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William V. Spanos
In the wake of the attack on the World 

Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 
11, it is important to address the way this hor
rific epochal event is being represented by 
the American government and its servile 
accomplice, the American culture industry. 
My focus is intended to underscore that the 
roots of this present, and especially ominous, 
global manifestation of the American excep- 
tionalist ethos lie deeply embedded in our 
history. But rather than the straight path of 
direct political commentary, I should like to 
examine Philip Caputo’s memoir, A Rumor o f  
War ( 1978), to see how his experience in the 
Vietnam War bears on the present crisis. This 
was the brutal war, we must not forget at this 
particular time, in which the American mili
tary machine, getting its orders from the “best 
and brightest” in the Pentagon, single-mind- 
edly destroyed Vietnam in the name of saving 
it for “the free world.” It is also the war that 
the custodians of American cultural memory 
have obsessively tried to forget ever since.

I

What struck me, after the first shock of the 
attack on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon began to subside, was the way the 
media’s coverage of this 
horrific event unfolded.
In the early hours after 
the attack, the anchors of 
all the networks dutifully 
emphasized the “speculative” 
nature of their suspicion that the per
petrators were Islamic terrorists, no doubt 
to compensate for the blunder they had made 
in the immediate aftermath of the Oklahoma 
City bombing, when they unanimously and 
without reflection attributed that disaster to 
Middle East terrorist organizations.

Later, armed with the authority of “reliable 
experts”— former high ranking U.S. military 
officers, former CIA, FBI and other govern
ment officials—the media began to refer to 
the attack as a “war perpetrated by barbarism 
against civilization itself,” “concentering” 
(Herman Melville’s resonant word) on the 
symbolic name “Osama bin Laden” and the 
Taliban government of Afghanistan that har
bors him. By the end of the day the faceless, 
and therefore bewildering enemy, had been 
identified and made “practically assailable.” 
All alternative interpretations of these com
plex global events have been demonized and 
effectively silenced.

This reductive approach also informed the 
American representation and conduct of the 
Vietnam War and it is worth retrieving its 
strategically buried history by way of 
Caputo’s memoir.

II

Despite its apparent realism, Caputo’s A 
Rumor o f War -like so many of the autobio
graphical works, novels, films, documentaries 
and histories of the Vietnam War—is deeply

rooted in American cultural history, specifical
ly that history that has its origins in the Puritan 
“errand in the wilderness,” later secularized in 
the inexprable westward expansionist momen
tum led by the virile “pioneer” or “frontiers
man” or “borderer”: the symbolic male (and

phallic figure) inscribed in American cultural 
memory by James Fenimore Cooper as the 
trail-blazing “Leatherstocking.” It is no acci
dent that Caputo begins his story by declaring 
that he enlisted in the Marine Corps partly 
because he got “swept up in the patriotic tide

of the Kennedy era”—aptly called “The New 
Frontier.” Though he attributes his primary 
motive to the deadly boredom and aimlessness 
of his life in a modern suburban prairie town

continued on page 2
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Exposure
Gingerly the city feels 
the space where its front teeth stood, 
probes with its tongue and tastes, 
in the empty sockets, blood.

It’s too scary for the kids,
that show on CNN;
we’ll watch it when they’re in bed,
played again and again.

A movie-maker’s dream: 
down the unblemished sky 
of ultramarine floats a man 
in a well-pressed suit and tie.

The newspapers are quick to print 
pictures of the vivid dead; 
the living hold their icons -- 
each cropped and smiling head.

In the garden two deer 
browse the hostas unawares.
Hunting season soon; 
they’ll be in the cross-hairs.

—Gail Holst-Warhaft

Guatemalan Regime
Today
it is the killed in Guatemala, 
some men who said no.
The stories are old to me.
I have never been in Guatemala.
The widows
are destitute as pain.
One climbs
a ravine in a lightning
storm to reach her empty home.
I, or another I,
must have climbed the ravine
with her long ago,
at the twilight of memory.
She is climbing the ravine in 
lightning and rain.
I want to be sure, and can’t, 
that I am without blame 
for any of this.

—Zorika Petic

To the Editor
Joe Micelli is a fine writer and I have read 

with interest articles he has published in The 
Bookpress. His most recent article on the 
Death Penalty provides much food for 
thought. However, I also find in the article the 
kind of glibness that implodes most articles 
which argue against a such penalty.

Mr. Micelli, while describing cases that in 
his judgment have led to wrongful convic
tions and executions, has this to say about a 
crime committed in Houston, Texas. “(Gary) 
Graham and others on his behalf had main
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tained his innocence of the charge of the rob
bery and shooting of Bobby Lambert in a 
1981 Houston supermarket incident.”

I am unfamiliar with this case, I admit. 
Still, why is Bobby Lambert’s murder an 
“incident”? It is precisely this sort o f trivial- 
ization of victims and the perverse sanctifica
tion of those charged with crimes which cause 
many to read such articles with a very large 
dose of salt.

— Michael Gilmartin
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Inventing Bin Laden
continued from page 1

near Chicago, it is this resonant sense o f the 
American frontier, once fundamental to that 
midwestem space but now utterly domesticat
ed, commercialized, and emptied of certain 
purpose, that dominates his rhetoric:

The only thing I liked about my boy
hood surroundings were the Cook and 
DuPage forest preserve, a belt o f virgin 
woodland through which flowed a 
muddy stream called Salt Creek. It was 
not polluted then, and its sluggish 
waters yielded bullhead, catfish, carp 
and a rare bass.There was small game in 
the woods, sometimes a deer or two, 
but most of all a hint of the wild past, 
when moccasined feet trod the forest 
paths and fur trappers cruised the 
rivers in bark canoes. Once in a while, I 
found flint arrowheads in the muddy 
creek bank. Looking at them, I would 
dream of that savage, heroic time and 
wish I had lived then, before America 
became a land of salesmen and shop
ping centers.

Following his expression o f nostalgia for 
an earlier American midwest, Caputo ironi
cally recalls the poster displayed by a 
recruiting team in the student union of 
Loyola University that convinced him to 
enlist in the Marine corps: “[A] trim lieu
tenant who had one of those athletic, slightly 
cruel faces considered handsome in the mil
itary.... Clear and resolute, his blue eyes 
seemed to stare at me in challenge.” But it is 
only when he undertakes his first “search and 
destroy” mission in the bush that his illusions 
about war (if not this particular war) begin to 
waver: ,

We were flying parallel to  the moun
tains; the Cordillera spread out before 
us, and it was the most forbidding thing 
I had ever seen.... Looking down, I won
dered for a moment if the operation 
was somebody’s idea of a joke. Our mis
sion was to  find an enemy battalion. A 
battalion—a few hundred men. The 
whole North Vietnamese Army could 
have concealed itself in that jungle-sea, 
and we were going to look for a battal
ion. Crush it in a hammer and anvil 
movement. We were going to find a bat
talion and destroy it. Search and destroy.
I half expected those mountains to 
shake with contemptuous laughter at 
our pretense.

Once Caputo’s platoon has landed in the 
jungle and the helicopter has flown off, his 
dread and the attendant intuition into the inef
fectuality of American technological power 
in the face o f this menacing wilderness 
becomes a realization that he expresses in the 
decisive language of crossing a geographical 
boundary which is also a symbolic boundary: 
from terra cognita to terra incognita:

When the helicopters flew off, a feeling 
of abandonment came over us. Charley 
Company was now cut off from the 
rest of the outside world. We had 
crossed ... a line of departure between 
the known and the unknown. The heli
copters had made it seem familiar. 
Being Americans, we were comfortable 
with machines, but with the aircraft 
gone we were struck by the utter 
strangeness of this rank and rotten 
wilderness. Nothing moved in the para
lyzed air, and the only sounds were the 
gurgling of the river and the rustling of 
those invisible things in the under
brush. It was not at all a tranquil 
silence. I thought of that old line from 
the westerns:‘It’s too quiet.'

This inaugural anxiety, precipitated by the 
forbidding Vietnamese landscape, is greatly

exacerbated during this first search-and- 
destroy mission by his acute awareness that 
“it was the land that resisted us, the land, the 
jungle, and the sun.” When Caputo’s platoon 
enters the village of Hoi-Vuc to undertake its 
mission, it is not simply his uncertainty about 
the identities of the enigmatically silent and 
passive Vietnamese villagers— mostly old 
people and children—that overwhelms him. 
It is also his sense o f the dislocating incon
clusiveness o f the mission. Caputo’s platoon 
engages in two hit-and-run firefights initiated 
by snipers and it leaves the village to “com
plete” the prearranged hammer and anvil 
operation, firing massively but randomly 
into the bush at the invisible enemy. In the 
immediate aftermath o f this indecisive 
engagement, a deeply perplexed Caputo, con
scious o f the vicious circularity o f this war
fare, concludes: “When the skirmish ended, a 
squad searched the tree line but found only a 
few spent cartridges. The phantoms had 
pulled off another vanishing act. Late that 
afternoon, sunburned, bone-tired, wondering 
if we had accomplished anything, suspecting 
that we had not, we linked up with D compa
ny and were flown back to base camp.”

In the months following Caputo’s anticli- 
mactic “baptism of fire,” it is precisely the 
recurrence of this random anxiety-provoking 
and frustratingly indecisive action—a hap
pening in which nothing happens, nothing 
“gets done”—that Caputo records:

There was no pattern to these patrols 
and operations. W ithout a front, flanks, 
or rear, we fought a formless war against 
a formless enemy who evaporated like 
the morning jungle mists, only to mate
rialize in some unexpected place. It was 
a haphazard episodic sort of combat. 
Most of the time nothing happened; but 
when something did, it happened instan
taneously and without warning.

These recurrent random events Caputo 
describes reveal that this war refused to 
accommodate itself to the expectations that 
he, as an American, had brought with him to 
Vietnam: the “clarity” o f vision and “res
oluteness” o f practice whose geneology 
extends back from the idealized Marine in 
the poster o f the recruiting booth, through 
the Hollywood westerns Caputo often 
invokes, to the self-reliant, trail-blazing 
frontiersman. When, for example, Caputo 
recalls that the engagements with the enemy 
were always random and inconsequential, 
engagements from which he could not come 
up with a “connecting thread to tie events 
neatly together,” he is not only dimming 
down the prominence he everywhere gives 
to the invisibility of the Vietnamese insur
gents and their hit-and-run tactics, he is also 
blinding himself to the fact that these events 
are not random from the perspective o f the 
Viet Cong.

Caputo, like virtually all the Americans 
who fought in Vietnam, responds to the 
alien conditions o f  this warfare against 
phantoms—the uncanny invisibility of the 
enemy, the erratic and decentering violence, 
the senselessness o f mounting casualties, 
the dislocating guilt activated by the gratu
itous torching of villages, the waning of his 
sense o f direction and control— in a typical
ly American way. He attributes these terri
ble conditions to the alien Vietnamese land 
and what he takes to be the animal-like 
character o f  Vietnamese villagers who 
inhabit it, and, above all, to the malevolent 
Viet Cong insurgents: to their cunningly 
duplicitous (barbaric) conduct o f the 
war—their refusal to fight in a “civilized” 
manner—“up front,” as it were. To regain 
his sense o f  control, Caputo resorts to the 
pervasive rationalization that “clarifies” the 
ambiguous status of the Vietnamese, the 
very rationalization that had troubled him 
when he first heard it from his commanding

continued on page 8
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Passages

A birthing place for creativity, a map of the 
imaginal world, the labyrinth is a universal 
symbol of wholeness found in many of the 
world's cultures, from Egypt to China. KMT 
9, I (1998), a magazine of Egyptology, notes 
of Sobekneferu ( 1789-85 BC, last ruler o f the 
12th dynasty): "She completed the Hawara 
mortuary temple of the third Amenemhat 
(known to readers of Herodotus as the 
•Labyrinth’)....Today, unfortunately, that vast 
structure has been reduced to odd damaged 
blocks and a waste of sand.” Throughout the 
centuries and the globe , in turf and in stone, 
in the visual arts and in literature, walking a 
laby rinth has functioned as a symbolic repre
sentation of life’s quest. To walk the laby rinth 
is to wind along a clear unicursal path to the 
center area, then to retrace the same steps 
outward, guided by the circuit path.

The session seemed as timeless as poetry; 
at the end. there was some apology for run
ning over, hut / didn t mind, as there was no

pressing business at the office. What presses 
when you 're truly relaxed? I dressed and then 
walked across Triphammer Bridge, nearly 
noon, the sun brilliant, the year s chlorophyll 
cycle collapsing, the leaves gaining color.

The labyrinth is an archetypal tool for har
monizing movements of the body, turns of 
the mind, and self-discovery of the human 
spirit. It is profoundly humane in terms of the 
mathematics necessary in its design and the 
aesthetics of its completed form, and like any 
true cultural artifact its function is to move 
the heart, kindle the imagination, and inform 
our earthly journey.

Inside Rockefeller Hall a broadcast was 
blaring from a professors office. Two 

students sat on the corridor floor, 
their backs against the tiles, star

ing at nothing below a bulletin 
board on the opposite wall. / 

sensed an odd energy. Oh. 
Beyond the perceptions /  d  

been privately enjoying 
was the rest o f  the 
world. But what a day 
I 'd  had already, full 
and centering. 1 
unlocked mv office, 
sorted some papers, 
turned on the com
puter.

The phone rang. 
"How are yo u ? " 

said my husband s 
voice.

"Oh fine. How are 
you? ”

"Oh. " he said. "You 
don t know. "

It was September 11. We 
never do know what the next 

turn on the path will show us. 
M y  so lita ry  p o e tic  fea t . com p le t-  

ing the disrupted narrative, had 
sy nchronized itself with a moment of 

national vulnerability and grief.

*

As war was declared in the aftermath of the 
WTC collapse, my friends at Light on the 
Hill Retreat Center in Van Etten telephoned. 
Would I give a workshop on labyrinths on 
October 6, prior to installing one outdoors 
there, open to the public, for world peace. 
Using sound and language, we gathered to 
give simultaneous voice to each part o f the 
pairs spirit and body, terror and peace, divine 
and daemonic, seeking transformation for 
ourselves and for our world. After lunch we 
set thousands of white stones, a gleaming 
outline, on a high plateau that looks down the 
Susquehanna Valley into Pennsylvania. 
Walking the circuits, we had the opportunity 
to see lives pass before our eyes—both our 
ow n and those of others.

