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A Modest Proposal

In Andrew Cockburn’s recent essay 
[“Hard Times,” Letter from Washing-
ton, February], I was quoted as calling 
for a New Deal 2.0. I would like to 
elaborate here on what I meant, and 
the mechanism by which we might 
pay for it.

Our pandemic-hobbled economy 
has been propped up by minimal pay-
ments to struggling Americans and 
maximal funds for Wall Street, 
amounting to a massive wealth redis-
tribution that will only fuel the poli-
tics of alienation and resentment. A 
recent report from the Congressional 
Budget Office indicates a broader eco-
nomic recovery may take four years. 
Fiscal policy is trapped by monetary 
policy, which has hit a wall. 

There is a path around this, and it 
involves Congress reasserting its 
constitutional responsibility to coin 
money. Congress should establish a 
new monetary authority under the 
Treasury Department. Its governing 

principle would be to ensure that the 
money supply is sufficient to meet 
the economic demand. 

As it stands, the Fed executes ac-
tions concerning monetary policy. 
Under the new authority, banks could 
continue to profit by lending money, 
and could also borrow from the 
Treasury. The authority would advise 
the Treasury on the money supply, 
and the Treasury would in turn advise 
Congress on the amount of money 
required to pay off our debt, supple-
menting existing revenues to fund in-
frastructure renewal, grants, and 
loans to state and local governments. 

By aligning monetary and fiscal 
policy, we can protect our national 
sovereignty, rebuild our economy, 
pay off the national debt, reduce (or 
even eliminate) federal deficits, and 
guarantee that the dollar remains a 
stable currency. What I’m recom-
mending is not a quick fix but a struc-
tural change that would empower the 
government to function in the inter-
est of all Americans. This is the path 
to a New Deal 2.0. The time has 
come for a deeper discussion of our 
monetary policy and its ability to 
serve the people.

Dennis Kucinich
Cleveland

LETTERS
m a g a z i n e

Harper’s Magazine welcomes reader response. 
Please address mail to Letters, Harper’s 
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Shades of Gray

While I agree with Thomas Chat-
terton Williams [“Shades of Blue,” 
Easy Chair, February] that a major 
limitation of white progressives is 
their tendency to speak more than 
listen, his insistence that non-white 
people are turned off by the Demo-
cratic Party mostly because of “the 
online activist class” rings false.

The Democratic Party is failing 
people—especially people of color— 
because it refuses to adopt policies 
that address persistent poverty, a 
corrupted health care system, and 
institutional oppression. Instead, 
prominent Democrats offer empty 
platitudes while passing legislation 
that helps Wall Street. Vulnerable 
Americans have every reason to dis-
trust the establishment.

Jim Clyburn was my represen tative 
for the decade I lived in Charleston, 
South Carolina. I have the utmost 
respect for him and support many 
of his views, but I think it hurts 

the Democrats when senior mem-
bers lampoon the newer voices in 
the party (many of whom are not 
white) because their ideas are too 
“radical” or “extreme.” More than 
anything, I fear that the Democratic 
establishment suffers from a lack of 
imagination. While compromises 
are necessary in a divided Con-
gress, why must public discourse 
shy away from envisioning new 
ways of governing and taking care 
of one another? Why is it that the 
majority of Americans support 
Medicare for All yet elected offi-
cials continue to discredit its im-
plementation as unrealistic?

I also find Williams’s take on de-
funding police departments short-
sighted. He claims that white people 
who do not know what it is like to 
live in under-policed areas are the 
ones blowing the issue out of propor-
tion. I live in Detroit, a city known 
for both high levels of crime and 
police corruption. The local activist 
group seeking to take the Detroit 

Police Department to task for its 
practices, Detroit Will Breathe, was 
founded by black residents and is 
supported by a vast network of allies, 
white and non-white. These activists 
aren’t just going on Facebook to 
garner likes; they are marching, 
emailing, making calls, and attend-
ing local government meetings.

While it’s true that polls show that 
most black Americans don’t support 
defunding the police, it’s also true 
that the narrative around defunding 
has been sensationalized by the main-
stream media. The movement isn’t 
predicated on closing police depart-
ments overnight, but on rerouting re-
sources toward social services that 
communities lack.

There is a marked division be-
tween those of us who want to chal-
lenge police departments and those 
who do not, but it has little to do 
with “coastal elites” on Twitter.

Megan Summers
Detroit
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F rom a certain angle, Donald 
Trump’s presidency may not 
have moved the United States 

in entirely the wrong direction. One 
of the few areas to benefit from his 
stewardship, the Pulitzer Prize–
winning novelist Viet Thanh Nguyen 
suggested in a New York Times op-ed 
last December, was American litera-
ture. Prior to 2016, he argued, Barack 
Obama’s “warmth” had lulled the 
literary world into a deep quiescence 
that amounted to imperial complic-
ity. “It took Mr. Trump,” he wrote, 
“to awaken it to politics.”

As epoch-defining generalizations 
go, this is about as accurate as the 
solemn proclamations about the end 
of irony after September 11. The 
George W.  Bush years, after all, 
gave us a crop of novels attempting, 
however awkwardly, to wring mean-
ing from the catastrophe in lower 
Manhattan, to say nothing of the nu-
merous Obama-era fictions marked 
by years of war in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. Are ambitious and profound 
writers such as Phil Klay, whose de-
but story collection, Redeployment, 
won the 2014 National Book Award, 
apolitical? Nguyen casts him as a 

“veteran writer” distant from most 
Americans, who “are insulated from 
the deployment of the war machine 
and prefer not to think about their 
implication in it.” What about 
pressing existential questions such 
as climate change, environmental 
degradation, and the unsustain-
ability of industrial agriculture? 
These subjects have been taken up 
by Jonathan Franzen, Jonathan Saf-
ran Foer, Dave Eggers, and Jenny 
Offill, but he shrugs off such con-
cerns too, as “targets . . . acceptable 
to white liberal interests.” What 
about riveting, humorous depic-
tions of evolving sexual manners 
and power dynamics such as Adelle 
Waldman’s The Love Affairs of Na-
thaniel P.? He is silent on this score. 
In one way or another, none of this 
work qualifies as genuinely political 
writing, because what Nguyen is 
really talking about is racial and 
ethnic identity.

Narratives of oppression, he in-
sists, are missing from today’s “poetry 
and fiction written by white, well-
educated people and regulated by a 
reviewing, publishing and gate-
keeping apparatus that is mostly 

white and privileged.” Though some 
literature by immigrants and minori-
ties also remains too accommodating 
for his taste in its failure to “rip off” 
the “mask” of American inequity, 
“explicit politics in American poetry 
and fiction has mostly been left to 
the marginalized: writers of color, 
queer and trans writers, feminist 
writers, anticolonial writers.” There-
fore, if the cruelty and ineptitude of 
the Trump Administration is to have 
a silver lining, all writers will have to 
take up overt activism.

T his isn’t just a matter of ques-
tionable history, but of bad 
aesthetics. Nguyen would 

have every author become a strident 
advocate on and off the page. In re-
cent years, “many writers, like me, 
texted voters, donated to activist 
causes, got into bitter fights on social 
media and wrote Op-Eds attacking 
the Trump administration,” he de-
clares with perplexing satisfaction, as 
if texting and posting were the mor-
al equivalent of marching through 
billy clubs and snarling dogs in Selma. 
Of his similarly engagé peers, he cau-
tions, “Their political fervor impressed 
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leaves us with a dismal binary—a 
stark choice between the hellfire of 
Native Son and the saltine Waspdom 
of The Wapshot Chronicle. Politics, 
far from being, in Hannah Arendt’s 
conception, the source of human 
freedom—which includes the free-
dom to be silent, obscure, ambiva-
lent, or defiant—becomes nothing 
more than identity, which in turn is 
nothing more than power relations. 
Inevitably, it all boils down to white 
supremacy. Here it would behoove 
us to take Nguyen’s lead and seek 
out some voices of color to make 
sense of the burdens that racial, 
ethnic, sexual, religious, and other 
minorities face in attempting to 
give meaning and form to chaos 
through art. For these debates didn’t 
begin yesterday.

In his 1963 essay “Black Boys and 
Native Sons,” Irving Howe flipped 
Baldwin’s declaration that “one 
writes out of one thing only—one’s 
own experience” into a damning 
query reminiscent of the standard 
Nguyen proposes: 

What, then, was the experience of a 
man with a black skin, what could it 
be in this country? How could a Ne-
gro put pen to paper, how could he 
so much as think or breathe, without 
some impulsion to protest, be it 
harsh or mild, political or private, 
released or buried?

In Ralph Ellison’s coruscating 
1964 rebuttal to this well-meaning 
but condescending account, which 
unfavorably contrasted both Baldwin 
and Ellison himself with Richard 
Wright, he argued against denying, 
“in the interest of revolutionary pos-
ture,” that nonrevolutionary, non-
political possibilities of “human 
richness” also exist, even in terrible 
circumstances and among seemingly 
oppressed demographics. To do so, he 
wrote, is “not only to deny us our 
humanity but to betray the critic’s 
commitment to social reality. Critics 
who do so should abandon literature 
for politics.” It is not only patroniz-
ing, Ellison contends, but flat-out 
incorrect to view the black experi-
ence as one of lack. Only someone 
blinded by materialism could look on 
the tradition that produced Duke 
Ellington and conclude that it be-

longs to poor men. Or as Baldwin put 
it even earlier, in a 1949 essay, 

The failure of the protest novel lies 
in its rejection of life, the human be-
ing, the denial of his beauty, dread, 
power, in its insistence that it is his 
categorization alone which is real 
and which cannot be transcended.

Were this simply an idiosyn-
cratic campaign by one 
decorated writer, it would 

be less disturbing. But Nguyen’s argu-
ment is related to a wider push to reset 
American literature entirely, not just 
by restricting what is to be explored 
thematically and philosophically—
which is to say, by conflating art with 
social science—but also by scrubbing 
the nation’s syllabi. Those in favor of 
such revision are correct to point out 
that the canon has always been con-
tested and that texts are always falling 
in or out of favor. What is different 
today, however, and worth thinking 
through attentively, is that a relatively 
small but extremely vocal group of 
people amplified by social media is 
attempting to redefine what our cul-
ture esteems—or what it will admit to 
esteeming—at warp speed.

#DisruptTexts is an online education-
reform movement that has generated 
widespread discussion and contro-
versy as the nation grapples with its 
undeniable legacies of racism and ex-
clusion. Founded by four educators, 
it borrows the tech world’s callow 
fetish for “disruption” to advocate 
the diversification of reading lists. 
In the manner of all social- media 
campaigns, it has attracted adherents 
whose zeal is matched only by their 
flippancy. Madison Payton, a teacher 
and doctoral student in education 
policy, appended the hashtag to a se-
ries of tweets: 

You don’t have to read white litera-
ture to be “well rounded” or “play the 
game” or be “educated” or “competi-
tive.” I tell my students, spark notes 
these texts for references BUT let’s 
read literature that is more relevant 
and inclusive to our community. 

(Shakespeare, whom Payton dis-
missed as “not very good” in a 
Twitter exchange we had, would 
presumably not clear the relevance 

me. But if these writers retreat to 
their pre-Trump selves, then the les-
sons of this era will have not been 
learned at all.”

We can conjure the resolute face 
of Albert Camus, who, penniless 
and sick, risked his life as editor of 
Combat during the French Resis-
tance. We can remember that James 
Baldwin marched on Washington 
and that Ernest Hemingway and 
John Dos Passos manned ambu-
lances on the front lines of the First 
World War. And we might raise an 
eyebrow in sickened awe when we 
recall that Yukio Mishima, after 
handing in the final installment of 
his masterwork, The Sea of Fertility, 
went so far as to seize a military 
building in Tokyo and implore an 
audience of servicemen to over-
throw the government. When the 
soldiers declined, he committed rit-
ual suicide with a sword.

