
Ecology’s Romantic Roots
Steven Chapman

Ecology was first defined as a disci

pline in the mid-nineteenth century by the 

zoologist and philosopher Emst Haeckel, 

who defined it as “ ...th e study o f the 

interdependence and interaction of living 

organisms (animals and plants) and their 

environments (inanimate matter).” Ecol

ogy looks at systems rather than individu

als, at the interworkings o f parts and 

wholes, and at the various modalities of 

intercourse among human beings and the 

larger biotic community. This holistic 

view has its roots in the thinking of the 

early nineteenth-century European 

Romantics who possessed an intuitive 

awareness o f  the inner dynam ics o f  

nature which anticipated in many ways 

the developments o f modem ecological 

science. Largely in reaction to the domi

nant world view of the Enlightenment, 

the Romantics revalidated and reinvigo

rated the concept of nature and brought a 

new philosophical sophistication to bear 

on matters concerning nature-culture 

interactions. To the Enlightenm ent’s 

instrumental reason, dualist epistemology 

and mechanistic cosmology, the Roman

tics countered with a synthetic reconcilia

tion of reason and imagination, a vitalistic 

philosophy of life, and an organic model

of human society.

continued on page 6
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Remembering Sarajevo
Midhat Ridjanovic

The following are three "entries” from An 

Occasional Diary of Love and W a r which the 

author has planned and partly written and 

which spans som e fifty years of his life in 

Bosn ia— from  his early ch ildhood in pre- 

W orld  W a r II Sarajevo to the present time.

The Smile—spring 1939 to spring 1941
Her smile... How I wish I could write an 

ode to that heavenly apparition with such an 
ordinary name. But how could I even hint at 
the flood of emotions which that smile sent 
pulsing under and across my skin! Like 
some captivating symphony, it had an over
ture, two or three movements, and a finale. 
The overture—a gradually increasing flick
er of lips and the skin around them as more 
and more of the white ripple of her teeth 
shone into the beholder’s soul, till all her 
features became a cantata singing the 
warmth of her inner being... How can I 
name the individual movements of the sym
phony of her smile when no words seem 
worthy of their splendor? But one thing I am 
sure of: they were all something cantabile 
because they generated in my body the 
same chemistry that might be triggered by a 
gentle melody. One of its movements was 
indeed a song with the baby-name she gave 
me—Mimile—entwined into the refrain. 
The smile’s finale was sheer abandon across 
every feature— from the top of her forehead 
to the base of her neck— in a dance of 
sweetness, beauty, and hypnotic exuber
ance. The smile belonged to Laura Papo 
Bojoreta—Teta Laura, Auntie Laura, as I 
called her—one o f a sm all number of 
Sephardic writers who wrote in Ladino, the 
Spanish of sixteenth-century Spain, whence 
the Jews were expelled only because they 
happened to have a different religion from 
that of Queen Isabella’s.

Then... in the spring of 1941, the Nazis 
came to Bosnia and Teta Laura was taken 
away. She perished not at the hands of the 
living, for the living would have recogniz,ed 
the love and beauty in her every cell, but at 
the hands of the undead. Life at its most 
sublime killed by death, by stillborn homi- 
noids. Where was justice?— the six-year- 
old child in me asked. How can anyone rob 
a child of an entire galaxy of his emotional 
cosmos, a galaxy as much begotten of 
Nature as the Milky Way itself? Yet, in a 
strange sort of way, Teta Laura and I have 
triumphed over the stillborn hominoids. For 
her smile still warms my soul, while their 
cold skeletons chill the earth in which they 
were buried. Her beauty still illuminates my 
emotional paths, while their remains defile 
the unsoilable ground. Her memory lives on 
as a monument to the charm and magic of 
life, theirs as cosmic excrement.

The Walk—summers of 1940 and 1992
Where are the words to describe the sen
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sations of a five-year-old boy walking with 
his mother on a summer morning through 
the web of the streets and alleys of the Bas- 
carsija, Sarajevo’s Old Bazaar? Are there 
words in any language that can play the 
music of the enchantment which engulfs the 
child’s whole being as he walks in a dream
like world?

First, there is the air of Sarajevo’s early 
morning. Crisp and silvery, vibrant and 
scintillating, it seems to be dancing to the 
rhythm of your own singing heart. It is an 
air brimming with soothing scents: the fra
grance of evergreens from the surrounding 
mountains, the pungent patina of eternal 
churches, mosques, and synagogues, the 
bewitching balm of the food of sultans and 
rajahs, steaming out of sun-drenched wide- 
open ascinicas [Turkish-style restaurants] ...

Then there is the space itself, the poetic 
geometry of different but mutually comple
mentary shapes and forms of Ottoman, 
Moorish, Austro-Hungarian, and Secession
ist architecture. I have always been at odds 
with art critics who decry mixtures of archi
tectural styles. Sarajevo’s architecture 
should convince them that amalgams of 
building styles, like mixtures of people, can 
produce unexpected, unforeseen beauty. 
What made Sarajevo unique was the never- 
ending surprise of new and unusual forms 
alternating with one another. Even within 
the “Turkish” quarter, there were always 
variations on the basic theme. Some shops 
were closer to the street, others farther away 
from it, some were in line with it, others 
slightly slanting. It was as if every builder 
tried to reflect his unique self in his creation.

Then there is the romance of sun rays 
hugging roofs that, leaning randomly on 
each other, seem themselves to be united in 
a cascade of embraces. Over the roofs— 
human-shaped old chimneys, minarets, and 
steeples dancing hallelujahs to the sun. 
Beyond and above this scene of love and 
worship— the image of the surrounding 
mountains veiled with a light haze so as not 
to be dazzled by the unceasing pageant 
down in the valley...

T hen... on a sunny June day of 1992, 
after the city had been shelled daily for over 
two months, I walked again through the 
Bascarsija. Many of the little old shops had 
lost their roofs. The great dome of the mag
nificent Gazi-Husrefbegova Mosque was 
pierced by shells. The old Orthodox Church 
was also badly damaged. W herever I 
looked, there was rubble and dust. The 
stone walls of torn old buildings had been 
blackened by the incendiary fire from the 
hills around. Bascarsija was weeping bitter
ly, her face ravaged, her heart shocked and 
broken.

Yet the feeling of pity in me for those 
who destroyed B ascarsija’s beauty is 
greater than the horror and bitterness which 
filled me when I first saw the ruins. For 
cities can be ruined and built anew, but the 
evil that was unleashed on the Bascarsija

will live on. Every bullet fired on Sarajevo 
is also a bullet fired at a descendant of the 
gunman: that child will be marked for life as 
a member of the same group— ethnic, reli
gious, or whatever—of those who murdered 
everything that did not belong to them and 
thus bequeathed to their offspring a burden 
of guilt. A guilt that nothing, nothing, noth
ing can wipe clean.

The Mosque— 
autumn 1943, summer 1992

Some events stand out in memory 
because they somehow touch the innermost 
layers of the soul.

One such event in my life is a visit to 
Sarajevo’s four-century-old Gazi Husrefbe- 
gova Mosque with my father who, as a 
deeply pious man, felt it to be his duty to 
take his eight-year-old son to Friday 
prayers.

It was a mellow autumn midday, and the 
two tall lime trees in the courtyard of the 
mosque had shed some of their russet jewel
ry onto the stone pavement of the courtyard. 
Shifting to and fro in the breeze, the leaves 
gave the pavement the appearance of a 
moving mosaic. The dark-green pavilion in 
the middle of the courtyard sheltered a 
fountain protected by metal bars elegantly 
curved into a dome, the purl of the water in 
the fountain conjuring up images from A 
Thousand and one Nights...

Although I had been in the Gazi Husref- 
begova Mosque before, it was on this occa
sion, for some inexplicable reason, that the 
beauty of its interior first revealed itself to 
me in its full magic.

I have been inside many beautiful places 
of worship (my favorite sights on my trav
els), but none seems to match the harmony 
and proportions of Sarajevo’s main mosque. 
The central domed area is large but not vast, 
the decorations are plentiful but not over
whelming, the colors are many but not 
excessive. The small windows just beneath 
the dome are not made of stained glass, thus 
allowing natural, untinted light to shine on 
the panoply of colors within the mosque, 
weaving their way through carpets, walls, 
and calligraphies. The raised porches on 
each side within the entrance, the undulat
ing pillars of their balustrades elegant in 
red-brown walnut, provided a fitting wel
come of divine harmony and counterpoint.

When the imam started reciting Qur’anic 
verse in Arabic, heaven itself descended 
into the mosque. His melismata—winged 
chariots to another world, his tremolos— 
heartbeats of ecstasy, the pauses between 
verses—silence resounding with majesty. 
The myriad ornaments a massed choir join
ing the imam in celebration of divine glory. 
The prayers’ faces aglow with poetic piety. 
The*very air of the mosque ablaze with 
celestial reverberations...

I have since heard imams recite the 
Qur’an in many parts of the Muslim world 
but none seems to have equaled the imam of

my childhood in Sarajevo’s Gazi Husrefbe- 
gova Mosque. I once heard the following 
explanation from a Turkish Muslim: the 
Ottomans conveyed to the Bosnian Mus
lims a kiraet (a Qur’an reciting style) from 
over four hundred years ago, which the 
Turks have largely abandoned. Might the 
incredible beauty of the Bosnian kiraet be 
inherited from an era in which the quest for 
beauty was a focal point of human life, in 
which beauty was at the heart of every 
human creation?

Then... in the summer of 1992, after four 
months of shelling and thousands of rockets 
fired at my beloved city, I took a walk to the 
Bascarsija and passed by the Gazi Husref- 
begova Mosque. What I saw still makes my 
whole being reel with pain. The courtyard 
with its lime trees, the fountain, the minaret, 
the pillars, the outside porch, the dome— 
everything was marked with shell scars, 
everywhere there were holes fetid with loot
ing and vandalism. The whole place looked 
like a scene from a horror film showing the 
passage of an alien monster through an 
earthly edifice, a monster mindless of the 
earthly concerns of humans...

It seems to me that of all the crimes 
against humanity, crimes against places of 
worship are among the most abominable. 
Whatever our relations to the gods, there 
can be no denying that to millions of ordi
nary humans places of worship are shrines 
of transcendental hope, that prime sustainer 
of human life, sanctuaries of tradition and 
social identity that energize the very heart
beat of culture, holy places that provide 
shelter from suffering and anguish. To kill a 
church, a synagogue, a mosque, or any 
other place of worship is to kill the umbili
cal cord of hope, culture, and identity.

Let us pause and think of those who could 
easily have stopped the killing of every
thing that calls itself Bosnian—from human 
flesh to human hope—but failed to do so. 
And let us extend our thoughts to those who 
could have stopped the murder of every
thing Jewish half a century ago, of every
thing Protestant some two hundred years 
ago, of everything Indian some five hun
dred years ago, of everything... the list 
seems almost endless. Did those who failed 
to stop genocide and every other kind of *- 
cide’ that man is capable of ever think that 
they themselves might one day become the 
victims, that they themselves might yearn 
for help that never comes? Will anyone stop 
this cycle of indifference, or will it lead on 
to the annihilation of humanity, the only 
light at the end of the tunnel of moral black
ness we seem to be living in?

—The Hague, spring 1995

Midhat Ridjanovic, formerly a professor of 
English at the University o f Sarajevo, is a 
refugee from Sarajevo and a translator at 
the International Tribunal on War Crimes 
in the Hague.
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Too Close for Comfort
Rebel Hearts
by Kevin Toolis 
1995, St. Martin’s Press 
384 pages, $25.95

Daniel Collins

Tw o seconds after my feet hit the pavement I 

was stopped by two soldiers under the T rou 

ble’s emergency powers.

“Got any identification, sir?” said the helmet- 

ed intelligence officer. A  small group of Sinn 

Fein supporters gathered to watch my inter

rogation ....I handed over my driving license 

and the details were duly fed over the radio to 

the distant computer as the soldiers searched 

my bag.

“W hat are you doing here?” “I’m a journalist.” 
“W hat kind of journalist?”

The Troubles’ legal constraints limited British 
A rm y soldiers’ powers of interrogation but it 

was A rm y practice to exceed those powers 
to gain as much low-level intelligence as possi

ble. Every detail, either casually o r  illegally 

gleaned, was entered into som e file som e

where.
“W hat are you writing about?” “Pro-them or 

pro-us?” “I’m a reporter.”