The pattern o f the labyrinth and its symbol
ic associations works well with writing, an 
activity that for many people can become a 
psychological or emotional maze. The 
labyrinth replaces the dimension we're most 
driven by, time (the minotaur said to be 
responsible for many of us not w riting, or not 
writing well) with space. When I asked college 
students in "Mind & Memory: An Exploration 
of Creativity in the Arts & Sciences” to share 
with me their thoughts about their writing, 
some e-mail was nearly as long as the paper it 
described. I made a composite of the students' 
reflections, a legend for an essay. The cuts and 
pastes rendered individuals anonymous, ven
erable as a medieval guild, as the legend 
described the floods and droughts of the writ
ing process, the best thought and the second- 
thoughts. Each section of the text of their 
composite reflections about writing matches 
one of the turns of the classical seven-circuit 
laby rinth, a place where the walker is shifted

«  Hit ini ted on page 10

Art is psychosomatic and it 
knows when to make its 
demands. When poets speak o f  a 
single work 's gestation, we refer 
to the sometimes hourlong. some
times yearslong. search for a match 
between language, our daily currency, 
and the priceless source o f  the realized 
poem: an intuitive flash, instantaneous; 
auditory but often nonverbal. Touched, the 
heart challenges us to unify the twists and 
turns o f  a multisensory hunch; our language 
seeks to align words in such a way that, how
ever complex the material, readers will follow 
a unicursal path toward a perceived center.

/ had been following my particular hunch a 
long time: a many-sectioned disrupted narra
tive of domesticity. Incrementally, in the inter
ests o f  simplicity. I'd  cut sections referring to 
public events and political violence. What do 
swimming on a Sunday or ridding the garden 
o f woodchucks have in common with the fall 
of the Iron Curtain or the bombing o f  Iraq 
back into the stone age? Everything, said the 
poem whose umpteenth draft wasn t working. 
Our individual households are dots o f  dust on 
a larger household, the globe.

Stone labyrinths were built on the coasts of

Mary Gilliland
The large outdoor grass labyrinth at the 

Foundation of Light, adjacent to the circle of 
standing stones at the northeast corner of 
Ellis Hollow and Turkey Hill Roads, was 
constructed on May 16, 1998. Based on the 
11-circuit medieval model originally laid in 
the floor of the nave in the cathedral at 
Chartres. France, the FOL labyrinth has a 
diameter o f 54' and paths 18" wide to 
accommodate passage o f those walking in 
alongside those on the passage out. This 
labyrinth is open to the public 24 hours a 
day. It has been the locus for many cere
monies and cultural events, and a source of 
joy, curiosity, and contemplation for thou
sands of visitors.

Many are familiar with the turf 
labyrinths and hedge mazes scattered 
throughout the British Isles. The 
first historical mention of a 
labyrinth. by Herodotus, 
recounts a structure in Africa; 
the earliest form of certain 
date is believed to be a clay 
tablet from Europe: Pylos,
1250 B.C. The symbol is 
found in Hopi baskets of 
the Southwest woven with 
the motif of the man in the 
maze. The recent usage of 
labyrinth, however, means 
a single-path maze. You 
can’t get lost. The only 
danger, if such it be. is that 
you get found.

The poem had its own plans. /  was awake 
at five, dream in one hand, coffee in the 
other. / stood at the drafting table, parallel 
with my favorite tall locust outside the sec
ond-story window. Locusts keep their leaves 
into the autumn. This time the poem knew its 
own mind; it flowed, no question about it. 
Ed promised my husband I 'd be ready to 
leave the house bv 9 or 9:15. and at 8:45 the 
last dot hit the page. I got out o f  the car by 

the g)’m and kissed him 
goodbye. my 

r e w a r d  
n o t

ju s t a 
long work- 

Fernando Llosn ollf a/so t/le flaf f

hour guided relaxation session 
that for weeks /  d been vowing to attend. / 
need a certain tension to compose, but 
now... hey!

The instructor puzzled over the where
abouts o f  all the participants from previous 
weeks; we hardly minded—lucky us. only 
two. Following his voice ire became so still 
that the world slipped away, as ire lay on our 
backs, knees bent over bolsters, feet solid on 
the carpeted floor. Instrumental music played 
softly From time to time the building's cav
ernous ventilation system groaned.

ancient Sweden and Finland; in medieval 
Europe the symbol appears in illuminated 
manuscripts. Poets such as Ovid, Petrarch, 
and Lady Mary Wroth* have drawn the motif 
of the labyrinth as salvation, entrapment, or 
development of the soul.

When my internal editor began to speak 
about all the times the poem had not come 
right. I told her to hold it. For a few  days I 
reviewed the notes and drafts, the 
rearrangements. the 
priorities; both 
poem and /  
w e r e

r e a d  y  
fo r the final 
t r a n s c r i p  t i o n .
Sensing this kind o f  hunch 
is as important as sensing the poem in the 
first place. I promised myself to get started i f  
/ woke early enough, by 7 a.m.. to get a good 
chunk done before /  had to leave for campus.

The pattern has been decoratively used on 
a wide variety of human artifacts, from coins 
to rhytons to printers' dingbats. The form has 
even appeared as graffiti carved in a miner's 
shaft in Britain. Laby rinths come in different 
shapes, some circular, some square, and the 
complexity of the path design can also vary .

L is te n  to

W EOS fo r
p ro g re s s iv e

an d
a lte rn a t iv e  

n e w s p ro g ra m s
8 9 .7  F M /9 0 .3  FM  

G e n e v a / l t h a c a

Dem ocracy Now! In Exile!, m  f, 9-10 a m

Free Speech Radio New s 
Pacifica reporters against 

censorship 
M onday-Friday, 

6 -6 :3 0  p.m.

Unwelcome Guests 
a program about wealth, 

power and people's 
resistance to the 

New World Order 
Sundays, 9-11 p.m.
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Three Guides to the Perplexed
Harvey Fireside

In today’s unhinged world, our society has 
been wracked by violence and countervio
lence, yet we are uncertain of who is at fault 
and how to react: Should we blame the evil 
forces arrayed against us, or search within 
ourselves for evils we may have harbored? 
Our leaders tell us to be vigilant while carry
ing on with our lives as before, a contradicto
ry formula for a schizoid existence. So we 
stumble along, looking over our shoulders as 
we head for the nearest shopping mall. Each 
of us has to find his or her own way of coping 
with uncertainty. The usual palliatives—let
ting supposedly informed officials make life- 
or-death decisions for us, or wrapping our
selves in the flag—seem like exercises in 
inanity. Some of us try to find answers in 
houses of worship, others in ancient philoso
phers, such as the Stoics and Epicureans, who 
tried to keep their bearings amid the collaps
ing landmarks of their empire.

We are trapped in a paradox. Until recent
ly we relied on technology and globalization 
to usher in a new age of universal enlighten
ment. Yet, despite our split-second communi
cations and economic interdependence, the 
world appears to have reverted to tribalism. 
We watch helplessly while (official and self- 
appointed) vigilantes attack anyone who 
looks Muslim. As yesterday’s optimism turns 
into despair, the facts o f mass destruc
tion—by “them” and “us”—seem to defy a 
connection to individual ethics. This abstract 
dilemma took concrete form when I visited 
my old turf in Greenwich Village six weeks 
after September 11. The south wind still car
ried a smell o f smoke and putrefaction. That 
whiff from the ruins of the World Trade 
Center reminded me of the infamous chim
neys at Auschwitz, commemorated by the 
German-Jewish poet Nelly Sachs, which had 
spewed the smoke of numberless good souls. 
Was there a common thread, besides my sur
vivor’s associations?

Like Americans today, Germans in the 
1930s felt whipsawed between the forces of 
their scientific and cultural achievements and 
those of racism and blood lust. Ten years 
later, after their country had been devastated 
during World War II, they surveyed the rub
ble trying to determine who was responsible. 
Surely, they told themselves, it wasn’t their 
fault. Their leaders had taken them on the 
road to world conquest, and they had just fol
lowed orders. The Allies had reduced their 
major cities to dust. Why did they deserve 
such punishment and humiliation?

In their quest, a moment of historical truth 
occurred when the major Nazi leaders were 
put on trial at Nuremberg for crimes against 
humanity. The defendants began by denying 
or minimizing their part in the systematic 
slaughter o f Europe’s Jews, Slavs, Gypsies, 
homosexuals and other “undesirables.” Then 
the prosecution called Rudolf Hoess, the 
commandant of Auschwitz KZ (concentra
tion camp). He testified that at this one killing 
center, from June 1941 to December 1945, 
“at least 2,500,000 victims were executed 
and exterminated there by gassing and burn
ing, and at least another half million suc
cumbed to starvation and disease... This rep
resents about 70 or 80 percent of all persons 
sent to Auschwitz as prisoners, the remainder 
having been used for slave labor in the con
centration camp industries.”

Hoess boasted of the efficiency with which 
two thousand people at a time could be dis
patched in the gas chambers. Still, he conced
ed, there were problems when victims sensed 
what awaited them in the “shower baths.” 
“Very frequently,” he said, “women would 
hide their children under their clothes, but, of 
course, when we found them we would send 
the children in to be exterminated. We were 
required to carry out these exterminations in 
secrecy... but the foul and nauseating stench 
from the continuous burning of bodies per
meated the entire area, and all of the people

living in the surrounding communities knew 
that exterminations were going on.”

Hoess claimed that he was quite a sensitive 
person but was forced to conceal that side of 
his character by an icy exterior. He was a 
romantic as well as a sadist. He found relief 
in poetic metaphor when confiding to his 
diary. “In the Spring of 1942,” Hoess wrote, 
“many blossoming people walked under the 
blossoming fruit trees of the farmstead, most 
of them went with no premonition to their 
deaths.” Those fruit trees grew adjacent to the 
crematorium.

Ironically, Auschwitz had been the center 
o f a thriving Jewish culture, as the Polish 
town o f Oswiecim. One branch of my 
Viennese family had its roots in that region. 
Now my mind boggles at the innocent men, 
women and children who were thrown on 
that lethal conveyor belt. They passed 
through a surrealist landscape. Squads of 
children spread the ashes of victims on the 
roads. Those who were able to escape the 
immediate death that awaited the sick and 
exhausted learned to treasure their tattoos, 
because they meant being spared at least for a 
time as part o f the registered camp work
force. The other millions unloaded from 
freight trains came and went anonymously.

Among the handful of survivors, three 
accounts stand out. We may profitably turn to 
them for reflections on how to deal with enor
mous horrors. The first is Viktor Frankl’s. He 
was Viennese like me, born in 1905, educat
ed in medical school. As a young psychiatrist, 
he developed logotherapy, based on dialogue 
with patients to discover the meaning of their 
lives. This method was his response to the 
pervasive meaninglessness of modern life as 
well as to the irrational symptoms of his 
patients. After the Nazis took over Austria in 
March 1938, he was allowed to treat only 
Jewish patients at the Rothschild Hospital. 
When he finally secured his U.S. visa in 
1941, he decided not to leave, since that 
would have meant deserting his parents. He 
and his wife were shipped to Terezin 
(Theresienstadt) KZ, which was not a death 
camp. Then both were sent to Auschwitz.

At the rail siding Frankl saw SS Dr. Fritz 
Mengele pointing his baton to the left for 
prisoners heading to the gas chambers, right 
for those going to a labor camp. In his typical 
individualistic fashion, Frankl did not go left 
as Mengele had indicated. Instead, behind 
Mengele’s back, he tagged along with 
younger friends heading right. For him every 
choice was fateful. When he was tossed an 
old, torn coat that was to be his prison outfit, 
he found a scrap of paper in the pocket. It 
turned out to be a page ripped out of a prayer 
book, with the “Shema,” the Jewish affirma
tion of faith in one god. Once more, Frankl 
felt that he had been shown how to survive 
meaningfully. He followed his trail of omens.

Through four concentration camps in three 
years, Frankl managed to avoid being over
whelmed by his ghastly surroundings. His 
wife died, then his parents. Finally, he him
self lay ill with typhus. But he focused his 
mind on a book he wanted to write, making 
shorthand notes on scraps of paper. He had 
realized that those around him gave up and, 
sooner or later, they succumbed unless they 
had a reason to live—some expectation for 
the future. It didn’t matter if they had started 
out strong, young or healthy. Only their spir
itual resolve counted. Eventually, Frankl was 
liberated by American troops and returned to 
Vienna. He remarried and published The 
Doctor and the Soul, the book he had out
lined in his camp jottings. Among his subse
quent works is Man's Search fo r  Meaning, 
the credo of logotherapy that spread to many 
countries. The life and thoughts of this dedi
cated healer who began by healing himself 
are an inspiration, even if ordinary mortals 
might fear they could never attain Frankl’s 
high standard of ethical behavior, without 
any apparent rancor.

Primo Levi, our second guide, was 25 in 
1943, when the deportation of Jews began in

Italy. He had earned his chemistry degree 
summa cum laude in Turin, with a passion he 
recounts in a wonderful memoir, The 
Periodic Table. It was his scientific training 
that was to save him after he was arrested 
with a group of anti-Fascist partisans. They 
were shipped to Auschwitz on a horrendous 
freight train packed with 650 men. At the 
camp he was assigned to carry heavy loads of 
steel at Buna, a factory, part of the Auschwitz 
complex, which was supposed to produce 
artificial rubber. Ill-fitting wooden shoes 
caused his feet to blister so badly that he 
spent twenty days in the sick barracks. This 
respite enabled him to regain his strength and 
return to work; weaker patients were sent to 
die by their Nazi doctors.

In his classic Survival in Auschwitz, Levi 
vividly describes the other men in his bar
racks, recounting the trades and thefts of their 
pitiful possessions. One key chapter, “The 
Drowned and the Saved,” talks about so- 
called Musulmen, the types who lived like 
automatons, doing their work, eating their 
rations, yet destined inevitably to be sent to 
die. The small band who managed to survive 
consisted of two kinds: the bestial ones, 
including hardened criminals, and the saintly 
ones, who kept resisting with their last shred 
of cunning and self-respect. Levi learned sur
vival tricks from the more seasoned inmates, 
but in the end he attributes his life to mere 
chance. The empathetic style in which Levi 
describes his barrackmates makes us surmise 
that the friends he made helped to pull him 
through.

Levi shares with Frankl a belief in main
taining one’s inner discipline and forming 
connections to others, a mix that may assure 
survival. But, whereas Frankl picked up the 
threads of his prewar life with an almost 
superhuman steadfastness, Levi emerged 
deeply scarred from the death camp. It is still 
a matter of controversy whether he finally 
fell intentionally or by accident down a stair
case.

The tragic tone of Levi’s account is height
ened to an almost unbearable degree by our 
third guide, Elie Wiesel, notably in the auto
biographical Night. Wiesel was barely a 
teenager in a small Hungarian town when the 
Holocaust engulfed his family in 1944. He, 
perhaps more than any other witness, is able 
to evoke the palpable sights, sounds and 
smells of the anti world known as Auschwitz.