But what is a writer’s political ob-
ligation within the work? Nguyen 
longs for a “literary insurgency,” of a 
kind we supposedly haven’t seen 
since Vietnam, against the “war ma-
chine” and the “settler colonialism” 
that was behind the American 
dream. He quotes from a recent 
poem titled “Fuck Your Lecture on 
Craft, My People Are Dying,” by a 
young Palestinian- American writer 
named Noor Hindi. “Colonizers 
write about flowers,” Hindi writes. “I 
want to be like those poets who care 
about the moon. / Palestinians don’t 
see the moon from jail cells and pris-
ons.” “This is my kind of poem,” 
Nguyen declares.

Such a model risks reducing writ-
ing literature to pamphleteering. A 
question he neglects to ask is: Why 
bother to write a poem at all, since 
there are more direct ways to wax 
dogmatic? Perhaps it is because po-
etry is especially suitable for this 
kind of subject matter, and lyric po-
etry in particular, propelled by the 
resonant line or phrase, lends itself 
to explicit politics more readily than 
the novel or short story. Yet Nguyen’s 
constant lumping together of “fic-
tion and poetry” ignores the varied 
purposes that dif ferent literary 
forms can serve. Even if one accepts 
the idea that literature should be 
politically committed, Nguyen 
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hurdle.) Lorena Germán, one of 
the project’s founders, herself burst 
to notoriety last November when 
she tweeted, 

Did y’all know that many of the “clas-
sics” were written before the 50s? 
Think of US society before then & 
the values that shaped this nation 
afterwards.  THAT is what is in 
those books. That is why we gotta 
switch it up. It ain’t just about ‘being 
old.’ #DisruptTexts

As the writer Berny Belvedere ar-
gued, such a proposition would al-
low each era to close itself off from 
the “works of prior ones,” leading to 
“generational literary myopia.”

But it does something far worse 
than that too, something ascendant 
in our national discourse. Another 
founder, Kimberly Parker, has said 
that the goal is to serve “underrepre-
sented populations who were never 
considered when the canon was cre-
ated in the first place.” The central 
beauty and puzzle of art is its ability 
to fascinate people whom its makers 
never considered. Embedded in 
Parker’s statement, however innocu-
ous on its face, is the troubling as-
sumption that Shakespeare and this 
generation of non-white students do 
not, in fact, participate in the same 
common humanity— that Hamlet is 
simply about a rich Danish dude, and 
The Merchant of Venice some money-
lending Jew in Italy.

Ellison—the author of one of the 
greatest novels in American litera-
ture, Invisible Man, which is written 
from an exquisitely rendered black 
perspective—refuted exactly this 
line of thinking over a half-century 
ago, when he explained to Howe 
that even as a student during segre-
gation, he was able “to make identi-
fications as to values and human 
quality.” While an undergraduate at 
the Tuskegee Institute, in Macon 
County, Alabama, he immersed 
himself in books that “seldom or 
ever mentioned Negroes.” Such a 
reading program, far from leaving 
him feeling unseen, as it might be 
phrased in today’s lingo, had the op-
posite effect, releasing him “from 
whatever ‘segregated’ idea I might 
have had of my human possibilities.” 
In fact, Ellison continues,

I understand a bit more about myself 
as Negro because literature has 
taught me something of my identity 
as Western man, as political be-
ing. . . . It requires real poverty of the 
imagination to think that this can 
come to a Negro only through the 
example of other Negroes, especially 
after the performance of the slaves in 
re-creating themselves, in good part, 
out of the images and myths of the 
Old Testament Jews.

To his credit, Howe conceded the 
argument. The human spirit, after all, 
is irrepressible and capable of creating 
and appreciating lasting works of am-
bivalent meaning and beauty in the 
midst of catastrophe—the canon is 
full of them, and the truths they 
speak do not respect our superficial 
boundaries. In my own reading life, I 
had never felt genuinely understood, 
glimpsed in the deepest recesses of my 
contradictory psyche, until I read 
Dostoevsky. It wasn’t simply that I had 
not yet encountered a black writer 
with whom I could identify so 
completely—that would come later—
it was that there were no American 
writers of any ethnicity who could 
fill that role. Reading The Brothers 
Karamazov was an assault on the rote 
faith I’d embraced without thinking. 
Against his own wishes, even, Dos-
toevsky’s work sounded a call to lib-
erty from my spoonfed Catholicism, 
articulating doubts that were cer-
tainly mine but for which I’d lacked a 
precise vocabulary.

The nineteenth-century Russian 
Orthodox Christian, who was nearly 
executed before Tsar Nicholas  I 
commuted his sentence to hard la-
bor in Siberia, never tweeted or 
texted voters, but his work always 
struck me as profoundly political in 
a way that is also, perhaps, incom-
municable. What I know is that in-
sofar as I or anyone has an identity 
that could be constraining, reading 
Dostoevsky freed me. And perhaps 
that is the gravest problem with 
Nguyen’s vision: it’s not that art can-
not be political; it’s that artists cannot 
be coerced to be so. When a writer 
is tuned in to a given political mo-
ment or to a cultural frequency of 
her own choosing, no one can pre-
dict whom she might speak for, now 
or in generations to come. 
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a Revolution in Hollywood, and the 

Making of a Legendary Film

Hill of Beans

A Novel of War and Celluloid
leslie epstein
$27.95 Hardcover 978-0-8263-6259-9

“ Hill of Beans is a Pynchonesque 
blend of the serious and the 
absurd, not so much counterfac-
tual as factual-plus—a novel that 
weaves a must-read, behind-the-
scenes story of America making 
war while Hollywood makes 
movies.”

—thomas doherty, author of 
Show Trial: Hollywood, HUAC, 

and the Birth of the Blacklist

unmpress.com
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HARPER’S INDEX
Percentage of American adults who are in therapy : 47

Who went to therapy for the first time last year : 17
Who believe that the pandemic has meaningfully damaged their mental health : 62

Number of days a man stayed at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport because he was afraid of flying during the pandemic : 89
Chance that an American spent the past holiday season alone : 1 in 9

Percentage of American men aged 18 to 24 who cite pornography as the most useful source of information on how to have sex : 39
Who cite their sexual partners : 17

Percentage of American women aged 18 to 24 who cite pornography : 14
Who cite their sexual partners : 32

Minimum number of content creators on OnlyFans, a site for sharing explicit videos and photos with paying subscribers : 1,000,000
Minimum number of those creators who have earned more than $1,000,000 through the site : 100

Percentage change in the amount of total U.S. credit card debt last year : −11
Amount in property- tax revenue that New York City is expected to lose in 2022 on account of COVID-19 : $2,500,000,000

Percentage increase last year in the sale of British country houses : 11
Minimum number of ducks that have been slaughtered in France this year to stave off avian influenza : 2,000,000

Percentage decrease in the number of flu cases in the United States this season : 99
Percentage of COVID-19 patients who report losing their sense of smell : 45

Who are found to have lost their sense of smell when examined : 80
Estimated portion of bitcoin that has been lost or is otherwise inaccessible : 1/5 

Estimated total value of that bitcoin : $164,000,000,000
Percentage of U.S. online shoppers who reported having a package stolen last year : 43

Minimum number of items Amazon removed from sale in 2020 because of price gouging : 39,000,000
Minimum value of federal pandemic relief loans made to businesses that promote vaccine skepticism : $1,137,101

Made to hate groups : $4,248,522
Factor by which U.S. police officers are more likely to use force against left-wing protesters than right-wing protesters : 3.4

Percentage of Black Lives Matter protests during which the police used force against protesters : 5
Of Stop the Steal protests during which the police did so : 1 

Number of U.S. troops deployed in Washington, D.C., on Inauguration Day : 27,750 
Number of U.S. troops deployed in Afghanistan and Iraq on that day : 5,000

Percentage of Americans who identified as Republicans and Democrats, respectively, at the outset of 2020 : 47, 45
At the end of 2020 : 39, 50

Amount of money raised between Election Day and the end of the year by the Biden campaign : $11,400,000
By the Trump campaign : $115,000,000

Number of U.S. members of Congress who are not affiliated with a religion : 1
Portion of the American population that is not : 1/4

Amount being offered by a U.S. businessman for evidence of “consciousness after permanent bodily death” : $950,000
Percentage of adults who would choose to know about future events if they were favorable : 44

Who would choose to know if they were unfavorable : 12
Who would choose to know in either case : 1

Figures cited are the latest available as of February 2021. Sources are listed on page 94.
“Harper’s Index” is a registered trademark.
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[Essay]

TOO BIG, TOO FRAIL

By Jacqueline Rose, from On Violence and On Vio-
lence Against Women, which will be published next 
month by Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

The times we live in oblige any feminist to 
reckon with the increasing, or certainly in-
creasingly visible, violence against women that 
we are witnessing. In 2019, domestic killings of 
adults in the United Kingdom reached a five- 
year high, and three quarters of the victims 
were women. In February 2020, it was reported 
that the number of women killed by a current 
or former partner had surged by a third, to a 
fourteen- year high. Disturbingly, these inci-
dences of abuse against women do not seem to 
decline with a rise in equality. The rate of vio-
lence against women in Denmark, Finland, and 
Sweden, each praised for their gender equality, 
outstrips that of the United Kingdom.

The statistics are chilling. But I do not want 
to carry on listing all the forms of rising global 
violence against women, as is one feminist tac-
tic. Feminism is not served by turning violence 
into a litany, as if the only way to make us think 
about such horrors is by verbally driving them 
home. When we look at a picture of a woman 
who died on 9/11, the first and only feminist 
question should not be, to my mind, Who hurt 

her before? Nor, when we look at the bones of a 
woman from an ancient civilization, do I want us 
to see her as inevitably broken. Such a strategy 
does not help us to think critically.

Violence against women is, I believe, a crime 
of the deepest thoughtlessness. It is a sign that 
the mind has brutally closed itself off. The best 
way for feminism to counter it is to reckon with 
what the human mind is capable of. Violence is 
part of the psyche. It is a crime to be detested, 
but also something that one type of feminism, in 
the very act of doing so, renders unthinkable. At 
that moment, feminism becomes complicit in 
 the psychic processes that lead to the  
 enactment of violence.I take my idea of thoughtlessness from Han-
nah Arendt, to whom I appeal here as offering 
a new way of thinking about violence against 
women in our time.

Arendt suggests that there is something 
about the process of human thought that is of-
ten insufferable, not least because thinking acts 
as a brake on the fantasy that the world is there 
to be mastered, and thereby prevents that dan-
gerous fantasy from doing untold damage by 
running away with itself. For her, violence is a 
form of radical self- deceit— or “the impotence 
of bigness,” to recall her evocative phrase—that 
punishes the world, punishes women, we can 
say, for the limitations of human power. (The 
gender implications of her phrase are surely 
glaring even if she does not draw them out her-
self.) “What I propose, therefore, is very simple,” 



12   HARPER’S MAGAZINE / APRIL 2021

household head ruled with uncontested des-
potic powers.” Freedom belonged exclusively 
in the political realm, whereas the household 
was the place of necessity— the base and 
messy environment of creaturely life (or house-
work, as we call it today). It is this domain that 
must be mastered in order for man to be free. 
Out of this forced discrimination, violence 
surely follows. It becomes, she writes, the “pre- 
political act of liberating oneself from the ne-
cessity of life for the freedom of world.” That is 
why to be a slave means not just to lose one’s 
freedom, but to be subject to man- made vio-
lence. And this is also why there is no real sex-
ual division of labor, since such a notion relies 
on at least a formal assumption of equality be-
tween men and women, whereas no such as-
sumption exists. Women and slaves— Arendt is 
surely hardly condoning the equation— stand 
in, and for, the place where the necessity of 
the world is subject to brute mastery.

