haynes, Unfinished Revolution: The Early American Republic in 
a British World. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2010. Pp. 
392, index, notes, and bibliography, $29.59 hb. 

Unfinished Revolution is a fascinating piece of intellectual and social his
tory. Issued as part of the University of Virginia Press' Jeffersonian 
America series, Haynes' study takes as its central concern the role of 
Anglophobia in virtually all facets of American life between the close of 
the War of 1812 and the early 1850s. While at first blush one might think 
this to be a minor matter, surely deserving of no more than a tightly argued 
article or two, Professor Haynes has offered his readers nothing less than a 
total reappraisal of American national identity and history during this cru
cial era. 

Most works dealing with this broad swath of US history tend to view 
the country as a "super power in the making," or as a nation about to be 
torn asunder by the "irrepressible conflict," or as an entity self-consciously 
set on the path of expansionism and continental mastery via the doctrine of 
manifest destiny. Haynes, however, takes a very different tack. He views 
the US as a developing nation, still living in the economic and cultural 
shadow of its former imperial master-which just happened to be the most 
powerful, wealthy, and culturally dominant force in the western world at 
that time. The author sees this as a perfectly logical approach to US histo
ry, for it not only fits well within the broader field of colonial/ 
post-colonial studies, but it eschews the ahistorical practice of viewing US 
history through the prism of an inexorable march to its current status as 
the global superpower. Thus, while the author understands that there are 
many differences between the so-called "settler colonies" of the British 
Empire and the "colonies of conquest," he argues that the youthful US can 
and should be viewed far more like other emerging nations which spent 
long periods of time as colonies. Such societies were profoundly marked 
by that colonial past and would struggle with the colonial legacy-includ
ing a sense of inferiority and insecurity vis-a-vis the former mother coun
try-even as they sought to create their own senses of imagined communi
ty and nationhood. As Haynes demonstrates, profoundly aware of how 
much the country had been, and still was, influenced by Britain in the first 
half of the 19th century, the goal of many American writers, politicians, 
and other assorted leaders of public opinion was "to set themselves apart 
[from Britain], self-consciously crafting a contrary set of attitudes and 
behaviors." As Haynes described this process, it was clear that "Americans 
did not deliberately set about to create a national character. But in the pro
cess of distinguishing themselves from the British they were better able to 
arrive at one" (23). 
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In order to make his case Haynes takes his readers through twelve 
densely packed, but well-written, chapters which document the tension
fraught relationship between citizens of the new republic and the imperial 
motherland in a wide variety of matters. Examining travel literature from 
visiting Britons-and the American response to harsh evaluations of the 
nation and its peoples and institutions-the author actually locates a new 
wellspring of American exceptionalism. He follows this with a careful 
analysis of American literature and the American stage which highlights 
the on-going sense of cultural inferiority that marked both fields, but he 
also pays close attention to the lashing out of some American writers, 
actors, and theatre-goers against all things British-and casts at least part 
of this response in terms of not just national chauvinism but emerging 
class conflict as well. The author's chapters on the political uses of 
Anglophobia in the US and on the commercial and financial dominance of 
Britain in American life are finely crafted essays which cover some well 
trampled ground but add a fresh interpretation to the mix. Haynes' chapter 
on the British anti-slavery movement and its ties (both real and imagined) 
to its American counterpart is really quite refreshing-and amusing-to 
read, but it is the final few chapters which many readers will find most 
arresting. Here the author covers the usual array of Anglo-American dip
lomatic disputes during this period, but he caps it by providing a riveting 
analysis of how disputes and consequent territorial expansion in Florida, 
the Oregon territory, Texas, and Mexico-plus concerns over growing 
British influence throughout Latin America and its ongoing influence 
throughout the Caribbean-were based upon something far more substan
tive than some ephemeral belief in "manifest destiny." As Haynes put it, 
the US government's "almost maniacal desire to increase the national 
domain [in the 1840s] ... stemmed from geopolitical considerations. 
Specifically, US policy makers saw Great Britain poised to capture territo
ries vital to American economic growth and security" (224). Whether this 
view was totally accurate or not concerning British intentions really did 
not matter. Rather, the perception of influential individuals such as former 
President Andrew Jackson, that Britain's "iron hoop" surrounding the new 
nation must be broken, was taken up and acted upon with a vengeance by 
proteges such as James K. Polk. 

By the time that readers reach Chapter 12, "Brother Jonathan Is 
Somebody," they are well prepared for Haynes' conclusion that by the 
1850s a new, self-confident America had emerged. To a large extent it had 
outgrown the almost automatic use of Great Britain as the scapegoat for 
every problem in US life. To be sure, Haynes recognizes the ongoing 
value of anti-British rhetoric in American political and cultural discourse 
during the 1850s and 1860s, but it was limited in its scope and appeal. 
America's success in the Mexican War, the passing of the Jacksonian gen-
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eration (and its post-revolutionary narrative of American life as a constant 
struggle against Britain) , the emergence of a new literary tradition, the 
development of a strong and vital industrial core, and Britain's long 
delayed move to free trade all conspired to convince Americans that they 
did not need to feel inferior to the mother country, nor to fear it unduly. 
Thus, while in the first half of the century, "American resentment of Great 
Britain had provided an ideological scaffolding from which a national 
sense of self could be constructed" (294), by the 1850s that scaffolding 
was no longer necessary. A whole new edifice of US national identity had 
been constructed and could now safely-and bravely-stand on its own. 

All in all this is an exceptionally fine study and as such should find a 
place on the bookshelf of all serious scholars of the early national period 
of US history and of Anglo-US relations . However, it is also so well writ
ten and argued that it should also find a considerable readership outside of 
the academy. Few works can claim to have woven such disparate threads 
together so well, and one doubts that anyone who has read Haynes' work 
will ever view the events of these four decades in quite the same way 
again. Simply put, this is one of those rare works which not only make a 
key contribution to the historiography but actually reorients the entire field. 

Jim Mochoruk 
University of North Dakota 
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R. Mark Liebenow, Mountains of Light: Seasons of Reflection in Yosemite. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2012. Pp. 208, $16.95 pb. 

Throughout nearly a century since John Muir's death, his life and his 
deeds have been recorded in book -long tributes . His writings about 
Yosemite are central documents in the American literary tradition of natu
ral history. My First Summer in the Sierra (1911) and The Yosemite (1912) 
continue to inspire scientists, naturalists , and long- and short-term visitors 
to Yosemite , which Muir worked to have the United States declare a 
national park in 1890. 