Wiesel’s youthful idealism and deep reli
gious faith were shattered by the cruelties he 
was forced to witness. As a 15-year-old, he 
was especially drawn to the children in the 
camp whose suffering was the most senseless 
of all. When a young Dutch boy is hanged for 
not having informed on inmates who had 
managed to blow up an electric power sta
tion, SS officers force ten thousand prisoners 
to watch. The boy twitches at the end of a 
rope for over a half hour, dying in protracted 
agony. “Where is God?” the man next to 
Wiesel asks. A voice within Wiesel answers, 
“Where is He? Here He is—He is hanging 
here on this gallows...”

Wiesel does not attribute his survival to 
good luck or cleverness or a divine plan. 
Indeed, he fled the sickbed where he was 
recovering from a lanced abscess on his foot, 
fearing that all the patients would be killed. 
Only later does he realize his mistake, when he 
leams that the remaining inmates were liberat
ed by advancing Russian troops. What seems 
to have kept him going was concern for his 
fifty-year-old father, whose health was failing.

The two of them stumble through the snow 
as retreating guards make thousands of pris
oners quickmarch from Auschwitz to the 
German border. Wiesel’s father collapses and 
falls asleep in the freezing cold, but he is 
revived by Elie. Then they are packed onto a 
freight train that deposits them—more dead 
than alive—at the Buchenwald KZ in central 
Germany. When his father burns with fever, 
Elie is tempted to abandon him so that he can 
focus on his own escape. But, shamefaced, he 
overcomes this temptation and offers his last

drop of soup to his father before he dies. 
Three more months pass before the Nazis 
begin evacuating the camp on April 5, 1945. 
About twenty thousand prisoners are strand
ed for six days, without food and water. Then 
they revolt and their guards flee. That 
evening American tanks arrive to liberate 
men who are startled to see themselves look
ing like corpses as they catch their first 
glimpses of themselves in a mirror.

Here Night ends, with a feeling of immense 
loss and estrangement. In subsequent 
books— including Dawn, The Accident and A 
Beggar in Jerusalem— Wiesel continues to 
search for an appropriate response to 
unspeakable horrors. But all human reactions 
seem inadequate: a return to faith, an escape 
into madness, a sublimation of experience 
into art. Perhaps behind Wiesel’s ultimate 
choice to stop remaining mute and to write 
about the Holocaust is his compulsion as a 
witness to communicate his testimony to 
skeptical audiences. Wiesel has also been 
adamant in calling public attention to other 
instances of genocide: in Bosnia, Rwanda, 
and Kosovo. At the dedication of the U.S. 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, he abandoned 
his formal text and turned to wag an accusing 
finger at President Clinton asking him why 
he wasn’t doing something to stop mass mur
der in Bosnia.

Wiesel shares some of the idealism of 
Frankl in the inherent value of teaching, even 
when the subject seems impossible to convey 
adequately. He has his blind spots, such as a 
disturbing failure to speak up for the rights of 
Palestinians. Wiesel’s preoccupation with the 
Holocaust reflects the recurrent despair in 
Levi’s writings. None o f the three has 
evolved a simple formula for understanding 
the mechanized mass murder of our 
times—by governments or by “terrorists.” 
However, each of them fashioned an idiosyn
cratic response to the question of survival 
among cataclysmic events.

We could follow the example of Viktor 
Frankl by rational introspection, looking 
within ourselves to lead a meaningful life 
with as little vindictiveness as possible. Or 
we might join Primo Levi, avoiding at all 
costs the robot motions of “Musulmen,” 
instead transcending the irrational present by 
reclaiming our essential humanity. Or we 
could be inspired by Elie Wiesel to reach out 
to others according to the Jewish instruction 
of “tikkun olam,” to “repair the world.” 
Ultimately, the experience of the three guides 
suggest that we have to steer by our own 
compass when we face extreme situations. 
That may be beyond our understanding, 
although something irresistible inside us 
compels us to keep trying to find our way.

Harvey Fireside is a visiting fellow at 
Cornell Law School and emeritus professor o f 
politics at Ithaca College. This essay is adapt
edfrom a talk he gave at Sage Chapel on Yom 
Hashoah (Holocaus Pemmbrar :e Day).
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"A bewitching piece of work by a mind 
at the peak of its abilities...A probing 
meditation...A distinguished book even 
by Naipaulian standards."

—Brent Staples, 
New York Times Book Review
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Max Phillips’s artful, intelligent and quiet
ly powerful second novel evokes the life of 
the maenad-muse Alma Mahler Gropius 
Werfel, who was bom Alma Schindler near 
Vienna in 1879, died in New York City in 
1964, and between the ages of 16 and 50 
made just about every heterosexual male who 
came within sniffing distance of her go wild 
with a combination of diffuse longing and 
specific lust. Coming of age in the hothouse 
of fin-de-siecle Vienna; ingenue temptress of 
Max Burckhard and Gustav Klimt; piano 
pupil and foreplay-partner of Alexander von 
Zemlinsky; skeptical caryatid on the monu
ment of Gustav Mahler; lover of love-mad 
Oskar Kokoschka; bored war-bride of Walter 
Gropius; surrogate mother of lazy-boy Franz 
Werfel; serial adulterer; merry deflowerer, in 
late middle age, o f a Roman Catholic priest; 
refugee from the Nazis; a typically Viennese 
anti-Semite who (typically) married two 
Jews: Alma would be a powerful seductress, 
from beyond the grave, o f any red-blooded 
novelist, male or female.

In fact, that’s the vantage from which she 
narrates her story (becoming, at last, a literal 
muse, at the age of 122): Phillips's novel 
opens, ‘‘Death, also, 1 find to be a disappoint
ment.” Since, as Alma explains, “the dead 
know everything” [p. I], the novel’s point of 
view could be called first-person omniscient. 
Several felicities ensue: first, the dead Alma 
now knows what her husbands and lovers did 
outside her presence, and few novelists 
would want to forego the opportunity to tell, 
among other delightful romps, the story of 
Oskar Kokoschka after Alma left him. 
Wounded and shell-shocked in World War I, 
Kokoschka repaired to Dresden, where he 
began appearing in public with a life-sized 
anatomically-correct Alma-doll (he had spec
ified to the dollmarker that "the parlies hon- 
leuses must be perfect and luxuriant and cov
ered with hair” [p. 162]), whom he called The 
Silent Woman.

Second, the dead Alma has attained a cer
tain unworldly-wise perspective on the blind 
needs of the living Alma, which, if evoked in 
their original heat, would probably have 
become stifling and exasperating: “ I was 
awfully interested in myself when I was 
alive. But now my old self, my old husbands, 
old enemies, old children all seem a bit trans
parent, like ghosts, or abstract, like facts and 
figures. And so noisy—what a fuss we were 
always making.” [p. 2] Of course Phillips 
might have written his novel in the third per
son, but then he would have lost an important 
rhetorical ornament: that everpresent “I,” 
without which any portrait of Alma would
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fail to exhale the requisite self-regard.
This sort of thoughtful craftsmanship is 

evident throughout The Artists Wife. Phillips 
deftly culls a few telling incidents from a 
long life and a voluminous record (he more or 
less sticks to the historical facts as far as they 
are known). His sentences are not showy or 
needlessly brilliant or, worst o f all, "lyrical,” 
they are merely consistently apropos. Here is 
Alma early in her seduction of Mahler: “The 
snow was falling when Mahler trotted into 
my music room, rubbing his hands and 
smelling o f cold. I was tending the fire, 
gracefully down on one knee like an angel in 
an Annunciation, so that he should see I was 
lissome, but domestic, and yet not negligible, 
because I held an iron poker in my hand.” [p. 
46] And here she is years later, fighting with 
Kokoschka, whose lunatic jealousy has been 
aroused by the arrival in the mail of Mahler’s 
death mask: “He snatched the mask away 
from me, and when I tried to get it back, he 
gripped it by the cheeks and thrust his own 
face against it, baring his long yellow teeth 
like an ape. He shook his face back and forth, 
gabbling, ‘Leave her alone, old man!’ . . .  I 
called him a halfwit and he called me a 
whore. He said there was no light in my 
greedy fat heart. I said his nails were dirty. I 
said he wasn’t the first genius to mistake me 
for a serving girl, and where was Mahler 
now? And I flourished the mask, like Judith 
with the head of Holofemes.” fpp 144-5] 
Particularly good is the way Phillips has set 
up here an image that will be echoed later, 
when Kokoschka tires of his Alma-doll: he 
throws a party, and the doll is passed from 
guest to drunken guest, like a courtesan being 
gang-raped, before she is ritually beheaded.

Ah, yes—about that Silent Woman. What 
makes Alma’s story both compelling and 
uneasily sympathetic (and Phillips knows 
this), is that her monstrous female ego only 
barely overmatches the egomaniacal male 
cyclopses around her. If Mahler writes to her 
before their marriage that she must give up 
her composing (“You have only one profes
sion from now on: to make me happy!” [p. 
51]), he differs from her other men only in 
that he acknowledges his iron needs, and 
respects his future wife enough to warn her of 
them beforehand. Phillips is psychologically 
acute: he shows (particularly with Mahler) 
how the enslaver becomes enslaved; how 
desperately the god comes to depend on his 
worshipper. Alma’s power is that she can 
close the temple whenever she wants, 
because she is only playing at thralldom— it 
titillates her, just as her tart-tongued geisha- 
act titillates the dominating men of her life.

Surrounded as she is by men who subju
gate others’ wills for the sake of their art, 
Alma, in her ruthlessness, begins to seem like 
an artist in her own right. Her art is sur
vival—and more than that, fulfillment. The 
latter may be largely vicarious, but her time 
and place allowed few women anything else; 
they allowed few women much enjoyment at 
all. One pleasure of this book is that Alma is 
not a character who implausibly "triumphs” 
over adversity; her grotesqueness is never 
obscured; but the grotto shakes with her 
happy roars.

In the novel’s colorful parade of narcis
sists, there is one exception. Alma's second 
husband, Walter Gropius, charmingly takes it 
on faith that other people have a valid, sepa
rate existence. Dimly recognizing how out of 
place he is. like a mismatched motif in her 
operatic life. Alma banishes him much more 
quickly than she does her other men. She 
takes Werfel as a lover shortly after wedding 
Gropius, and bears Werfel’s child while her 
husband is off at war. Phillips writes an 
excellent scene, in which the egoist and the 
non-egoist confront each other, as though 
mouthing words through a foot-thick pane of 
glass:

“You don’t  even seem to know what
you’ve done."
“I know I’ve wronged you, Walter. I’m

sorry.You have a right to be angry.”
“That’s what I mean. You really don’t  
know. I go off to war, you’ve married me, 
you’ve just married me, and the first 
thing—Wronged me. Don’t  you know 
what you’ve done? Please tell me you 
know what you’ve done.”
“I’m very sorry, Walter."
“No," he said wonderingly. "You don’t 
know.”
I honestly had no idea why Walter kept 
saying that. I thought. Haven’t I said I was 
sorry? . . .
“You meet a man,” he said, trying to  rea
son it out. “And then you meet another 
man . . .  Alma, people don’t act this way. 
And all you have to say is you’re very 
sorry. And you're a little angry, too, 
because you think I ought not to  fuss 
so."
“I don’t  know what you want me to say, 
Walter. I really don’t  feel very well right 
now.” [pp. 187-8]

Of course the joke is on Gropius: everyone 
in this novel acts this way, except him. So he 
exits from Alma’s production, stage right. 
Alma continues her diva’s career: to her men, 
she is Helen, she is die ewige Weibliche, she 
is Soul. Later in life, with her superficial 
attractions waning, she stays long enough 
with Werfel to achieve something almost like 
love for another human being. Among her 
glass menagerie of geniuses, Werfel plays the 
role of the brilliant, doted-on son, and Alma 
gradually, maternally envelops his ego until, 
as when mitochondria are swallowed by pri
mordial cells, what was once antagonistic 
becomes symbiotic. Phillips delicately teases 
out the poignancy in this wholly unconscious 
moral development

It can only go so far. Along with Gropius, 
there is a second disappearance that haunts 
this book, a more central one. Grete Schindler 
barely exists in her sister’s biographies, 
because she barely existed for Alma. The 
original for Alma’s succession of artist-lover’s 
was her adored father, the landscape painter 
Emil Jacob Schindler, who died when she was 
thirteen. Thus the original for all her dis
dained female rivals was her sister Grete. So 
Grete had to be erased. But her story requires 
attention to fully appreciate what Alma was, 
and this is one of the novelist’s justifications 
for poaching on the biographer's reserve: he 
can make the very absences glow.

Phillips gives us Grete’s childhood along
side Alma's. She is the obliging, overshad
owed younger sister, somewhat tormented in 
their games together, such as Prisoner: "I 
would pinch her all over until she confessed. 
Then I’d execute her, but before she died she 
could make a speech. If she was good, I let 
her come back as an angel, and she’d walk 
around doing angel things while I pretended I 
couldn't see, crying out, ‘What was that? 
Who goes there?”' [pp. 4-5] Many Grete-less 
pages later. Phillips’s dead Alma can also tell 
us what the real, living Alma never spoke of: 
that her only sister went insane as a young 
woman, and was eventually judged an “incur
able" by the Nazis: "One afternoon, soldiers 
came to my sister’s asylum ... A medical offi
cer walked around with a list. By each name 
he put a blue slash or a red cross. The red 
crosses were taken to the cellar in lots of six, 
like so many Tsar's daughters, and shot.” [p. 
236] (One doubts the Nazis allowed speeches 
beforehand.)

Phillips's touches here are brilliant—the 
red crosses, the blackly comic and penetrat
ing comparison to the Tsar’s daughters. And 
he leaves it entirely to his readers to wonder 
whether the selectively Silent Woman, living 
alone after Werfel’s death in a New York 
apartment that was a monument to her con
quests, sometimes woke in the middle of the 
night and cried out, "What was that? Who 
goes there?”

Brian Hall is the author of The Saskiad. 
He lives in Ithaca.
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Good Government
Edward T. Chase

The End of Economic Man:
An Introduction to Humanistic Economics
By George T. Brockway 
W. W. Norton 
S29.95.479 pages. 2001

The uniqueness of George Brockway con
sists in paradox: what propels him is outrage 
at social injustice; and this emotional engine 
is complemented by its opposite, a meticulous 
rationality and notable rigor. Brockway has 
been an intellectual powerhouse for some two 
decades, a treat for the tiny band who have 
read him in the esoteric pages of The New 
Leader. His most prominent public distinction 
is that, as publisher of W. W. Norton, he creat
ed what is arguably today the best trade book 
publishing house in America. His distinction 
as an economist deserves equal prominence.