The key word here is “mastery.” It is for 
Arendt, in the world and in the heart, a de-
lusion. Thus when she goes on to make the 
famous distinction between violence and 
power that is at the center of On Violence, 
what matters is that a government will have 
recourse to violence in direct proportion to a 
decline in its authority and power, a decline 
that such violence is desperate to redress. 
(Violence is always desperate.) “Rule by sheer 
violence,” she writes, “comes about when 
power is being lost.” State violence, we could 
say, is the last resort of the criminal (as we 
saw so cruelly following the protests in Tahrir 
Square). “We know or should know,” she in-
sists, “that every decrease in power is an open 
invitation to violence— if only because those 
who hold power and feel it slipping from their 
hands  . . . have always found it difficult to re- 
 sist the temptation to substitute vio- 
 lence for it.”Arendt’s distinction between violence and 
power is important when thinking about the 
aforementioned feminism— the one that wishes 
to align violence with male power, of which it 
then becomes the inevitable expression. (This 
makes female power, as Catharine  MacKinnon 
once famously put it, “a contradiction in 
terms.”) Arendt allows us to see such an equa-
tion as the lie that violence perpetuates about 
itself, since it will do anything— destroy wom-
en and the world— rather than admit that its 
power is uncertain. Women become the scape-
goats for men’s unconscious knowledge of their 
own shared frailty. Such frailty, Arendt writes, 
takes us to the darkest corridors of life and of 
the mind, to “the realm of birth and death,” 
which must be excluded from the public realm 

[Counsel]

MALE PRACTICE

From a conversation on Facebook that was published 
in a January opinion of the Tennessee Supreme Court. 
The court suspended Winston Sitton from practicing 
law for four years for making these comments.

unidentified woman: I need to always carry 
my gun with me now, don’t I? Is it legal to 
carry in Tennessee in your car without pay-
ing the damn state?

winston sitton: I have a carry permit. The 
problem is that if you pull your gun, you 
must use it. I am afraid that, with your 
volatile relationship with your baby’s daddy, 
you will kill your ex—your son’s father. Bet-
ter to get a taser or a canister of tear gas. Ef-
fective but not deadly. If you get a shotgun, 
fill the first couple rounds with rock salt, the 
second couple with bird shot, then load for 
bear. If you want to kill him, then lure him 
into your house and claim he broke in with 
the intent to do you bodily harm and that 
you feared for your life.

unidentified woman: I wish he would try.
sitton: As a lawyer, I advise you to delete 

this  thread. 
unidentified commenter: Her ex has likely  

already seen this.

she writes at the beginning of The Human Con-
dition. “It is nothing more than to think what 
we are doing.”

As is often the case with Arendt, such sim-
plicity is deceptive. Thinking has to be fought 
for. It is threatened from all sides, not least by 
modern pseudoknowledge that leaves us at the 
mercy of every possible gadget, “no matter how 
murderous it is.” The mind is under siege, and 
thinking is the only restraint against murder-
ous know- how and the cruel silence of sheer vi-
olence that mutes both itself and its victims.

Arendt is not, to put it mildly, famous for 
her contribution to feminism. But almost de-
spite herself, she can be seen as the forerunner 
of one type of feminist analysis that traces 
women’s subordination and the violence that is 
so often its consequence to the division of la-
bor in— or rather consignment of women to— 
the home. Her political ideal is the Greek 
space of the polis, or city- state. There, “the 
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because “it harbors the things hidden from hu-
man eyes and impenetrable to human knowl-
edge. It is hidden because man does not know 
where he comes from when he is born and where 
he goes when he dies.” Violence is man’s re-
sponse to the fraudulence of his power and the 
limits of his knowledge.

Impotent bigness indeed.
If we do not make time to reconsider this 

alignment of violence and power, we will do 
nothing to end violence in the world, and we 
will surely be doing violence to ourselves.

[Musicology]

BENT NOTES

By Amit Chaudhuri, from Finding the Raga, 
which was published last month by New York 
Review Books.

1.

What is a raga? To answer this question we must 
first acquire a sense of what it isn’t. It isn’t a 

Moonlight, a painting by Arghavan Khosravi, whose work is on view at the Orlando Museum of Art, in Florida.
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composition, though compositions are set to 
ragas. It isn’t a melody, in that a melody can be 
sung without preoccupations to do with form 
and shape; with a raga, the emergence during its 
exposition of its rupa— the features and shape 
that make it recognizable— is of primary impor-
tance. A raga is not a scale. It is not the sum to-
tal of its notes. You may know the notes of a 
raga but have little idea of what it is.

2.

The sa, or the tonic, in a raga is not only the 
first step, it is also the last. The sa is one’s in-
troduction, and surrender, to sur, or svara— 
words that mean melody, music. Unless the sa 
is engrossed in sur, one can’t attempt the glis-
sandi that connect one note to another. The 
meend— an arc, or bent note— carries grace 
and movement. The voice that sings it needs 
to be assured in a way that’s different from a 
voice producing voluble single notes. The 
meend isn’t about loudness, or emphasis. Nor 
is it a cartilage joining two notes. It’s an 
undulation— something ranging from a wave 
to a nuance. Getting it right requires control. 
Before attempting the wave, you pause at the 
sa, deepening it.

3.

Every raga in North Indian music has a time, 
and sometimes a season, of performance: it 
can’t, or shouldn’t, be performed in contraven-
tion of the time of day or season it’s linked 
to— it would be plain odd if it were. Kedar is 
sung after eight o’clock in the evening, and to 
sing it at twilight, at six o’clock, would create 
slight discomfiture. I needn’t mention the in-
credulity singers would face if they performed 
Kedar in the morning. The same holds true 
of a seasonal raga such as Megh (literally 
“cloud”), which is added to the repertoire spe-
cifically for the duration of the monsoons. It 
would be strange to hear a musician playing 
Megh in January. Of course, Western music 
has time- adhering chants, and evensong, but 
these originated in pre- Renaissance religious 
practice or liturgy. The raga has long ceased to 
be temple- specific, if it ever was; it’s a way of 
experiencing the world. 

4.

There is no obvious, or mimetic, or represen-
tational, or narrative connection between a 
raga and a time of day or season, as there is, 
say, between Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony 
and spring, nature, and the countryside. What 
I mean is that there are no scales or sets of 
notes in North Indian classical music that 
have a reliable mimetic identity, by which we 
can safely associate them with morning or 

night, light or dark, joy or sadness. The rela-
tionship that the raga has to time or day or 
season— that is, to the world— is not narrative 
or representational, but linguistic; that is, the 
relationship between raga Kedar and evening 
is as arbitrary and ineluctable as the relation-
ship between the word “evening” and that 
time of day. Arbitrary in that “evening,” as a 
term, has no inherent evening- like qualities; 
unlike onomatopoeic words— say, “glug”— its 
sound doesn’t mimic what it means. Yet the 
relationship is ineluctable, too. Once we’re 
aware of language, it becomes, for us, the 
world it refers to. To use “morning” to refer to 
“evening” would lead to dissonance. Similarly, 
to sing a morning raga in the evening is not so 
much inadmissible as incongruous. Once we’re 
aware of the ragas, they become part of what 
can only be called a linguistic consciousness 
of the world in the present moment, the world 
being, in this case, “India” or “North India.” 
Music becomes a text that is not so much 
about the world as it is, like language, a way of 
both being in and deciphering it, its waning 
and returning of light, its subtle changes of 
weather. The raga is not about the world; it is 
of it. A significant leakage in both directions 
is allowed: the raga’s into the world, the 
world’s into the raga.

[Directive]

TINKER, TAILOR, 
STUDENT, SPY

From instructions for a remote math test at Wilfrid 
Laurier University in Ontario in October 2020.

Complete the practice quiz. After the prac-
tice quiz, start the setup test. Complete the setup 
test before the midterm test. 

Print the answer sheets on white paper— not 
lined or grid— letter size, single- sided. If you do 
not have a printer, copy by hand, in pen, the 
information on the answer sheet with all de-
tails in the designated spaces on white paper. 
Make sure that you have access to an external 
mouse. You are not allowed to use the touch 
pad or the touch screen function. You will be 
required to convert your handwritten answers 
into a PDF file.

You must have your student ID card, sheets of 
blank scrap paper, pens or pencils (2B or BH), 
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an eraser, and a clock that shows only the time. 
Put all these items on the desk.

Make sure that your webcam is properly 
positioned to capture your work space, includ-
ing your face, hands, and the desk. If your 
computer’s webcam is at the bottom of the 
screen, turn your computer ninety degrees 
like an opened book, and put it on a box. You 
will be given an access window from 5:55 pm 
until 6:30  pm. No one can enter a fter 
6:30  pm. If you encounter technical difficul-
ties, you must contact the experts via email 
immediately for prompt assistance. All ac-
tions are time- stamped and will be considered 
when your test papers are graded. You must 
scan your work within ten minutes of clicking 
the submit button.

Use a mirror to show that nothing is attached 
to your device out of view of the webcam. Show 
the answer sheet, page one, with your signature 
on the top, to the webcam for three seconds, then 
hold up the back side for three seconds. Do the 
same for the other answer sheets, scrap paper, 
both sides of your calculator (showing the brand 
and make), its cover, and both the front and back 
sides of the mirror.

If you must go to the washroom, shout into 
the microphone: “I need to go to the washroom 
and will come back quickly!”

Your test may be invalidated if you fail to 
follow the instructions provided here.

[Interview]

FLIPSCARRALDO

From a conversation with Werner Herzog, conducted 
by Ian Michna for Jenkem, a skateboarding magazine.

ian michna: Can you hear me?
werner herzog: I can see you. 
michna: You sound great.
herzog: Good.
michna: What was your first thought when 

someone asked, “Oh, you know, what do you 
know about skateboarding?”

herzog: I am puzzled because I am not familiar 
with the scene of skateboarding. At the same 
time, I had the feeling, yes, that’s my people. 
You have to accept trial and error. And I see 
them doing a certain jump or trying to slide 
on a metal rail, and they do it twenty- five 
times and fail.

“20.09.24 #4 Sophie+Karma Board” and “18.09.18 #9 Lightning Bolt,” tintypes by Joni Sternbach, whose work was on view in January 
at Von Lintel Gallery, in Los Angeles. Sternbach’s monograph Surfboard was published in November.
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michna: Yeah.
herzog: It’s good that you accept failure. 
michna: He tried it so many times on so many 

different days.
herzog: It’s not too good to his pelvis.
michna: I wanted to ask you about physical feats 

because in an interview you said that what 
David Blaine does, where he holds his breath 
underwater for a long period of time, is not 
something you’re into. How is that different 
from ski jumping or flying or skateboarding?

herzog: David Blaine shouldn’t be trusted. His 
absurd quests are meant only for his own 
shining out.

michna: I’m curious what you think of this guy 
who skated in a museum? 

herzog: Fine, why not?
michna: I’m curious, in skating there’s a camera 

that’s very popular. It’s a Sony cam. Have you 
fallen in love with a camera before?

herzog: No.
michna: Let’s say you were to shoot skateboard-

ing. Let’s say you went to Venice Beach. 
What would the soundtrack be?

herzog: That’s a good question. What comes 
to mind first and foremost are Russian Or-
thodox church choirs.

michna: [Laughs]
herzog: What you are doing is bordering the sacred.

michna: Thank you. On behalf of us skaters, 
we consider you a skateboarder.

herzog: I accept.