With Mountains of Light , Mark Liebenow offers a compelling remind
er that the Yosemite remains both actual and symbolic evidence of nature's 
power to create in humanity a sense of awe and humility, even as civiliza
tion appears to many to be intent on hurtling itself into environmental deg
radation . It is to escape a sense ofloss of his wife or, better still, to put that 
loss into perspective that Liebenow made several journeys from civiliza
tion into Yosemite during a single year, beginning in January and ending 
in late December. Like Thoreau and Muir, to whom he pays frequent obei
sance, he kept a detailed record of his experience in the wilderness , albeit 
a modem post-industrial wilderness that is approached by car, crisscrossed 
by well-marked trails , and visited by well-equipped rock climbers from 
throughout the world . 

Liebenow's book is a paean to the natural world and to those who have 
understood, like Muir, the ways in which its power continues to resist 
humanity's efforts to subdue it. Although not a scientist, Liebenow obvi
ously understands the importance of observation , and in the tradition of 
natural historians he makes his highly detailed observations an integral 
part of his narrative. At times he turns to humor to describe the microcos
mic in order to humanize the universality he finds in the natural world : 

... An intent little armored beetle crawls by, completely unmindful of 
my presence; I' m simply the source of a shadow that is cooling the 
sand. It has no idea that world -famous El Capitan is across the river .. 
. . If the insect wanted to climb me , the task might take an hour, if it 

laid out its route just right and was in a hurry. Afterward it could tell 
stories to its offspring about the time it climbed the warm mountain. 
Myths would develop , maybe an entire pantheon of gods based upon 
the lint it found in my pockets. The particles of breakfast ambrosia 
caught in the crevices of my clothing might be the inspiration for lit
tle beetle ballads! 

Most of Liebenow's narrative is about the larger natural world in 
which beetle and humankind are but participants in an ineluctable process . 
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The following passage places his personal moment of grief into the larger 
context of the geologic evolution ofYosemite: 

Drinking a bottle of glacier-filtered water in a place where glaciers 
carved through solid granite, I realize that Yosemite Valley is half 
dead. This is said without sadness, though, because I like the broad 
meadows and they weren't originally here. I toast the valley for what 
it is now, a place of audacious beauty and mystery. Then I try to 
imagine how the valley looked in the time before the meadows filled 
half the valley, before the glaciers, when the Merced River ran three 
thousand feet lower and the walls of the valley met on opposite sides 
of the river. On the walls there are patches of white where flakes of 
rock dozens of feet wide have broken off, continuing the process of 
evolution that will eventually fill the valley until it is no more. Yet 
the spirit of this place will endure. The roots of new trees will reach 
down through the soil of new meadows and touch the bones of their 
ancestors. The descendants of today's birds and bears will carry 
Ahwahnee's grace in their beaks and on their backs. People will con
tinue to come because of what they feel in this mountain place and to 
honor the power of their ancestors' visions. The life of the valley will 
endure, no matter what form it takes in the centuries to come. 

Liebenow avoids sentimentalizing his reason for spending four sea
sons in Yosemite . In fact, on a practical level, the reader who would like 
an introduction to Yosemite will find Liebenow's own intrepid journeys 
over the trails-the well-marked and the neglected-a useful guide. The 
novice will learn of the challenges to be faced in hiking El Capitan in win
ter or starting out on a twenty-six-mile hike around the perimeter of 
Yosemite Valley . The practical lessons that complement the personal story 
will make Mountains of Light a useful companion for the solitary camper 
and hiker in Yosemite. But above all, Liebenow's record of the lore, natu 
ral history, and lessons to be learned from Yosemite will be of interest 
even to the reader who may never have the chance to experience its gran
deur in person. 

James Ballowe 
Bradley University 
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Rachel Dilworth. The Wild Rose Asylum: Poems of the Magdalen 
Laundries of Ireland. Akron, OH: The University of Akron Press, 2008. 
Pp. 91, $14.95 pb., $49.95 hb. 

Kate Gleason. Measuring the Dark. Clarksville, TN: Zone 3 Press, 2009 . 
Pp. 55, $14 pb . 

"The poems in this book," Rachel Dilworth writes in her introductory note 
to The Wild Rose Asylum, "grew largely from my experiences of living in 
Ireland for a year." Dilworth is sensitive to her position as an outsider: an 
American woman not personally connected to the Irish tragedy of the 
Magdalen Laundries . But, she adds, the poems "were written in hopes of 
affirming that none of us is ever outside of a subject like this, and if we 
are, we are in the wrong place" (ix). 

The Wild Rose Asylum is, then, Dilworth's attempt to inhabit, through 
poetry, the singular experiences of a collective tragedy : the residential 
institutions established in Ireland to reform "fallen women" through back
breaking laundry labor. The subject has, in recent years, been the recent 
subject of history and scholarship : James M. Smith's Ireland's Magdalen 
Laundries and the Nation's Architecture of Containment (2008) and 
Rebecca Lea McCarthy's Origins of the Magdalen Laundries: An 
Analytical History (2010) both shed light on the horror of the Laundries' 
unredeemable history. Dilworth's Wild Rose Asylum, although it certainly 
depends on the Laundries' history for inner coherence , is an attempt to 
imbue this history with a lyric voice-more in the visionary manner of 
Robert Penn Warren's Audubon or Seamus Heaney's North than the docu
mentary manner of Charles Reznikoff's Holocaust. 

Indeed, Heaney's North haunts Dilworth's book like a hungry ghost. "So 
much yourself that even the river is you-," her sonnet "Credibility" begins: 
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... length fathomed as a curve that stirs the light, 
muscles wing-swept and slow to be moved. 

Your very name, swan, is absolute. 
No part of you is a mystery to itself, 
not breast nor skin nor wind-delighting eye; 
no impulse strange to you if seldom felt, 
nor missed, nor lost with opportunity. 
Time blooms in you. Whole evenings of milk✓ 
weed and wet earth billow new, new 
as your body makes its own white space, builds 
a pure, relentless physical truth. 
Credibility oflight, you are the star-
clear argument that justifies the river. ( 5) 



This is a beautiful reflection on the body of a swan, but the language is 
largely borrowed from North 's guttural music of rivers, muscles, and 
bone : "the black river of himself," in Heaney 's "The Grauballe Man" (28), 
or Heaney's view of the long dead corpse of the "little adulteress" in 
"Punishment": 

I am the artful voyeur 

of your brain's exposed 
and darkened combs , 
your muscles' webbing 
and all your numbered bones . ... (31) 

Even the central metaphor of Dilworth 's "Credibility ," her emphasis on 
the swan as pure body, is taken up from Heaney - from Rainer Maria 
Rilke's "The Swan," too, but in the Irish context of these poems most 
clearly from Heaney. 