Kevin Toolis has had a hard time 
researching his new book Rebel Hearts. In 
it, he studies the lives of the IRA’s paramil
itary “Volunteers” and their twenty-five 
year old campaign to end British rule in 
Ulster. This is not an account of bombing 
attacks and police raids: Rebel Hearts is one 
of the first books to describe daily life in the 
IRA, from the moment a recruit decides to 
join until his or her death or arrest, or until 
the present day. Neither the British govern
ment nor the IRA itself speak in such quo
tidian terms: both groups usually describe 
the Troubles as an apocalyptic clash over 
the fate of the British Empire. Rebel Hearts' 
effectiveness can be seen in the uneasy 
response of both groups to the author: the 
passage above is not the first time that Too
lis finds himself at gunpoint.

Toolis’ book is unusual both in its meth
ods and its conclusions, following the lives 
of individual paramilitaries, rather than the 
overall movement of “the cause.” The book 
consists of eight profiles of people and fam
ilies who have lived with the Troubles in 
recent years. The first chapter is about Too
lis and his family, and one of the last is an 
interview with IRA leader Martin McGuin- 
ness. All of the others focus on Volunteers, 
beginning where most Volunteers’ stories 
end—with the grizzly death of the subject. 
Toolis then describes his arrival on the 
scene, and we follow him through the 
reconstruction of the gunman’s final days 
or, in some cases, years.

During the first chapter or two, the reader 
feels some disorientation. Toolis pushes us 
aggressively through time, and he lacks the 
narrative skills needed for comfortable tran
sitions. In Chapter 3, for example, he 
describes the Finucane fam ily’s life as 
working class Catholics in Belfast during 
the ‘70s and ‘80s. The chapter begins and 
ends in 1989, when the most successful son, 
a defense lawyer named Patrick, is shot 
twelve times in the head by an assassin from 
the loyalist paramilitary group, the Ulster 
Freedom Fighters. Five pages into the story, 
Toolis breaks off, gives a four-page gloss of 
how British troops were deployed in 1969 
provoking an escalation of IRA violence,

and then returns to the Finucane family’s 
perspective on these events.

One eventually learns to recognize such 
jumps when they come, and to take them in 
stride. Further, Toolis persuades the reader 
of the need for such sketches of history and 
contemporary politics in Ulster—to avoid 
misunderstanding of the conflict. In the end, 
Toolis’ formula proves effective. If nothing 
else, it keeps the reader’s attention through 
the litany of shootings, bombings, threats, 
accusations, and historical and political 
connections that surround the Volunteers. 
Toolis’ close adherence to the first person 
gives a police-blotter feel to what might oth
erwise have been a convoluted network of 
political arcana. The beginning of Chapter 
4, Informers, could start the next Tom Clan
cy novel.

A  local woman out for an evening walk with 
her dog found him lying on the verge at the 

Coach Road junction, about a mile and a half 

from the village of Newtownhamilton in the 
IRA  ‘bandit country’ of South Armagh. Patrick 

Flood’s hands were tied behind his back with 

masking tape and a black garbage bag had been 

pulled over his head; the bag dripped blood. It 

was a still July night in 1990, a quiet night for 

the death of an IRA  informer.

The author balances information with 
human interest, one of the more delicate 
feats of political journalism. In fiction, Too
lis’ narrative skills would probably wear 
thin; here, they are enough for him to make 
sense of an overwhelmingly complex topic.

Still, a depressing repetitiveness emerges 
from the stories, sometimes devouring the 
individuality of Toolis’ subjects. Genera
tions grow up in poverty, with unemploy
ment reaching fifty percent in some dis
tricts, due, in part, to job discrimination, but 
also, in some cases, to the IRA’s determina
tion to prevent collusion with “the enemy.” 
Sectarian violence against Catholics is tol
erated, and committed, by the police—a 
police force supported by one of Europe’s 
largest armies. Sham elections leave no 
credible prospect for change. In the midst of 
this, Irish Republicanism stands out, in Too
lis’ words, as “the last great political pas
sion in Europe.” The IRA’s Sinn Fein party 
attracts about forty percent of Catholic 
votes in every election in Ulster. “83,000 
votes,” he says, “is a substantial figure when 
one considers that Sinn Fein’s electoral 
platform endorsed blowing up cities, shoot
ing policemen in the head and punishing 
local criminals by dropping concrete blocks 
on their legs.”

Toolis’ own attitude is difficult to pin 
down, despite his attempts at directness. He 
tries to measure the overbearing stress of 
life in Ulster against the fact that many of 
his subjects kill defenseless people, includ
ing some entirely by accident. His investi
gation often turns up people he finds dis
tasteful, and whose explanations for taking 
part in IRA violence satisfy him only occa
sionally. Speaking of a bomb in Enniskillen 
that killed eleven bystanders, an IRA gun
man says:

I know the people who did that must be com

pletely devastated. I have seen suffering, I 

know  families w hose  kids have been shot 

away with plastic bullets. My own family has 

suffered, I would dearly like to see it ended 
but not at any price because I know it would 

only start again. I am not so foolish to say that

if we stop, everyone will stop and we will live 
happily ever after. It w on ’t w o rk  like that 

because it will start again until there is justice.

The distinction is so simple that most 
reporters miss it: most members of the 
nationalist community see the IRA as an 
army, however poorly equipped, engaged in 
a war against a foreign invader.

Even Toolis’ sympathies have a limit, 
though. He accepts that Republicans see 
themselves as soldiers, and that every war 
involves civilian casualties. But the ratio
nale—often recited by rote—for so many 
innocent victims, eventually wears out. He 
understands the IRA’s motives, but their 
actions at times rival the callousness of the 
British Army. He feels revulsion against 
daily life in Ulster, but does not wholly 
accept the paramilitaries’ rationale for vio
lence.

They were the local thugs turned community 

warriors. Neither of their respective commu

nities would wholly endorse their actions but 

most ordinary citizens protected them by 

shutting their eyes and ears. N o  one, Catholic 

or Protestant, would have informed of their 

respective paramilitaries out of communal 

solidarity and for one other very good reason: 

if the paramilitaries found out they w ould 

have shot the informant in the head.

When Toolis actually witnesses the ques
tioning and execution of an informant by an 
IRA interrogation squad, he is almost as 
horrified at his own role as he is by the 
events he describes.

Halfway through the tape a feeling of obsceni

ty akin to physical nausea gripped me; I felt as 
if I had been stained by something unclean. By 

listening to the tape of this man, so close to 

dying, I felt as if I was participating in his mur
der. The tape ... ended with a bullet fired into 

the back of Paddy’s brain at nine hundred 

miles an hour, blowing his nose and two front 

teeth out. It was revolting to listen to this, to 

be alive when the speaker was dead.

Unlike his subjects, Toolis is not a gun
man. He has trouble breathing in the moral 
vacuum that the Volunteers create around 
themselves.

For Tooli, the central fact of political vio
lence in Ulster is that those involved are 
more interested in showing loyalty to their 
respective causes than in justifying them
selves legally or morally. He takes pains 
both to distance himself from such an atti
tude and to show how it comes about. His 
interview with IRA chieftain Martin 
M cGuinness shows that this mentality 
exists even at the highest levels of the IRA 
command.

He would not, for internal political reasons, 

publicly endorse  the offer o f an unofficial 

cease-fire that his responses clearly implied. 

Whenever I attempted to make him affirm his 

private offer by reworking the question in a 

different form, he would stop momentarily, 
keenly fix me with the hard quizzical stare of 

Ns bright blue eyes and then repeat his previ

ous reply.

The narrative, empathic approach to jour
nalism has rarely been applied to this sub
ject; Toolis seems to be learning it as he 
goes along. He recognizes the effect of 
U lster’s politics on language, but that

awareness does not always protect him even 
from his own self-scrutiny, such as when he 
telephones the sister of an IRA M-A-A-N 
(that is, a gunman):

That same night I phoned the D o r is ’ home 

and asked Joan Doris out on a date. I was not 

really sure why I wanted to do it; perhaps it 

was because I wanted her, perhaps it was 

because I wanted to be with this special sexu

al prize, an l-R-A M -A -A -N ’s sister, and per

haps I wanted to identify myself as an l-R-A 

M A -A -N ’s sister’s boyfriend.

If the IRA is not a regular army, still the 
Troubles have many of the characteristics of 
war, including a near-total breakdown of 
comm unication between the two sides. 
Depending on which side you believe, the 
Royal U lster Constabulary are either a 
police force or an invading army. IRA 
bombings are either military insurrection or 
mindless terrorism. The most a reporter can 
do in such a situation is to state his or her 
perspective and allow the audience to take 
that into account. In T oolis’ case, this 
results in some confusion and even a few 
contradictions: the Catholic Bogside neigh
borhood of Derry is called a “ghetto” in one 
chapter, but that description is called an 
exaggeration in another chapter. Still, Too
lis’ personal tone has the ring of sincerity, 
and his commitment to showing his own 
role in creating the news is something that 
few journalists would do.

A telling example of Toolis’ self-reveal
ing journalism is when his early flirtation 
with Joan Doris, sister of the dead Volun
teer Tony Doris, collapses into farce at the 
first British checkpoint: Toolis is afraid the 
soldiers will recognize his date, and the 
scene is first tense, then awkward, then 
increasingly amusing. But the passage ends 
with a reflection that colors the rest of the 
book.

I turned the car around and dropped Joan 

back at her parents’ house. Afterwards I knew 

I had been fooling myself. M y attempt to be 

identified with the Republican cause through 

Joan was just a pretense; I could pull off my 

disguise, through fear, cowardice o r profes

sional calculation, whenever I wanted to. I was 
not a part of this struggle; I lived in another 

land and I had another life.

In spite of this outsider status, Toolis has 
gained more and better information about 
the IRA than any reporter in recent years. 
His sketch of Martin McGuinness is one of 
the best yet written, and no one before Too
lis has covered the actual interrogation of an 
IRA informer.

Privacy has become a survival skill in 
Ulster. Nonetheless, Toolis manages to get 
intimate and detailed stories from the peo
ple he interviews. He quotes another 
reporter’s interview with Miread Farrell, a 
volunteer killed at Gibraltar in 1988: “You 
have to be realistic. You realize that ulti
mately you’re either going to be dead or end 
up in jail. It’s either one or the other. You’re 
not going to run forever.” That they choose 
to reveal their lives to him, despite the 
omnipresent danger of their situation, says 
as much about Toolis as about the Volun
teers and their families.

Dan Collins is a graduate student at 
Columbia University and a former intern at 
The Bookpress.
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O ff Campus

At The Bookery
This presentation is part of our ongoing 
series of readings and talks upstairs in 

the DeWitt Mall.

Sunday, October 6, 4:00 p.m.

Edward Hower,
author of the critically acclaimed novels, Wolf Tickets and The New Life 
Hotel, will read from his newly published novel of adult passions and 
youthful rebellion, Night Train Blues. Edward Hower, who teaches in the 
Ithaca College Writing Program, gives us a story that rings with authentici
ty, compassion, forgiveness, and, in the end, makes us all a little bit wiser.

Sunday, October 13, 4:00 p.m.

Bryna & Harvey Fireside
long-time Ithaca community activists and organizers of the local chapter of 
Amnesty International, will discuss their new book, Young People from 
Bosnia Talk About War. This moving memoir is based on interviews with 
25 students who recounted their stories of survival during three years of eth
nic conflict. The Firesides will be joined on the podium by a few of these 
students.

Sunday, October 20, 4:00 p.m.

Craig A. Rimmerman,
Associate Professor of Political Science at Hobart and William Smith Col
lege will discuss his new book, Gay Rights, Military Wrongs: Political Per
spectives on Gays and Lesbians in the Military, which reports on the state 
of prejudice and discrimination in the military and the prospects for future

Sunday, October 27, 4:00 p.m.

The Moosewood Collective
Join members of Ithaca's best known culinary collective for a free tastefest 
and lively discussion about healthy, natural dishes from their new cook
book, Moosewood Restaurant Lowfat Favorites.

Sunday, November 3, 4:00 p.m.

Fred Wilcox,
will discuss his personal memoir, Chas
ing Shadows, which takes the reader on 
a journey through the darker side of the 
Beat years of the late '50s and early 
'60s. Fred W ilcox teaches in the Writ
ing Program at Ithaca College.

The Bookery
DeWitt Building,

215 North Cayuga St., Ithaca 
For more information call (607) 273-5055

Squeezed
Accordion Crimes
by E. Annie Proulx.
NY: Scribner, 1996.
381 pp„ $25.00

Barbara Adams

“It is not easy to remain yourself, to keep 

your dignity and place, in a foreign coun

try."