[Head Count]

FRIENDS  
WITH BENEFITS

By Mary Ruefle, from the essay “Dear Friends,” 
which was published in the Winter 2021 issue of The 
Sewanee Review.

i have a friend who has never read a single word 
I have written. I love being with her.

i have a friend who is not a person I could ever 
be, even if I tried, nor would I want to be, and I 
love being with her.

i had a friend in high school, I had a crush on 
him, he was gay but I didn’t know it. I had other 
friends who were gay, and my favorite teachers were 
gay but I didn’t know it, and there were other teach-
ers who were not gay and not my favorite who were 
having sex with students who were not my friends 
but I didn’t know it, I found out years later, my friend 
told me all about it, and I was shocked. We were in 
our thirties then, and he was dying of AIDS. I 
mean, he had AIDS and knew he would probably 
die but was not certain; he didn’t want to die, but 
he did come to see me, twice, in what turned out 
to be the last year of his life. We sat in a diner in 
the middle of Michigan and he told me all this stuff 
that was going on in high school that I had been 
completely unaware of. None of the gay guys in high 
school had come out, and he talked about that, 
about how he knew I had a crush on him but he 
couldn’t bring himself to tell me he was gay. We 
actually laughed about it, we were in our thirties 
and considered ourselves grown- ups, adults. Later I 
found out that I was not grown- up at thirty, but he 
never found out, he died before he could find out 
he wasn’t a grown- up. Sitting in the diner, I said to 
him, I am so sorry. And he said, Why, because I am 
gay? I said, No, not that; because you are going to 
die. And he said, I don’t want to die, but, you know, 
these things happen. After the diner, he wanted to 
take a strenuous hike through the dunes of Lake 
Michigan, he had had chemo and was weak but was 
determined to try this one thing while he still had 
the chance, to see if he could. He barely made it, 
we would stop every few yards so he could rest, but 
he would not give up or turn back, and when we 
reached the shore of the lake, he opened his fly and 

[Tactics]

KILL BILLS

From actions taken during legislative sessions by mem-
bers of Taiwan’s parliament between 2001 and 2021.

Tore up proposals
Unplugged loudspeakers to prevent the passage 

of bills
Sprayed members of the other party with water
Threw water balloons
Threw food and lunch boxes 
Threw paper and trash cans
Threw chairs
Threw pork guts
Engaged in a fistfight with members of the 

other party 
Punched and pulled the hair of another legisla-

tor, sending her to the hospital
Wrestled other legislators to the floor
Headbutted other legislators
Chewed up a proposal and refused to spit it out
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[Guide]

CAPE FEAR

From reviews of superhero movies published between 2016 
and 2020.

Spider-Man 2 is a superhero movie for people who 
don’t watch superhero movies

Captain America: The Winter Soldier is a superhero 
movie for people who don’t need superhero movies

Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse is a superhero movie for 
people who are tired of the same old superhero movies

Psychokinesis is a superhero movie for people who are 
sick of capes

Unbreakable is a superhero movie for people who 
might not think they like superhero movies

The Dark Knight is a superhero movie for people who 
don’t particularly care for superhero movies

Joker is a superhero movie for people who have decided 
that they do not really like superhero movies

Guardians of the Galaxy is a superhero movie for peo-
ple who don’t like superhero movies

Deadpool is a superhero movie for people who really 
hate superhero movies

Glass is a superhero movie for people who fundamen-
tally reject the concept of a superhero movie

pissed right into the water, I saw his penis for the 
first time, he had a huge grin on his face and he 
took off his baseball cap— he was bald beneath 
it— and waved it in the air like he was riding a 
bronco in a rodeo. His lover was at the opera when 
he died, and his mother called me to tell me her son 
was gone. I had never met her, and she said to me, 
“He talked about you a lot in high school, and at 
the end, but I never understood— what was the 
nature of your relationship?” I could tell this was 
awkward for her, that in her grief she wanted to 
know everything she could about her son’s life and 
wondered if he had had sexual relations with 
women as well as men. I told her the truth, I said, 
“Your son was my friend, we were always friends, he 
was a friend of mine, and I was very lucky.”

i had a friend who died, yet every time I think 
of him, I smile and am never sad. How can you 
not smile when you recall a man who, given the 
choice, would eat only white food? His favorite 
meal, which he often served to guests, was 
boiled spaghetti with cheese sprinkled on top, 
cheese you shook from a can, and for dessert a 
boxed Boston cream pie with the chocolate 
glaze diligently scraped off. A man who 
was such a romantic that his idea of a pickup 
line was, “You have all the colors of October 
in your hair, come and have a doughnut in 
my car.” He also dumped a bucket of sand on 
the floor of his car so he could “take the 
beach with him” wherever he went. A 
masterful writer who had published to 
acclaim but fell out with the times and in 
his dotage announced with glee that a few 
paragraphs were appearing in Yankee 
magazine. A man who was determined to 
tap a maple tree for syrup, and upon tap-
ping the lone, spindly tree in his front 
yard announced with pride that a cup of 
sap had produced a teaspoon of syrup, 
which he gave as a gift to his neighbor’s 
dog. The last time I saw my friend was the 
night of a full moon, and he desired us to 
view it from the end of a pier, so danger-
ously dilapidated it had been cordoned off 
by a chain and an ordinance. He drove as 
far as the chain, got out of his car, un-
hitched the chain, and drove us to the end 
of the pier, where we parked and sat in 
silence as the moon rose over the ocean. 
Finally he turned to me and said, “They 
can’t keep the moon out.”

i have a friend who used to be a dancer. 
She once choreographed and performed a 
dance I have never forgotten. She danced 
to Al Green singing “How Can You Mend 
a Broken Heart.” She was alone on the 
stage, and a spotlight followed her as she 

moved. She was wearing a paper bodysuit, and as 
she moved the paper tore, at first in tiny slits at the 
seams, and then in big gashes, rip after rip until 
she was dancing in shreds, practically naked. It 
was so bold and beautiful and sad, and happened 
once and once only; it was something to behold, 
and then it vanished from the earth.

[Blueprint]

RUMINATION

By Lucienne S. Bloch, from “Inside Stories,” an essay 
published in the Winter 2021 issue of Five Points.

I used to visit an elderly woman who lived in a 
single room in an apartment hotel on Broadway 
and 85th Street. Mrs. Palatschinke, so nicknamed 
because of the crepes she invariably fed her guests 
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with a glass of tea, was my maternal grandfather’s 
cousin’s widow, largely alone in the world, though 
with a few distant relatives who pitched in to sup-
port her. She also had a clutch of gin rummy, 
gossip, and strolling companions who congregated 
in the hotel lobby and dining room. Still, family 
was family, and alone could be alleviated: two 
good reasons for the monthly Sunday afternoon 
visits my mother made to her. Mrs. P and my 
mother chatted in German, a language I couldn’t 
follow at the gallop they spoke it, so I tuned 
out their talk, which gave me time to wonder 
about Mrs. P’s room and its puzzling contradic-

tions. Even as I was cramming jam- filled crepes 
into my mouth, I could taste the acid of loss in that 
place, the sharp and drastic difference between 
full and empty that Hitler had forced on Mrs. Pala-
tschinke’s life. Yet despite its meager and lonely 
reality, Mrs.  P’s room seemed lively to me, 
crowded and exciting in ways I couldn’t see, hear, 
or touch. Its true contents were intangible.

These things were apparent: a narrow bed with 
a plaid coverlet; a single window looking onto 
Broadway; a sink in a corner with a mirrored cab-
inet on the wall above it; a bureau with a brown- 
and- yellow Bakelite Philco radio on top of it, 

Santa Cruz Mountain Studio, a painting by Charlie Roberts, whose work will be on view this fall at Galleri Golsa, in Oslo, Norway.
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flanked by two brass candlesticks; a small table 
and wooden kitchen chair; a gooseneck lamp 
next to a Hebrew- Hungarian prayer book on the 
nightstand; an armchair with a blue slipcover; a 
picture of New York City in the horse- and- 
carriage days; an electric hot plate and a kettle on 
a metal cabinet beside the sink. The bathroom 
was in the public corridor, as was the telephone. 
Of her prewar life with its abundance of relatives, 
friends, and belongings, Mrs. P managed to save 
only one thing: her own skin. Fortunately, she 
never had children, she once said to my mother, 
her speech slowed by a sigh so deep that it caught 
my attention, and I understood her German and 
her meaning. Lost people aside, the rest— her 
home, her possessions, her urbane doings— 
seemed to be present in that room, but not actu-
ally there. I could feel that, believe it, though I 
couldn’t explain it.

What I sensed in Mrs. P’s little room was the 
effect of the brave and magical synecdoche she 
practiced in it, making a part stand for the whole, 
a gesture for an event, enhancing herself now with 
the fullness of herself then. With her characteris-
tic resolve, manner, hospitality, her charm, she 
made that small room evoke a house on a hill 
overlooking the Danube in Budapest. One blue 
chair was an elegant salon, one closet a dressing 
room full of outfits, a plateful of pala tschinken was 
a soup- to- nuts dinner party, the Philco a box in 
the opera house on Andrássy Avenue, one hotel- 
supplied reproduction of a lithograph was a collec-
tion of Jugendstil paintings, one window a terrace 
with a panoramic view of a beautiful city. Details 
about Mrs. P’s former home and well- to- do circum-
stances were supplied by my mother many years 
later, when I asked her about the elderly woman 
we used to visit, whom she had visited several 
times in Budapest when she was in her teens. 
Those vivid particulars were the stuff of Mrs. Pala-
tschinke’s fictive magic, the sheer pluck and verve 
that conjured up a complete world out of absences, 
an easier world to dwell on.

[Fiction]

THE HOLLER MEN

By Chris Offutt, from The Killing Hills, which will 
be published in June by Grove Press.

A few miles down the blacktop, Mick slowed 
for a man walking, then steered around him and 
stopped. Nobody hitchhiked in the hills. If a man 

was walking it meant he needed a ride because 
the journey was too long to cut through the 
woods. The man opened the door and climbed 
into the truck. He was a few years younger than 
Mick, wearing boots, jeans, and a work shirt but-
toned at the cuff. The man kept his head turned, 
looking out the window as if shy.

“I’m Mick Hardin.”
“I’ve knowed Hardins,” the man said. “Went 

to school with one, Linda.”
“That’s my sister.”
“Heard she’s the sheriff now.”
“Yep.”
“I’m a Mullins.”
“Where you headed?”

[Salutations]

SINGLE WHITE EMAIL

From the subject lines of fund- raising emails sent out 
during the 2020 campaign season.

Hey
So … 
I need to be up-front
I see you, I love you
I’m blown away
I’m floored, honestly
Salivating
I need you now more than ever
No going back after this
We keep emailing
Can I give you a call this week?
Please
Checking in on you, friend
Hey, I need you to read this
Please, I’m respectfully asking you
Vulnerably asking
Asking you politely
I don’t see your name yet
Can I give you a call?
Give me a chance to explain?
Please don’t hold out
Sorry—can’t let it go
I hate doing this
I’m pretty scared right now
Please help
Unfortunately
This is it
This could be the end
If not NOW, then when?
This is getting ridiculous
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“Up the road a piece. Third holler down, make 
a right.” The man lifted his chin to point at the 
dirt lane that entered a holler and Mick slowed to 
make the turn. The road flattened through a 
stand of poplars that had been snapped by wind.

“Never did see an old poplar,” Mick said.
“Worst tree in the woods. No good for burn-

ing or building.”
“Other trees must like them. Or birds, one.”

“Yeah, everything’s got a reason if God put it 
here. Thing I think about is ticks. What are they 
good for?”

“Well,” Mick said, “possums eat ticks. But I 
don’t reckon they live on them.”