I linger on Dilworth 's debt to Heaney only because it suggests some of 
the limits of Dilworth's endeavor-to give voice , or voices, to the 
Laundries' victims . Whereas Heaney is able to tum from the sight of the 
"little adulteress" in "Punishment" and reflect on the fact that he, too, has 
witnessed women punished in such a way, in 20th-century Northern Ireland: 

I who have stood dumb 
when your betraying sisters, 
cauled in tar, 
wept by the railings, 

who would connive 
in civilized outrage 
yet understand the exact 
and tribal revenge. (31) 

Dilworth sets herself the challenge-and, inevitably, the limitation - of 
inhabiting solely the personas of the victims, unable to contemplate them 
except as a researcher or a historian. 

There is beauty in her lyrics to be sure. In "Her Last Immolation ," 
Dilworth writes in the voice of another "Magdalen" woman: 

It is the need to separate myself 
into brightness, recreated 
in Your own image. 
Mine, I give 
away give way~ 
They'd have me fashion men from it, and more, a girl 
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again. Perfect carbon. This state they want, I am 
to raise it, Lord, the rock, the wing. (57) 

Dilworth's lines leap elegantly from the Christian doctrine of humanity 
"recreated / in Your own image" to the questions of reproduction and 
nation-building raised in the next stanza: "This state they want, I am / to 
raise it. ... " And Dilworth's fondness for lists ("Lord, the rock, the wing"; 
"not breast nor skin nor wind-delighting eye") lends a unifying music to 
the chorus of voices she makes . But, again and again, Dilworth's 
elegance re-echoes Heaney's elegance: "the wrist -width, the beef and heft 
of the belt" (54), "veins of stream, wrinkles/ of mountains" (22), "snaking 
the bight of her thigh's line" (80). 

Reading The Wild Rose Asy lum, I was both overwhelmed by the spiri
tual depth with which Dilworth embodied the voices of the Laundries' vic
tims and unsure whether the poems weren't a conflation of Dilworth's 
obviously passionate research and her equally passionate love ofHeaney's 
poetry. 

Certainly, Dilworth's effort to dredge up the dark stories of the 
Magdalen Laundries and sublime them into poetry is admirable. She 
includes a number of epigraphs, drawn from W. B. Yeats and Pablo 
Neruda, Christian scripture, and the actual words of "Magdalen" women 
to emphasize that the Laundries are not an isolated Irish anomaly but an 
integral part of a cultural history that we all share. Dilworth's notes and 
contextual clarifications, as well as her "Research Pieces"-a series of six 
shorthand texts that record her investigation of the Laundries and the cul
ture that made them-are in a way, the glue that holds the collection 
together. But, though I'm certain that The Wild Rose Asylum is a great 
work of recovery and memorialization-and for that reason alone, the 
book is valuable-I am less certain whether it is great poetry. 

At first glance, Kate Gleason's Measuring the Dark is to Elizabeth Bishop 
and Marianne Moore what Dilworth's Wild Rose Asylum is to Heaney. A 
few of Gleason's titles ("Soap Bubble Set: Joseph Cornell, box construc 

tion, 1936," "Paper Nautilus Shell," and "Divorce") clearly play off 
Elizabeth Bishop's "Objects and Apparition: For Joseph Cornell" and 
Marianne Moore's "The Paper Nautilus" and "Marriage." Of course, I 
don't object to such allusive titles on principle, but-except in the case of 
"Divorce," which is, after all, quite a different subject than "Marriage," 
even than Marianne Moore's low opinions of it- Gleason doesn't finally 
take these titles anywhere altogether new. 
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As you read further in Gleason's book, you may indeed begin to expe
rience the illusion that you've read some of her poems before. For 
instance, "Words," which begins: 

Words lie 
inside other words 

like Chinese boxes. 

Over lurks inside lovers. (36) 

Or "Eve's Complaint" : 

According to his 
line of thinking 

it's not my place to say 
some of the names 

simply don't feel right. (12) 

It's not that this is bad poetry, but it is overly, and overtly, familiar. These 
are the kind of poems that everybody seems to write and that I, at any rate, 
don't relish reading. 

I begin with these sour notes in talking about Measuring the Dark, 
because there are also so many good poems . Gleason's voice can be sure, 
funny, and personable (in a manner that Dilworth almost never achieves). 
For example, "The Age of Unlimited Possibilities," which begins : 

My sister and I wasted 
the better part of our childhood 
practicing to be women, 
every fall squandered 
tidying up the yard 
where October kept spilling herself. (34) 

And goes on to such marvelously deadpan lines as 

It was the '50s. The shelf-life 
oflunch meats had been extended . 
There was no end to the possibilities . (34) 
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Or the charming image of undressing and dressing at the beginning of 
"Vernal Equinox": 

Spring returns , pulling off 
its customary 
miracle. ( 45) 

Many passages in Measuring the Dark are rewarding fun-a mix of the 
familiar and unfamiliar that makes poetry happen . Poems like "Girl, Circa 
1970" and "The Velocity of Love" live up to the high praise of Phillis 
Levin (who awarded Measuring the Dark its publication) in their 
Wordsworthian simplicity and earth -bound observation . But there are 
many derivative passages in Gleason as well ( and not only in her titles), as 
when she compares "The picked-clean scaffolding / of a shipwrecked clip
per" to "the fragile stays of an antique corset" ( 43). 

Nevertheless, Measuring the Dark is an exciting first book and an 
incitement to look out for Gleason's poems in the future. At her best, she 
soars between the formal and the informal with breath and light, as in the 
one long sentence of "Wild Geese" in which she pulls her final lines taut, 
giving us an image of a flock, at once sonorous and exact: 

their V elongated now, 
a narrow, silhouetted face, 

a fluted bracket, a brace, 
a drawn bow whose arrow is song. (14) 

Alex Shakespeare 
Boston College 
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Kip Zegers and the Poets of Argus, Reading Whitman in Manhattan : 
Teaching, Poetry and Hunter College High School. Kanona, NY: FootHills 
Publishing , 2010. Pp. 95, $16.00 pb. 