His new book might well be entitled A 
Modest Proposal, after another classic text like 
this one, Jonathan Swift's wildly ironic eco
nomics advocating cannibalism of children to 
overcome poverty. For Brockway envisions a 
"future economic system,” nearly as radical by 
today’s standards, one that would conscien
tiously serve social justice by significantly clos
ing the inequality gap that increasingly disfig
ures our society. His "humanistic economics” is 
to supersede today's conventional economics 
based on the "invisible hand” of market forces, 
with greed as its dynamo and prices set by 
"Look. Ma—no hands” markets, nowadays 
deemed to operate as "axioms of rationality."

Brockway launches his book with a moving 
if savage prologue entitled "Life Is Unfair. 
Why Should We Care?" He calls our attention 
to the fact that "thirty-four million three hun
dred thousand American men, women and chil
dren are living in poverty . . .  over thirteen mil
lion of these people are under eighteen years of 
age, their chance for a solidly based start in life 
rapidly slipping away . .  .Life is unfair.”

One is reminded of another just-published 
book, Barbara Ehrenreich's Nickel and 
Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America 
(Metropolitan Books, 2001), recounting her 
experiment in the working-poor world of $6- 
S8 hourly wages. It is all but impossible, sim
ply too little money to live on even minimal
ly. Ehrenreich's landmark book powerfully 
illustrates Brockway's argument.

Addressing the gross inequality in America 
today, Brockway reminds us that, "In 1929, on 
the eve of the Great Depression, income distri
bution in the United States was so skewed that 
the total incomes of the top one tenth of I per
cent of American families equaled the total 
incomes of the bottom 42 percent, and some 60 
percent of all families were living below the 
poverty level (then about S2.000).... It took four 
harrow ing years [ 1930-1933] to shock the nation 
into making a start on reform. And it took the 
industrial mobilization of World War II to show 
how reform was possible." If you really cared.

In Brockway's opinion today's "gross mal
distribution of income and wealth" is already 
leading us to the decline of our civilization. He 
wrote these prophetic lines well before the 
September 11 World Trade Center catastrophe 
and subsequent global manifestations of 
humanity's distress. And Brockway is not san
guine whether, let alone when, things will get 
so bad as to trigger reforms. Noting that the 
deterioration of a society can be extremely 
prolonged—he cites the centuries-long stagna
tion that affected the Roman World and the 
Medieval World—he writes, “As long as we 
think intuitively in mechanistic metaphors, we 
shall pursue policies suitable for the operation 
of machines, not for the guidance of free men 
and women." So don’t look for rapid reform.

The basic shift for a new "humanistic" eco
nomic system is our liberation from the 
"invisible hand” doctrine that makes humans 
automatons, market forces in command, "no 
one responsible." Purposeful human interven
tion into reforming the price problem is at the 
heart of Brockway’s position. He singles out 
Chapter 5, his chapter on price, as the crux of 
his book. What the initial concrete, specific 
steps are to be taken in reform of the price sys
tem is a tough call, still to be definitively 
determined. Economics is a relatively new 
discipline, Brockway notes, a creation of the 
Enlightenment, Adam Smith its father. But at 
least the world has been forewarned on pric
ing by the Soviet communist collapse, demon
strating how ham-handed price dictated from 
the top fails. But Brockway has disclosed as 
well the inadequacy from the point of view of 
social justice of pricing via the invisible hand. 
He records that in wartime—his significant 
choice of example—from mid-1940 to the 
beginning of 1944 the economy grew at a rate 
of 13.2 percent a year, and the unemployment 
rate fell to 1.2 percent. Yes, there were wage 
and price controls and some shortages of con
sumer goods.

Brockway cites precedents for the radical ini
tiatives necessary to overcome the deepening 
gulf between the haves and the have-nots. In a 
striking (and typical) footnote, he states, "The 
most equitable and effective measure to correct 
the current maldistribution of wealth would be a 
confiscatory or near-confiscatory death duty." 
Noting how controversial this is, he adds 
nonetheless, "Economists as far apart as Hayek 
and Keynes are in favor of it." Brockway 
laments that we continue to avoid such basic 
reforms, and he speculates that it will take a cri
sis, like a true market crash or a resurgence of 
an OPEC price rise, or perhaps just the bank
ruptcy of the FD1C, etc., to trigger any action.

The merit of Brockway's work, beyond its 
resounding boldness In urging a freely elected 
democratic state’s intervention in the interests 
of social justice, is the richness of its varied 
discourse: disparate chapters that in toto cover 
virtually all the aspects and anomalies of eco
nomics. His chapters are witty essays on 
"Marginal Utility,” "Saving and Investing," 
"The ’Law of Comparative Advantage,'"

"Speculation, Etc.,” to name a few.
In Chapter 13, "Money and Bankers," 

Brockway writes:

Competition is by no means a universal 
good, and in the case of banking it is 
almost a universal disaster . . .  A bank’s 
first problem is to attract deposits. One 
solution “is to open branches where 
depositors (and perhaps borrowers) are. 
Today major urban intersections are far 
more likely to have four banks than, as 
formerly, four filling stations . . .  Because 
of the high cost of funds, a bank could be 
forced into insolvency by refusing to 
make large loans at high interest.The risk 
in such loans is ultimately great, but the 
risk of not making them is immediate . . .
It is probably safe to say that very few 
loan officers are intentionally sloppy; they 
are forced to be so by competition. If 
they aren’t  sloppy, someone will be, and 
they will be out of business.

Brockway's core contentions run contrary 
to today's prevailing conservative ideolo
gy—namely his faith in a democratic nation to 
act in the general public's interest. Still cher
ished by the Republican right is Reagan's 
charge, "The government is the problem." A 
most eloquent rebuttal of this destructive 
preachment is expressed in a little noted 
recent statement by historian Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr., in the April issue of The 
American Prospect. Dismissing Reagan's 
proposition and its philosopher advocate the 
Austrian economist Friedrich Hayek as "non
sense," Schlesinger writes:

powerful but because it was too weak. 
Sixty years ago, Thurman W. Arnold 
scoffed at ‘the absurd idea that dictator
ships are a result of small seizures of 
power on the part of the central govern
ment.’The exact opposite, he pointed out, 
was the case.‘Every dictatorship which we 
now know,' he wrote,‘flowed into power 
like air into a vacuum because the central 
government, in the face of a real difficulty, 
declined to exercise authority.’

The concluding words of Brockway 's book 
deserve repeating:

Although one could scarcely imagine it 
from the way we talk or the way we 
write in our newspapers and textbooks, 
justice is actually more important to us 
than is efficiency or cost-effectiveness or 
market discipline. Why else should we 
have abolished (to take the most obvious 
examples) slavery and child labor? . . .  As 
we said at the beginning, so we insist at 
the conclusion, human beings are not 
means to  an end; we are all ends in our
selves. We prove ourselves human by the 
way we treat, and treat with, each other. 
Economics is the study of one of the 
ways and means by which we become 
worthy of our humanity.

Alas, as I was finishing writing this rev iew 
of his last book. George Brockway passed 
away in his eighty-sixth year. A moving 
memorial service at the Century Association 
in New York City October 26 underscored the 
enduring brilliance and the fulfilled, happy 
life of this remarkable man.

Impotent democratic government, and 
not unduly potent government, has laid 
the foundation for totalitarianism. Fascist 
and communist regimes arose not 
because democratic government was too

Edward T. Chase is the former editor-in- 
chief o f  New York Times Books and senior 
editor at Scribner He is a frequent contribu
tor to The Bookpress.
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Fiction

The Jungle
Andrew McIntyre

We waited for the American outside the 
shop. It was ten past twelve. Bet he isn’t 
going to show, grumbled Gaz. We'll give it 
half an hour, I said. Then we'll go. The day 
was very hot, the sky a deep clear blue. The 
middle of the day. and we were the only ones 
in the street. Gaz smoked a cigarette, staring 
into the glass. What do you think about all 
this? he said. Better not to know, I replied. 
Useful if we get any trouble though. He nod
ded. Yeah. Keep on the right side of him for 
sure. Oh, he's OK, I said. Seems to like us. 
We're white after all. Gaz started to laugh, 
smoke belching out of his mouth. White 
might is right. America, he grinned. Fucking 
America, sieg heil. Hey, you guys. I'm late. 
The American was strolling up the street in 
the shade, I got held up. The guy who was 
supposed to give me this was late. He waved 
a fat roll of newspaper. You wait till we get 
into this. Glad you could make it. He was 
sweating heavily, his purple T-shirt soaked 
through. Don't worry, I said. We've only 
been here about ten minutes. The American 
was rummaging with his key s and the lock. 
You guys all right? I'll roll a couple of cigars, 
and then we’ll get going. Lucky with the 
weather. How's work? I asked. Oh, quiet, 
everyone's on holiday. Gonna get busy 
though, got a visit in a month. Someone com
ing down from the north. A big shot.

The shop was blissfully cool. You guys sit 
down. I'll be a couple of minutes. We sat at 
the table beneath the chandelier, the sweat 
cooling on our brows. Now get a look at this. 
He carefully unraveled the newspaper, 
revealing part o f a lush green bush. The 
quantity and the odor were intimidating. I 
could tell it was going to be stronger than the 
stuff the night before. Gaz looked at me and 
raised his eyebrows. Good stuff, I said. O h,' 
y es. said the American. This is the mother of 
all plants. That guy you met last night, the 
guy with the hands. His father grows this out 
in the country. Fresh, absolutely fresh. Plants 
as high as this room. In the hills. He quickly 
rolled two Havanas, slipping them into a tin 
which he shoved into his pocket. Then he 
stuffed more weed into two old Marlboro car
tons. For you guys. We'll pick it up on the 
way back. For you to enjoy at your leisure. 
Should last you a while. I'm leaving again 
soon so I'll give you some now. In case I 
don't see you. Thanks. I said. Yeah man, 
thanks a load, said Gaz. The American 
grinned. De nada. Vamoos. I can get it any 
time. He locked the door, and we started 
walking.

The town had been a Spanish fort, built 
when they defeated the Olmecs. The old 
quarter was clustered around a steep hill, the 
cathedral and the houses constructed from 
crude blocks of stone. We walked downhill 
over cobbles through narrow winding streets, 
the houses becoming shabbier as we reached 
the outskirts. Cobbles gave way to dirt. 
Dense vegetation seemed to be trying to 
invade the modest space carved out by 
human beings. When we could see the begin
ning of the jungle, we were in a shanty town, 
an illegal settlement. There was no road, just 
paths between the shacks beaten into the dirt 
by generations of bare feet. The inhabitants 
were Indians. They stood watching us as if 
we had just stepped out of a UFO. They 're 
harmless, said the American. They think 
we're gods.

We crossed the red dirt soccer Helds, the 
last v estiges of the town, and entered the jun
gle. For a while, I could still hear the occa
sional sound of a truck, or hammering, a car 
horn, but these fragile reminders were even
tually lost, the only sounds being the crunch 
of our footfalls on the path, and the infre
quent shrill call of a bird high up in the tree- 
tops. Twilight, impossible to know the time. 
Where exactly are we going? asked Gaz. It 
seemed an obvious question, but we hadn't

y et asked it. The American turned round and 
grinned. Lambs to the slaughter. Thought 
you'd never ask. Like I told you, there's an 
old farm in a clearing, about half an hour 
from here. We don't want to go too far other- 
wise we'll have to set off early, to get out 
before dusk. It's a drag to be here after dark. 
This guy used to farm duraznos, but he died 
and the place went to pieces. No-one lives 
there, and the place is full of trees busting 
with fruit. You'll see. I come here every year. 
Usually park the jeep and cart the fruit oft'. I 
stared at the droplets of sweat dripping from 
the American's ear. It was hard to imagine a 
clearing. Hard to imagine anyone wanting to 
come out here and farm. I wondered how the 
man had died. Either side of us impenetrable 
forest, the odor overwhelming, a mixture of 
new leaves and decay. Clots o f fungi. 
Occasionally the path was lost, but the 
American knew the route, pushing through 
the foliage with his arms. I realized why he 
wanted to be out by dusk. We trudged along 
in silence, the American out in front, then me. 
then Gaz because he was tall and had trouble 
with the branches and vines. The air was sti
fling, the sweat was pouring down us. I 
would never do this alone, and it was good to 
see that the American knew what he was 
doing. I began to wonder about snakes and 
insects, but I didn't say any thing fearing that 
I would appear foolish. No-one talked 
because of the effort, and conversation 
seemed out of place.

Here we are. said the American at last. He 
pushed out into a clearing. I could hear a 
stream nearby, and the air was suddenly cool
er. It was like entering a cave hacked out of 
the vegetation. A little grassy meadow, the 
stream at the bottom of a small hill. The sun 
penetrated, a sword of dusty golden light. 
Through the trees I could see the ruins of a 
stone farm house. All around, planted at 
intervals, were trees laden with duraznos 
ready to pick, the fruit ripe yellow. Damn, 
will y ou look at that, said the American. Who 
lived here? asked Gaz. Oh, an old fellow, a 
Frenchman. Married a local girl back in the 
‘20s. after the Revolution, and he farmed this 
place till he died. He's buried up there with
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his wife. The fruit still comes along every 
year. I always leave some fruit on their 
graves. The American pulled out the tin. 
We'll have us a couple of tokes on this, and 
then we'll get some fruit. Go ahead and start. 
He handed a lighter and the cigar to Gaz. 
Concentrating. Gaz carefully lit the end, 
sucking slowly, inhaling, then once more. 
Smoke flooded out. momentarily obscuring 
his head. He passed it to me. Whooooa, he 
said, as the smoke cleared, God. He seemed 
to stagger. I drew on the cigar, holding the 
smoke, then I took another drag. I passed it 
on to the American. I was instantly stoned. 
The American took three tokes, stubbing out 
the joint when Gaz and I indicated we'd had 
enough. Strong? Bloody dynamite, said Gaz, 
Jesus. See what you mean, I agreed, realizing 
all of a sudden how much we needed the 
American. The undergrowth was buzzing 
around me. A pleasant crashing behind the 
eyes, the air full of life. I didn't know where 
the hell I was. We couldn't get back on our 
ow n. I wondered if Gaz had woken up to this. 
But it was all right. The American wasn't 
going to disappear. He placed the tin on a 
stump. I'll leave this with you. if you want 
any more. I'm going up to get some fruit. I'll 
bring some back. The American strolled 
tow ards the end of the clearing and I w atched 
him vanish over the brow of the hill among 
the trees. He saw that we were not in a state 
to walk.