— M rs. Jozef P rzyb ysz  to  her 

grandson Joey, in Accordon Crimes

Last M arch, I traveled  south  for a 
week, in search of som eplace warmer, 
more hospitable than home. In Maryland 
I pulled o ff the highw ay for a b rie f 
detour to C hinco teague, lured by the 
promise of the brisk Atlantic, seabirds, 
and a glimpse of wild ponies. On the nar
row road leading to the coast, I was way
laid again by the sight o f an old aban
doned fram e house in the w eeds at 
ro a d ’s edge. Two sto ries  and a tall 
peaked a ttic  h igh, it lis ted  heavily  
toward the ocean, still well out of sight. 
Not much d ifferen t from em pty farm 
houses slowly decaying all over upstate 
New York, which I’d just left—except 
that what had stopped me was that this 
slender, sun-bleached house was entirely 
covered with a mat of lea fless v ines, 
which on the roof stretched wildly into 
the sky. In the late-w inter midday sun, 
the effect was soft and astonishing, like 
a house w earing a pale dun angora 
sweater.

Peering inside through the ro tting  
doorw ay, I could see the rem nants of 
lives—a broken wooden lounge chair, 
the walls layers of peeling hot-pink wall
paper, pasted newspapers, raw planks. 
The sharp sun and a ir in the low- 
ceilinged room etched every decompos
ing detail, a contrast to the gentle, hair
like, near-comical exterior. I wondered, 
inev itab ly , about the people w hose 
unrecorded days and thoughts had been 
sheltered  here, w ondered if  th is h o l
low ed house carried  m ore beau ty , or 
less, than their lives.

Several months later, reading a novel 
where generations of human hope and 
struggle are traced by means of a small 
green accordion which passes through 
many hands, I felt the same sensations. 
The em anation of ob jects, th ings; the 
im perm anence and m ystery o f untold 
lives; the c la rity  of p a rticu la rs . The 
insistent tow of the past. And above all, 
astonishm ent at the unusual vision. In 
th is case, though, the v ision  was E. 
A nnie P ro u lx ’s, the novel her th ird . 
Accordion Crimes. In this novel there is 
nothing, however, of the softness of that 
halo of furze I’d seen, the tempering side 
of time’s ravages.

P rou lx ’s canvas is all A m erica; her 
subjects the thousands of Atlantic-borne 
immigrants, a hundred years encapsulat
ed in a succession of hard-luck stories— 
of Italians, Germans, Mexicans, French, 
Spanish, Cajuns, Basques, Poles, Irish, 
Norwegians, and throughout, blacks of 
many heritages. The thin thread pulling 
the individuals and subcultures together 
is a throaty, hand-crafted, two-row but
ton accordion. Lovingly fashioned by a 
Sicilian determ ined to make music and 
fortune in La M erica, the little  in stru 
m ent, fu ll o f beauty  and voice and 
promise, travels, like its myriad owners, 
a tortuous declining path.

Not content to write the trajectory of a 
single life , as she did in her P u litze r 
P rize-w inn ing  The Sh ipp ing  N ew s  in 
1993, Proulx  bundles to g e th e r som e

Out Lives
dozen individuals and their passing own
ership of the green accordion. Each per
son ’s story branches continually  back 
and forward as we learn, with brevity but 
incisive detail, the ancestry as well as 
the fu tu re  o f en tire  fam ilies. In some 
ways this novel feels like a sequel to her 
first. Postcards (1992), where the tale 
fo llow s the se lf-ex iled  New England 
farmer, Loyal Blood, whose wanderings 
take him through a succession of Amer
ican locales and jobs and lifestyles. But 
whereas Loyal simultaneously observes 
and shifts through various identities, in 
Accordion Crimes the traveling protago
nist is literally reduced to an instrument, 
the w ordless vehicle around which the 
chant of stories swirls.

T h is dev ice  a ffo rds P roulx  even 
greater freedom  to traverse A m erica’s 
m ultiple ethnic and geographic subcul
tures, which she does with what appears 
to be accuracy and well-researched ease. 
The characters, their behaviors and con
cerns and com m unities, even th e ir 
speech habits, are evoked complexly and 
minutely, yet without the commonplaces 
of a genre painter. W hether fictional or 
authentic (Proulx, in her brief prologue, 
acknow ledges bo th ), her scenes are 
m iniature worlds. She achieves this in 
part through ex tensive and som etim es 
apparen tly  random  d e ta il, a series of 
overlapping brush strokes which accu
m ulate to an in tricate  yet em otionally 
clear portrait.

O f the black sharecropper Zephyr, a 
minor character, we learn, among other 
particulars in the three paragraphs that 
chronicle his life, that “during one mean, 
yellow year a pigweed of inordinate size 
grew in his garden,” eventually toppling 
“o f its own w eight, the m ightiest p ig
weed ever seen, remembered by all who 
saw it.” W hile this charac ter’s “hat of 
moth-laced felt” describes him, the odd 
d e ta il o f  the p igw eed  defines him , a 
characteristic Proulx touch. Zephyr, who 
spoke mainly through his banjo, ends his 
days in Vanilla, M ississippi, a withered 
83. His final fantasy o f roast beef and 
cham pagne denied by poverty, he rolls 
to the w all and d ies, like so many of 
P ro u lx ’s characters, “ worn out by the 
grand tradition of struggle.”

Proulx’s writing is dense and textured, 
painterly with images, details, momen
tary descriptions locked in place forever 
by th e ir  reso n an t exactness: from  the 
accord ion  m ak er’s son, who sees the 
Palerm o w h arf “ b o ilin g ” w ith im m i
grants “as though some great spatula had 
scraped through Italy and deposited this 
crust of humans on the edge of the oily 
harbor,” to, a century later, the irritable 
young father at the diner, “paying for the 
pie and coffee, counting out a handful of 
pennies, the w aitress watching his fin
gers pick the linty coins out of the wad 
of gas receipts and folded wire, knobs of 
s trin g , w ith ex ag g era ted  p a tien ce .” 
Reading Proulx is like slowly turning the 
pages o f a w eighty  old photo  album , 
studying image after image, a sameness 
yet each with some unforgettable quirk.

From time to time her style indulges in 
bravura solos, rolling along on extended 
sentences, as in this passage about the 
Louisiana oil rigs:

Buddy liked the w o rk  for the pay and the 

w rongo  heads on  the rig, hated it for the 

Yankee  bosse s and the lone ly  feeling of 

being out in the Gulf w ith no  way home, 

shut up fo r tw o -w e e k  stretches hearing 

the same goddam n reco rd  on som ebody’s 

turntable, som ething bad like G yp sy  San- 

d o r  o r  the V o ice s  o f W a lte r  Schum ann, 

having to hear the endlessly repeated sto

ries of the old guys, h igh-tem pered tool- 

pushers, riggers, d e rrickm en  and chuffy 
roughnecks w ho  rem em bered the pipeline 

walkers, oil w itchers, shoo te rs and d o o 

d lebug  men, w h o  had seen eve ryth in g
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twice, jamming around through O k lahom a 

and Texas drinking pop-skull w hiskey and 
sleeping it off in bow l-and-p itcher hotels 

and now  telling their salted stories to the 

Lou isiana  French  boys, these babes w ho  

had never w orked  the oil fields.

P ro u lx ’s fav o rite  rh e to rica l dev ice 
would seem to be the catalog, Accordion 
Crimes being studded with lengthy lita 
n ies— o f horses (p iebalds and calicoes 
and s traw berry  roans), o f P olish  food 
(bigos and babka and pierozki), of prairie 
plants (bluestem and foxtail barley, nee
dle grass and larkspur), o f polka tunes, 
dance steps, chew ing  tobacco  brands. 
And o f course , all the acco rd ions and 
their relatives, their construction and his
tory and sounds— button-style and piano 
acco rd ions, ch rom atics and d ia to n ics , 
bandoneons and melodeons, harmoniums 
and concertinas.

Like one o f the final ch a rac ters  she 
introduces, Ivan, the reclusive Norwegian 
American who makes a fortune by pick
ing up junk , Proulx casts her net wide, 
taking in trash and treasure. Is the writer- 
as-collector creating, like Ivan, a mecca 
for the curious and acquisitive? Or is she 
more like the grown daughter of the dead 
funeral d irec to r  in Iv a n ’s tow n, who, 
finding too many kinds, flavors, sizes of 
everything in the stores, “began to have 
trouble making choices”— pausing before 
“panty hose and tights in countless shades 
with control tops or glitter legs, sheer or 
opaque, in dozens o f fibers, with re in 
forced toes and crotches or not, petite , 
queen, tall, regular and irregular.”

There’s an implicit Whitmanesque cel
ebration of multiplicity here, of diversity, 
contradiction and change. And yet Proulx 
is not exactly  em bracing experience so 
much as recording and cataloguing it. Or 
perhaps hoarding it? She writes with the 
unblinking eye of the jou rnalist (which 
she was for many years, writing for out
door m agazines), m issing nothing, from 
the pepperm int chip chiffon cake to the 
ice dripping onto barroom floorboards. At 
her best, Proulx writes with the scope of 
the cultural historian, the carefulness of 
the ethnographer, the narrative pull of the 
novelist, and the poet’s lyrical ease.

Her tones, w ithout being oppressive, 
are far more somber than W hitman’s. The 
sp irited  im m igran t m usic, raucous or 
plaintive, o f each ethnic group is eventu
ally silenced or drowned out by the next 
wave of different newcomers or by their 
own successive generations, transmuting 
or rejecting the past. Each major chapter 
in the novel is subdivided into small sec
tions, some of whose titles sound a lower 
note, like “A lost chord” and “W hat’s the 
use.” (Such captions are uncharacteristi
cally emotional; in general Proulx writes 
of the past without nostalgia, sentimental
ity, or regret.) The stories, fascinating in 
their vigor and immediacy, are ultimately 
about constant displacement— of musical 
styles, o f people. In this Am erica, what 
makes sense in one place fails somewhere 
else, as new iden tities  and values sup
plant older ones.

In chronicling the im m igrants’ disillu
sionm ent, P roulx  is n e ither sa tiric  nor 
sympathetic. Rather, her neutral narrative 
voice suggests the dispassionate wheel of 
fate, relentlessly turning its subjects, now 
up, now down. The cyclic nature of this 
novel, how ever, desp ite  all the com 
pelling individual dramas, creates a sense 
of stasis that wears on the reader. Over 
the decades, there is no progress, no ame
lioration of the human condition or psy
che. The poor are alw ays d is tre ssed , 
whether lamenting an empty stomach or a

rusty autom obile that w on’t start. The 
racism that erupts in the first story—the 
Ita lian  accord ion  m aker is unjustly  
im prisoned  and dies in a race r io t— 
blooms unchanged in each generation. 
The midwestern German farmers harass 
the gypsies, in turn are persecuted them
selves by the tow nspeople during the 
world wars; the Irish mock the Italians; 
and the Poles everyone else. Right up to 
the presen t, d isgust, chauvinism , and 
in to le rance  reappear like sidew alk  
weeds, a force of nature.

Personalities of characters differ, but a 
sm all-m inded  se lf-righ teousness pre
vails, a cum ulative se lfish n ess  that 
shapes a despera te  na tional po rtra it. 
Beauty is fleeting, incidental—’’White 
petals from a nearby orchard in flower 
d rifted  onto the dark w ater and the 
deck”— and likely, fast on its heels some 
tragedy occurs. H ere, the overloaded 
steam er sinks— “The m oonlight shone 
on the rolling waves and the wet faces of 
the drowning passengers, who cried out 
in six languages.”

No one sm iles, though some few 
laugh. In a stiflingly m asculine world, 
P ro u lx ’s women, usually  in the back
ground, suffer, loudly or silently, pre
pare m eals and nurse ch ild ren , take 
revenge when they can. Or m utter off 
into private  w eirdness, like P ern illa  
Loats, whose response to her husband’s 
end less acqu is itio n  o f farm land is to 
please herself by eating paper, “a shred 
or thin page of the bible rolled in a pan
cake with sour cream,” liking it “because 
it made a kind o f res is tan ce  in the 
mouth.”

Occasionally, a woman will emerge as 
a m usician , but b itte r, defian t; the 
m usic— often the sole refinem ent and 
pleasure in a vulgar life— is the men’s 
accom plishm ent and passion. From 
Abelardo’s traditional Mexican tunes to 
Octave’s frenzied zydeco, playing music 
provides exhilaration and transcendence. 
At the Blue M oon D ance H eaven, 
Octave heats up the crowd:

“C om e  on, here we are, like they say, too 

F rench  to  be black, to o  black to  be 

French,” and made an accordion joke with 

an old Cajun tw o-step  reheated on high 

and time doubled and syncopated, notes 

blued and b ro ke n  and the w ho le  tune 

moving in a fast sad tangle that was m ock

ery and sympathy. “G o  on, go on, go on, 

go  on,” he called and one couple, old and 

muscular, sm ooth as wet silk, cut a wedge 

in the music.