Having had the experience of teaching in high school and college over the 
past decade, my favorite season of David Simon's The Wire was season 
four, set in Baltimore's public school system. At one point in the season, 
Mr. Prezbo ("Prez") turns his class into a Baltimore ghetto by allowing 
the students to roll dice in order to teach them how to calculate odds and 
statistics . When a fellow teacher walks into his classroom and observes 
the students passionately "learning ," Prez states simply, "You trick 'em 
into thinking they aren't learning, and they do." 

I think it's safe to say that Kip Zegers would understand exactly what 
Mr. Prezbo means, and in Reading Whitman in Manhattan : Teaching, 
Poetry and Hunter College High School , he provides a model for "trick 
ing 'em into learning." The book consists of an "Introduction" and six 
sections. The first three sections are poems by Zegers, and the fourth sec
tion contains three short essays about teaching at HCHS. The fifth sec
tion-and truly one of the highlights of the book- is made up of selec
tions from Argus , the schools' literary magazine. Finally , there is an 
"Afterword" by Rachel Solow ( curiously given its own section)- which 
is part dust-jacket blurb, part review-that provides an overview of the 
collection and Zegers' work at the school. 

The poems in the first three sections read a bit like we are stealing 
glimpses from Zegers' journal, recording the dailyness of teaching in high 
school. There does not seem to be any dramatic theme dividing or order
ing the sections, but they are effective much in the way that weekends and 
holidays are needed to pace a school year. The best poetry, after all, must 
be read in doses and put aside for meditation and wonder. One of the 
strongest poems, "Autograph, " is an unrhymed fourteen-liner that makes 
it difficult to tum the page : 

When the boy fell to the East River 
he was writing Brooklyn Bridge, his famous name 
sprayed white, a thing already out of his hands. 
It ran the West Side Highway, rode trains, 
shone in keep-out tunnels, on brick cliffs, and kids 
who came after and had never known him, 
wrote about injustice and his shining deeds . 
At the bottom of his first 9th grade essay, 
the boy who slipped into fast water 
drew a student shooting his teacher. We talked. 
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His mother wept on parent-teacher night. 
The next essay bottomed with a cartoon teacher 
shooting a student , and a practiced signature , 
an artist's tag, the name of a name. (25) 

In poems like "Autograph," Zegers' sincerity as a teacher and a poet can 
be acutely felt. "[T]he name of a name," could be a subtitle for the collec
tion, as the names of poets (teacher and students) seem to merge into a 
unified whole until they are all called together like a class roster. 

At times, however, Zegers ' passion seems to swallow up the poems 
and make it difficult for the reader to get inside of the lines and the ever
complex world he inhabits with his community at HCHS. For instance, 
while the clear-sighted observation of the speaker allows the reader into 
"Autograph," the speaker in "The Door" seems overwhelmed by social 
injustice and falls into moralizing: 

We have only to look at the children in the streets , 

How they have been hated is all over them. 
Who might see themselves in that if they dared? 
It is a question of daring 
In a city frightened of its children[ .] (18) 

Thus, the poems meander between these two poles-observing children 
and making a plea for therri-and speak to us with a raised heart , seem
ingly encouraging us to take notes. These poles are illustrated well in 
"Looking Where You're Going, 9/14/01." The poem is set three days after 
9/11 and opens with a stunning image of a mother taking a splinter out of 
her child's hand . After the surgery, Zegers writes, "I look away" (33), and 
the image is juxtaposed with a student's description of getting off the train 
"at Broadway/Nassau": "it opened onto smell, the smoke was definite, / 
people began to weep" (33) . In the final lines of the poem all things 
merge, the cold steel of the wounded city, the children , and the poet's 
comm1ss10n: 
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Safely strapped 
Into his complicated chair, each limb secured 
and braced, a boy is being hoisted to his mini-bus, 
eyes fastened to a book he does not stop 
reading. Sunlight has reached the top bricks 
on the facades of Madison. Streets are filled with children 
if they are what you look for. Off they go. (33) 



The three essays included in Part IV are part memoir and part pedago
gy. These essays complement the poems in the collection well and are use
ful for both teachers and students. In the third essay, "Time on Our Hands: 
Creative Writing and the High School," Zegers provides a number of useful 
tips and exercises. Zegers does not romanticize his work; he is a realist: 

I find my work limited only by my own skill, by the enrollment, and 
by the damage that has been done to some students by the time I 
meet them. There are students who live lives of great freedom, who 
have read and traveled; there are immigrants; there are the unread, 
sheltered and inexperienced; there are the gifted and the drones; and 
there are the eccentrics. This is public school. ( 66) 

Still, the book glories in the triumphs even while confronting the realities 
of the situation. 

The triumphs are clearest in Part V: "Poems from Argus," the literary 
magazine of Hunter College High School, 1990-2009, which is a testa
ment to Zegers' work, the students, and is the hidden jewel of the collec
tion as a whole . Reading the poems I was reminded of an anecdote Zegers 
shares in the "Introduction" about when Mark Doty read a poem for 
Charles Simic when the latter visited his high school. After he read the 
poem, Simic says to Doty, "Read me another one" (8). 

Kevin Shea's "Untitled," reads, 

Once I shocked a group of people into loving me 
By pretending they already did. 
But ifl walked onstage in a roomful of people 
Intent on making them love me 
I couldn't do it. (87) 

And "Trepanning" by Zack Friedman reads, 

Sometimes-
at a certain elevation 

in places where the air is thin 
you can walk through stonehenged cities 
where the walls are still smooth from the flood. 
And here we are in unconsecrated temples 
perhaps a little lower down 
lighting candles for caribou skeletons 
like we're venerating ancestors[.] (88) 
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And "The impossibility of dimension" by Emma Benayoun reads, 

You said once, I am guilty. My mouth is filled with stones 
And my skin sand. 
I am lying in a cornfield, and I am hiding from God. 
And soon the grass covered with frost, and we were left with 
Only silk and arches, 
[ . . . l 

floating up the 
cathedral spires, 
touching things that had nothing to do with us, 
thumbing through bloodless histories [.] (89) 

The irony of teaching is that you learn far more than you ever did ( or 
could) as a student. And each year you teach you are once more removed 
from your understanding of this irony. Yet I suspect most teachers are 
always aware of how much their students teach them, and the best ones 
know when to say, "Read me another." 