I could barely feel my legs and. when I 
tried to move. I stumbled. Gaz laughed pick
ing up the tin. It's not funny, I said starting to 
chuckle, then I was laughing uncontrollably, 
disturbing the silence. It was like laughing in 
church. Shhhh. said Gaz. Who's there? I 
asked. Gaz looked around. You never know. 
Imagine living here, the Frenchman, at night. 
Remembering the graves, I shivered, lost. 
Hey shut it will you. Where's he gone? Gaz 
stared. Dunno. Jesus. I peered through the 
trees. Far away I could hear stamping, then 
shouting. Man this is a bumper crop, I'm 
coming back here with some buckets. The 
American was up on the hill behind the farm 
house. Jesus I hope he doesn't fuck off and 
leave us here, said Gaz. I nodded. Too right.

That's some bloody strong stuff, eh? Yeah. 
We stood in silence listening for something. 
Just the occasional screech of the bird. 
Bloody quiet, you'd never think it was this 
quiet, can you believe it's this quiet? It's not 
so quiet with you rambling on, I said. He 
grinned. Silence, the deep silent silence. 
Think they have leopards here? You what? 
Leopards, he continued. Leopards, the spot
ted lion. No way. Then I remembered. 
Jaguars maybe. Jaguars? Yeah. Unlikely 
though. But just imagine, 1 muttered, want
ing to spook Gaz, Just imagine, you're stand
ing here, and then out from the path, a growl, 
a Jaguar. What would you do? I'd hot-wire it 
and drive it back to Liverpool, said Gaz. We 
studied the end of the clearing. The vision of 
a huge striped face leering out of the green. 
Beautiful and deadly. Last moments, the real
ization of death. I thought of an old British 
film. The African night. The horses panicking 
as something rustles beyond the kraal. The 
hero coolly saying to his delicate wife. Lion 
Marjorie, as he loads the .303.1 stared at Gaz, 
Lion Marjorie. He jumped. Hey shut it all 
right. I don't want to think about it. I can't 
bloody move, that stuff’s got me legs. Me 
too, 1 said. Fucking crazy. We stood opposite 
each other and started to laugh again. Gaz's 
eyes were swollen and red. Tears were run
ning down his face. I could barely stand, my 
stomach muscles were bunched up and I 
couldn’t breathe. Finally I managed to ask. 
What's so funny? He scratched his face 
where an insect had bitten him, I was think
ing, you know. I’d forgotten, this is the fuck
ing cricket season back home. Can you imag
ine, I mean what the fuck are we doing here? 
We're in the middle of the bloody jungle. 
Somewhere someone is coming in to bowl, 
the pleasant pock of pig skin on w illow, and 
here we are standing in the bloody jungle. 
Out of our gourds. And I’ve got my passport 
w ith me and all me papers. Not much use out 
here, eh? Cricket. Absurdly abstract, the 
word, the game, the vision. Concepts so 
funny that we had to sit down. Shhhh. What? 
He'll hear. Who? The Frenchman. Shut up. 
No, the American, he'll think we're nuts. Ah, 
he's stoned too. said Gaz. He knows all about 
it. same radio channel. Where the hell is he 
anyway? We were alone in the silence. Was 
he watching us? What if he had brought us 
here to rob us. to kill us. He might be a patho
logical killer. All the myths about Americans. 
Crazed Vietnam Veterans. Panic tore into my 
mind, savaging. We didn't know him. He 
could be any one. I looked at Gaz to see if he 
was on the same band wave, but he was 
absentmindedly staring at a large leafy plant. 
A fern. Beneath the plant something moving. 
My senses took their time to classify what I 
was seeing. A large hairy creature oozing 
over the ground through the grass, seemingly 
changing shape as it progressed. I looked 
closer. A clump of hundreds of hairy caterpil
lars. clustering together, moving slowly up 
the slope. My God do you see that? I whis
pered. Yeah, said Gaz. Caterpillars, never 
seen anything like it. You don't want to fall 
into that. Sting the fuck out o f you. We 
watched the apparition, mesmerized. 
Hanging together for protection. Like fish in 
the sea. The ever-present lurking danger 
within the harmonious beauty. Comfortably 
forgotten in quiet English suburbs.

You guys wanna come up here? The voice 
surprised us and we wheeled around as if we 
had been caught smoking at school. We can’t 
really walk properly, I said. The American 
was grinning. Told you it was strong. It 
deserves a word other than strong, said Gaz, 
Strong is not the word, brain damaging more 
like. The American clambered down the 
slope, pushing through the trees. Get a look at 
these here duraznos. He opened a plastic bag. 
Have some. We took the fruit, biting into the 
soft sweet tlesh. Juice dribbled down my 
chin. Bloody good. I said. Just right. I spat

continued on page 10
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officer prior to his first mission:

Peterson concluded by reading instruc
tions from brigade concerning rules of 
engagement....No fire should be direct
ed at unarmed Vietnamese unless they 
were running. A running Vietnamese was 
a fair target This left us bewildered and 
uneasy. Why should the act of running 
identify someone as a Communist? The 
skipper finally said, ‘Look, I don’t  know 
what this is supposed to  mean, but I 
talked to  battalion and they said that as 
far as they’re concerned, if he’s dead and 
he’s Vietnamese, he’s VC.'

Everything about this war that oppresses 
Caputo—all its irregularities, its ambiguities, 
and its differential dynamics— is reduced and 
incorporated into one and given an 
“American” name: “Vietnam.” Despite his 
recurrent and telling recognition that the 
inhabitants of the ancient villages he and his 
men—and the American military 
machine—are ruthlessly bombing or napaim
ing are human beings and the Viet Cong 
insurgents they are killing do in fact have 
human faces, it is this characteristically 
American reduction of the enemy to a diabol
ical identity that increasingly determines 
Caputo’s actions: he has crossed over into 
terra incognita—this labyrinthine, excruciat
ingly ambiguous, and anxiety-provoking 
space without geographical, temporal, or 
moral reference points—“one of the last of 
the dark regions on earth” or “Indian coun
try,” as he tellingly puts it.

Ill
But Caputo’s response to the increasing 

frustration precipitated by the inconclusive 
carnage of the guerrilla warfare waged by the 
Viet Cong is not simply to yearn futilely for 
the “set-piece battle.” Predictably, and more 
fatefully, it is also to transform the victim of 
American aggression into the victimizer. 
More specifically, he identifies the 
Vietnamese insurgents as the malevolent 
cause of these conditions, and without con
sidering the stakes for which they were fight
ing, comes to seek personal vengeance 
against them. Since they are “everywhere and 
nowhere,” this growing desire for retribution 
takes the form of a much more tolerant atti
tude toward the increasingly common flaunt
ing of the official “rules of engagement” that 
were intended to protect non-combatant peas
antry from harm.

Though Caputo never condones this prac
tice, he nonetheless makes it clear that he 
understands it as the necessary consequence 
of the “war of attrition” that superseded the 
“splendid little war” when the Pentagon and 
the Military Assistance Command Vietnam 
came to realize that the Vietnamese enemy 
would not be drawn into decisive battles. 
This was the bureaucratic euphemism that, in 
reality, measured success according to the 
“kill ratio”—the proportion of the number of 
Viet Cong killed to the number of Americans 
killed—thereby reducing the frustratingly 
ambiguous conditions of this war to quantifi
able and manageable data. Caputo comes to 
know this with a vengeance when, in the 
summer of 1965, he is reassigned against his 
will to his parent Regimental Headquarters 
Company as Casualty Reporting Officer, or, 
as he puts it, “the keeper o f  Colonel 
Wheeler’s scoreboard”:

The colonel, an easy-going man in most 
instances, was adamant about maintain
ing an accurate scoreboard: high-ranking 
visitors from Danang and Saigon often 
dropped in unannounced to see how 
the regiment was performing. And the 
measures of a unit’s performance in 
Vietnam were not the distances it had 
advanced or the number of victories it 
had won, but the number of enemy sol

diers it had killed (the body count) and 
the proportion between that number 
and the number of its own dead (the kill 
ratio).The scoreboard thus allowed the 
colonel to  keep track of the battalions 
and companies under his command and, 
quickly and crisply, to rattle off impres
sive figures to visiting dignitaries. My 
unsung task in that statistical war was to 
do the arithmetic. If I had been an agent 
of death as platoon leader, as a staff offi
cer I was death's bookkeeper.

Eventually, this quantification of the horror 
of human death comes to appall Caputo. But 
despite his genuine revulsion in the face of 
the banalizing arithmetic, it is not the inno
cent Vietnamese that this war of attrition was 
indiscriminately killing, nor his uneasiness 
about American intervention in Vietnam and 
its conduct of the war that creates in him an 
ill-defined and ominous sense of uncontrol
lable rage. Rather, it is official indifference to 
the lives of American soldiers, especially the 
friends he had come to know intimately as 
unique individuals, who were dying tragical
ly “for nothing tangible.”

IV
It is this heightened but ill-defined rage 

that Caputo brings back to the dark 
Vietnamese wilderness after he is finally 
reassigned to a line company. The difference 
between the conditions of combat he experi
enced prior to becoming “death’s bookkeep
er” and those he now confronts is a matter of 
greater intensification. In the wake of the 
United States’ abandonment of the strategy of 
counter-insurgency for that of attrition, the 
war had become even more cruel and savage.

Gradually, Caputo’s sense of futility coa
lesces into an implacable need “to do some
thing”:

Staring at the jungle and at the ruined 
temple, hatred welled up in me; a hatred 
for this green, moldy, alien world in 
which we fought and died.

My thoughts and feelings over the 
next few hours are irretrievably jumbled 
now, but at some point in the early evening 
I was seized by an irresistible compulsion 
to do something. “Something’s got to be 
done" was about the clearest thought that 
passed through my brain. I was fixed on 
the company’s intolerable predicament... It 
was madness for us to go on walking 
down those trails and tripping booby traps 
without any chance to retaliate. Retaliate, 
the word rang in my head. I will retaliate. It 
was then that my chaotic thoughts began 
to focus on the two men whom Le Dung, 
Crowe’s informant, had tentatively identi
fied as Viet Cong. My mind did more than 
focus on them; it fixed on them like a heat- 
seeking missile fixing on the tail-pile of a 
jet.They became an obsession. I would get 
them. I would get them before they got 
any more of us; before they got me.

Thus fixated, Caputo orders three of his 
men to “get those goddamned VC,” but in 
such a way that his command would convey 
the impression that he meant them to sum
marily execute the captives, despite the fact 
that they had been previously identified as 
civilians.

Caputo’s narration of this rapid sequence 
of events, in which the rhetoric of “doing” is 
so disturbingly prominent, demands careful 
attention, not only because it is the climax of 
his personal narrative, but also because it, 
like the Vietnam War itself, has been insis
tently read as the denouement of an 
“American tragedy”—a story that ends in 
national catharsis, the purgation of the polit
ical history of the Vietnam War from the col
lective American cultural memory.

This sequence is inaugurated by (to cite 
again Melville’s term), a “concentering” of 
the disorienting conditions of combat in the 
Vietnam wilderness— its nothingness, as it

were. Caputo first identifies these uncannily 
undecidable conditions with Vietnam, “this 
green, moldy, alien world”—America’s radi
cal “Other.” Then, since this objectification is 
still too amorphous and unwieldy to under
stand and manage, he reduces the image into 
a smaller version: the two young Vietnamese 
boys in the village of Giao-Tri, who are sus
pected to be Viet Cong. Everything that mad
dens this young American about the war—the 
elusiveness of the enemy, the inability to dif
ferentiate between friend and foe, the volatile 
tropical climate, the randomness of violence, 
the inconclusiveness of actions— is now 
incorporated in this tangible personification 
that enables him to “c/o something” about it.

What Caputo is trying to repress by rigor
ously restricting the point o f view to the per
sonal register, is that the gratuitous violence 
he committed against innocent Vietnamese 
civilians was the (self-destructive) culmina
tion of a personal narrative that necessarily 
reenacted the (self-destructive) collective 
American narrative in Vietnam.

Despite the glamorous image of the Green 
Berets fostered by the Kennedy administra
tion, the favored military strategy in Vietnam 
was to rely on high volumes of firepower to 
minimize casualties— in effect, the substitu
tion of material cost at every available oppor
tunity to avoid payment in blood. 
Nevertheless, it retained a “European” per
spective on warfare, by which I mean a per
spective that, like Caputo’s, plays itself out in 
narrative form according to a beginning, mid
dle, and end structure that assumes the space 
of conflict to be that of the front and the rear 
and that understands military engagement in 
terms of the decisive battle,ending in an 
unequivocal military victory that is repre
sented as peace.

When the Vietnamese insurgents refused to 
accommodate themselves to this metaphysi
cal/ Western concept of warfare, the frustrat
ed American military command was forced to 
revise its strategy. But this revision precluded 
the possibility of seeing the conditions of this 
war with the eyes of the “Other,” (that is, the 
Viet Cong). Instead, it sought the same deci
sive narrative end by other means: the “war 
of attrition,” which rendered the invisible and 
intangible enemy— ultimately Vietnam
itself—visible to the gaze, tangible, and thus 
assailable.

This was the strategy o f high technologi
cal mass destruction that at first took the 
form of the relentless search-and-destroy 
mission, preceded and often accompanied 
by napalm bombings and artillery barrages, 
but which, when this type of operation 
accomplished nothing, eventually escalated 
into the massive B-52 bombings, the sys
tematic defoliation (and contamination) of 
the Vietnamese wilderness, and the spraying 
of herbicides into the Vietnamese rice pad
dies, all undertaken on the assumption that 
these tactics of mass technological violence 
would kill enough of the enemy to “bring 
him to his knees.” This official strategy of 
indiscriminate mass destruction increasingly 
preoccupies Caputo’s narrative until it 
comes to culmination shortly before his fatal 
order:

Having lost about thirty percent of his 
command the past month, Neal 
[Caputo's company commander] had 
become intolerable. C Company’s kill 
ratio was below standard. Bodies bodies 
bodies. Battalion wanted bodies. Neal 
wanted bodies. He lectured his officers 
on the importance of aggressiveness and 
made implied threats when he thought 
we lacked that attribute.... So we went 
along with the captain’s policy without 
reflecting on its moral implications.

In that climactic moment of his memoir, 
Caputo tells his postwar reader that he was 
enabled to “do something”—to break out of 
the paralyzing psychological and practical

impasse into which he had been plunged— by 
personifying the undecidable conditions of 
warfare in the image of two suspected Viet 
Cong men (later, after they are dead, he 
pointedly calls them boys) and then, in an 
astonishing resonant figure, likening this 
metamorphosis o f his hitherto fragmented 
and irresolute mind to a “heat-seeking missile 
fixing on the tail-pipe of a jet.”