But beyond the elation of the music, 
there is little joy in these lives, accord
ing to Proulx. Music, dance, and alcohol 
only briefly  block out disappointm ent 
and anger, age and disease, em ptiness 
and despair. The green accord ion  is 
em blem atic of every life in this novel: 
Undiscovered riches hidden inside it (lit
eral, in this case—thousand-dollar bills 
stitched into its bellows by one owner), 
it passes from early glittering promise 
and exp ressiv e  perform ance through 
stages of com prom ise, alteration , and 
abuse. Finally, beyond restoration and 
use, it deteriorates till its very character 
is unrecognizable.

Proulx’s emphasis on the grimness of 
immigrant life—of all life—is above all 
evident in the pervasive violence. Very 
few o f her characters die a natural or 
com m on death ; they su ffe r or die 
appallingly , victim s of their own pas
sions or bizarre accidents. This gothic 
tendency  appeared  early  in P ro u lx ’s 
writing, in Heart Songs, her 1988 vol

ume of short stories about saturnine, 
backw oods New E nglanders. It su r
faced again in the two novels before 
Accordion Crimes, but here the inclina
tion becomes habitual, alm ost obses
sive (like “News o f the W eird ,” one 
critic has said). The mayhem piles up: 
A dangling  arm , broken by a rac ist 
mob; a lynching; a broken neck by 
falling from a haystack; dying in battle, 
shot in the groin; being blown to bits by 
a Japanese bomb in a cornfield; mad
ness; rape of young girls; gangrene in 
the tes tic le s  a fte r a sham surgery  to 
restore  v irility . And one man who 
leaves the im m igrant com m unity and 
becomes successful, but shoots himself 
when the stock m arket crashes: “He 
wasn’t dead but his nose and mouth and 
teeth and lower jaw were blown away, 
ju st two crazy little blue eyes staring 
out of the raw, scabbing flesh. He was a 
horror to see and they had him down in 
Texas in a dim back room . C o u ldn ’t 
speak and had to be fed with a funnel.”

And th a t’s the toll ju s t in the Ger- 
man-American community. In the oth
ers, a musician is poisoned by a spider 
trapped in his nightshirt; a young girl’s 
arms are severed by a flying sheet of 
roofing metal; a farm er, disgusted by 
his w ife ’s cancer, d isem bow els her 
with an axe and then plunges to his own 
death from a silo; a man is electrocuted 
in his suburban back yard by an electric 
worm probe; a lumberjack’s truck falls 
into a ravine, impaling him on a four- 
foot log; his fellow  w orker com m its 
suicide by lodging his chain saw in a 
tree and then walking into it, decapitat
ing himself. A small child who watches 
her father, falsely jealous, set her moth
er on fire directs “a savage thought” to 
him, wishing him small and helpless. 
“The process was agonizingly slow, but 
in ten years he was the height of a child, 
withered and tiny, his arms like hollow 
stalks, and when he finally died he was 
no la rger than a lo af o f bread. His 
scarred and ruined wife threw him into 
the yard for the hens to peck.”

The events are g ro tesque and in 
them selves sen sa tio n a l, yet Proulx 
recounts each so straightforwardly and 
b rie fly , m oving righ t on to the next 
aspect of her narrative, that the reader 
is at first left only with a sense of fad
ing agitation and perhaps irony. But as 
the im m igrants’ life stories proliferate 
and, w ithin them , the dark m om ents 
recur with predictable frequency, the 
reader turns incredulous. The mound of 
mangled bodies achieves surreal, near- 
comic proportions. What is Proulx get
ting at? Are these even ts the co n se
quences of human cruelty, greed, chau
vinism , and lust rep roducing  them 
selves over generations? Or merely the 
ironic gestures of a meaningless world? 
Or is Accordion Crimes mainly a mas
ter stylist’s delight in taking a theme of 
her previous works to its most fantastic, 
baroque extreme?

In this novel, as in all Proulx’s writ
ing, the only true resp ite  is nature, 
which she describes with razor-sharp 
ly ric ism . And the reader finds here 
none of the tenderness toward human 
frailty felt for the bumbling protagonist 
of The Sh ipp ing  News. D espite  the 
vivid, intimate, and historically evoca
tive detail, this story stays at a remove 
from its subjects— all seen from a dis
tant hillside, like her image of the Mon
tana sheepherder who watches, through 
his telescope, a couple having violent 
sex. The effect is compelling if unnerv
ing, m aking A ccord ion  C rim es  E. 
A nnie P ro u lx ’s m ost im pressive yet 
most disturbing novel to date.

Barbara Adams teaches w riting  at 
Ithaca College and reviews regional 
theatre.

Solo
for Alexander

Like a sly riff, 

the wry 

laughter rises 

into the haze 

o f the pale blue 

Carolina sky.

Life, like a long 

blue note, lies 

on the lip 

o f existence.

Yeah, it's all there is:

our only beatitude,

our single incarnation,

our own unique improvisation.

Live not for the moment,

but in each one,

as the dancer moves

in the dance,

and the words

in the poem.

M arking Time

Brown, dry grass

A t the end o f a dry summer—

How long

Before the waiting

is over?

Sluggish flies 

Struggle to stay alive 

A  few  more hours 

In the drowsy heat 

O f September.

Bright red crabapples 

Hang like Christmas tree balls 

From heavy, green branches. 

A t night

The smell ofwoodsmoke 

Stabs the cool air.

Waiting.

—John Bowers
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Ecology’s Romant
continued from page 1

I. From Spinoza to Goethe
Spinoza is the first great modem thinker 

of the alternative, non-metaphysical tradi
tion of rigorous monism. Collapsing the 
false antitheses of Cartesian dualism, Spin
oza held that all of existence was a single 
substance with two attributes (thought and 
extension), spreading from matter to the 
mind of God. Spinoza’s pantheism begins 
with the assumption that all things have 
their being in God. "Everything that is,” he 
writes in the Ethics, “is in God, and noth
ing can be without God, nor can be con
ceived.” God becom es the predicate of 
existence, the indwelling principle of life: 
“God is the immanent, not the transcendent 
cause of all th ings,” he writes. Nature 
acquires a new and lum inous presence 
when seen by its own light: not an object 
fashioned by creative process, but inter
changeable and identical with God. This is 
another way of saying that God is continu
ous with His creation and so to posit an 
identity or interchangeability between God 
and Nature, expressed in the formula Deus 
sive Natura.

Goethe is the first great hero of ecologi
cal poetics, an imposing personality who 
will occupy a significant chapter in any 
future history of the ecocentric tradition of 
poetry. Intuitively assenting to Spinoza’s 
pantheistic credo, he adds to it an episte
mology of the organic imagination and a 
Neo-pagan joy in the whole of existence. 
Spinoza’s pantheism  is dry, cold, and 
almost retentively rational; Goethe’s is hot 
and overflowing with lived experience. His 
poetry celebrates the interchange between 
art and nature, or between imaginative and 
natural processes. “P oetry” he writes, 
“points to the mysteries of nature which it 
seeks to unravel with images.”

Goethe does not merely pick up images 
from nature to describe mental happenings; 
he painstakingly dwells on them, fleshing 
out innum erable correspondences. He 
looks at nature with the eyes of a poet and 
at poetry with the eyes of a naturalist. His 
poems testify to the vitality of the organic 
imagination and to the creative symbiosis 
which occurs when poetry and nature work 
together. The prominent position of the 
Earth spirit (Erdgeist) at the beginning of 
Faust marks the start of a lifelong devotion. 
The weary scholar is first released from the 
sorrows of hyper-rationalism  by the 
“youthful holy joy  of life ,” o f which 
Erdgeist is both sign and song:

In the flood of life,
In the storm of things 
I stride up and down,
I weave to and fro.
Birth and death:
An endless ocean,
A glowing life!
Thus I create at the humming looms of life 
And fashion the living garments of God

head.
Erdgeist stands for the creative energy at 
the heart of life, the Soul of the World or 
Animus Mundi.

Goethe is both naturalist and poet, com
bining patient observation with a capacity 
for deep feeling. There was never a conflict 
between science and the imagination for 
him. He understood both poetry and scien
tific research as rites of mediation between 
humans and nature, subject and object. His 
achievements in botany, anatomy, physics 
and optics are remarkable in themselves.

Even more rem arkable is that he never 
abstracted science from its human signifi
cance. For instance, his anatomical 
research into the morphological intimacy 
of man and other mammals (e.g. his “dis
covery” of the intermaxillary bone) was 
related to his fundamental idea of the unity 
of human beings with the rest of creation. 
“We are in nature and nature is in us,” he 
wrote in another place. Anticipating the 
epistemology of quantum theory, he insist
ed on the interest of the subject in all scien
tific observation. His Theory o f Colors is as 
much a study of the phenomenology of per
ception as it is of the visible spectrum. In 
the prologue, he announces as his goal to 
teach som ething of the “ language of 
Nature,” defined as “a symbolic system” 
(“eine Sym bolik”) designed for human 
consumption. In his investigations into the 
metamorphoses of plants and animals, he 
sees nature as a playful succession of life 
forms, transform ations, and m etam or
phoses ( Verwandlungen). Above all, 
Goethe possessed a deep sense of the cre
ative power dwelling at the heart of nature 
which he identified as the power and source 
behind his own creativity. In Truth and 
Poetry, he recalled how he “was filled with 
joy that the art of poetry and comparative 
natural history had such an inner affinity to 
each other.” Both disciplines required a 
kind o f non-discursive reason, what he 
called— revising Kant— ’’intuitive judg 
m ent” (Anschauende Urteilskraft):
“Through the intuitive perception of ever- 
creating Nature we make ourselves worthy 
to spiritually participate in her productivi
ty.”

II. The Romantic Idea of Nature
One of the central Romantic insights is 

the idea of the unity of human beings with

Don Karr
the natural world. In philosophy, this is 
expressed most succinctly in Schelling’s 
early Naturphilosophie with its principle of 
identity between subject and object, the 
oneness of the microcosm and the macro
cosm, and the unity of the one and all. 
Schelling’s early philosophy may be con
sidered an endeavor to overcome the apor- 
ias of subject-oriented philosophy by 
effecting a synthesis between Kant and 
Spinoza. Kant located within the mind 
itself a number of a priori categories which 
precede our knowledge of facts. For Kant, 
there is no way to know the real world of 
things in themselves; we can only act as if  
our sense perceptions corresponded to the 
numinous reality. Schelling, starting from 
the premises of Spinoza’s ontology, point
ed out that the /  was not autonomous but 
depended on the external forms of nature 
for its very constitution, so that nature 
could not be merely a mental projection. 
The problem then became how to relate the 
/  to the real world in ways other than the 
Kantian “as if.”

Schelling was able to resolve this by 
positing a speculative identity of subject 
and object, of the /  and the Not-I. He 
argued that neither the subject nor the 
object were sufficient in themselves, but 
depended on each other within a relation
ship of mutual reciprocity. In a famous 
philosophical either/or at the end of the 
System o f  Transcendental Idealism , 
Schelling argued that it doesn’t m atter 
whether one starts with the subject and 
moves to the object, or with the object and 
moves back to the subject. Nature was 
made for the spirit, spirit was made for 
nature, and both are one. The principle of 
identity is confirmed as lived experience in 
the moment of intellectual vision, a kind of

insight similar to Goethe’s visionary judg
ment (Anschauende U rteilskraft) in its 
urge to move beyond the restrictions of 
Kantian epistemology. In the moment of 
intellectual vision, the boundaries which 
separate the /  from the external world are 
suspended, so that— in Schelling’s 
w ords— ’’the contem plating subject is 
identical with the object contemplated.” 