Reading Whitman in Manhattan is at its best in the poems that allow 
the voices of Manhattan to be heard. The final poem of the book, "Song," 
captures the spirit of the book as a whole: 

On Sunday morning, 
my grandma, 
with unbelievable faith, 
sings her songs and 
high pitched, scratchy, 
yet syrupy they 
blow out her open window 
sailing East, 
notes trailing each other like 
a band of brothers and sisters 
embracing. Afterwards 
she shuts her bible, 
closes her eyes, 
and listens 
for their arrival. (91) 

This poem, by Alice Zhu, reminds us what true education is and will 
always be: democratic . Like the best teachers, the best poets are the ones 
who understand that the poem is not a pedestal but a garden . As Andre 
Royo explained to The Harvard Crimson (quoting from the show itself) 
about the way The Wire is composed, "All the pieces matter." Or, to bor
row a famous phrase from Whitman, poems (like teachers and students) 
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"contain multitudes." "This is a book of essays and poems, poems by a 
teacher and by his students," Zegers writes in the Introduction, 

it is not a book about how to teach or what is wrong with education. 
But it raises a challenge. It extends a hand. Look at what these stu
dents do. Look at what it means to be among them. Listen to what 
that asks of us. Look at the city, the place in which this happens. It is 
a place not unlike your own. 

In the last poem of Part III, entitled "Walt's Last Stand," Zegers echoes 
this challenge. The challenge helps to explain the title of the book and how 
the collection is collaborative in the truest sense of the word: 

And what of Whitman, 
who said he would wait for us, 
somewhere , underfoot , in the air? 
He became his words 
that became pages printed 
and reprinted. That they might speak 
is what they are, and here 
is as far as they can go alone. (51) 

Melody S. Gee. Each Crumbling House . Florence, Massachusetts : 
Perugia , 2010. Pp. 78, $16.00 pb. 

"The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry," an essay by 
Ernest Fenollosa (which was edited by Ezra Pound and included in his 
Early Writings) asserts : "two things added together do not produce a third 
thing but suggest some fundamental relation between them." For Pound 
this principle was fundamental to the development of his doctrine of the 
image and helped to illustrate how an image could create an instant in 
time, a vortex through which ideas could ceaselessly pass through (see 
Hugh Kenner's The Pound Era) . Pound recognized early on that the rela
tionship between images (what T. S. Eliot called the objective correlative) 
had the possibility of creating tremendous mystery and depth that tran
scended any emotionally wrought sentiment a writer could spoon-feed the 
reader. The "fundamental relation" between things allows interconnected 
collections of poems ( or collections of short stories) to reach beyond their 
conventional frameworks into some other realm that has always been diffi
cult to define in American literature . 
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Melody S. Gee's Each Crumbling House is such a collection. The 
poems are carefully crafted and orbit about themselves in that way that 
fine poems do. But moving from poem to poem the collection develops 
the feel of a cycle of poems and the tremendous machinery of the book 
grows with each poem. Take the poem "A Line of Skin," for example. The 
poem is written in free verse , as are most of the poems in the collection , 
but Gee has an organic sense of form that allows the form to mold and 
mesh with the subject of the poem . The inherent tension between form 
and content twins with the primary theme of the work: the dualism 
between America and China (what we might call the "two things added 
together" in the book) . Accordingly, the collection is divided into two 
parts but there is little sense of chronology. Instead , the poems seem bur
dened with the task of understanding the relationship between things: 
America /China , mother /daughter, son/daughter, tradition/progress, ances
tors/decedents, the earth/humans , sweet /bitter , male /female. "[Y]ou say 
you want us without / borders ," Gee writes in "A Line of Skin," "bodies 
ending / in each other, the countries / of our shoulders laid open / to tres
passing hands" (57) . Gee takes the tension between "borders " to its limit 
allowing the philosophies of tradition and progress to exist in sexual cli
max before the exhausted postcoital moment when flesh draws back into itself: 

we are despite ourselves 
a body and a body 

with a line between 
always at the edge of each other 
always at the edge of ourselves 

our bodies bordering to know 
where we begin who we were before 

crossing over oceans 
of a line erasing 
the passing line between us now[ .] (58) 

The lines here (which are themselves consumed with a metaphorical 
"line") encapsulate the collection as a whole. It would be too easy to say 
that the speaker of the poem is seeking an identity as a Chinese-American; 
instead , the border the speaker ultimately seeks to cross is human and the 
human 's relationship to the world . This might be the best way to summa
rize the collection. Gee's poems observe the world and her speakers 
explore the "fundamental relations between " things in the world . There is 
no hierarchy here or some grand epiphany and this is the genius of the 
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work. The epiphany rests in the relationship between things and, to sum
marize Pound, these relationships are more important than the things 
themselves. 

Essential to Gee's relationship with the world is memory. In Gee's 
poems the primary speaker (presumably Gee herself) is always wrestling 
with memory, particularly the memories of her mother. These memories, 
however, merge into her relationships with others. Gee has an amazing 
way of interweaving time and place in a way that it is both intimate and 
disorienting. In "The Voice Before," the "line" creating the dualism is cre
ated by a canyon where "Echoes uncurl down" and "Rocks repeat / every
thing I say" (52). Gee then sexualizes the natural image of the canyon, but 
the sexual act unfolds into a metaphysical journey: "I would lay out / the 
valley of my tongue, / my throat for you, but you do not want return as / I 
do" (52). Gee traces the theme ofreturn repeatedly in the collection but it 
repeatedly ends in juxtaposing the relationship of return with departure. As 
the poem "In Translation" concludes with the speaker realizing, 

The poem I want to read 
is about leaving. I cannot translate 
the act into a word 
my mother will not think means 
ready to return. (20) 

The paradox of what is lost in translation is never reconciled in the collec 
tion. The binaries exist as points of reference to be passed between-as if 
the speaker is seeking answers to mysterious questions that have no 
answers. This paradox is exemplified well in the koan-like couplet that 
concludes "The Voice Before": "The first sound was an emptying. / The 
first return, departure" (52). 