In encountering this furious trope, which 
brings Caputo’s narrative to its terrible cli
max, we cannot but be reminded of another, 
much earlier episode in American literature: 
Captain Ahab’s “fiery pursuit” of Moby Dick, 
which turned his ship, the Pequod, into the 
instrument of a single-minded search-and- 
destroy mission enabled by a metaphysical 
representation of the elusive and ineffable 
white whale:

No turbaned Turk, no hired Venetian 
o r Malay, could have smote Captain 
Ahab more seeming malice. Small rea
son was there to  doubt, then, that ever 
since that almost fatal encounter, Ahab 
had cherished a wild vindictiveness 
against the whale, all the more felt for 
that in his frantic morbidness he at last 
came to  identify with him, not only 
with all his bodily woes, but all his 
intellectual and spiritual exaspera
tions. The W hite Whale swam before 
him as the monomaniac incarnation of 
all those malicious agencies which 
some deep men feel eating in them, till 
they are left living on with half a heart 
and half a lung. The intangible maligni
ty which had been from the begin
ning.... Ahab did not fall down and 
worship it, but deliriously transferring 
its idea to  the abhorred white whale, 
he pitted himself, all mutilated, against 
it. He piled upon the whale’s white 
hump the sum of all the general rage 
and hate felt by his whole race from 
Adam down; and then, as if his chest 
had been a mortar, he burst his hot 
heart’s shell upon it.

The Bush administration’s personification 
of current complex and volatile global condi
tions in the demonized symbolic figure of 
Osama bin Laden— its most recent Moby 
Dick—should serve as a cautionary reminder 
that Captain Ahab’s obsessive pursuit of the 
white whale, like America’s search-and- 
destroy mission in Vietnam, did not end in 
the decisive victory promised by its prophet
ic narrative, but in the destruction of the 
Pequod, Melville’s symbol of the ship of 
state.

William V. Spanos is a literary critic and 
Distinguished Professor o f  English at 
Binghamton University.
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Flims
Crossword by Adam Perl

Solution on  this page

Across 4. Classic toy
1. Kind of tense 5. Imperfect
5. Quiet types 6. Reason
10. Skier's challenge 7. Bearing
14. Rocker's knob 8. Computer key
15. Star 9. Match part
16. Composer Schifrin 10. Tennis great Gibson
17. Thurmond biopic? 11. Yuri's love
20. Host 12. Lumber
21. Noted British architect 13. Body
22. "If nickel..." 18. Pitcher
23. Bud, e.g. 19. Evaluate
24. Floor 23. Thai cabbage?
26. Slow 24. Grasshopper, e.g.
29. New 25. Part of an exorbitant
32. Jazz center price?
33. Final word 26. Dr.
34. James's creator 27. Guiding beliefs
36. Ford's pivotal film? 28. South Korean city
40. On the 29. Keats, for one
41. Belarus capital 30. MLB teams
42. Popular souvenirs, 31. Fills
briefly 33. Bug
43. Second story? 35. Meddlesome
45. Almost formal 37. Strike caller
47. Tiger 38. Brook
48. Injure 39. List part
49. More capable 44. Harmonizes
52. Part of E=mc2 45. Dancer's partner?
53. It may be black or green 46. Get up
56. Pod movie? 48. Photo finish
60. Transmit 49. Church section
61. Moderate 50. "You it!"
62. Inaugural event 51. Highway division
63. Dolly and dolly 52. Many curators
64. Scrooge 53. Catalog color
65. What ? 54. Puts away
Down 55. Queens stadium
1. Makes out 57. Edinburgh topper
2. Long 58. Sash
3. "To " CMets' crv?l 59. "Annabel Lee" author

Tracings
Edward Skoog

The Aztec Treasure House:
New and Selected Essays 
By Evan S. Connell 
Counterpoint Press 
$28.00,480 pages, cloth

Aztec Treasure House brings back into print 
essays from A Long Desire (1979) and The 
White Lantern (1980), and adds three new 
essays along the same lines. And these are lines 
that Connell follows, the colored and dotted 
lines from voyager’s maps toward the South 
Pole, the Northwest Passage, or cities of gold 
that rise always just beyond the next Unknown.

For content alone—for the information about 
alchemy, starvation, and wild beasts—Connell’s 
essays would be worth preservation. Indeed, 
The Aztec Treasure House should be sent 
towards aliens on the next Voyager space cap
sule; it would make useful reading for a space
man, explaining humanity as a series of difficult 
slogs across land, water, and science.

Connell writes from the rhetorical advantage 
of one merely hazarding some opinions based on 
the available evidence transforming the names 
and dates of world adventuring into a series of 
casual stories told, perhaps, from a club chair 
beside a warm fire, his voice witty, informed, a 
little weary, a cross between Stephen Jay Gould 
and Noel Coward. An example:

On August 23,1709, therefore, dressed in 
a cloak glittering with tinsel, Domenico 
Manuel Caetano was suspended from a 
gilded gallows. So much for swindlers.They 
come and go, parasitic, imaginative, vora
cious as locusts, otherwise meaningless. 
Most alchemists, like a fair majority in any 
age, were not crooked; however unlikely 
their goal and however peculiar their 
approach to it, concealing hollow secrets 
behind a screen of cryptic nonsense, they 
seem to have been passionately sincere— 
although at times they wandered sincere
ly down questionable paths. For instance, 
Rudolph von Habsurg...

And, elsewhere:

Where the ship came from and where it 
was bound, we have no idea. It was loaded 
with bronze and marble sculpture...And 
although this is irrelevant, we are indebted 
to the Antikythera device for proof that 
those celebrated Greeks did not spend all 
their time debating, philosophizing, hurling 
the discus, and carving alabaster nymphs; 
once in a while they designed rococo little 
instruments to astound and mystify the 
future, which speaks well of them.

Faced with this, even the most fidgety read
er may hesitate to interrupt.

If ten pages of bibliography lend credibili
ty tc Connell’s facts, then his seven novels 
and scores of short stories lend a similar 
authenticity to his storyteller’s intuition. He is 
more to be rewarded than scolded for daring 
to imagine the interior monologues of Leif 
Eriksson investigating North America in 1014 
A.D. Less essayist than narrator, Connell con
trasts and compares adventurers pursuing

Answer to crossword
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similar goals: in “The White Lantern” he not 
only suggests why Amundsen survived the 
South Pole and Scott, reaching it mere weeks 
later, is still there, but also how their stories 
intertwine with the 7th-Century Polynesian 
explorer Ui-te-Rangiora’s contemplation of 
an iceberg, and with the London Natural 
History Museum’s careless handling of pen
guin eggs.

Reading The Aztec Treasure House, one 
might feel safe, for a moment, from the forces 
it details (struggle and decay) and perhaps even 
from the forces of the present conflict 
(endurance and agitation). But only for a 
moment, until one gets to the essay “Prester 
John,” which follows explorers caught between 
Christian and Muslim worlds. A corruption of 
“Johannes the Presbyter” (a hoax in itself, ca. 
1165), Prester John was the name given over 
hundreds of years to a Christian king “some
where in the east beyond the Moslem empire,” 
who might help turn a crusade into a two-front 
war. Connell builds towards a discovery of 
Prester John, then, in a deadpan move worthy 
of Buster Keaton, leaps forward a few hundred 
years. “During the fourteenth century Prester 
John moved to Africa. He was now 200 years 
old...” Despite Prester John’s failure to emerge 
after centuries, Portugal continued to send 
emissaries to him, holding out hope that Islam 
could still be smashed. Instead, in 1520, they 
found the Christian ruler of Ethiopia. “That his 
name was Lebna Dengel was unimportant. By 
the inscrutable laws of European logic he must 
be Prester John...” Connell exits the essay via a 
brief mention in Shakespeare—“bring you the 
length of Prester John’s foot”—and concludes, 
“After that we don’t hear much of him. When 
we do it is always faintly, and more faintly, like 
the distant tinkle of a camel’s bell.”

Prester John is part of the syllogism of these 
essays. Cultures tend to long for the means or, 
at least, proof of their superiority, in objects 
such as gold (either transmuted or discovered), 
a military alliance, the geographic poles, or just 
a way through the wilderness. These cultures 
tend to send individuals to find these things, 
either by boat or laboratory. That these explor
ers tend to fail only fuels the initial longing. 
Connell traces this endless loop in the sand for 
us in each essay. It is up to the reader, however, 
to infer Connell’s big idea: the process is more 
often than not self-consuming and destructive.

As with his early acclaimed novel Mrs. 
Bridge (1959), which rendered the orderly life 
of a Kansas City family in elliptical vignettes, 
and other novels, Connell adeptly creates a 
tense present by balancing the forward motion 
a reader longs for against delays needed to 
fully comprehend the narrative flow. He tanta
lizes the reader with the sensational fates and 
discoveries of his travelers, then seems to get 
lost in a digression, seems, almost, to have for
gotten the subject at hand, and then pops up 
with a surprise one could never have imagined. 
Connell is the best professor you never had.

Now nearing eighty, Connell deserves a 
greater audience, and this collection, will 
undoubtedly help him receive it. In recent years 
Counterpoint Press has published Connell’s col
lected short stories and, now, his collected 
essays. His macaronic essays, while apparently 
modeled partly on Sir Thomas Browne’s Religio 
Medici and Hydriotaphia, must have informed 
the remarkable books Great Topics o f the World 
(1995) by Albert Goldbarth and Hope is the 
Thing With Feathers (2000) by Christopher 
Cokinos. One hopes the renewal of these essays 
will help nudge creative non-fiction away from 
memoir towards a more imaginative form.

What remains to be written is the twenty- 
first essay in this collection, the one where 
Connell himself is recognized as an equal to 
Ibn Bautua and Sir Walter Raleigh, one of the 
rare adventurers whose intentions were always 
noble, and who might as well have found the 
seven cities of gold. He found a new way to 
imagine them, which perhaps is the same thing.

Edward Skoog’s poetry has appeared 
recently in Fine Madness, The Marlboro 
Review, and Slate.
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continued from page 3

by the path to look in a new direction.
Among the series of cultural events funded 

by the Community Arts Partnership that 
accompanied the creation of the Foundation of 
Light labyrinth was a writing workshop at the 
Moosewood Cafe. Art creates a sanctuary with
in the everyday; in “Litanies & Labyrinths” I 
use the most mundane writing we are capable 
of—a quick list—as foundation for the kind of 
list that people remember, recite, and pass 
along to others—a litany. Most moving for me, 
however, is a return to the oral tradition. At 
Light on the Hill Retreat Center, after individu
als composed two brief texts, each had a part
ner recite one text while the writer recited the 
other—simultaneously, and slowly. The rest of 
us listened to the paired voices. 1 call this for
mat overtones or voiceovers when I use it for a 
poem. Many pairs had a paradoxical or even 
conflictual relationship with each other, which 
seems to me an accurate representation of the 
multiple thoughts, wishes, identities that each 
of us contains.

*

In an eleven-circuit labyrinth such as the one

continued from page 7

out some seeds. The American pointed 
towards the hill, I’m going to come back with 
the jeep. Bring a couple of buckets and grab 
some. They’re just here for the birds right 
now. Going to waste. When did the 
Frenchman die? asked Gaz. Oh, about thirty 
years ago. And no-one claimed the land? 
Nope. Just went back to the jungle. The graves 
have something to do with it. The locals think 
the land still belongs to the Frenchman and his 
wife. Why I always leave some fruit on their 
graves. Like they’re still here. Some Indians 
live out in a clearing nearby, but apart from 
them there’s nothing for the next two hundred 
miles. Just the jungle. Then the border and 
more jungle. And beyond that a war. You 
come out here much? 1 asked. Now and then, 
to get away from it all, bring a joint and get 
some peace and quiet. Once tracked in a cou
ple of days and camped. Awful spooky though 
on your own. At night. Never seem to get used 
to it. Who knows what the fuck’s out there. 
Reminds me of Nam sometimes, ’cept 
there’re no slopes trying to fuck me up. Just a 
bunch of confused Indians trying to hang onto 
the old ways. Gotta watch it though, always 
gotta watch it when you’re on your own out 
here. I was trying to spook him about Jaguars, 
I said, pointing at Gaz. Bloke’s a madman, 
said Gaz defending himself. Jaguars? No 
jaguars here for at least fifty years, said the 
American, Killed them all off because of the 
cattle. Nothing out here can do you much 
harm. A few rattlers, and you gotta watch the 
coral snakes. They can take you out. Spiders 
maybe, a few tarantulas around. Some bad 
plants and fungi. Nothing much. But there’s 
the chupacabras, he added, That’s what gets 
me when I’ve come out here to camp. Feel 
like a child all over again, I’m ashamed to say. 
The chupa what? said Gaz. The American 
frowned, wiping the sweat off his face, The 
chupacabras. Something out here kills cattle, 
especially goats. For some reason goats. No- 
one knows what it is. No-one’s ever seen it. 
Leaves the goats sucked dry of everything. 
Just the husk of their skin. Two big puncture 
marks, and sucked dry inside, no guts left, just 
the skin. A recent thing. Only been going on 
for about a year or two. No people as yet 
though. But they say it’s just a matter of time. 
Holy shit, muttered Gaz. You’re not joking? I 
said. No, absolutely serious, replied the 
American, Swear to God. Guys have come out 
here with guns at night to try to kill it, what
ever it is. No-one’s ever seen anything. Hear 
stuff though, strange screaming. Happens 
about once or twice a year. The Indians say it’s

Passages
at the Foundation of Light, the path meanders 
throughout the whole circle. There are 34 turns 
on the path going in to the center. Depending 
on the pace, the walk to the center can take 45 
minutes or 5; the spirit of the walk can be seri
ous or playful. People often walk in groups, 
following the same path but in different loca
tions on the circuits, developing both individ
ual awareness and a sense of community.

As labyrinths spring up across the United 
States in hospitals, churches, community cen
ters, private lawns, fields, 1 have pondered the 
revivified tradition of seeking, walking, and 
building them. They seem a contemplative 
and collective antidote to an increasingly 
tense, fast, and overly individualistic way of 
life. People use them at times of uncertainty, 
when facing an important decision, for heal
ing emotional wounds, during illness and 
bereavement, when awestruck by joy. To walk 
a labyrinth can be an act o f praise, thanksgiv
ing, mourning, festivity, prayer, rejoicing, 
inspiration, hope. One of the best teachers of 
labyrinth use is a three-year-old, for in addi
tion to walking, one can also skip, run or 
dance. A labyrinth can facilitate a state of 
calming, energizing, finding what you’ve

always looked for, facing the unexpected, 
allowing the path ahead to become clear.