Wordsworth is the greatest of the British 
Romantic nature poets and a test case of 
how useful ecological paradigms can be in 
enriching our literary-critical understand
ings. Take these lines from Tintern Abbey, 
where the poet speaks of a sublime gift 
leading him to become “a living soul” and 
to “see into the life of things”:

And I have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy 
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused, 
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
And the round ocean and living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man,
A motion and a spirit, that impels 
All thinking things, all objects of all 

thought,
And rolls through all things.
Moving between elegy and prophecy, 

the poem conveys both the loss of an earli
er primal attachment to nature along with a 
compensatory insight which has come to 
the poet in later life through observation 
and reflection. This insight corresponds to 
an alm ost pagan perception of mind or 
spirit pervading the whole of nature. He 
defines it in non-conceptual terms as a 
“presence” or “sense sublime,” dwelling 
both in the natural world of sun, air and 
ocean and the inner world of man— a 
“motion and a spirit” which rolls through 
the thinking subject and objects of thought 
and holds them together in its grasp. 
W ordsw orth’s lifelong ambition was to 
compose a cathedral-like epic poem which 
would contain the fundamentals of his eco
centric world view. The project is outlined 
most succinctly in some early lines which 
Wordsworth later used as a prospectus to 
The Excursion, and which remain a touch
stone for modern critical interpretations. 
Combining M iltonic diction with “more 
lowly m atter” (pun intended by the 
author), he proclaims 

How exquisitely the individual Mind 
(And the progressive powers perhaps no 

less
O f the whole species) to the external World 
Is fitted:—and how exquisitely, too,
Theme this but little heard of among Men, 
The external World is fitted to the Mind, 
And the creation (by no lower name 
Can it be called) which they with blended 

might
Accomplish:—this is our high argument. 
The double theme of “fitting and fitted” 

expresses the principle of identity between 
subject and object which is the cornerstone 
of Wordsworth’s ecological poetics. This 
may be expressed formulaically: man is 
made for nature and nature is made for 
man. In the first part o f the equation, 
Wordsworth tells how the mind is “fitted” 
to the external world: a theme which antic
ipates D arw inian theories o f evolution 
while suggesting how human development 
may proceed to even higher levels of com
munion with nature. The less common 
theme, because more speculative (but 
dialectically related to the first as the oppo
site side of the same proposition), is how 
the external world is “fitted” to man. For
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tic Roots

Don Karr

Wordsworth, the greater purposiveness or 
teleology of nature is to be received into 
human consciousness. To speak in terms of 
enlelechies and final causes, what drives 
creation is not the will of a transcendent 
Creator, but the immanent evolution of 
nature towards spirit. While still recalling 
Schelling’s Identity Philosophy, 
Wordsworth here anticipates the evolution
ary theories of Teilhard de Chardin and 
Kazantzakis. For Wordsworth, the goal of 
both human and natural evolution is the 
mysterious union of the biosphere and the 
noosphere achieved in poetic insight. His 
profoundest vision occurs at the intersec
tion of these two vectors, with his own cre
ativity continually nourished by that “Cre
ative Power” which is “the primal source of 
all illumination.”

The key text for an ecological reading of 
W ordsw orth’s poetry is Home at G ras
mere, W ordsw orth’s homecoming and a 
testam ent to the creative sym biosis 
achieved when the imagination and nature 
work together. Home at Grasmere docu
ments the creative interaction of the poetic 
imagination with the bioregion, and may be 
conceived of as a kind of literary joint-ven
ture between the poetic imagination reflect
ing on the landscape and the landscape 
expressing itself through the mediation of 
poetry. In W ordsworth’s agrarian utopia, 
pastoral is enriched by restoring the basic 
liens of the human with nature. The focus is 
on how to live fulfilling, creative lives in 
this world. Grasmere Vale is Wordsworth’s 
terrestrial paradise, a dwelling place for 
humans and other beings living in harmo
nious and mutually affirming relationships 
with nature. It is described as a single self- 
sustaining organism embodying the unity 
of the one and all:

A Centre, come from whereso'er you will
A Whole without dependence or defect,
Made for itself, and happy in itself
Perfect Contentment, Unity Entire.
In this totality of parts working together 

as a whole, “Each being has his office”— 
even human beings. Good farming meth
ods, social interaction, and im aginative 
vision are all essential to the realization of 
Wordsworth’s ideal community of human 
beings living in harm ony w ith nature. 
“Society is here,” he writes, “A true Com
munity.” Through holistic lifestyles and 
im aginative vision, hum ans and nature 
come together to form “One household, 
under God.”

III. Towards a Greener America
In his programmatic manifesto, Nature, 

Emerson put forward the idea that Nature 
itself (or herself?) could become the dia
logical partner of the American Soul. He 
called for a new-worldly philosophy based 
on insight rather than tradition. “The sun 
shines to-day also,” he wrote. Combining 
native deference to nature with an imported 
philosophical apparatus ( largely from 
Swedenborg, G oethe, W ordsw orth, 
Coleridge, and Carlyle), Emerson natural
ized European Romanticism on American 
soil. While his early thought retains strong 
residual traces of Platonism, its animating 
spirit is an openness to the ongoing revela
tion of nature. Philosophically, he is still a 
dualist, dividing existence into “Nature” 
and “Soul.” But he adopts an immanent 
approach to Platonic-Swedenborgian corre
spondences, and comes to an understanding 
of the unity of natural world and the organ
ic imagination which is structurally similar 
to Schelling’s early Naturphilosophie. He

puts it plainly in the section on language: 
“Every natural fact is a symbol of some 
spiritual fact. Every appearance in nature 
corresponds to some state of the mind, and 
that state of the mind can only be described 
by presenting that natural appearance as its 
picture.” With an ear for the primary poet
ry of the Earth and its literary aftertones, 
Emerson was able to constantly flesh out 
the reciprocal interdependencies of natural 
and mental processes: “Parts of speech are 
metaphors, because the whole of nature is a 
metaphor of the human mind.” There is a 
certain prophetic logic in the way the work 
concludes with an invitation to the Ameri
can Orphic poet to come and convert the 
American Soul to new-found harmony with 
Nature.

Thoreau is probably the true genius of 
the movement, and perhaps the First thinker 
since Lucretius to provide a thoroughly 
integrated ecocentric world view. For him, 
the familiar label of Transcendentalism is a 
misnomer. His thought is impeccably mate
rialist, motivated by a search for a funda
mental ontology based on what he calls 
“natural facts.” To Emerson’s vision of the 
“Central Man” and the “Oversoul,” Thore
au presents the “great central life of 
Nature” and a religious adherence to the 
“living earth." His desire to return to nature 
is not the wistful cry of the primitivist, but 
a willfully articulated philosophical pan
theism. While Emerson tended to get lost in 
airy abstractions, putting more emphasis on 
“Soul” than on “Nature,” Thoreau lived in 
his own person the practical identity of the 
microcosm and the macrocosm. Walden is 
first of all about Walden Pond and Thore
au’s very personal interactions with the 
surrounding environment. Walden became 
for him a center, a foundation, an integrat

ed ecosystem in which all things have their 
part and purpose. His notion of economy, 
articulated in connection with his bean 
fields, anticipates Haeckel’s definition of 
Ecology “as the body of knowledge con
cerning the economy of nature.” But 
Walden is a lot more than proto-ecology; it 
provides a charter for a new kind of reli
gious sensibility, what might be termed 
eco-spirituality. “Heaven is under our feet 
as well as over our heads,” he wrote in what 
has become one of modem environmental
ism ’s favorite media bites. Walden is a 
work of radical and even revolutionary 
import, which can perhaps only now be 
deciphered in light of the emerging ecolog
ical world view.

John Muir, inspired by the Transcenden- 
talist idea of nature as the revelation of the 
One Mind, walked his way from the Mid
west to the Gulf of Mexico before heading 
to California. His journey allegorizes the 
W estering of ecological consciousness 
from European Romanticism to American 
Transcendentalism to the origins of modem 
Environmentalism. This is most memo
rably recorded in Muir’s diary account of 
his First trip to the Yosemite (My First Sum
mer in the Sierras). Arriving at the valley 
as a nominal shepherd, Muir sought out 
that spiritual communion with nature 
which is the hallmark of the American eco
logical soul. Like Thoreau, Muir lived in 
his own person the principle of identity 
between nature and mind, subject and 
object. “We are now in the mountains and 
they are in us,” he noted at the beginning of 
his account. Invoking both ancient doctrine 
and poor hygiene, he pays playful homage 
to the American homo rusticus: “Man is a 
microcosm, at least our shepherd is, or 
rather his trousers.” The idea, however, is

serious—the identity of mind and matter, 
subject and object, of being one with nature 
and feeling deeply the kinship with cre
ation. As he put it later on: “More and 
more, in a place like this, we feel ourselves 
part of wild Nature, kin to everything.”

For Muir, as for W ordsworth, Nature 
was the self-embodiment of the Divine: 
God revealing his face in his creation, “the 
landscape beaming with consciousness like 
the face of God.” Using a preferred adjec
tive, he tells how creation can be seen as 
“an endless Godful p lay.” Through this 
pantheistic insight, nature wears the fea
tures of Godhead, mountains become reve
lation, rocks and trees shout for joy, and 
every aspect of the landscape becomes a 
lesson from the divine manuscript—’’Every 
crystal, every flower a window opening 
into heaven, a mirror reflecting the Cre
ator.” Through insight into the inner work
ings of nature, Muir rises by degrees to the 
music of the spheres: “From form to form, 
beauty to beauty, ever changing, never rest
ing, all are speeding on with love’s enthusi
asm, singing with the stars the eternal song 
of creation.”

The leading motif of Muir’s journal nar
rative is spiritual pilgrimage and ascent. 
His life praxis was the Romantic ideal of 
the wanderer roving freely about in the 
“freedom and glory of God’s wilderness.” 
He styles himself as a prophet who reads 
the divine revelation of nature’s book, “a 
servant of servants in so holy a w ilder
ness.” In such a temple even tourists will 
forget them selves and become devout: 
“Blessed indeed, should be every pilgrim in 
these holy mountains.” Combining primi
tivism with the familiar Romantic idea of 
seeking God in the wilderness rather than 
in organized religion, he speculates: “No 
wonder the hills and groves were God’s 
first temples, and the more they are cut 
down and hewn into cathedrals and church
es, the farther off and dimmer seems the 
Lord himself.”

At the end of the summer, Muir left his 
sheep and headed towards Cathedral Peak, 
the highest precipice of the Yosemite val
ley. Leaving camp at dawn on September 7, 
1869, he ascended upward among vistas of 
"N ature’s best masonry and sermons in 
stones.” The further up he climbed, the 
more the landscape took on for him the 
symbolic resonances of a vast gothic cathe
dral, with pilgrim Muir a high priest pene
trating into the Holy of Holies. With char
acteristic humor, he notes that this was the 
first time he had been to church in Califor
nia. That day would become for him a for
mative event: “Never shall I forget this big, 
divine day.” After many more trips to the 
high peaks, and with single-minded dedica
tion, Muir founded the Sierra Club to pre
serve the Yosemite valley from exploita
tion by neighboring San Francisco. The 
motivations behind Muir’s vision are a reli
gious attachment to the land, a commitment 
to the preservation of the Wilderness, and a 
desire to keep the American soul open to 
the beneficent influences of Nature. In 
Muir, the links to the Romantic tradition 
are clear and well documented, and with 
the founding of the Sierra Club we witness 
the birth of modem Environmentalism out 
of the spirit of Romanticism.

Steven Chapman is currently teaching  
hum anities at the M anhattan School o f  
Music, and writing a book on ecological 
literary theory.
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Ithaca Piano Rebuilders 
(607) 272-6547

310 4th St.. Ithaca  (Off H a n co ck  St. 2 blocks from Rt. 13)

Com plete rebuilding services.
No job  too big or too small. Call us.

A new exhibit 
of early 

uklyo-e prints.
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May 1904 through summer
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Ithaca, NY 14030 
Tel: 607 272 6332
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701 West Buffalo Street 

607-273-9392
NEW HOURS: M-Sat 9-9, Sun 10-7

OP E N TO EVERYONE

Cafe Dewitt
Sunday

10-2

Crispy Com Fritters 

Lemon Souffle Pancakes 

Farmhouse Breakfast 

Eggs Benedict 

Waffles &  Compote 

Omelettes with 

Breadbasket 

Roasted Garlic Potatoes 

Chicken-Apple Sausages 

Specials change daily

Dewitt Malt Ithaca 

273-3473

La Forza Della Bocca
Bridget Meeds

Ithaca has long had an active poetry read
ing scene. While often concentrated at Cor
nell and Ithaca College, there is also a tradi
tion of open readings in our coffeehouses and 
other downtown locations. In the last five 
years, readings at the State of the Art 
Gallery, the Eatery, the ABC Cafe, Stella’s, 
Collegetown Bagels, The Haunt, The Book- 
ery, and La Forza come to mind. In these 
forums, poets who are outside the academic 
system have a chance to discover their audi
ence. Often these poets have little experience 
with, or even interest in, publication. The 
audience at these events has different needs 
than do a reading audience, and those needs 
affect the poetry written.

In fall 1995 and spring 1996, Marchette 
Du Bois, Justin Kerr, and I coordinated a 
reading series at the La Forza Coffeehouse 
on the Commons. The monthly readings gen
erally highlighted two featured readers, and 
were followed by an open mike. Many of the 
readers featured later on in the series were 
discovered first while reading at the open 
mike.

What kind of poetry did we hear this year 
at La Forza? By traditional standards, the 
quality ranged wildly from extremely clear 
and clever verse to artless rambling. Some 
readers seemed to be undertaking a public 
“talking cure” as recommended by Freud, 
and some yelled and took off their shirts. 
They received their democratically distrib
uted five minutes. But others read interesting 
work that often challenged traditional, print- 
driven standards of what makes good poetry 
by taking into account the needs of a listen
ing audience.