There is something of Rilke's "Archaic Torso of Apollo" running 
through the poems of Each Crumbling House: "from all the borders of 
itself/ burst like a star: for here there is no place / that does not see you" 
(67). There seems to be no place that does not see the speaker. In "One 
Year After Arrival," the speaker exchanges her voice with her ancestors in 
1967 and then claims the history as her own: "I will not be born / for fif
teen years, but this is my arrival, too" ( 49). The "Year" in the poem, 
reflecting upon life in America, is reoriented in the poem "One Year 
Extra": "The story again, MaMa. How you lied about your age / to escape 
Guangdong" (28). The year that is an "escape" is reclaimed years later: 
"How now you want to change the date on your drivers's license,/ bitter 
you must work/ an extra year before retiring" (28). All things converge in 
the final stanza: "When you take me to meet / your missing year, / we are 
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both foreigners. At this river, you are eleven-no, twelve" (28). At last, 
Gee allows the chasm of water and of time to inlay the emotion welling 
up beneath the surface of the lines as we read them: "We skip the years 
like the stones you throw, breaking the water / to reach the other side" (29). 

The "other side" haunts the poems in Gee's collection, and everything 
seems to exist on the meridian. The title poem, for instance, returns to 
Guangdong, China, in 2001, years later, and is the last poem of the first 
section. It begins, "Your mythology of memory / forgets and lies . / 
Memory makes ghosts" (36). The ghosts of the mother become the ghosts 
of the speaker and by the end of the poem the mythology becomes the 
poem itself : 

I know every telling before we 
came to Guangdong , have for 

so long braced them 
in the scaffolding of my voice. 
If you could see them now 

each crumbling house 
I have already rebuilt. (36-37) 

Here Gee discloses the "scaffolding" of the collection . The poems are 
crumbling houses that she is rebuilding; yet, the houses are forever crum
bling and are forever being rebuilt (and the "other side" is forever China 
and forever America). It is important to note the epigraph that follows the 
title poem and begins the second section taken from Shakespeare's The 
Tempest: "Whereof what's past is prologue; what to come / In yours and 
my discharge" (qtd. in Gee 39). And in the poem that follows, "How We 
Thirst," the lines are commandeered: "How easily we live in preparation 
andjust until, I how worn the path of prologue. And how/ little changes. 
Is it now grass or grave beneath us?" (41). Gee understands the stories of 
the prologue so well that she has spent her life rebuilding them. It would 
be a mistake to read the lines as futile; the speaker's recognition of the 
relationship of her story to the prologue is life sustaining . Yet the immen
sity of time contained within these poems feels archaic in the cyber-chaff 
of 2012 America. There are a million poets in America who could (and 
do) complain about the crumbling house, but only a handful of them com
prehend how to rebuild. 

Naturally, Gee's sense of structure and form plays an integral role in 
the collection . Gee's poems always feel structured-some of them show 
their form upon the page and others defy the strictures of patterned form. 
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Though, whenever Gee begins a pattern in a poem you can almost always 
be certain that she will break it. Thus, one gets the impression that form is 
but another border that Gee watches crumble and attempts to rebuild. But 
the poetic line is at the heart of Gee's sense of form as a poet; her lines are 
razor sharp and they carry her poems. After reading each poem I often 
found myself re-reading her individual lines-noting the depths they carry, 
and how carefully they are crafted within the poems. Even in a prose poem 
like "Vinyards and Orchards" where the lines are longer, Gee achieves this 
precision of line: "Apples hang west of the vineyard. The same men 
always gather them" (63). And later, "keep ancestors laughing. In the 
kitchen, she buries her voice under" (63). If the stories Gee retells are the 
crumbling houses, her lines are clearly the stones she rebuilds them upon. 

Nowhere is this crumbling/rebuilding motif clearer than in the three 
poems in the collection that Gee titles "Paper Son." Each of these poems is 
made up of three-line stanzas. The term "Paper Son" refers to a practice in 
which a son was brought to America from China using false identity 
papers. The sons were therefore declared "paper sons," a term which 
becomes increasingly significant the further one moves into Gee's collec 
tion. In the third "Paper Son" poem-set in "Roi -San, China, 2001"-the 
final lines of the poem are revolutionary in that they defiantly address the 
daughter's pain (a pain that continues to be omitted from China's ledgers). 
In the poem Gee (the writer/daughter) addresses one of her elders, Ah-Yeh 
(a "paper son" who seeks to rewrite his history), and considers the rela
tionship between them. As the lines reveal, the "fundamental relation" 
between the "paper son" and the "paper daughter" is far more important 
than they themselves are and speaks to the need for perpetual (r)evolution 
in order to rebuild each crumbling house: 

What I would give to rewrite 
your despair. But what history are daughters given? 

We write over ourselves with husbands, 
then sons, scratching lives on a page . 
Ah-Yeh, how strange for you to give 

yourself up to words like a woman, 
writing over one father with another 
for this paper version of our lives. (68) 

The final line, "this paper version of our lives," provides a fitting summary 
for the collection as a whole. By reading the collection, the prologue to 
Gee's story becomes our prologue, her stories become our stories, and 
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rebuilding each crumbling house our collective and enduring task on our 
pilgrimage to the "other side ." 
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Editor's Notes 

Congratulations! 

Long-time NDQ Art Editor Brian Paulsen and his wife Dianne Paulsen 
were honored September 2012 at the North Valley Arts Council annual 
awards ceremony as "Arts Supporters of the Year." They have lived in 
Grand Forks since 1973 and have been instrumental in furthering the type 
and quality of art in the region and have been tireless volunteers and advo
cates for the arts. 

Brian is a watercolor, acrylic, and line etching artist who has taught in 
universities since 1966, including the University of North Dakota from 
1973-2007. Brian has exhibited in over 1103 juried group exhibits, 83 
solos, 226 invitational exhibits, and has works in nine print portfolios in 
the US, Canada, and abroad . He has volunteerred for the University of 
North Dakota Art Department Slide Collection since 1975, does signage 
for North Dakota Museum of Art exhibits, and has donated masterful 
pieces of artwork to local fundraisers. 

Dianne is a fiber artist with 40 years of experience. She has taken part 
in group shows at the North Dakota Museum of Art, North Valley Arts 
Council, Empire Arts Center, UND Hughes Fine Arts Gallery, and more. 
Dianne has also produced solo shows, taught classes, and given demon
strations and workshops throughout the Red River Valley. She is a found
ing member and past President of the Red River Valley Fiber Guild. She 
has served on the board for the North Valley Arts Council (past President), 
and is presently serving on the Muddy Waters Clay Center Board. She 
generously donates artwork to local fundraisers. 