I’ve been privileged to participate in mak
ing three of the many labyrinths in our area, 
including the one that our geometric genius 
loci, David Gallagher, installed at Wisdom’s 
Goldenrod Center for Philosophic Studies. 
My file holds correspondence and calls with 
arts councils, churches, colleges, healing and 
recovery centers, and private individuals from 
various parts of this country, many of whom 
took a guided walk or visited the Foundation 
o f Light Labyrinth in order to create their own 
elsewhere. Late October brought an e-mail: 
“Hi, I wrote about your Labyrinth on pages 
89-90 of the just-released guidebook 
Eccentric America. Thought you might want 
to know.—Jan Friedman.” The book is subti
tled “The Bradt guide to all that’s Weird and 
Wacky in the USA.” Well. Now I know. I wish 
our many other labyrinths had made the list, 
for at the rate they’re proliferating, it will soon 
be time for a Finger Lakes Labyrinth Trail.

*

I was teaching during the Columbine high 
school massacre. Al-Qaeda has more resources 
and a bigger network but the mind to me seems

similar to that of those sorry teenagers, in its 
aim to destroy the existing world and create 
another. We all go about creating another world 
to live in; that—t'individiially and collective
ly—is our fundamental problem as human 
beings. Think of creation myths that chart the 
fall, the memory of the ideal life. Think of a 
few hours or a few days from now, your plans 
for.... But imagination is also our joy. We long 
for pattern, for a form to hold our slurry. So, if 
our consciousness has not evolved past gener
ating mental constructs that separate us from 
the world we live in, we can literalize the sepa
ration. Measure it, mark it. See it. And walk it.

And love it. It is so becoming, our path. Let 
us become one with it. We do not know what 
tomorrow will bring. Or today. The shape of 
the labyrinth creates a symbolic, resonant 
space to use in daily life. Like a work of art, 
its function is to go beyond what you expect. 
And in doing so, to bring you to what you 
truly know.

Mary Gilliland is a poet who lives in Ithaca. 
For descriptions o f her labyrinth writing work
shops on Saturday, December 15, contact her 
at <mg24@cornell.edu> or 273- 6637.

The Jungle
the Devil. Leaves strange three-toed prints, 
walks on two legs. You’re messing us around, 
I said. No, insisted the American, Really. I 
mean it. Swear to God. What do you think it 
is? asked Gaz. No idea. The American 
paused, Maybe it is the Devil. An eerie silence 
ensued. Just the monotonous shrill bird call 
that seemed to originate in my head.

We wandered off, each our separate ways. I 
wanted to look at the stream to see if I could 
spot any fish. Gaz was kneeling, examining 
some mushrooms. The American was standing 
at the edge of the clearing. He was listening. 
Something had attracted his attention. Edgy, I 
watched him. He turned round and held up his 
hand. Silence. Then I heard. Hermaaaana. 
Hermaniiiita. Puuuuto. Far away, muffled, way 
down the trail, echoing. Gaz stood up. 
Hermaniiiita, puto gringo, hermaniiiita. Voices 
carrying through the trees, on the breeze, still 
far away but growing nearer. Puuuuuto 
cabrooooon. The American had not moved. 
Gaz came over. What the fuck’s that, he whis
pered. Someone coming down the trail, I 
replied, my throat dry with fear, Sounds like 
several people, not friendly. Hermaaana, her- 
maniiita. Puuuto griiiingo. Grim calculations 
already doing their work. The neutral isolation 
mocking. We could be in serious trouble. It had 
to be. We had been seen leaving the town. 
Three gringos, heading out into the jungle, 
beyond the law. Time for revenge. A posse 
organized, some local gang. Leather jackets, 
explosive aggression. Knives. That was the 
way here, no rules, we were in America, a long 
way from anywhere. A chance to stomp some 
whites, spill blood for the humiliations of gen
erations returning with stories of abuse from 
across the border. We were going to pay for 
beefy Texans perpetrating hatred on migrants 
in squalid border jails. No use trying to explain 
to them, I say old man, wait a minute, actually, 
you know what, we’re not Americans, actually, 
rather, British you know old chap, we’re not 
responsible, it’s really not cricket. Maybe the 
gringos were carrying money. They knew what 
we were doing. We were easy meat, out o f our 
heads with marijuana. Just three of us. Ten 
could take us. Maybe there were more. We 
were really up the Khyber. I remembered the 
unique trauma of a fist connecting with my 
head. The jolting nausea. My brief encounter 
with university boxing, when I thought I should 
toughen up a bit, get fit. The controlled envi
ronment, a ring with a referee. University box
ing when I thought I was so tough. That was 
bad enough, the numbing blows, the blood, the 
crunching pain of fists hitting nasal cartilage. 
Here no control, no referee, no Marquis of 
Queensbury. We were really in for it. At best a

severe beating, at worst. . .  Hermaaaaana, puto 
griiingo, yo te chingo hermaniiiiita. The voices 
nearer. Multiplying. Oblivious to our reactions, 
the American was quickly working on a large 
piece of wood, busting it down to form a crude 
club.

Gaz and I stared at each other, pale with fear. 
My mouth was so dry, I could barely speak. 
What do you think’s going to happen? I 
rasped. The dull Liverpudlian accent, resonant 
with innate traditional violence, Dunno, wait 
and see. He was a big lad, he had been bricked 
when he was fifteen. He knew what was com
ing. Shaking, he started to remove his watch. I 
followed suit. We were going to make a stand. 
We had to. There was no choice. There was 
nowhere to escape to. The grim logic was hor
rifying. Hermaniiiiiita, puuuuuto griiiingo. 
Hermaniiiita. Puuuuutooooo. They were close. 
A couple of minutes, and they would be on us. 
Maybe twenty of them. I imagined the charg
ing faces filled with blood lust, the smell of 
violence and sweat. The voices seemed to mul
tiply. There would be a brief exchange of 
blows, flashing glaring pain, shouts, the loos
ening of bowels, then a pummeling that might 
know no end. Our parents receiving news from 
the efficient clinical consul, They were last 
seen walking towards the jungle. No traces 
have been found. We’re terribly sorry. A small 
footnote in the news back home, Students 
Disappear In Mexico. And everyone thinking, 
Silly little prats, getting lost in the jungle. Dr. 
Wright at the beginning of the academic year, 
And really, no-one has the slightest idea what 
happened to them. Some might think we did a 
bunk, and just shacked up with some local 
women never to return. Pub myths, while our 
bodies finished rotting in the undergrowth. 
Maybe someone would stumble on our bones. 
We would lie near the Frenchman and his wife. 
Hermaaaaana. Hermaaaaaniiiita. Puuuuto. 
The American was jogging towards us holding 
the club, not a trace of fear, Should’ve brought 
a gun, godammit, don’t know why I didn’t. 
Fuck it, that would sort it out, the motherfuck
ers. He pointed, When they come, they’ll be 
out on that path yonder, where we came from. 
Stick together and fight the hell out of them. 
Hit them as hard as you can. Really fucking go 
for them. Show no fear. Sounds like quite a 
few, but if we make a good stand we might 
have a chance. A cliche was suddenly real. 
America, the old logic of the West. Make a cir
cle and fight like hell. Go down fighting. How 
did we get into this mess? How many hapless 
fools asked themselves the same question, 
stuck out on the plains while maniac savages 
closed in for the kill? All those westerns, films 
about English country lads fighting off

Pathans, bayonets, crazed Zulu with assegais, 
rubbish you watched on a Sunday afternoon 
with beer, the rain pouring outside, battles you 
read about, Rorke’s Drift, Gordon and the 
siege of Khartoum, it was about to become our 
reality except no-one would ever read about it. 
How we fell under a rain of blows, gloriously 
beaten to death. I was shaking uncontrollably. 
Gone quiet, said the American, They’ll be 
coming soon. I could see the strain in his 
knuckles gripping the wood. We waited, star
ing at the foliage, silent.

Movement up the path. Positioning maybe, 
checking us out before the final confrontation. 
Here they come, said the American. He moved 
forwards. Gaz and I followed. From my stom
ach, flowing like sludge through my body into 
my knees, I felt an embracing weakness. A 
chronic fatigue. I wanted to lie down and get it 
over. 1 wanted to sleep. Stoned. Of all the 
times to go into a fight. The American slapped 
the club into his hand, feeling the weight. Just 
like the old days, he muttered grimly, Takes 
me back. We’ll meet them here. Do as much 
damage as you can. We were about twenty feet 
from the path. They would see three gringos, 
one tanned and hard looking, two pale. They 
would tell from our eyes who was going to 
give them the most trouble. We wouldn’t last 
long. We waited. Footsteps, first contact. My 
heart jolted. The bushes rustled, brown hands 
pushed the branches aside. A little man walked 
out into the clearing, blinking. Then another, 
and another. They were all about five feet tall, 
tubby, dressed in jeans, no shirts. They were 
carrying some packages slung beneath a pole. 
Broad grins revealed bright teeth against their 
copper skin. Their heads were squat and 
Asiatic. Indians. I exhaled in relief. Buenas 
tardes, said the leader. Buenas tardes, we 
replied. They marched through the clearing 
back into the jungle. Behind us, as they reced
ed into the undergrowth, we could hear, 
Hermaaaana, hermaniiita. Puuuto griiingo. 
Gringo cabroooooon. Exhausted, Gaz sank 
down onto the turf. I never ever want to expe
rience that again, he said. What the fuck was 
that all about? I shouted, Fucking crazy bas
tards. The American was grinning. He had 
tossed aside the club. Just trying to spook us, 
he drawled. They knew what we were doing 
out here. Must’ve seen us leaving the town. 
They wanted to fuck our minds. They know 
what to do. Centuries of experience. Real 
experts. We’d better get going. We don’t want 
to take any chances. There may be others. And 
it’s going to get dark soon. Remember the 
chupacabras.

Andrew McIntyre lives in San Francisco.

mailto:mg24@cornell.edu
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Elliptical Orbits
Jason Ockert

The Path of Minor Planets
By Andrew Sean Greer 
Picador USA 
$24.00, 272 pages, cloth

Andrew Sean Greer’s first novel, The Path 
o f Minor Planets, is about living in the 
moment and then trying to get back to the 
moment. This is a book that embraces the 
compulsions o f  youth and reluctantly 
acknowledges its consequences. Over twen
ty-nine years, four astronomers and their 
friends and families learn that seemingly ran
dom discoveries and epiphanies can create 
lingering regrets.

Greer’s 1996 collection of stories, How It 
Was For Me, takes risks with both style and 
structure and was described as “witty and 
compassionate, acutely perceptive” by 
William Kitteredge. One o f the stories in the 
collection, “The Future of the Flynns,” is 
written in third-person omniscient and alter
nates from a variety of character perspec
tives. Through flashbacks we learn about the 
disputes and unrelenting particulars o f an 
ordinary lower-middle-class family. 
However, Greer incorporates flashforward 
into the narrative so that the entire scope of 
these individuals, who they become, is 
spelled out on the page. All of this informa
tion is aptly centered around the now. In the 
present, the family is having a special dinner 
at a restaurant. One of the young boys, 
Danny, decides to order “calamari cooked in 
its own ink” despite the protests from his con
servative family. Greer convincingly asks the 
reader to understand that this simple gesture 
changes the future of the Flynns and we’ve 
already seen the future. When we reach the

Heather L. McNaugher
I’ve been writing like mad these days. 

Letters and poems mostly. I sign sheets of 
paper, fold them carefully, then put them into 
envelopes, which I drop into the mailbox down 
the street. I don’t get many replies. Maybe an 
e-mail saying it was good to hear from me.

Not good enough, however, to risk a trip to 
the post office for a stamp to send me a good 
old-fashioned, suddenly poisoned paper let
ter.

Recently I heard that some publishers, in 
the wake of anthrax scares, are officially not 
opening unsolicited manuscripts, and that 
you’re better off submitting via e-mail. Now, 
if you’re reading this and look at the byline, 
you’ll note you’ve never heard of me. You 
see, all of my published work thus far is 
unsolicited. This piece, in fact, is only vague
ly solicited, as 1 forced my way into a con
versation I overheard about a need for arti
cles. Until Oprah selects me for her book 
club, my public voice as a writer depends on 
sending my unsolicited work into the world. 
The world with which I mean to engage—the 
reason I became a writer—this world never, 
and then all at once always, meant mice, 
carpal tunnel, flat-screens and attachments.

last line of that story, “Danny opens his 
mouth, and Paulo can see there on that pink 
tongue, rolling like a beveled ruby bead, a 
prophecy,” the elements of character, lan
guage, and time condense to show how seem
ingly insignificant decisions can change the 
direction of our lives.

The Path o f Minor Planets begins in 1965, 
on a South Pacific island, with a host of char
acters (mostly young astronomers) waiting 
for a recently discovered comet to pass over
head. The narration first focuses on Denise, 
an ambitious and heartbroken graduate stu
dent, and Eli, an aloof and pensive newly
wed. Through omniscient narration we learn 
the history o f the island, the discovery of 
Comet Swift, and background information on 
the other scientists and observers. 
Excitement, anticipation, and possibility are 
palpable as dusk sets in and the first streaking 
meteor scratches the sky. Greer writes, “Oh 
look at us, they thought, standing on that 
bird-haunted beach before the dancing 
women, look how wonderful we are.” And 
then a native child accidentally stumbles and 
falls from an overlook to his death.

Flash-forward to 1971 (the book is divid
ed into six-year sections when the comet is 
either at its closest proximity to the Earth or 
its furthest). The setting is a comet party at 
the ranch of Dr. Swift, the comet’s discov
erer. The narrative focus moves from one 
character to another, drawing the reader 
deeper into the lives of Lydia (Dr. Swift’s 
precocious' but not-so scientifically gifted 
daughter), Denise (now a mother, married 
to a struggling-writer), Dr. Swift (the 
recently divorced scientist is ready to pro
pose to a much younger female graduate 
student), and Dr. Manday (Swift’s possibly 
alcoholic colleague). In 1971, some charac
ters are growing up, others have found life-

This type of coerced engagement with the 
Web and electronic “mail,” wherein your 
options are reduced to one in the name of 
speed and efficiency, has been going on for 
some time. Try, for instance, applying to 
Brown University on paper. You have to use 
the Web in order to request the necessary 
materials because the ones you asked for over 
the phone never came (is this the post office’s 
fault? I doubt it. Please read on). In between 
clicks, you are informed in bold that their “pre
ferred way” of doing things is online, as their 
“much slower snail mail application” will take 
a “few weeks” to get to you. You patiently wait 
and, finally, apply as such anyway—after all, 
this has now become a political statement. 
When you receive your rejection (delivered, 
flat and ominous, to your door) you are left to 
wonder ifThe Committee might not have seen 
you differently—more contemporary, less con
trary and difficult—within the magnetic blue 
of a screen.