“I like possums,” Mullins said. “They’re a funny 
animal. They got a pecker that splits in two at the 
end. I heard they fuck in the nose and sneeze out 
babies in their pouch.”

Cover, a painting by Anthony Cudahy, whose work will be on view in May at Semiose, in Paris.
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Mick nodded. He’d loved that story as a kid and 
still did, despite knowing it wasn’t true. He didn’t 
want to get into it with Mullins. Disagreements like  
 that had a way of getting out of hand in  
 the hills, leading to a fistfight or gunplay.He drove through a creek bed that was wet 
from the recent rains, rounded a curve up a hill, 
and came to a house with a low front porch. One 
corner had a hickory post that supported the tin 
roof. The post on the opposite corner was miss-
ing. In its place was a mule with all four legs tightly 
tied to eyebolts screwed into the porch floor. A 
chain latched to the bridle kept the mule’s head 
immobile. On its back was a wooden chair held 
in an upright position by a flank cinch. The 
chair’s top rail supported the end of the porch.

Mick stopped the truck to prevent spooking the 
mule. “Well,” he said. “Never seen nothing like that.”

“My sister’s got a boy courting her who likes to 
drink. Last night he run his car onto the porch 
and knocked the strut off. His daddy brought the 
mule over this morning. The chair was already 
on him. He said he’d bring a new post later.”

“What’s its name?”
“Jo- Jo.”
“Give you any trouble?”
“No, I reckon he thinks it’s better than working.”
Mick chuckled and Mullins joined in as if see-

ing the mule for the first time. They sat in the 
truck cab laughing like teenagers. Mullins opened 
the door and climbed out.

“Thanks for the ride,” he said.
“That mule don’t look too comfortable.”
“I’d say not.”
“Maybe you can fix the porch.”
“I’m a logger,” Mullins said, “not a carpenter.”
“Got any tools?”
“Hammer and nails, couple of screwdrivers and 

wrenches, same as any man.” 
“Measuring tape?”
“Naw, it broke.”
“Can you find me a piece of rope?” Mick said. 

“Maybe ten feet long or more. And something to 
stand on.”

Mullins went into the house and brought out 
a coiled length of cotton rope. In his other hand 
he carried an old wooden milk crate from Spring 
Grove Dairy.

Mick placed the crate beside the mule and 
stood on it. He held one end of the rope to the 
porch ceiling and let the rest slowly uncoil. 
The mule quivered, its hooves stubbing the oak 
slats. Mick knew he was in a vulnerable posi-
tion but believed the restraints would hold.

“Hey,” Mick said softly. “Get that rope and 
hold it where it touches the floor.”

Mullins squatted to follow instructions. Mick 
climbed off the crate, opened his pocketknife, 
and cut the rope at the edge of the porch.

“Go get your chain saw.”
Mullins stood, his face brightening under the 

familiarity of the task. He left and returned 
carrying a McCulloch chain saw with a twenty- 
inch bar, oil glistening on the chain.

“Gassed up and sharp,” he said. “But I ain’t 
butchering that mule.”

“Good to hear. Let’s get in the truck.”
They drove through the creek and along the 

dirt road to the line of broken poplar. Mick 
eyeballed several trees, settling on one that was 
straight and not too stout. He used the rope to 
measure the appropriate length, then told Mul-
lins to trim the small branches and cut both 
ends flat. Mullins went to work, handling the 
chain saw as if it weighed no more than a pen-
cil. Mullins finished, pleased with himself. 
Mick rechecked the length with the rope and 
they loaded the denuded tree in the bed of his 
pickup and went back to the house. Jo- Jo 
hadn’t moved.

“Porch time,” Mick said.

[Suit]

HELL TO PRAY

From a complaint filed against the City of Boston in 
January by the Satanic Temple.

The Constitution permits legislative prayers, 
but the prayer-selection process must be non-
discriminatory. Boston affords its councillors 
unrestricted freedom to select prayer-givers. De-
spite its request, the Satanic Temple was refused 
a prayer opportunity. 

This case is not a challenge to legislative prayers 
in general, and it is not a challenge to offensive 
prayers in particular. We take no issue with the 
fact that the city permits many congregations to 
invoke Jesus before council meetings. We just want 
an equal opportunity, one guaranteed by the Con-
stitution, to invoke Satan.

The Satanic Temple venerates the biblical adver-
sary as a Promethean icon against tyranny. For the 
Satanic Temple and its membership, the Satan 
described in Paradise Lost and similar works is a 
revolutionary antihero who stood up against impos-
sible odds to seek justice and egalitarianism for 
himself and others. 

The court should order Boston to provide the 
Satanic Temple equal access.
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They carried the tree to the porch and posi-
tioned it behind the mule, out of kick range. Mick 
tipped it to the bottom of the two- by- six that 
supported the ceiling.

Mick was looking over the peculiarities of 
the mule harnessed to the porch, trying to de-
cide on a sequence of action. Each had the risk 
of getting kicked. He unstrapped the hobble 

below the fetlocks on the front legs. The mule 
shifted, spreading its legs, and tried to rear its 
head, but the chain held. Its back hooves shifted 
on the scarred slats, leaving fresh gouges.

“Easy now, Jo- Jo,” he said. “Won’t be long now.”
“Hope he don’t piss,” Mullins said. “He’ll about 

drown me.”
Mick moved to the side of the porch and 

squatted. A steel clip held the harness chained 
to an eyebolt on the porch foundation. Mick 
leaned forward and released the chain. The 
mule whipped its head sideways and bit Mick in 
the forearm. He fell backward off the porch 
and rolled across the grass, smearing blood on 
his shirt. He stood and inspected the wound. It 
wasn’t that bad, but not that good, either.

Mullins was laughing.
“That thing get vaccinated?” Mick said.
“I don’t know. It ain’t mine.”
“I’ll need to know. They carry rabies.”
The specter of rabies halted Mullins’s laugh like 

a door slammed shut. He nodded rapidly.
“Get some coal oil and duct tape,” Mick said. 

Mullins went to a shed and returned with a gal-
lon jug lacking a label, half filled with orange 
liquid. Mick poured kerosene over the wound 
to clean it, then wrapped his T- shirt around his 
forearm, and secured it with duct tape. At least 
it didn’t need stitches. Mick had been shot and 
stabbed, sustained a broken nose and cracked 
ribs, and carried shrapnel in his leg, but a mule 
bite was a first.

He stood at the edge of the porch beside the 
mule’s back legs. The shackled pasterns were 
strapped to the floor with thick leather that was 
tied in a knot.

“I need a corn knife,” he said.
Mullins hurried away and returned with the 

two- foot blade.
“Get back,” Mick said. “I ain’t sure what’ll hap-

pen, and I don’t want to fight a mule.”
He lifted the corn knife and chopped the hob-

ble strap in two. The mule stood for a moment as 
if not quite comprehending its own freedom, then 
kicked each leg backward and leaped off the porch. 
The chair tipped sideways and shattered against a 
tree. Jo- Jo ran across the yard, jumped a rail fence, 
and disappeared into the woods. The roof sagged 
but the new poplar post kept it in place. Mick 
toenailed the poplar post in place with eight- 
penny nails, the best Mullins could offer.

“I thank you,” Mullins said. “Why’d you do all 
this? Feel sorry for Jo- Jo?”

“Look at it this way. If that mule had stayed 
hooked up to your porch too long, it wouldn’t be 
no good for work. The father would blame his 
boy. Then the boy would come back around 
here mad at you. Likely to do something nobody 
wants. You’d have to do something back to him. 
Then my sister would get mixed up and some-

[Poem]

REPEAT AFTER ME

By Jacqueline Waters, from a manuscript in progress.

Let they who thought all that up
enjoy more of that

while I take care of this customer
who may not know I am not

a help line, though I am attentive
to the peculiarities of any problem

anyone calls me over about.
I discover you’re alone 

and don’t like anything around you.
And on the pillow your ear

hears the thunderstorm
straight from the poly-fil.

You’ve been caught, say by a belt
tightening around your middle

but still you wave
a utensil around 

to show right-handedness.
I think it will help 

if I repeat after you 
without you knowing

your words don’t land
but pass over me

like wildly scattered showers.
Then you repeat after me.

Then the sun will shine, in a proud way,
on our cold, embarrassed land.
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body’s setting in the jail house. So, no, it ain’t 
necessarily for Jo- Jo, but the good of everybody.”

“You think all them thoughts out when you seen 
the mule?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”
  “Damn, son, you’re smart, ain’t you?”  

  “Not smart enough to not get bit.”Mick drove to the house of the man who 
owned the mule, surprised to learn that he lived 
in the next holler down. Jo- Jo was already in his 

own yard, and Mick decided to stay in the truck. 
The neighbor man was short- waisted with pow-
erful arms, and walked with a limp. He had 
vaccination papers from the vet, which relieved 
both of them.

Mick drove out of the holler. A crow in a syca-
more tracked his progress as if on recon for the 
other birds. The road wove through the lush woods 
beside milkweed and Queen Anne’s lace bent from 
the heat. Aside from his throbbing arm, it was a 
pretty good morning in the hills.  

Purple Pods, a painting by Inka Essenhigh, whose work will be on view in June at the Brattleboro Museum and Art Center, in Vermont.
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CIVIL WARNING
Are we living through another antebellum era?

By Elliot Ackerman

I f we lived in a functioning democ-
racy, January 6 would be remem-
bered as the day Jon Ossoff and the 

Reverend Raphael Warnock won their 
Senate seats. Warnock’s race was called 
early that morning and Ossoff’s only 
hours later. Years of Democratic orga-
nizing in once deep-red Georgia had 
finally paid off. The improbable twin 
victories would bring the party control 
of the Senate. Democrats’ jubilation 

proved short-lived, however, as hun-
dreds of Trump supporters ransacked 
the U.S. Capitol in an attempt to dis-
rupt the certification of Joe Biden’s Elec-
toral College victory. Incited by the 
president’s words—“We will never give 
up, we will never concede . . . we’re going 
to walk down to the Capitol”—as well 
as by the scores of Republican lawmak-
ers who announced that they would 
vote against certification, the mob 
turned that day into one of the grim-
mest in American history.

“We are acting not to thwart the 
democratic process, but rather to 

protect it,” a group of senators led by 
Ted Cruz had claimed in a joint 
statement a few days earlier. The 
doublespeak— overturning an elec-
tion to ensure the integrity of the 
electoral process—echoed that of 
another era, in which secessionists 
talked about dissolving the Union in 
order to preserve the integrity of the 
Founders’ vision. This is the rhetoric 
of an aggrieved minority clinging to 
power; it is antebellum rhetoric. The 
confluence of these two events— an 
electoral victory that depended on 
bringing a record number of people 

Elliot Ackerman is the author, most recently, 
of the novel 2034, co-written with Admiral 
James Stavridis, which was published in 
March by Penguin Press. 
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into the political process, and the 
fierce efforts of an entrenched mi-
nority to subvert that process through 
violence— naturally raises the question 
of whether peaceful reconciliation is 
possible or whether our polarization 
and dysfunction will cause a fracture 
in American society comparable to 
the Civil War.

I f there is an answer to this ques-
tion, it might be found in Georgia, 
long a bellwether in American 

politics, from its identity as both the 
heart of the New South and the heart 
of the Confederacy, to its prominence 
in the civil- rights movement, to this 
most recent election, in which its Re-
publican secretary of state held the 
line against Trump’s plea to “find 
11,780 votes.”

On a frigid December afternoon 
midway through the runoff campaign, 
I sat in a line of cars slowly snaking 
toward the Gold Lot at Atlanta’s 
Center Parc Credit Union Stadium, 
waiting to enter a rally for Warnock 
and Ossoff. As I inched along, the 

words of a progressive friend from 
Texas came to mind. Lamenting the 
staunchly red politics in his state, he 
had tried to persuade me that America 
was no longer capable of sweeping po-
litical change—or revolution, to use 
his word. After bemoaning structural 
impediments from gerrymandering 
to campaign-finance laws, he settled 
on a curious conclusion as to the 
true, singular obstacle: Where would 
everyone park?