Former NDQ fiction editor James Robison has a new story in the 2012 
edition of StoryQuarterly. Robison has published many stories in The New 
Yorker, won a Whiting Grant for his short fiction, and a Rosenthal Award 
from the American Academy of Arts and Letters for his first novel, The 
Illustrator. His work has appeared in Best American Short Stories, The 
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Pushcart Prize, and Grand Street. He co-wrote the 2008 film, New 
Orleans Mon Amour, and has poetry and prose forthcoming or published 
in The Manchester Review, The Northwest Review, The Raleigh Review, 
and elsewhere. He taught for eight years at the University of Houston's 
Creative Writing Program, was Visiting Writer at Loyola College of 
Maryland and 2011 Vistiing Artist at The University of Southern 
Mississippi. 

0,1 

Cover Date 

Yes, our calendars, probably like yours, read 2012, and this issue of NDQ 
is the fourth of four in Volume 77 of 2010. All subscribers receive four 
issues per year, and eventually we hope that those years will be the same 
as on your calendars and date-obsessed magazines and newspapers. 

Gil 

Please Note: Reading Period For Fiction and Poetry 

In order to better manage the flow of submissions, we now have a reading 
period for fiction and poetry from September through May. Fiction and 
poetry received at other times will be returned unread. 

Please also note that we do not accept nor read simultaneous submissions 
of poetry. We are quite diligent about judging poems quickly. 

Gil 

Call for Papers: Deadline End of December 

Proposal for a special issue of North Dakota Quarterly, "Going Global: 
Contemporary International Voices and Visions" 
Increasingly, international interests and concerns shape our choices, our 
practices, even our identities. We all carry marks of our heritage, and 
much has been made of how our ancestry may have shaped who we are. 
But what contemporary interactions with the world beyond our country's 
boundaries have recently impacted the way we work, play, or think? How 
have international partnerships or experiences yielded significant insights 
into who we are becoming? This question is relevant on the personal, aca
demic, community, and national levels. 
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We call for essays and creative works from anyone who has been 
involved in international experiences from study abroad, to travel, to busi
ness practices and who can explain and examine these experiences in 
order to shed light on how "going global" affects the individual, the soci
ety, the academy, or the country in negative or positive ways and how 
these international experiences are reshaping how we make choices and 
even, perhaps, how we define ourselves. 

Submission deadline: December 31, 2012. Send submissions to The 
Editor , North Dakota Quarterly, Merrifield Hall Room 110, 276 
Centennial Drive Stop 7209, Grand Forks, ND 58202-7209 . 

Bulletin of the McGrath Regiment 

In the Spirit of the Marsh Street Irregulars, Documenting and Celebrating 
the Life and Work of Tom McGrath and His Circle, Broadly Conceived, 
and Dedicated to Acts of Armed Revolutionary Memory to Draw the 
American Working Class Out of Its Persistent Vegetative State and to 
Resume Its Historic Mission. 

We welcome short articles, reviews, documents, photographs, notes 
and queries, news and announcements, reports on meetings, conferences, 
centers and archives, letters, arguments, controversies , harmonies .... 

This is a print publication, generally four pages per issue, distributed 
gratis by postal mail to .i,ny address in the world , though modest cash 
donations are always welcome. 

First issue: January 2012. 
Editor : Fred Whitehead, P. 0. Box 5224, Kansas City, KS 66119 USA. 
Telephone: (913) 342-6379. E-mail: fredwh@swbell.net. 

Gel 

Sea Changes : Books That Mattered 

Just as they provide pleasure and prompt criticism, books have a role in 
the developmental history of their readers. For the impact of a book 
depends not only on how it is read but when. Many books fortify or deep
en the beliefs of readers; others prompt adaptive responses-that is, the 
newly read text is fitted to its reader's fund of knowledge and experience . 
Encounters with some texts, however, amount to a sea change in the lives 
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of their readers. They produce fundamental reorientations of belief, under
standing, and purpose. North Dakota Quarterly publishes occasional 
accounts of books that mattered, books that produced a sea change in their 
readers. These personal essays have been about well-known books like 
Jack Kerouac's On the Road and lesser known ones such as George 
Morgan's The Human Predicament. As one contributor has proposed, 
books that matter "liberate the reader from a parochial view of experience 
... and usher their readers into a fuller understanding of self, society, and 
culture." NDQ continues to invite contributions of personal essays on a 
book or books that mattered. 

Explore ... Endure ... Evolve ... 
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Contributors 

Kerry Carnahan was born in Kansas, lives in Brooklyn, and works in a 
converted Chiclets factory in Queens. She is a graduate of The Cooper 
Union for the Advancement of Science and Art and holds an MFA from 
Hunter College where she received a Shuster Award for Outstanding 
Master's Degree Thesis. Her poems have appeared in Poetry Ireland 
Review, The Missouri Review, and The Brooklyner. 

Wilhemina Condon is an Irish-American writer living in Seattle. Born in 
Cork, Ireland, she earned her degree in history at the University of 
California, practiced law for more than a decade, and studied creative 
writing at Trinity College in Dublin. Her work incorporates the immigrant 
experience of straddling two worlds, navigating place, interpreting lan
guage, meaning, loss, and identity. 

Gretchen Dykstra, a consultant to not-for-profit organizations and a free
lance writer, has had pieces appear in the New York Times, The Huffington 
Post, California History, and Pennsylvania Heritage. She is currently a 
writer-in-residence at the New York Public Library working on a book 
about North Dakota 1915-1925. She lives in Brooklyn. 

Allen Josephs is past president of the Hemingway Society and Foundation 
and of the South Atlantic Modem Language Association . He is the author 
of eight books and numerous articles on Hemingway, Lorca, Picasso, 
Mailer, and Cormac McCarthy. His latest book, Ritual and Sacrifice in the 
Corrida: The Saga of Cesar Rincon, won multiple awards. Currently he is 
researching a book on the human fascination with the bull. He is also pre
paring his collected essays on Hemingway. University Research Professor 
at the University of West Florida, he has taught there since 1969. 