I’d like to discuss a few of the readers from 
the series, concentrating on those whose pri
mary audience for poetry is found in this oral 
forum not connected to an academic institu
tion. My descriptions of verbal technique and 
performance style are bound to be inade
quate, so I recommend that you try to listen 
to these poets in person. They can be seen 
performing at local readings, or on the local 
Cable 13 television show “The Poets Cafe.”

* * *
As a young woman, Carol Rubenstein 

helped run a poetry reading series at St. 
Mark’s Church in New York City. In 1970, 
she embarked on a trip that led to her life’s 
work—transcribing and translating the vast 
oral literature of the Sarawak Dayaks of Bor
neo. She spent many years studying how 
spoken and sung poetry is interwoven into 
the lives of these people, and, through trans
lation, she gained an intimate understanding 
of their techniques.

In her youth, Rubenstein was a profession
al dancer and actress, which shows in her 
performance style. As she assumes her 
“poet” persona, her stance changes: she 
stands taller, speaks from her diaphragm, and 
holds her book in her front of her, swaying 
with grace. For Rubenstein, the image is key 
to unifying a poem which is chant- or song
like in metrics. Throughout her performance, 
Rubenstein retains the listener by creating a 
trance-inducing chant, in which the image 
changes from stanza to stanza. Her reading 
style often verges on singing. Her use of 
chant and emphasis on image helps the read
er follow her through an often complex med
itation.

Local poet Tim Congdon frequently uses 
the cadence and timing of jokes in the poems 
he writes for his appearances at open mikes. 
His poems, concerned with working-class 
life and diction, are short and funny. Like 
Rubenstein, Congdon has a strong physical 
presence while he reads; using a sardonic 
tone of voice, he often cocks his hip, rocks 
back on his heel, holds his poems in one hand 
and stretches the other behind him, as if he 
were about to throw something or spring into 
the audience. Congdon is also a singer and 
songv riter, and it seems to me that his met
rics a'id imagery are influenced by the sound 
he wi nts.

Jon Frankel uses images to form a dis
tinct idiomatic language, in which he can 
then improvise, much like a jazz musician 
who improvises on an already-established 
melody. Coltrane’s “sheets of sound” 
become Frankel’s “sheets of im ages;” 
Frankel’s listeners are rewarded with a 
wash of visual symbolism that conveys 
emotional states.

A tall man, Frankel frequently has to 
stoop to speak into the microphone, which 
he holds with a tender intimacy. He reads 
his poems like someone whispering in your 
ear at a crowded party, rather than shouting 
over the noise. Audiences listen carefully 
when he reads. Frankel’s writing reminds 
me a great deal of the work of Neil Jordan, 
a filmmaker who sometimes writes about 
music. For both, their images form an aural 
and visual constellation through which the 
listener is able to navigate, each image a 
signpost pointing toward a certain emotion, 
the collection of images creating a wash of 
understanding and empathy.

William Ford’s poems would do perfect
ly well on the printed page. His complex 
subjects are deserving of the in-depth con
templation that published poetry tradition
ally affords. So how does a poet such as he 
communicate with a modem listening audi
ence?

Ford takes as his model one no less than 
Shakespeare, and reads lots of sonnets to 
the La Forza audiences. He knows that tra
ditional forms often have grown from oral 
forms, and still retain structural aspects, 
such as rhyme and meter, that aid our listen
ing comprehension.

Of course, advocates of free verse argue 
that traditional forms do not accurately 
reflect our modern language or life. We 
don’t talk in sonnet form, and therefore, we 
should not write in it either. This may be 
true about the surface ring of our speech, 
but it is not true when one goes a layer deep
er and thinks about the sound elements that 
make up our language. For instance, the 
emergence of the indigenous urban Ameri
can poetry, Rap, demostrates the organic 
nature of rhyme, which comes from within 
the language, not as a feature imposed from 
without.

Ford’s skillful use of the formal elements 
of poetry is illustrated in his crowd-pleaser

Parker-Bloom

“Fruit Flies in Two Sonnets”:
Inconsolable I sit writing sad poems.
I can't blame it on the weather, nor 
My dull job at the library hefting tomes 
Better heaved into the gorge, or flames, for 
All the good they do anyone. I’m sick 
At heart. It's my fault, l suppose. I should 

take a hard look
A t myself, meditate, join the AA, take my 

pick
O f support groups, read the Upanishads, 

unite a damned book
About what’s eating me: the lifelong intem

perance,
The chronic love-sickness, messy verbiage 
O f self-justification, self-indulgence.
Fruit flies dispossessed of the kitchen garbage 
Are drowning themselves in my wineglass.
I fish them out. It gives me something real to 

cry about.
Another form that Ford employs that is 

particularly suited to a listening audience is 
the villanelle. In “The World You Save,” he 
addresses the self-interest of aging radicals 
(certainly an apt topic in Ithaca), beginning: 

The radicals you never could condone.
Still, activism struck you as a "must":
The world you save, you thought, may be 

your own.
He then alternates the first and third lines, 

changing each slightly:
The radicals you once would not condone 
Are wealthy, or their whereabouts unknown. 
They’d realized, when Utopia went bust,
The world they saved had better be their own. 
The cynicism of the speaker grows 

stronger and stronger, becoming what it con
demns until finally we are left with:

So let the planet wither to its crust.
To hell with all those bastards. You can't 

trust
In radicals. Whoever would condone 
Their world, you save what world remains 

your own.
Ford also uses the refrain technique in 

“Dead Men Don’t Rape,” based on recent 
graffiti seen about town. He has never been 
known to be shy about addressing issues of 
sexual politics that might frighten a less 
brave poet. His speaker is watching a march 
of women who are protesting violence 
against women. As he watches them parade 
past, fists raised, perhaps chanting witty slo- 

continued on page 9
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P hoto  by D ede H atch
The Moosewood Collective

Moosewood at The Bookery

continued from page 8 
gans such as “Hey hey, ho ho, misogyny has 
got to go,” the speaker contemplates his role 
in the situation as a peaceful male observer. 
He writes:

Dead men don't rape, 
nor do they spin in 
chastened graves.

Tonight's parade: 
maddened women 
dead men don't rape

raise fists in "rage" 
to punish men 
in chastened graves.

Living men hate 
to be done in.
This chant about a chant is offered to lis

teners as the story of a listener. Through the 
repetitive wordplay, Ford mimics the sonic 
landscape that he observes, and also helps his 
listeners examine and reexamine the words 
being repeated by both the speaker in the 
poem, and the women actors within it.

*  *  *

Why are so many people so eager to shout 
above the roar of the espresso machine? 
Why, after all the chairs were taken at each 
monthly reading at La Forza, were there 
audience members willing to sit on the floor 
or stand on the stairwell? Hipster cachet 
aside, something is happening here that 
seems new but is very old. Poetry in ancient 
times was a purely verbal, local art.

But poets were not satisfied with remain
ing a local entertainment. It seems natural 
that they would consider the greater society, 
and wish to be heard throughout it. This was 
first accomplished with the aid of the printing 
press. For several hundred years, books 
served as am plifiers for w riters’ voices. 
Byron’s “voice” was heard by most everyone 
only through the medium of print. Poets had 
the ability to be heard throughout the world, 
and thus wrote for world audiences. Pope, 
while often amused with the intrigues of his 
local environment, wrote with a much wider 
audience in mind, and tailored his style to use 
diction, tone, and references that would be 
accessible to many. Books took his voice, or 
more accurately, a symbolic representation 
of his voice, everywhere.

But while the book has many virtues 
(portability, affordability, and even a certain 
intimacy), it falls short in its capability to 
recreate speech. Written English does not 
reflect all the nuances of spoken English. It is 
static, limited by a lack of widely-understood 
transcription symbols for intonation and 
mood, and accessible only to those who are 
lucky enough to be literate. And even the 
addition of Western musical notation is not 
enough to create an adequate sign system. 
The unwieldy attempts at codifying regional 
diction, for instance, are admirable but often 
fail.

In the last century, however, our abilities 
to amplify and transmit our literal voices 
have increased greatly. The tools to do so 
(various electronic amplifiers and recorders) 
have been created and refined, and the net
works that transmit these recordings have 
sprung up worldwide, and are still growing. 
The poet who is unafraid of modern tech
nologies (and has not been emotionally dis
connected from and therefore frightened of 
the sound of his or her own voice through a 
reliance on print) is once again able to be a 
verbal artist.

Much of what is written about poetry 
readings discusses the increased emphasis 
on theatrical performance techniques. It is 
true that people often use acting techniques 
during poetry readings. But it is one thing 
when people read print poems in a theatrical 
manner, and another thing entirely when 
poets read poetry meant for the ear, not the 
eye.

Much of what is currently marketed as 
“spoken poetry” is riddled with lazy thinking 
and sloppy technique. This is not inherent in 
the form, but is indicative of young poets 
still learning to think clearly and master 
technique. Small magazines used to be full 
of new poets fumbling about. Now the new 
poets show up at readings. They’re just mak
ing their mistakes out loud, in a more public 
place.

I am not bold enough to suggest that 
books are obsolete. I will say, however, that 
it seems to me that books of poetry are not 
very important to the people who read or 'is- 
ten to poetry at La Forza each month. It has 
been lamented in other places that even 
poets (much less average consumers) rarely 
buy books of poetry. Poetry publishing in 
America seems hand-in-pocket with univer
sity creative writing programs, and the 
tenure system guarantees that these activities 
will continue for many more decades, at 
least. But university-subsidized publications 
do not guarantee an attentive audience.

Poetry is not a dead art: audiences are 
interested in listening to poetry. I recently 
perused a book called When A Nickel Costs 
A Dime by Willie Perdomo, a poet from New 
York City. The book contained the usual 60 
pages of typeset poetry, and also a CD 
tucked into the book jacket, on which is a 
recording of Perdomo reading his poems. I 
flipped through the book. Then I sat down 
and listened to the whole CD. This is what 
an audience in today’s electronically post
literate society wants (and needs); it repre
sents a transition away from books, toward 
addressing our aural needs. It will be excit
ing to see how poetry, a most enduring and 
flexible art, changes in the coming years to 
encompass the changes in our societal 
soundscape.

Poems by Bridget Meeds will appear in a 
collection to be published by Faber and 
Faber in Autumn 1997.

As a change of pace from its popular week
ly readings and literary discussions. Off Cam
pus at The Bookery is excited to host a tasting 
and discussion by one of Ithaca’s best known 
eateries. The Moosewood Restaurant, on Sun
day, October 27th at 4 pm  to celebrate the 
publication of its newest cookbook, Moose
wood Restaurant Low-Fat Favorites.

Started in 1973 by 7 owners, the original 
Moosewood Restaurant was located in small 
quarters with a tiny kitchen and very negligi
ble storage space. The menu was minimal; 2 
salads (one fruit and one raw vegetable) and 2 
daily entrees, usually casseroles.

In 1978, the original owners transferred the 
restaurant to the collective of workers who 
were then running it. Since then, the Moose
wood Collective has had anywhere from 15- 
20 members, who manage and own it in a 
democratic, collective manner. Regular meet
ings to discuss, inform, compare ideas, pro
pose solutions to problems, and to decide any
thing and everything form the backbone of 
their organization.

Over the years, the Moosewood Restaurant 
has become internationally known, notably 
through its acclaimed cookbooks. One of the 
most recent volumes, Moosewood Restaurant 
Cooks at Home., was a James Beard Award 
winner. This acclaim has enabled the restau

rant to expand both its menu, as can be seen by 
the wide range of ethnic cuisines served, and to 
also expand its physical space. Located in the 
heart of Ithaca on the sunny ground floor of the 
historic DeWitt Building, it now seats 75 cus
tomers year-round with additional summer 
seating on its flower-bordered outdoor terrace.

Known for its homey atmosphere, generous 
servings and reasonable prices, the Moose
wood now combines the talents of all of its col
lective owners and is dedicated to creating 
imaginative, delicious and nutritious cuisine. 
The menu changes daily because it is based on 
the freshest available produce of both the sea
son and the day.

This fourth cookbook by the Moosewood 
Collective proves that even when cooking 
low-fat fare—an average of just 16 percent of 
its calories from fat— food can be full-fla
vored, satisfying and delicious. Best of all, 
these recipes use only natural and fresh ingre
dients.

Join members of the Moosewood Collective 
for a lively signing of their latest cookbook 
while sampling free tastes of their healthy, nat
ural dishes as they answer those burning ques
tions you have always wanted to ask about 
Ithaca’s best known culinary collective. 
Remember, the event is upstairs in the Dewitt 
Mall, not in the Moosewood Restaurant.