After an hour or so, campaign vol-
unteers had managed to squeeze ev-
eryone into the lot. They noticed 
that my rental—a cobalt-blue Chevy 
Malibu—was American-made and 
insisted on putting me in front of the 
stage, in the sight line of a bank of 
TV cameras. When Warnock took 
the pulpit, he was quick to invoke 
“this defining moment” in American 
history, words that for once con-
tained little hyperbole. He hit ever- 
loftier tones in calling for voting 
rights, affordable health care, and a 
livable wage. The socially distanced 
crowd was buzzing. Louder and louder, 

they honked their horns in support, 
at times drowning out the candidates 
altogether. Midway through the rally, 
news broke that President-elect Joe 
Biden would visit Georgia the follow-
ing day, and it only added to the 
sense that big, even revolutionary 
change might be in the offing— not 
just the items Warnock mentioned 
but structural reforms such as adding 
seats to the Supreme Court and 
granting statehood to Puerto Rico 
and Washington, D.C. 

A t the Atlanta History Center 
the next morning, Gordon 
Jones, an avuncular Civil 

War curator with a goatee and a flop 
of salt-and-pepper hair, gave me a 
tour of its cyclorama, a 360-degree 
painting, almost fifty feet tall, of the 
July 1864 Battle of Atlanta. Then as 
now, Atlanta figured prominently in 
determining the course of the na-
tion. In the months before the bat-
tle, Lincoln was not favored to win 
reelection. His opponent, the former 
Union general George B.  McClellan, 

Previous spread: Insurrectionists outside the U.S. Capitol, January 6, 2021 (detail) © Victor J. Blue 
Above: Reverend Raphael Warnock at a campaign rally in Atlanta, December 14, 2020 © Isaac Diggs
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remained popular within the Army 
and was running on a platform that 
called for a ceasefire. Halting the war 
would spare the lives of many in the 
ranks and, Confederates hoped, lead 
to their eventual recognition in peace 
negotiations. But when Atlanta fell 
that July, Lincoln’s fortunes shifted. 
At the polls in November, the Amer-
ican people—including 78 percent of 
soldiers—gave him four more years 
and a mandate to win the war.

Before the Battle of Atlanta, Jones 
told me, “Each side believed that one 
decisive battlefield victory could deter-
mine the outcome of the entire war.” 
He suggested that a similar dynamic 
held today, with each side hoping for a 
single, decisive electoral victory that 
would settle the country’s direction 
once and for all. We were standing on 
an elevated platform at the center of 
the cyclorama. Its scenes unfurled in a 
cavalcade of musketry, air-bursting 
shells, houses ablaze, and clusters of 
mounted Union soldiers tumbling 
over Confederate breastworks. Litter-
ing the artificial terrain below us were 

Union and Confederate mannequins 
crouched forward in assault or splayed 
out on the dirt in agony or death. The 
three-dimensional reproductions and 
two-dimensional painting blended to 
create an illusion of depth, the late 
nineteenth century’s equivalent of vir-
tual reality. Produced by seventeen 
German artists at the American Pan-
orama Company, the cyclorama de-
buted in Minneapolis in 1886 as a 
commemoration for Union veterans 
of the battle, many of whom lived 
nearby. In 1892, an entrepreneurial 
huckster named Paul Atkinson pur-
chased the cyclorama and brought it 
to Atlanta, hyping it to Lost Cause en-
thusiasts as “the only Confederate vic-
tory ever painted.”

It’s easy to see victory or defeat in 
the same image. “By and large, the 
changes to the painting have re-
mained relatively minor,” Jones ex-
plained. “It’s really about how you tell 
the story.” When I asked him about a 
cluster of Confederate soldiers defend-
ing against a Union attack, he cor-
rected me: “It’s the Union soldiers 

who are defending. What you’re see-
ing there is a Confederate counterat-
tack.” The painting is filled with these 
little riddles of perspective. In the 
midst of one assault, a Union soldier 
offers a drink to a bloodied Confeder-
ate. “People called these the Martin 
brothers and later the Carter broth-
ers,” said Jones. “The truth was they 
weren’t anyone specific.” In a distant 
corner of the cyclorama is a single 
black figure, the only one painted 
among hundreds of people in the 
battle. He is speaking to a Union 
soldier gesturing into the distance. 
“In the nineteenth century,” Jones ex-
plained, “the common interpretation 
was that the Union soldier was telling 
this black man where to go to claim 
his freedom, a nod to emancipation. 
More contemporary interpretations 
are that this black man is a spy, a par-
ticipant in the battle working for the 
North, so an agent of his freedom.”

These conflicting interpretations 
are understandable. What seems in-
comprehensible is how the painting 
was branded a Confederate victory 

A portion of the cyclorama at the Atlanta History Center © Diwang Valdez/New York Times/Redux
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when brought to Atlanta. Surely, at 
the turn of the twentieth century, 
with many Civil War veterans still 
alive, no one could argue that the 
Confederacy had won the battle. Jones 
listened patiently as I became ever 
more incredulous that Southerners 
could deny a Union victory they 
themselves had witnessed. In response, 
he politely mentioned the controversy 
surrounding the integrity of the recent 
presidential election, then offered a 
quote from Bertolt Brecht: “Don’t yet 
rejoice in his defeat, you men! Al-
though the world stood up and stopped 
the bastard, the bitch that bore him is 
in heat again.”

As we spoke, a middle-aged woman 
approached us. “I’m so sorry to inter-
rupt,” she said. “Could you point out 
where Clark Gable is?” Jones gestured 
beneath us, to a gaggle of manne-
quins on the far side. The woman 
thanked him, leaned over the railing 
to snap a photograph, and left.

“Clark Gable?” I asked.
As part of the 1939 Atlanta pre-

miere of Gone with the Wind, Gable 

had visited the cyclorama. Asked 
what he thought, he said he could 
find only one flaw: that he didn’t ap-
pear in it. So the citizens of Atlanta 
accommodated him; once again, 
they reimagined their history, and a 

mannequin of Gable was added to 
the floor. Jones pointed out a certain 
dead Union soldier, with a bloody 
wound painted in gauzy red on his 
stomach. There he was, mouth agape 
and vacant eyes cast skyward, debo-
nair even in death, with that distinc-
tive pencil-thin mustache— Clark 
Gable, another casualty in the Battle 
of Atlanta.

Aside from a few roadside mark-
ers, little now distinguishes 
the actual site of the battle. 

The city’s expansion consumed the 
old Confederate fortifications. Devel-
opers have long since excavated the 
ravaged fields crossed by William Te-
cumseh Sherman’s Army of the Ten-
nessee. The lack of physical traces 
makes it that much easier to shift 
perspective. I thought of the Syrian 
civil war, which I covered for several 
years. Once, when discussing events 
with a member of the Syrian opposi-
tion who had stood against the Assad 
regime in the early days of the Arab 
Spring, I made the mistake of refer-
ring to the “civil war in Syria.” The 
offense he took was immediate and 
sharp. “What is happening in my 
country is not a civil war,” he snapped. 
“This is a revolution.” Some weeks 
later, having overlearned this lesson, 
I made the mistake of referring to the 
“revolution in Syria” when speaking 
to a former government official sym-
pathetic to the Assad regime, who 
made an equally terse objection: “There 

Top: The Battle of Atlanta cyclorama. Bottom: Plaster figure of Clark  
Gable. Both images © 2019 Hales Photo. Courtesy Atlanta History Center
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is no revolution inside of Syria. This is 
a civil war.”

America has been a revolutionary 
society from birth. The continuing 
right to revolution is written into the 
Declaration of Independence:

Governments are instituted among 
Men, deriving their just powers from 
the consent of the governed,—That 
whenever any Form of Government 
becomes destructive of these ends, it is 
the Right of the People to alter or to 
abolish it.

It was this right to revolution that 
Southern leaders evoked in the lead-
up to secession—an act they cast as 
faithful to the country’s true nature. 
The difference between a revolution 
and a civil war is a matter of perspec-
tive and, ultimately, of who wins. Had 
the Confederacy won, it would not be 
called the Civil War. Likely, it would 
be remembered as the War of South-
ern Independence, or the Second 
American Revolution, an interpreta-
tion favored by many Southerners, 
including the Confederate president 

Jefferson Davis, who often evoked 
the Founders (his 1862 inauguration 
was held in front of a statue of 
George Washington, on Washing-
ton’s birthday). A refusal to accept 
the victor’s characterization of the 
war extended into Reconstruction 
and is central to Lost Cause myth-
making. Some Southerners call the 
conflict the War of Northern Aggres-
sion, the War Between the States, or 
anything other than the Civil War. 
Ultimately, the revolutionaries lost, 
the counterrevolutionaries won, and 
so it is the Civil War. These semantic 
games aren’t simply a relic of the past. 
Recent unrest, and the hotly debated 
differences between a “riot,” a “pro-
test,” a “mostly peaceful protest” and 
an “insurrection,” demonstrate the 
power certain words hold to legiti-
mize (or swiftly delegitimize) certain 
types of political behavior.

At Jones’s recommendation, I 
had lunch at Fox Bros. Bar-B-Q 
on  DeKalb Avenue, which 

sits along the railroad tracks entering 

the city from the east, a site hotly 
contested during the war. On the 
drive to Fox Bros., campaign signs 
shifted like battle lines, one neigh-
borhood a ceaseless advance of Kelly 
Loeff ler and David Perdue signs, 
stalled only when confronted by an-
other neighborhood’s wall of War-
nock and Ossoff signs. A few weeks 
later, when the Senate results came 
in, it was  DeKalb County that deliv-
ered the deciding votes for both 
Democratic candidates.

While I was sitting in my booth, a 
hauntingly familiar scene began to 
play out in the street. A pair of po-
lice cruisers rushed up and parked on 
the shoulder, their lights turning si-
lent orbits. A crowd promptly formed 
in the parking lot and spilled onto 
the sidewalk. I couldn’t see much ex-
cept people holding up their phones. 
Inside the restaurant, patrons moved 
to the windows to get a better look. 
Their concerned expressions mir-
rored my own, collectively anticipat-
ing a set of events that have become 
all too common.

“Rebel Works in Front of Atlanta, No. 1,” by George N. Barnard, from the album Photographic Views  
of Sherman’s Campaign, 1864–65 © The Museum of Modern Art/SCALA/Art Resource, New York City
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Soon I was outside, standing at the 
back of the thickening crowd. For a 
moment, it seemed possible that the 
election and the country’s future 
could hinge on how the police han-
dled this situation and the crowd. 
The officers, with outstretched 
arms, insisted that everybody step 
back. People raised their cameras 
higher. Many of them ignored the 
officers and pressed forward. Then 
a caravan of black  SUVs whipped by. 
Everyone craned their necks and 
crushed against one another. They 
all wanted the same thing: a glimpse 
of the president- elect, in town for his 
campaign event.

At a get-out-the-vote rally that af-
ternoon, Biden spoke about Geor-
gia’s future and that of the nation, 
and railed against Trump and Texas, 
which had challenged the results of 
the presidential election in the Su-
preme Court. “The only thing that 
can tear America apart,” he de-
clared, “is America itself.” The words 
harked back to Lincoln, who said, “If 
destruction be our lot we must our-
selves be its author and finisher. As a 
nation of freemen we must live 
through all time or die by suicide.”