Andrea Kott is a writer in Sleepy Hollow, NY. Her work has appeared in 
Lilith, New York Times, Journal of the American Medical Association, 
Parents Magazine, and other publications . 
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Robert Lacy is the author of a collection of short stories, The Natura l 
Father (New Rivers Press) . His short fiction and essays have appeared in 
The Best American Short Stories , the Sewanee Review, Ploughshares, 
Antioch Review, Gettysburg Review, Virginia Quarterly Review, Oxford 
American, Minnesota Monthly , and elsewhere . He lives with his wife 
Susan on Medicine Lake in the western suburbs of Minneapolis. This is 
his fifteenth appearance in the North Dakota Quarterly. 

Sarah Fawn Montgomery holds an MFA in creative nonfiction from 
California State University -Fresno and is currently a PhD student in cre
ative writing at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln where she serves as 
Senior Reader for Prairie Schooner . Her work has been listed as notable 
in Best American Essays and her poetry and prose have appeared or are 
forthcoming in various magazines including DIAGRAM, Fugue, The Los 
Ange les Review, The Pinch , Puerto de! Sol, and South Dakota Review . 

BettyJoyce Nash's story, "Laser Vision," shortlisted for the 2012 H. E. 
Francis prize, was part of her MFA thesis at Queens University. An early 
career as a ceramic artist taught her form and function; another , as a 
reporter (she holds a master's from Medill Journalism School), showed 
her how fact structures stories. Her research for "Laser Vision" made her 
eligible for a concealed-carry permit. 

Peter Obourn, who holds an MFA from Lesley University's creative 
writing program, lives in the suburbs near Rochester, New York, and sum
mers on a lake in the Adirondack Park. His poetry and fiction have 
appeared in many literary journals and two anthologies . He has recently 
edited a collect ion of thirty years of writing from the Old Forge Writers 
Workshop titled Adirondack Reflections. 

Jon Schneider has also been published in TriQuarterly , the Virginia 
Quarterly Review , and Gulf Coast. 

Jeanine Stevens has three Pushcart Nominations and five published chap
books, the latest Caught in Clouds from Finishing Line Press . Cherry 
Grove Collections will release her first book, "Sailing on Milkweed" in 
2012 . Poems have appeared in Poet Lore, Pear l, Verse Wisconsin, Quercus 
Review, and Projector Magazine among others . She was raised in Indiana 
and now divides her time between Sacramento and Lake Tahoe where she 
enjoys Balkan folk dancing and Tai Chi . She has graduate degrees in 
anthropology and education and is a member of the Squaw Valley 
Community of Writers. 

140 



Anne Pierson Wiesse's first collection, Floating City (Louisiana State 
University Press, 2007) received the Academy of American Poets Walt 
Whitman Award. Honors include a Fellowship in Poetry from the New 
York Foundation for the Arts and a "Discovery"/The Nation poetry prize. 
Her work has appeared in various journals including Ploughshares, The 
Hudson Review, and The New England Review. 
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Forthcoming in 78.1 

From John Wenke's essay "Joanne Kathleen, the Anti-Proust" : 

By the time we were all into the third volume, Harry Potter and the 
Prisoner of Azkaban, it was clear that this large unfolding novel was 
far more than an escapist romp, an enticing confection. As a writer, J. 
K. Rowling had grown and matured. The stunning realization that 
her entire work would be published seemed to lift her from the occa
sional flat prose and clunker cliches of the first two books toward a 
liberating embrace of Dickensian confidence. It is no accident that 
The Prisoner of Azkaban is twice as long, and ten times better, than 
the first volume. Rowling was succeeding in reworking and compli
cating her elemental designs , especially insofar as her narrative 
enactments simultaneously became adroit forms of concealment. In 
the process of giving dramatic substance to her trove of notes and 
outlines, she was learning to balance the reciprocal story -telling 
imperatives of revelation and retention. By the third volume Rowling 
had become a maestro of narrative misdirection. 

Other new essa ys by Beatrice Staccini , Kenneth Millard , Gregory 
Gagnon , Susan Hall, Tamara Adelman , and Ernie Quatrani. 

New fiction by Robert Day ("By the Light of the Silvery Moon"), Coby 
Hoffman ("The Farmer's Wife and the Engineer") , and Leah McCormack 
("Conjoined Twins Separated ") . From Robert Day's story: 

If I know whose grave I'm digging, I talk to them. Back and forth. 
Too bad your liver gave out, I say to Al Johnson. I had fun while it 
lasted, he says. At least you know I'm digging your hole and not 
Harper with his backhoe, I say. Make it square to Bella's , Al says. 
But don't let her fall out on me. I want some peace and quiet as long 
as I'm dead. Not to worry, I say. Thanks. 

Until I met Clara , I worked alone . When she was with me I 
didn't talk to anyone but her. Once I did. 

Gil 

New poetry by H . R. Stoneback , Amy Meng , and Brad McDuffie. 
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Going Global 78.2-a preview: 

From Kathleen de Azevedo's "Shifting Sands of Beauty": 

A beautiful landscape can be the object of desire, but every
one wants something different, as if the landscape could fulfill 
unspoken needs and expectations. In Brazil, this is especially 
true. A swath ofpau brasil trees can yield wood to make furni
ture and ceiling beams or the creamy sweet body of my hus
band's classical guitar. Those migrating from the drought-rid
den countryside to the city may see the lovely hills 
overlooking the bay of Rio but only as a place to start their 
lives over, even if it means living in a slum surrounded by 
unspeakable violence and poverty. Others may look at the 
ocean but see potential offshore oil fields or clusters of con
dos. And still others want the land to remain completely 
untainted by humans. In other words, everyone wants the 
landscape for themselves in some way. I went to the dunes of 
Lens;ois to experience pure beauty, but I had no idea how 
complicated and unsettling the search could be. 

From John Cussen's review of Blaine Harden's Escape from Camp 14: 
One Mans Remarkable Odyssey from North Korea to Freedom in the 
West: 

. .. Harden's book about a North Korean prison camp escapee sug
gests that the very worst of any forgotten soul's days in Stalin's gulag 
would have been a good day, a day to rejoice over, in Kim Jong-II's 
[Camp 14]. 

The protagonist of Harden's book is Shin Dong-hyuk, the only 
prisoner from birth ever to have escaped one of North Korea's offi
cially nonexistent political prison camps. Indeed, he escaped the cru
elest, least breachable of the penal territories , the no-exit Camp 14. 

Thea Johnson's "Ecua-Vias" takes a gentle look at international romantic 
relationships and adaptations in Ecuador while Timothy Marsh's "Flow" 
is a darker look at Seoul's crowded streets . 
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