CARIBBEAN VEGETABLE STEW
2 cups chopped onions • 2 tablespoons vegetable oil • 3 cups chopped cabbage* 1 fresh chile, minced (seed
ed for a milder “hot”), or 1/4 teaspoon cayenne • 1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger root • 2 cups water • 3 
cups diced sweet potatoes, cut into 1/2 to 3/4 inch cubes • salt to taste • 2 cups undrained chopped fresh or 
canned tomatoes • 2 cups fresh or frozen sliced okra • 3 tablespoons fresh lime juice • 2 tablespoons 
chopped fresh cilantro • chopped pcanuts*sprigs of cilantro (optional)

In a nonreacti ve soup pot, sautd the onions in the oil on medium heat for 4 or 5 minutes. Add the cabbage 
and the chile or cayenne and continue to sautd, stirring often, until the onions are translucent, about 8 min
utes.

Add the grated ginger and the water, cover the pot, and bring to a boil. Stir in the sweet potatoes, sprin
kle with salt, and simmer for 5 or 6 minutes, until the potatoes are barely tender. Add the tomatoes, okra, 
and lime juice. Simmer until all of the vegetables are tender, about 15 minutes. Stir in the cilantro and add 
more salt to taste.

Sprinkle the stew with chopped peanuts. Top with a few sprigs of cilantro, if you like.

—from Moosewood Restaurant Cooks at Home
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Walden by the Sea
C a u g h t  I n s i d e : A Surfer’s Year 
on the California Coast
by Daniel Duane 
North Point Press,
238 pages, $21.00

Jon Michaud
You could be forgiven for thinking that 

“ surfing literature” is an oxymoron. Surfing, 
after all, has never produced a book like Nor
man Maclean’s fly-fishing masterpiece, A 
River Runs Through It, or Solo Faces, James 
Salter’s exceptional novel of rock-climbing. 
But surfing is not entirely without a literary 
pedigree. Both Mark Twain and Jack London 
tried their hands at it. Neither of them, it seems, 
was sufficiently impressed with the activity to 
use it in their novels. What surfing has given us 
instead is beach music and wave flicks, “two 
girls for every boy,” and the Endless Summer. 
But if you were to look past the sport's philis
tine reputation, you might see that it has plenty 
of literary potential: beautiful settings, solitude, 
the imminent presence of death, and the strug
gle between man and nature—all hallowed 
themes in our literature. What surfing lacks, 
however, is a narrative. Waves are ephemeral; 
they can be neither caught nor climbed.

This problem, this lack of an audience-pleas
ing three-act structure, is at the core of Daniel 
Duane’s very literate book, Caught Inside. 
Duane knows all about narrative. His first 
book, Lighting Out: A Vision o f California and 
the Mountains, juxtaposed his pursuit of “Big 
Walls” in Yosemite with his unsteady relation
ship with his new-age girlfriend. It was artfully 
plotted and came to a clear denouement in 
which he climbed the wall but lost the girl. Get
ting to the top has never needed much justifica
tion in Western society, and Lighting Out was 
an elegantly written document of goal-oriented 
behavior, of the need for a series of increasing
ly difficult, but always measurable, achieve
ments. There is no such structure to Caught 
Inside. The book’s progression is radial rather 
than linear—it follows the curl of a wave rather 
than a route of ascent.

Caught Inside begins in the Fall when Duane 
quits his retail job in Berkeley and moves to a 
seaside apartment in Santa Cruz with the inten
tion of doing nothing for the next year that 
doesn’t involve a wetsuit and waves. (There are 
undeniable vicarious pleasures in reading this 
book; who, after all, hasn’t thought of running 
away from life to surf, or fish, or do crossword 
puzzles all day long?) And right there at the 
start, Duane lets us know that he’s through with 
the Euclidian world of measurable goals and 
achievements;

...this book isn’t about how I returned to con

quer the big waves— a meaningless project to 

begin with— it’s about an impulse to take what 

seemed like the last few free years in my 

youth...and see if the Me by the water I’d always 

dreamed of was actually possible.

Needless to say, he finds that a life by the 
water is possible, and if Caught Inside were no 
more than two hundred pages of diary entries 
saying, essentially, “I went out and surfed 
today,” it would be as dull as reading a calen
dar. But Duane makes his book interesting by 
not dwelling on descriptions of surfing. This 
may seem crazy, but it’s part of the reverse 
logic that goes with the sport’s ephemerality:

...(the wave was) not a thing to be owned or a 

goal to be attained but rather a fleeting state to 
inhabit. So  much m ore of my time, after all, 

passed in the dreaming and searching than in the 

actual riding of the waves; so much more time 

spent driving the coast and floating between sets. 

O f a whole year of devotion, probably no more 

than a day was spent truly on my feet and surf

ing...

It is the “dreaming and searching" that are 
the true concerns of this book. Duane’s tan
gents are his core. He wanders off on a potted 
history of surfing, from the Polynesians who 
did it in hollowed-out tree trunks to the early 
20th-century California longboarders to the 
present-day fiberglass-riding surfer punks. He 
dwells morbidly on sharks, at one point cata
loging the contents of a shark’s stomach (“...a 
tomcat, three birds, a raincoat...”). He writes 
at length about the life of Richard Henry Dana 
who, in addition to writing Two Years Before 
the Mast, surfed the beaches of San Diego. He 
gives insightful capsule reviews of most of the 
major surfing films and offers us profiles of the 
sport’s main protagonists. He calls up an engi
neer and gets the lowdown on the physics of 
waves. He ponders the history of California 
and gives us a lesson in surfer talk. All of this 
is entertaining and entertainingly off the point.

Duane also indulges himself in lengthy and 
detailed descriptions of the coastline around 
Santa Cruz. His model here is clearly Thore- 
au’s Walden, a book he alludes to repeatedly. 
Duane is a writer of beautiful and abundant 
descriptive prose and he is also something of 
an amateur naturalist. Now and then, however,

his ambitions get the better of him. There are 
passages of pastoral writing that seem to be 
there for no other purpose than to fill pages and 
display Duane’s facility with words. And there 
are other passages in which he simply goes too 
far into some personal frame of reference and 
loses his readers altogether

The color and very face of water seeming no 

more nor less than wind: some winds are gor

geous, others, aggressive, chaotic, or sickly, but 

that evening’s offshore was pure art.

Windy indeed.
The closest thing to a story in the book is 

Duane’s chronicle of the friendships he forms 
with two middle-aged surfers, Vince and 
Willie, who have given up career ambitions to 
spend their days among the waves. The portrait 
of these two men and their wives is well drawn 
and sympathetic and often has the texture of 
good novel prose. Duane sees in these aging 
surfers a possible future for himself. It’s one 
thing to run away from “the real world” for a 
year. It’s another thing to decide, like Vince 
and Willie, not to come back. The book ends 
with Duane not having made a choice. There’s 
a brief coda which has him packing up and 
heading back to Berkeley, but the Author’s 
Note (“Daniel Duane.. .lives and surfs in Santa 
Cruz, California”) gives the lie to this. So, even 
at its finish, the book won’t follow expectations 
and provide closure. It merely traces the sea
sons around the calendar and comes to an end. 
In this too, Duane is adopting the rhythms of his 
sport:

A  surf session is...a small occurrence outside the 
linear march of time; sure you can catch your last 

wave, but rather than a natural conclusion to a 

well-lived tale, it will simply be the point at which 
the drde was snipped

So, is there such a thing as surfing literature? 
There is now.

Jon Michaud is a writer living in Brooklyn.
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WEIGHTY TOPICS

I am walking out into the waves, 

legs heavier with each rise in 

water level.

With foam sloshing at my waist,

1 must weigh half a ton.

I imagine how I seem to

the strangers on the shore,

the hairy-chested man in the

plastic chair, pouring himself

something from a bottle

or the young girl

with the voice like cello music

who whispered softly to my departing skin,

"The xvater's cold."

A man drowned here last week.

His body long removed and yet 

it floats hereabout.

Perhaps, the man on the shore, 

unable to weigh me, 

to measure the resistance, 

sees only the bobbing head, 

succumbs to drunken flashback, 

sounds the spurious alarm.

Maybe, it was her lover 

and could be 1 hover 

in her sun-corrupted eyes 

like his ghost.

They don't know.

They don't see my feet 

crack open the sand, 

hear the loud metallic echo 

of my heart-beat.

I grow heavier and heavier,

I long to shout

but the distance robs me

of all speech.

My mouth flaps like tern wings...

I am so into being,

I am almost a burden... 

waves curl around me, 

the gull's cry 

pauses in my flesh, 

continues out the other side.

— J o h n  G r e y

http://www
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Ordinary Heroes

rep rin ted  from  Yours Always: A Holocaust Love Story, CDL Press, 1995 

Kitty and Don, Wedding Photo

Yours Always: A Holocaust Love Story
by Kitty Zilversmit
CDL Press, 295 pages, $25.00

Harvey Fireside
It is the autum n of 1943. K itty Z il

versmit is working as a nurse in a Jewish 
old age home, the Joodsche Invalide, in 
Amsterdam. Other nurses and patients are 
being shipped o ff by the Nazis to G er
many. The few surviving nurses are terri
fied they will be on the next transport.

Their worst fears seem about to be real
ized when, in the middle of the night, they 
hear a contingent o f so ld iers tram ping 
down the hall near their ward. Panic- 
stricken, some of the nurses have an urge 
to go to the toilet, but if they venture out 
they may encounter the Nazi squad. They 
decide “to use the washbasin as a toilet.” 
But as a nurse “clim bed on top o f the 
basin, it collapsed under her weight and 
crashed to the floor.”

Horrified, the nurses think the Germans 
must surely have heard “the noise our fias
co had caused .” Yet there are no more 
footsteps. Later, the nurses leam that their 
courageous director had steered the raid
ing party away from  their quarters by 
announcing, ‘T his ward is for scarlet fever 
patients.”

Such small tragicomic incidents, as well 
as seemingly reflex decisions to stay with 
one’s family or to go it alone, hunches 
w hether or not to trust a stranger who 
offers a h ideout— these chance events 
som etim es determ ine w hether a Jew is 
able to survive the war or be swept along 
with the other millions to the death mills. 
In Ms. Z ilversm it’s account, things turn 
out well for her and for Don, her future 
husband. Only when the wartime debris 
has been cleared away, does it become evi
dent that they are among a tiny number of 
fortunate ones who managed to escape the 
maelstrom.

As she looks back on those days fifty 
years ago, the author realizes that she had 
shared the numbed disbelief of her Utrecht 
community at the collapse of the secure 
world of Dutch Jews. “ I thought how 
lucky we were to live in Holland. I had 
never met with even a single incident of 
anti-Semitism, nor had my family." Yet it 
took only three years after the German 
invasion for the entire country’s Jews to 
be forced into an A m sterdam  ghetto. 
Deprived of work, they are allowed out 
only before curfew, forbidden to use pub
lic transportation or to ride their beloved 
bicycles.

With the doors to the United States and 
other havens slammed in their faces, the 
Jews generally give up hope. They report 
to the trains that take them to the transit 
camp at Westerbork, from which the cattle 
cars will convey them to the final horrors 
further east. When Ms. Zilversm it’s par
ents are offered places to hide out, they 
decide instead to take three of their five 
children to the station since they could not 
bear the thought of family members hav
ing to be separated. As she recalls their 
awful decision , she exclaim s, “How 
naive!”

Ms. Z ilversm it reveals that it took 
decades for her to come to terms with the 
brutalities her family must have experi
enced in transit and the gas chambers that 
awaited them in the camp at Sobibor. “I 
really didn’t want to believe there could 
actually be death camps,” she writes. Even 
glim psing a concentration  camp scene 
from a movie on television gave her night
mares. The Holocaust that destroyed her 
family was something she could not bear 
to think about or to relive with her three 
grown daughters. Finally, she resolved to 
laboriously retrieve her experiences in 
order to shine the light of memory on the 
relatives and friends who disappeared.

As a m em oir, Yours A lw ays  tries to 
weave several different stories into a sin

gle narrative. It celebrates the vanished 
world of Dutch Jews, with their patriarchal 
traditions and deeply held faith, and docu
ments the abrupt shattering of that exis
tence at the hands of the Nazis. Yet the 
book scarcely hints that among the perse
cutors were not only Germans but also a 
sizable number of Dutch collaborators, 
like the ones who betrayed the family of 
Anne Frank. For Ms. Z ilversm it, the 
emphasis is on those brave individuals in 
the underground who saved her life at the 
risk of being arrested and killed along with 
those they were trying to rescue. At its 
best, the book tells of the extraordinary 
heroism displayed by ordinary people who 
had the courage and generosity to hide 
Jews and to share their meager rations 
with them.