The following day, I visited the 
site of one such suicide pact, 
the Old Governor’s Mansion 

in Milledge ville, the Civil War–era 
capital of Georgia. It was here that 
the state’s leadership deliberated over 
whether to throw in their lot with the 
Confederacy. The mansion, built in 
a Greek Revival style, boasts a por-
tico sustained by four Ionic columns, 
a gold-inlaid rotunda, and living quar-
ters spread across two ample levels. 
But when I met Matt Davis, the cura-
tor in charge, he took me in not 
through the front door but through 
the basement. “This is the workroom,” 
he said as the door creaked open on 
brass hinges into a cavernous room 
with a sturdy wooden table at its cen-
ter. “At any given time, between four 
and seventeen slaves lived on the 
mansion grounds.”

Georgia, like the nation, was 
founded on contradictions. James 
Oglethorpe, who settled the colony 
in 1733 under a charter issued by 
King George II, envisioned an 
agrarian society worked by freemen, 

and explicitly banned slavery. That 
ban was short-lived. By 1750, Geor-
gia’s burgeoning plantation class 
had overturned Oglethorpe’s restric-
tions. A century later, the idea of 
returning to a slave-free Georgia 
proved incomprehensible to the 
state’s leaders. “Slavery,” Davis ob-
served, “was the last unfired shot of 
the American Revolution.”

At the end of the Mexican-
American War, in 1848, power  
between free and slave states was del-
icately balanced. Of the thirty states 
in the Union, fifteen allowed slavery 
and fifteen did not. Each side feared 
becoming a minority. Westward ex-
pansion and the admission of new 
states into the Union threatened to 
undermine the balance. After set-
tlers discovered gold in California 
that year, the federal government, 
eager to secure this wealth as a 
source of tax revenue, rushed the 
territory into the Union as a free 
state. The resulting tilt spiraled the 
country into the series of crises and 
ill-fated compromises that led to the 
Civil War a decade later.

“Neither side thought it would 
come to a shooting war,” Davis ex-
plained. “Ultimately, the nation 
came to divide over a single issue, 
and single issues kill.” He led me 
through a door separating the sparsely 
appointed workroom from an opu-
lent state dining room. The long ta-
ble was set for Christmas dinner, 
with a candelabra, fine china, crystal 
goblets, and seating for nearly twenty 
guests. A plush carpet of geometric 
design ran wall to wall, and affixed 
to each chairback was a red ribbon 
and a sprig of holly. Davis pointed 
toward the back of the property—
the site of the slave quarters. Then 
he opened and closed the door be-
hind us that led to the workroom. 
“See this side?” he asked, pointing to 
the glossy mahogany that faced the 
state dining room. “Now look at this 
side,” he said, showing me the 
other. It was painted a dull tan. 
“Slavery permeated every aspect of 
the South.”

In this dining room, Davis ex-
plained, slaves shuttled in and out as 
leaders at the governor’s table con-
spired about the future of slavery. 
The scope of Southern blindness 

and complicity is humbling. If you 
believe that human nature remains 
consistent through the ages, and 
that humanity retains an inherited 
capacity for evil, the experience of 
standing in that dining room can 
only cause you to wonder what our 
blind spots are today, what societal 
sins we refuse to see (or willfully ig-
nore), and how, generations from 
now, we might be judged for them.

Upstairs, in a smaller family 
dining room, portraits of the 
leading men of Georgia’s an-

tebellum past hung on the walls. 
Above the sofa was a brooding like-
ness of Howell Cobb. When war 
broke out, Cobb was serving as 
U.S. secretary of the treasury. Despite 
speculation that his career would cul-
minate in the Oval Office, it ended 
instead with the founding of the 
Confederacy. He was, at first, a 
staunch Constitutional Unionist , be-
lieving that the Union should remain 
intact but that the Constitution af-
forded states the right to determine 
whether to allow slavery.

For many such pro-slavery “moder-
ates” in the lead- up to war, secession 
wasn’t so much a goal as a tactic, a 
threat that Southerners brandished to 
strengthen their hand in negotiations 
with the North. Radicals on either 
side of the aisle staked out ever more 
extreme positions while moderates at-
tempted to rein them in, until the 
chasm between the sides gaped too 
wide to bridge.

“People took counsel of their fears,” 
explained Davis. When, in response 
to Lincoln’s election, South Carolina 
left the Union on December 20, 1860, 
secession became a binary choice, 
and, without a center to stand on, in-
creasingly radicalized Constitutional 
Unionists such as Cobb became 
staunch Confederates. “Could the 
Civil War have been avoided? Per-
haps,” said Davis. “A negotiated set-
tlement could’ve placed a sunset date 
on slavery. But emotion is key to un-
derstanding the war. To Southern-
ers, their belief structure was their 
way of life, it was their sense of 
home, and it taught that slavery 
wasn’t wrong. Now an outsider is go-
ing to come change all of that? Is 
going to change their sense of 
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and Gadsden flags. There seemed to 
be little overall plan beyond disrup-
tion; it felt less like a political act 
than a tantrum. This isn’t to dimin-
ish its importance—quite the con-
trary. Political significance doesn’t 
require political coherence.

Underscoring the emotions that 
drove secession, Davis noted that seven 
of the eleven Confederate states had 
left the Union before Lincoln even 
took office, in March 1861, out of 
fear of what he might do, not what 
he had done. When I mentioned the 
idea that a conflict is remembered as a 
civil war or a revolution according to 
the winner’s preference, he wasn’t so 
sure that our Civil War fit that 
framework. “By the end of the war,” 
he said, “both sides are beaten. The 
South obviously fails in its bid to se-
cede. But the North is beaten, too. It 
doesn’t fully change the Southern 
way of life.”

Davis was more optimistic about 
our current situation. “One of the 
great advantages we hold today is 
that there isn’t a single issue like 

home? Secession is an emotional de-
cision, not a rational one.”

Rational is certainly not a word 
one would use to describe the events 
of January 6: the riot at the Capitol 
didn’t make a lot of sense. Its partici-
pants descended on Washington 
from around the country by char-
tered bus, car, and private jet. They 
included a hodgepodge of far-right 
militia groups—Oath Keepers, Proud 
Boys, Three Percenters—as well as 
individual citizens blitzed out on 
 QAnon prophecies or lured by the 
thrill of action. Trumpist members of 
Congress had in the preceding days 
hailed a “1776 moment”; on Janu-
ary 6, one man paraded a Confeder-
ate battle flag inside the Capitol as 
part of an insurrection that was—
ostensibly—in defense of American 
democracy. Mixing with clearly sedi-
tious symbols (camp ausch witz 
 T-shirts and neo-Nazi hand gestures) 
were other, traditionally patriotic 
symbols of the American Revolution, 
which radicals on the right have ap-
propriated, such as the Betsy Ross 

slavery dividing the nation.” On this 
point, I supposed he was correct. It’s 
hard to think of one single issue that 
divides us, as much as a miasma of 
different attitudes and opinions. Our 
electoral system tends to stifle new 
parties, encouraging a perpetual two-
way division, but there have been 
signs of nascent alliances on individ-
ual issues, such as tech regulation 
and criminal- justice reform. Could 
these narrow areas of cooperation be 
enough to prevent the destructive 
catharsis of the nineteenth century 
from recurring?

As if to emphasize the cost of divi-
sion, Davis pointed out a small 
framed portrait on an end table as 
we wandered out of the parlor. 
When compared with the large oil 
paintings of Georgia’s leading men, it 
was almost unnoticeable, but he 
wanted to make sure I saw it: a portrait 
of Sherman, dressed for campaigning, 
much as he was in the weeks after 
he burned Atlanta to the ground. 
This room had been his headquar-
ters for a single night during his 

Rioters and police officers at the entrance to the Capitol Rotunda, January 6, 2021 © Victor J. Blue
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discussion with Matt Davis at the Old 
Governor’s Mansion, and his conclu-
sion that the polarity in America’s 
political life represents less of a threat 
today than in Cobb’s time because 
there isn’t such a singular issue divid-
ing us. Thomas granted that interpre-
tation, but added an observation of 
his own: “It depends on the perspec-
tive being taken on slavery.” Thomas 
said that, yes, a certain type of North-
ern abolitionist objected to slavery 
primarily on moral grounds, but this 
wasn’t the central concern for many 
others. The broader argument to abol-
ish slavery was often a product of the 
same racism that sustained it. Free 
states had few black residents. When 
contemplating westward expansion, 
many whites didn’t want to live along-
side blacks. And they knew their free 
labor couldn’t compete in an economy 
that included slave labor. “Slavery 
exists in our present consciousness as 
predominately a moral issue,” said 
Thomas. “That wasn’t so much the 
case in the 1800s. For people living 
then, it wasn’t the morality around 
slavery that enticed them to civil war; 
it was the economics.”

Slavery as an economic concern has 
become a popular topic among histori-
ans, with works such as Sven Beckert’s 
Empire of Cotton mapping the inter-
section of the slave system, industrial-
ization, and international relations. 
If it’s true that slavery was not a 
unique moral issue but part of Amer-
ica’s broader economic dysfunction, it 
doesn’t bode well for us. The divisions 
between red and blue on everything 
from the climate and energy to immi-
gration, race, and gender dovetail with 
deep anxieties born of an economy that 
no longer works for most Americans. 
The financial interests of the relatively 
small class of slaveholders were the 
wedge that cracked the whole country. 
Today, the pandemic has widened the 
gap between the comfortable and ev-
eryone else—to say nothing of the ex-
haustion, desperation, and disillusion 
with government it has brought, which 
are potent fuels for conflict.

As I followed Thomas deeper inside 
the mansion, I asked how it was that 
T.R.R. Cobb came to write the Con-
federate Constitution alone. One of 
the two other committee members, he 
explained, had a tendency toward 

drink, so he was of little use; as for the 
other committee member, Cobb re-
leased him to care for a sick child at 
home, a situation to which Cobb was 
sympathetic. In 1858, the year he pub-
lished his treatise on slavery, his eldest 
daughter, Lucy, died at thirteen of scar-
let fever. Cobb would mourn the loss 
until his death four years later, at the 
Battle of Fredericksburg.

We soon arrived at a side parlor, 
where a posthumous portrait of Lucy 
hung above the mantle. It is rife with 
symbolism. By her side, a black dog 
with a white tuft of hair on its chest 
stands vigil. Folklore held that dogs 
were the only creatures that could cross 
back and forth between the living 
world and the world of the dead. In 
Lucy’s hand is a book, and it was well 
known that she and her father had 
loved to read together. She also holds a 
hat with a blue ribbon and wears a pink 
dress. Thomas pointed out that the 
color of the dress would have caught 
the attention of visitors, immediately 
signaling to them that the Cobbs had 
lost a child. “Pink,” he explained, 
“wasn’t then a color associated with 
femininity, as it is today. It was consid-
ered either a masculine color or a color 
for mourning. Pink was the color of war 
and the color of blood.”

I leaned forward, taking a closer 
look. The portrait of Lucy, her loyal 
dog, and the little book she carried was 
striking, so much so that I didn’t ini-
tially notice the setting. Lucy is stand-
ing on the lawn of this very house, 
which is also pink, the color of mourn-
ing, the color of blood, but also the 
color T.R.R. Cobb had selected to sig-
nal his wealth.

A recent poll conducted by Ip-
sos showed that only 12 per-
cent of Americans consider 

the country “unified” and concluded 
that “political party identification has 
become the chief dividing line in this 
new American ethos.” Meanwhile, Ray 
 McClendon, the chair of the Atlanta 
 NAACP’s political action committee 
and a veteran community activist, 
told me, “The electorate is changing. 
We have allowed a minority to build 
an impenetrable wall to protect their 
power. The more that a minority can 
be in power by making sure they 
redistrict in a way to keep power, the 

March to the Sea, in which he’d made 
“Georgia howl.”