But this isn’t about the career of a not-yet- 
has-been with a chip on her shoulder. This is 
about awe and erudition, joy and rigor, 
whose life-altering moments are what writ
ing and reading are about, and occur on 
paper, in print, in books, letters and newspa
pers like the one you’re holding now. This is, 
more urgently, about presumptuousness and

partners, and a few are desperately holding 
onto the past. We learn that an affair 
between Denise and Eli that began shortly 
after the accident— passionate instincts 
brought to the surface and acted upon spon
taneously, in a search for comfort— contin
ues to develop.

1977 returns to the island. In the prime of 
his professional career, Eli’s collaboration 
with Denise has led to the discovery of anoth
er comet. Eli’s wife struggles to hold onto the 
marriage while Lydia rebels against her 
father in an attempt to shape her identity. 
Denise’s husband is suffering a fever and is 
burdened by the incessant suspicion that his 
spouse is cheating. The mood of the island 
has changed from exuberant conceivability in 
1965 to defeated sobriety in 1977. Greer ends 
the section with Kathy gazing from a depart
ing ship: ‘There was nothing to be seen of the 
island now, and they smoked together from 
the stem, watching the stars come loose and 
drop into the sky.”

Dr. Swift is cranky in 1983 because his 
friend Manday has claimed partnership in 
discovering the comet. Lydia is in her twen
ties and living with her mother in New York 
City. She has lost her key and, as she hunts 
for it, remembers the particulars of other 
characters. Denise delivers a lecture in 
Rome with her industrious young son Josh. 
Adam (Denise’s husband) has a conversa
tion with Eli (who has been having the 
on/off affair with Denise). Through the dia
logue, Adam concocts a wonderful story 
(perhaps his greatest accomplishment as a 
fiction writer) that plants doubt and jealousy 
into Eli’s devotion to Denise. Mostly, in 
1983, the characters are lost. In previous 
episodes the characters had come together to 
celebrate the discovery of the comet, but 
Greer isolates them here. Divided, the char

exclusion. The assumption that everyone has, 
can have, or wants a computer with which to 
move through her world is...well, the point. 
It’s Big Business. The better to watch you 
with. The better to hoard information and 
identities. The better to guarantee public apa
thy by making sure you stay put, eternally 
pursuing that next Instant Message. The bet
ter to limit access, assembly and therefore 
activism, all the while convincing you to re
envision the stakes.

Anthrax, the threat and fear o f bio-terror
ism, will be used as the excuse to make offi
cial the tactics o f this particular brand of 
“manufactured consent.”

Has anyone suggested that we stop flying 
as a way to avoid being targets? No. Because 
this proposed solution does not facilitate 
globalization. Commercials are slicker and 
tickets are cheaper than ever (she writes, as 
she listens to reports o f the Veteran’s Day 
crash in Queens). But having everybody 
“communicate” by computer—why, that is 
globalization.

I’m worried about our mail. Not that it’s 
infected, but that it will soon be obsolete—a 
quirky anachronism to tell the grandkids 
about (over web-cam, naturally). I know that 
so-called environmentalists might give me 
grief for my “archaic views steeped in colo-

acters wander along weighted down by past 
decisions. Several characters remember the 
accident in 1965 and Greer impressively ties 
the internalization back to that one specific 
and haunting moment. The book continues 
into 1990 and without sentimentality han
dles the passing o f some characters and the 
rebirth o f others. Greer chooses to end the 
novel back on the island where the charac
ters reflect upon the circumstances o f their 
lives. The ebb and flow of action and reac
tion that these intellectual astronomers make 
seek to resolve themselves in the end as 
Comet Swift alters its path and sails out of 
our solar system.

Throughout the novel Greer utilizes the 
details o f the environment to shed light on 
the internal conflicts o f the characters. The 
language is never over-wrought with 
metaphors or overly conscious o f itself. On 
the contrary, Greer’s sentences seem as if  
they are a surprise (a quality 1 was drawn to 
in his stories) to the author and this results 
in some startlingly honest moments. The 
multi-character perspective and the broad 
span o f time provide an intimacy that never 
falters. Though the subject o f astronomy 
supports the novel, the narration is never 
riddled with scientific technicalities or 
humdrum character motivation. Instead, 
Greer captures the broad scope o f a genera
tion while touching upon the complicated 
struggle o f relationships and ambitions. 
The Path of Minor Planets is an important 
book that places Andrew Sean Greer among 
the notable few writing today with vision 
and clarity.

Jason Ockert teaches writing at Ithaca 
College and has had stories published or 
forthcoming in Esquire, McSweeney’s, River 
City and the Oyster Boy Review

than Ever!’
nialist nostalgia.” There are environments 
worth fighting for; a cubicle beneath fluores- 
cents having your soul sucked out through a 
mouse isn’t one of them. I realize, too, that 
my concern over this matter is a luxury, 
small and even petulant given the myriad 
folks out there with more immediate heart
break on their hands. But grief, loss and 
fear—these are precisely the conditions that 
prompt— indeed, require—the written word, 
the poem or letter stamped, addressed, sent, 
opened, and responded to with intent and 
thoughtfulness.

Taking a trip by plane, seeing a show on 
Broadway, and shopping, particularly for 
trucks, are the acts of fearlessness recom
mended most by the government-media. The 
simple act of sending a letter through the 
mail is not, last I looked, on the list of “pre
ferred” patriotic demonstrations. All the 
more reason to go now and write Grandma, a 
pal, your partner or congressperson. While I 
sheepishly e-mail this article toward its 
looming deadline.

Heather McNaugher is a Ph. D. candidate 
in Philosophy, Interpretation and Culture at 
SUNY Binghamton. She has a poem forth
coming in Brooklyn’s Twelfth Street Review. 
This is her newspaper debut.
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The Flying Princess
Edward Hower

(Excerpted from his new novel. Shadows 
and Elephants, to be published in January 
2002 by Leapfrog Press).

In Rajasthan, there lived a beautiful princess 
whose home, between incarnations, was a clay 
pot. Because her restless spirit had haunted the 
countryside so shamelessly after her last death, 
the villagers trapped her in the vessel and buried 
it on a hillside behind a temple. For years she 
thrashed against her karma in the round clay 
prison and wept with loneliness. Finally she lay 
down and, for a decade, slept. Then one day a 
priest dug up her pot to make room for some 
new ones. He set her down on the edge of a low 
wall in the temple courtyard. The sun's glare 
soon heated the clay, and the princess-spirit, 
whose name was Devi, woke up sizzling.

“Release me!” she commanded.
The priest seemed not to hear her. Rubbing 

her huge, almond-shaped eyes, she peered out 
through the clay and past the stone walls of the 
temple. Everything looked scorched and brown 
and dry. How would she ever escape this dusty 
village to find a suitable place for her next birth?

The temple’s inner rooms echoed with 
mournful mantras and the incessant clanging 
of brass bells. Devi saw throngs of desperate 
pilgrims climbing over each other to thrust 
rice balls at the white-robed priests. Dropping 
the gifts onto braziers, the priests fed the bit
ter smoke to the monkey-god, Hanuman. His 
red eyes gleamed out of the altar. When he felt 
like it, Hanuman flushed a witch from one of 
the many supplicants who, hoping to be exor
cised, had journeyed here by bus, train, and 
bullock cart from the farthest comers of India.

Devi watched a man with withered legs 
crawl toward the god on his stomach, cricket
like elbows pumping in the air. Two men car
ried a woman chained to a board, writhing and 
shrieking. A boy beat his forehead rhythmical

ly against the floor. Priests shook a woman 
upside down over the blood-blackened rim of 
a pit to help her vomit a witch.

Strangest of all these sights, at least to Devi, 
was that of a tall, light-skinned young man 
scribbling in a notebook as he talked with a 
priest. A magnificent green canvas bag hung 
from his shoulder. He wore cotton trousers 
and a denim shirt, but despite his Western 
clothes, Devi could tell he was of royal Indian 
blood. Yes, he was a young Kashmiri prince 
from the far north, she was sure—a foreigner 
to the ways of the Rajasthan desert but eager 
to learn them, perhaps for his university stud
ies. The stranger had no visible affliction. Yet 
the brain beneath his thick, black hair seemed 
to be as agitated as any of the supplicants. 
Devi watched his lips moving in his beard: 
question! question! question! His eyes crin
kled, his mustache squirmed, his teeth clicked.

Suddenly he went silent. A girl collapsed to 
her knees before him, twitching with palsy. 
She wore the long brown skirt of a tribal 
woman. Her hair, tangled and wild, fell over 
her caved-in cheeks. She searched her open 
blouse for the buttons she'd clawed off and 
swallowed, and her little breasts swayed with 
the motion of her body. Devi could tell that the 
prince found her beautiful, but the agony in her 
face made him shudder. He didn't see. as Devi 
did, the witch that was squatting in the girl's 
belly with its teeth embedded in her liver.

A crowd pushed the stranger into an adjoin
ing room. He squeezed past hundreds of 
chanting pilgrims and fled into Devi's court
yard. Immediately a host of witches swarmed 
up his nose to tickle themselves intimately 
against his nostril hairs. He sneezed, spraying 
them across the courtyard. Devi watched him 
walk toward her clay pot. His face wasn’t hard 
like the face of the sultan who had*corrupted 
and murdered her a century ago. Nor were his 
eyes blown-out headlamps like the eyes of the 
hippie boy that, in a later incarnation, she’d 
frolicked with on the beaches of Goa. No, this

man beamed a lonely gaze everywhere; he 
gathered up pictures and stuffed them into his 
mind, never finding enough to fill himself.

But Devi had troubles of her own. Her fists 
pounded the clay pot's wall. How she longed 
to fly again! Just once before her next birth, 
she wanted to soar above the treetops. She 
wanted to drop from the branches onto hand
some young men, ride them all night, and 
leave behind a spell to make them bay in the 
moonlight whenever they remembered her. 
Could she still make a man howl?

She watched the stranger sit down on the 
courtyard wall to question a priest about the 
pilgrims' beliefs. The priest fed him sugary 
morsels of karmic enlightenment. The prince 
swallowed them, his mouth growing sticky. 
Devi tried to slip a picture of herself into his 
head, but the place was a jumble of flashing 
images, like a Bombay cinema house, and if 
he saw her at all, she was a mere flicker 
among many.

His questions stopped. He saw the tribal girl 
again. Thrashing, her lips foaming with spit, 
she was carried into the courtyard by two 
burly priests. She tried to bite the men as they 
pushed her down flat on the ground. A priest 
set four suitcase-sized slabs of rock along her 
back. She gasped for breath, her face 
squashed into the hard dirt. Devi's almond 
eyes grew damp as she watched. Once she had 
undergone the same treatment herself, but her 
spine had snapped before the cure could work. 
The pale-skinned stranger couldn't look at the 
girl. He couldn't not look at her. She began to 
move her lips. Devi saw prayers fluttering 
around the girl's face, and added some long- 
forgotten mantras of her own.

“Leave me!” the girl moaned to the witch 
inside her, feeling it crawl up her throat.

And now Devi sang her prayers in a high, 
keening voice, tears streaming down her 
cheeks.

“Out!" The girl’s family shouted from the 
temple doorway. “Out, filthy demon! Carrion- 
eater! Sister-fucker!”

“Out!” the girl shrieked.
And out tumbled the witch from the girl's 

mouth—a bearded crone that scuttled away 
like a cockroach, muttering curses.

“Aaaah!" the girl cried.
The sound made the stranger jump to his 

feet. The canvas bag swung from his shoul
der. Clunk! It struck Devi’s pot. The princess 
felt herself tottering, tottering— falling. 
Sunlight exploded all over her. Shards of pot
tery lay scattered in the dirt.

Her shell was broken! She could fly again! 
Expanding to her full size, she rose into the air 
above the hot, brown earth. Her hair streamed 
behind her, black and silky. Her golden saree 
rippled in the wind. She was so graceful, so 
free!

Her joy lasted only a moment. A careening 
demon knocked her head over heels into a rau
cous flock of witches. And now she could see 
that the air above the temple was as crowded 
as the rooms inside it. Mantras drifted up from 
the roof in an enormous net that opened to

E d w a r d  H o w e r
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release thousands of w itches into the sky like 
ashes swirling through clouds of smoke.

Devi watched bald grannies tumble through 
the air with goats clinging to their withered 
dugs. Soaring demons gnawed on rotted limbs 
and sucked the nostrils of skulls. Widows mas
turbated with their husbands' bones. Old war
riors flew by w ith cats impaled on their swords. 
A drunken djinn butted Devi to the temple roof, 
and she rolled off the tiles, groaning. How 
would she ever escape this fiendish aviary ?

As she floated to the ground, she saw priests 
lifting the heavy stones from the tribal girl's 
back. The girl sat up, dazed but no longer 
tw itching. Devi let out a sigh of relief. Now the 
prince knelt beside the girl. What was he 
doing? He held out a water-bottle. He tilted it 
over her cupped hands. She raised them to her 
mouth. Water trickled down her raw throat.

And Devi knew that she could trust this 
man.

The girl staggered into the amis of her wait
ing family. As the stranger watched her go. 
Devi slid down the strap of his green shoulder 
bag and dove inside. The bag had become a 
nest of stray witches. They cackled and 
clawed at her golden saree, but she kicked 
their scaly faces, and they scrambled out. 
leaving damp putrid trails in the canvas.

Everything was tinted a lovely green, as if 
she'd found refuge in a cool oasis. “Take me 
away!” Devi commanded the stranger.

Why was he so slow to move? He stared 
down the hillside at the village. Sunlight 
glowed on the mud brick houses. Tinfoil- 
spangled trucks rested like circus elephants 
along the street. From inside the bag. De\i 
could see dark clouds block his landscape, 
though the air before him was clear. Now all 
he could see was his own solitude; himself, 
standing beside the temple, an alien figure 
looking down at the dusty desert tow n.

“If you carry me off." she called, “y ou'll be 
rewarded!”

But he still didn't hear. How was she going 
to get this doleful royal donkey to move? 
Passing her gaze down through his body, she 
saw his heart pulsing against its prison of ribs, 
and felt a commotion within her own breast. 
Humming one of her mantras, she focused all 
her energy between his legs. Poor albino 
prunes, they hadn't had a release in a long time. 
Now the little gonads began to simmer happily .

“Good karma!” Devi cried.
Suddenly he strode away from the temple. 

She watched an image of the young tribal girl 
form in his mind. But in his picture, the girl 
became ageless. Her eyes grew almond- 
shaped. Now she was wearing a golden saree 
instead of a ragged skirt and blouse, and her 
hair, no longer tangled, fell long and black and 
silky to her shoulders.

Smiling. Devi curled up against her prince's 
side and rode back into the world.

Edward Hower teaches at Ithaca College 
and is the author o f  eight works o f  fiction. He 
will be reading from Shadow s and Elephants on 
May II at the Tompkins County Public Library
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