Yours Always is less successful when it 
tries to interweave into its core narrative

the story of Ms. Zilversmit’s future hus
band, Don, through extracts from his diary 
and several letters that were, incredibly, 
relayed by the Red Cross from the United 
States and England to Kitty, living under 
her nom de guerre, Chrisje de Boer. In 
Septem ber 1939, Don had followed his 
family to San Francisco where he contin
ued his studies at the University of Cali
fornia, and then enlisted in the Princess 
Irene brigade (named for Queen Wilhelmi- 
na’s daughter) of the Canadian army. The 
problem s Don reports as a sc ien tist in 
training, then in the ambulance service in 
Canada, England, and finally Holland, 
simply do not have the intensity of Kitty’s 
notes from ondergedoken (underground).

For example, Kitty’s recollection of her 
shock when she overhears her mother sug
gesting a suicide pact to her father right 
after the German invasion in May, 1940, is

followed by a laconic entry from Don’s 
diary about the fall of Holland (“We can 
expect an abundance of satanic cruelty to 
come”), shifting from her personal agony 
to his stoic observations ("But we human 
beings don’t live forever!”)

Some hundred pages later, Kitty 
recounts that, after proving her reliability 
as an aide at a nursing home to the Rev
erend Dick Boon, he assigns her to the 
family quarters, with secret hiding places, 
upstairs. Again, there is an abrupt segue to 
Don’s diary in late 1943, describing his 
social life while on leave from training in 
England (“For me, as for many others, 
London is the highlight of England...”) 

The book’s strength  lies in Ms. Z il
versm it’s true-to-life descriptions of the 
men and women in the underground— 
many affiliated with the Protestant church
es— who endured the war by relying on 
their ingenuity and common sense. She 
depicts them as exceptional in their devo
tion to conscience, but still capable of 
ordinary feelings, even petty ones. When 
one of her hostesses sees that Kitty has 
saved her ration of scarce butter for three 
whole weeks, she asks, “D on’t you like 
butter? ... Why don’t you give it to me so 
I can use it to season the vegetables 
tonight.” Kitty is too ashamed to admit 
“how much I loved butter and how hard it 
had been for me to save this much over the 
last three weeks. I simply handed her my 
butter dish.”

A side from the extracts from D on’s 
diary, Ms. Zilversmit also interpolates his
torical citations meant to give a broader 
view of the country’s suffering under the 
Germans, but these necessarily sketchy 
references only serve to dilute the emo
tional im pact of her story. The editors 
could also have served Ms. Zilversmit bet
ter by smoothing out some awkward pas
sages. Thus, when a stranger first offers to 
find a hiding place for her, she is supposed 
to have answered, “How do I know your 
proposal is g en u ine? ...I  have received 
other offers, but each time I decided to 
decline because there was so much secrecy 
surrounding the proposition.” Also, the 
map intended to illustrate the Allied cam
paign is unnecessarily confusing and omits 
several places that appear in Don’s diaries.

These faults, however, do not in the end 
detract from the value of this book as an 
authentic account of how one woman sur
vived the H olocaust w ithout losing her 
basic faith in people. Yours Always may 
have been w ritten prim arily for the 
author’s family, but by bearing witness to 
a tragic time Ms. Zilversmit shares with all 
her readers this look back to the days when 
a group of remarkable Dutch adopted their 
Jewish neighbors into their own families.

Harvey Fireside, a refugee from  Vienna, 
is a visiting fe llow  at Cornell’s Institute 
fo r  European Studies.
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Stubborn Farmers
c3 Kb:HEAVEN AND EARTH

The Last Farmers of the North Fork
by Steve Wick
photographs by Lynn Johnson 
St. Martin’s Press 
210 pages, $35.00

TRAVELS WITH A HUNGRY BEAR 
A Journey In The Russian Heartland
by Mark Kramer 
Houghton-Mifflin, Boston 
352pages, $24.95

Edward T. Chase
In Jay G a tsb y ’s tim e, a th ird  of the 

A m erican popu lation  was in farm ing. 
Today that figure is under 3 percent. In 
the early 1920s, there were still farms in 
New York City itself, in the Borough of 
Queens running from Little Neck down 
to the Sound, and on Long Island, all the 
way to O rien t and M ontauk Points. I 
recall a tim e when there was a single 
farm house in the fo rest around Alley 
Pond, Queens— now incarcerated among 
highways— the pond where I remember 
my mother breaking her arm ice skating. 
Of course, that was before the advent of 
Robert Moses.

New York State is still a ranking agri
cultural state in key products. I t’s num
ber one in cabbage, number two in cher
ries, and num ber th ree in grapes and 
apples. It ranks third in milk and second 
in corn (s ilag e) for ca ttle . But it has 
slipped to num ber 11 in potatoes. The 
fact is, the rural and even w ilderness 
areas of New York and neighboring New 
Jersey rem ain  ex tensive . T his Spring 
there was an alarming invasion of black 
bears in the suburbs of northwestern New 
Jersey, by the New Y ork-Pennsylvania 
border. M uskrat trappers live o ff  the 
great Jersey meadowlands.

The N orth Fork o f  Long Island  that 
Steve Wick writes about so beautifully 
has been farm land for over three cen
turies. The Wickham family, several of 
whose members were educated at C or
nell, has been farming there since the late 
1660s. Like many of the other old farm 
families, the Wickhams still rely on Cor
ne ll’s Clim ate Center for rainfall data. 
(North Fork’s August average, 3.8 inch
es.)

The astonishing fact is that, even after 
W orld W ar II, over 50,000 acres were 
still being farm ed on the N orth Fork. 
Now, w rites W ick, it is down to about 
6,500 acres, with a handful of farm ers 
working the soil that is deemed the most 
bountiful food-producing region in all 
New York State.

“A valuable record,” Peter Matthiessen 
writes of W ick’s book and indeed it is. It 
elucidates the complex geological events 
that made North Fork soil so incompara
bly rich and tells, too, the absorbing lit
tle-known history of the Fork’s earliest 
settlements from 1640. Imagine this, two 
families, the Wickhams and the Tuthills, 
have an unbroken record of farming on 
their land for 350 years, to this day.

No Nobel laureate in science or letters 
has ever emerged from these good folks. 
T heir s to lid  perseverance, love o f the 
land, and passionate devotion to their 
way of life , com e hell or high w ater 
(drought, freezes, bankrupting low prices

for potatoes), are what distinguish them.
Steve W ick recounts this (accom pa

nied by 64 pages o f useful black and 
w hite photos by Lynn Johnson) after 
assiduous research of all the records and 
docum ents as well as two years of on- 
the-spot intimate interviews with North 
Fork’s farmer families. There are ironies 
here. The o rig inal Lion G ardiner, an 
English engineer— whose descendants 
still quarrel over the destiny of privately- 
owned G ard in er’s Island, gazed upon 
across the waters by cocktail drinkers on 
the Devon Yacht Club porch—was sum
moned to erect a fort at Saybrook for an 
exterminist war against the Pequot Indi
ans. The campaign just about succeeded. 
But today— sweet revenge—the thriving 
Pequots reap m illions from their tax- 
privileged gambling casinos at Bridge
port, a commerce that attracts thousands 
of touring gamblers from the cities to the 
w est, ravaging the loveliest rural 
precincts of Eastern Suffolk. Take that! 
(A footnote  here: H istorian  Anthony 
Pagden, in his new book, Lords o f All the 
World: Ideologies o f Empire in Spain, 
B rita in  and France c 1500-c 1800, 
records that the English imperialists jus
tified their seizure of Indian territory by 
what they called the right of farmers over 
hunters, hunting being an illegitimate use 
of land that could be used for agriculture. 
Thus hunters were “guilty of a breach of 
the laws of nature.” An interesting ratio
nale from imperialists who, to this day, 
com m andeer open land for the ir fox 
hunting!)

W ick s truc tu res his book in three 
parts—’’Newfound Land,” the history of 
the earlies t exp lo rers and se ttle rs  to 
reach the North Fork; ’’Good G round,” 
about the early evolution of the farms 
around the heartland  region of 
Cutchogue; and “Heaven and Earth,” the 
longest section , replete with in-depth

Daphne Sold

interview s of W ickham s and T u th ills, 
extensive anecdotes, insights about the 
historic past, and accounts about North 
Fork characters past and present, their 
triumphs but more often their trials and 
tribu la tions. The am ount o f de ta il is 
daunting but enriching. I would defy any 
first-tim e reader to sort out, let alone 
retain, the complex genealogies and the 
myriad relations among the families. Nor 
does W ick confine his research  to the 
founding English. W aves of Irish  and 
Poles followed, extending farming to the 
tip of Orient. Amusingly, the far eastern 
part of the Fork, at first unsettled, was 
flippantly called “Oregon” by the early 
settlers, signifying an unknown, faraway 
area “thataway.”

A Reverend John Y oungs o f South- 
wold, England, allegedly was the first 
settler on the North Fork, crossing the 
Sound from C onnecticut in the fall of 
1640 and founding Southold. The land 
had been miraculously “cleared” in two 
ways— the Indians had burned o ff the 
forests to create fertile crop lands, and 
disease had killed off the Indians. Puritan 
Massachusetts Governor John Winthrop 
wrote, "God hath hereby cleared our title 
to this p lace .” It seem s God had done 
another turn about 20,000 years earlier, 
when glaciers shoved away the rocks. At 
the very top of the layers of a lluv ia l 
deposits is the “loess” or topsoil, writes 
Wick. It got there quite magically. As the 
southwesterly moving glacier melted, it 
created a watery, milky-looking silt. This 
dried and then, lo and behold, was waft
ed aloft by the warm w inds from  the 
south. “A puffy white cloud of fine earth 
covered the land and filled  the sk y ,” 
writes Wick. "This was the loess and as it 
fell to the earth  it form ed to p so il,” 
indeed the best topsoil in all New York 
State, and the soil on the Latham farm, at 
Orient’s tip, is the richest of all.

In the 17th century, despite a history of 
co n flic t betw een  E n g lan d ’s 10,000 
ordained m inisters and their Anglican 
Episcopal superiors, W ick records that 
only 76 brave ministers chose to migrate 
to New England. John Youngs was one 
of them. There were some 300 Indians on 
the N orth Fork when he arrived , no 
whites. By the time of the American Rev
olution, the population of Southold had 
risen to 755, but during the disruptive 
conflicts between loyalists and revolu
tionaries it dropped to 506. The lands of 
loyalists like the W ickhams were tem
porarily forfeited, but they retained full 
title to their property on the ground that 
“the rights of heirs” were judged to be 
overriding.

There w ere ex p ec ta tio n s of trouble  
again in the 1920s with the ascendance of 
a Ku Klux Klan chap te r on the North 
Fork. Yet, despite the large population of 
migratory farm workers from the South, 
Klan action was neglig ib le. Klansmen 
were said to be more exercised by the 
immigrant Irish Catholics.

Of course, anyone who has witnessed 
the p rec ip itous decline of farm ing, as 
costly second homes have proliferated on 
Eastern Long Island, knows the days of 
the residual North Fork farms are num
bered. They seem to survive thanks to 
their roadside stands. The dominant crop 
for centuries— potatoes— is too chancy, 
so fruit and garden vegetables predomi
nate.

In 1987, A lex and L ouisa H argrave 
(she the g ran d d au g h ter o f perennial 
Socialist presidential nominee Norman 
Thomas) established the first of the now 
dozen or more North Fork wineries, and 
some 3,000 acres of wineries throughout 
the East End. Alex has told me the North 
Fork was chosen because it had the most 
sustained sunshine in New York State 
and soil most akin to France’s best wine
growing districts.

Interestingly, another remarkable book 
on farming has just been published, this 
one about Russian agriculture, entitled 
T ravels w ith a H ungry B ear  by M ark 
Kram er. He is the author of an earlier 
classic work on Am erican agriculture, 
Three Farm s. The co n trast betw een 
W ick’s and Kram er’s books is dramatic 
and illum inating. The North Fork farm
ers do enjoy a relative heaven on earth, 
indeed American agriculture in general is 
a wonder of productivity. Russian agri
culture, in pre-Communist days so boun
tifu l, has not rebounded with the Cold 
W ar’s end. K ram er reports  that land 
reform  has nearly  halted . “M ore than 
90% of Russian farm land is still con
tro lled  by large sta te-ow ned  co llec 
tives....S ince 1991 the average Russian 
consum es 12% less meat and 15% less 
milk. He is m aking up for it by eating 
10% m ore bread and 25% m ore po ta 
toes.” Russian agriculture is paralyzed 
by bureaucrats, local Mafia, and poverty. 
“In response,” Kramer reports, “Russians 
continue to depend on their personal ties 
to the land— on their private plots and 
re la tiv es  liv ing  on fa rm s.” Why of 
course , say the W ickham s and the 
Tuthills. It was always thus.

Ed Chase is fo rm er  E d itor-in -C hie f o f  
New York Times Books and senior editor 
at Scribner.
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