The Cobb family is memorialized 
across Georgia, with buildings, 
roads, convention centers, and 

the state’s third-most-populous county 
still bearing the name. The Confeder-
ate Constitution is in the handwriting 
of Thomas Reade Rootes Cobb, How-
ell’s brother. In Athens, T.R.R. Cobb’s 
antebellum mansion sits in the shade 
of a leafy intersection. Like the Old 
Governor’s Mansion in Milledgeville, 
the renovated manor has a columned 
facade in the Greek Revival style. 
Most striking, however, is its color: 
seashell pink.

Sam Thomas, the curator of the 
T.R.R.  Cobb House, met me on 
the front porch. When I asked him 
about the décor, he was quick to note 
that when a renovation began in 2006, 
skeptics thought it improbable that a 
man like Cobb—a deeply religious, 
well-regarded conservative lawyer—
would have painted his house so 
gaudily. But Thomas had the records, 
and the house had indeed been pink. 
“Colors,” Thomas observed, “had dif-
ferent meanings back then. Such a 
bright shade would have been quite ex-
pensive to paint and maintain. It was a 
signal of Cobb’s prosperity and success.”

In the decade leading up to the 
Civil War, T.R.R. Cobb had established 
himself as one of the most prominent 
legal minds in the nation. Then as now, 
the legal profession produced skilled 
apologists, and Cobb’s 1858 treatise An 
Inquiry into the Law of Negro Slavery in 
the United States of America codified 
pro-slavery legal theory and was quoted 
no fewer than twenty-seven times in 
state and federal courts. Unlike his 
older brother, T.R.R. Cobb was not a 
career politician, but he soon found 
himself assigned to the judiciary com-
mittee that drew up the Confederate 
Constitution, a task he undertook 
largely on his own. Much of the docu-
ment is a word-for-word copy of the 
U.S. Constitution, with the most no-
table departure being the enshrine-
ment of slavery: “No bill of attainder, 
ex post facto law, or law denying or 
impairing the right of property in negro 
slaves shall be passed.”

When Thomas underscored the 
centrality of slavery, I mentioned my 

¸
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more frustrated the majority becomes 
when they don’t see the fruits of their 
labor. It drives us toward tribalism. 
And then we don’t have the ability 
to compromise.”

Although today’s geographic divi-
sions are not quite as stark as the 
divisions between free and slave states 
in the nineteenth century, geography 
matters less in our atomized and 
hyperconnected society. This year 
we’ve seen how activists, and even in-
surrectionists, are able to organize and 
surge anywhere from coast to coast. 
The storming of the Capitol will likely 
prove the high-water mark of Trump’s 
demagoguery, but it seems unlikely to 
spell the end of a sensational, bare-
knuckle politics that has captured the 
American psyche. Incoming Republi-
cans in Congress included Marjorie 
Taylor Greene of Georgia, who basked 
in the attention she got for promoting 
QAnon delusions. In his inaugural ad-
dress, Biden pleaded for “unity” as hard- 
line Republicans scoffed; the same day, 
black-clad protesters smashed a Demo-
cratic Party office in Oregon, carrying 
a banner that read we don’t want 
biden—we want revenge! Such 
groups remain a minority, but they 
reflect a fog of bitterness that grew 
thick under Trump. While Republi-
cans organize for electoral gains in 
2022, Democratic officeholders may 
have limited patience for Biden’s glad-
handing moderation. Many are calling 
for the abolition of the Electoral Col-
lege and the Senate filibuster. In Biden’s 
first week in office, the leader of the 
Congressional Progressive Caucus 
warned him about pursuing “compro-
mise for compromise’s sake.”

If the Trump Administration proved 
one thing, it’s that laws don’t enforce 
themselves. Our political system is 
sustained by a constant succession of 
individual choices. As partisan iden-
tity begins to outweigh civic identity, 
Republican leaders might determine 
that it’s good politics to openly defy the 
implementation of Biden’s agenda, 
much as sheriffs in some counties 
have refused to enforce mask man-
dates. Would Democratic leaders fol-
low suit? Would they defy rulings 
passed down by a conservative Su-
preme Court? And while a full reprise 
of the Civil War is unlikely, it’s easy 
to imagine more militia-style plots 

like the attempted kidnapping last year 
of the Michigan governor, encouraged 
by rhetoric that casts opponents as ille-
gitimate and even inhuman, or the es-
tablishment of more autonomous zones 
like the one in Seattle last summer, 
which also featured gun-toting radicals.

“To heal,”  McClendon told me, “it’s 
going to take people talking to each 
other to get things done. The only 
way that’s going to happen is when 
both sides see they have something to 
lose.” But what if that doesn’t happen? 
I asked. The upheaval we’re seeing 
across the country is profound. It 
doesn’t have to yield more violence. A 
civil war, by definition, is violent, but 
often a revolution is not. Both parties 
have a history of passing major, even 
revolutionary legislation—on infra-
structure (the Federal Highway Act 
of 1956), on civil rights (the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964), on the environ-
ment (the Endangered Species Act of 
1973)—with the majority of the other 
party supporting the legislation. That 
was how the government used to de-
liver for the American people. Could 
we get back to that?

“Maybe,”  McClendon said when I 
put the idea to him. Yet he was far from 
certain that we could avoid the violent 
mistakes we’ve made before. “Every-
thing has always been predicated on 
people keeping their wealth. Slavery 
and economics were once one and the 
same through the South. It’s no differ-
ent today. Why is it that the people 
who have benefited the most from 
America are afraid of sharing in that 
ideal on an equitable basis? Other than 
they know that they are not going to 
have preferential treatment in that 
construct? What are all these people 
trying to get back to?”

I didn’t have an answer, and I don’t 
imagine he had one either. For a mo-
ment the phone line went silent. Then 
he asked, “Do you know what the most 
interesting word is in ‘Make America 
Great Again’?”

I confessed that I didn’t.
“It’s again.”

When Inauguration Day ar-
rived, it was with unprece-
dented security. I live six 

blocks from the Capitol, and the layers 
of fortification—ten-foot-high steel 
gates topped with razor wire, concrete 

Jersey barriers, police officers and Na-
tional Guard members—made it diffi-
cult to believe that we were witnessing 
a peaceful transfer of power. As I 
walked out my front door, I wasn’t 
searching for an answer as to whether 
this was an antebellum moment so 
much as an assurance. I wanted to see 
whether I could get close enough to 
the Capitol to hear the new president’s 
speech. Part of me was thinking that 
if, despite our dysfunction, a citizen 
could still approach the seat of govern-
ment and listen to the inauguration 
with his own ears—not broadcast by 
some intermediary—then we’d be 
okay. Perhaps that sounds sentimental, 
or even like magical thinking, but as 
I passed out-of-state National Guard 
members posted two to every corner, 
it felt consequential.

I made it within four blocks of the 
Capitol before soldiers at a check-
point turned me away. The streets 
were deserted. I looped behind the 
Library of Congress and tried to get 
onto Independence Avenue, but it 
was blocked by military vehicles. I 
wandered even farther, toward I-695. 
Eventually, I walked down D Street 
until it intersected with New Jersey 
Avenue. By now I was half a mile 
away and able to glimpse only the 
top of the dome. Soldiers and police 
officers stood shoulder to shoulder 
behind the barricades, armed with 
assault rifles, batons, and riot shields.

I checked my watch: it was a little 
after eleven o’clock. The speeches 
were going to start soon, but I couldn’t 
hear, let alone see, a thing. In ones 
and twos, people had begun to con-
gregate quietly at this intersection, 
which was about as close as you could 
get to the Capitol. I was about to give 
up and head home. But then I heard 
something. It was a muffled voice, and 
from its cadence I could tell it was some-
one giving a speech, but I was much 
too far from the Capitol to hear the 
proceedings. Then I saw that behind 
me an elderly woman had taken out 
her phone. She was listening to a 
livestream of the ceremony. The 
crowd around us was thickening, and 
more people took out their phones. 
There was little else any of us could 
do. So in the end, we stood there, in 
the cold and among strangers, choos-
ing to listen together. 
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Though the march was military, 
it inevitably became punitive. The 
cotton was destroyed, the farms pil-
laged, the land laid waste. It was a 
comparatively narrow strip of coun-
try, but Sherman was like the wrath 
of the Lord descending upon it.

That was in the fall of 1864. Years 
have passed and healed many 

wounds. Now it is the fall of 1919 and 
all Georgia is at her capital city for the 
fair. The automobiles are forced to a 
walking pace, there are so many of 

them, and they vent their displeasure in 
a multiform chorus of barking, howling, 
and hooting. 

Atlanta’s new life has grown from 
the old ruins and hidden them as a 
young forest springs through the 
charred stumps of a forest fire. On each 
side Atlanta’s skyscrapers climb heav-
enward in severe lines, and where 
heaven should be the sky signs twinkle. 
Every volt that can be turned into light 
is being used. The stores and the cin-
emas are dazzling to show what they are 
worth. The sidewalks are thronged 
with Southern youth who show a ca-

THE GREAT MARCH
By Stephen Graham

From “Marching Through Georgia,” which appeared in the April 1920 issue of Harper’s Magazine. The complete article—along with the maga-
zine’s entire 170-year archive—is available online at harpers.org/archive.

You cannot qualify war in harsher 
terms than I will. War is cruelty, 

and you cannot refine it,” said General 
William Tecumseh Sherman when he 
ordered the whole population of At-
lanta to flee wherever it desired. In 
Atlanta, they had not realized what war 
was till then.

North and south they fled, but 
mostly south, for they were bitter, and 
the roads filled with the pitiful array of 
thousands of men and women and 
children with their old-fashioned 
coaches, with their barrows, with their 
servants, with those slaves 
who did not heed the fact 
that their day of liberation 
had arrived. What com-
plaints, what laments, as the 
proud Southern population 
took the road! A lamenta-
tion that is still heard today.

When the people had 
gone, Atlanta was set on 
fire. Sherman had decided 
to march to the sea, and he 
could not afford to leave 
an enemy population be-
hind, nor could he allow 
the chance that secret ar-
senals might exist there after he had 
gone. It was a never-to-be-forgotten 
spectacle, “the heaven one expanse 
of lurid fire, the air filled with flying, 
burning cinders,” a soldier recalled. 
Small explosions arranged by the 
engineers were punctuated by huge ex-
plosions when hidden stores of ammu-
nition were located, and while these 
added ruin to ruin in the city, they 
sounded as lugubrious and awful 
detonations to the soldiery on the 
road. Churches, shops, warehouses, 
homes—the fire flared from every 
story and every window.

“
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Atlanta in ruins. Originally published in the October 1865 issue of Harper’s Magazine

maraderie one would hardly observe in 
the colder North. One has the thought, 
however tenuous, that perhaps Atlanta 
did not burn in vain, that perhaps the 
South believes as well as the North in 
the immortality of John Brown’s soul. 
But it seems impossible that the de-
struction of Atlanta and the pitiful 
exodus of its humiliated people has 
been forgotten—nor, for that matter, 
the elation of the Northern soldiers 
who sang while the city burned.

Where the bloody Battle of Atlanta 
raged, however, a complete peace has 

now settled down amid the 
dignified Southern homes. 
Trees hide the view and chil-
dren play upon the pleasant 
lawns, while the older folks 
rock to and fro upon the 
chairs of shady verandas. 
Dignified Decatur dwells on 
its hill by the wayside, where 
one can find its pale monu-
ment to the Confederate 
dead. On this white obelisk 
the cause of the South is jus-
tified in print. Within sight 
of it rises an impressive 
courthouse, which, by its size 

and grandeur, protests the strength of 
the law in Georgia.

As I walked along the road from vil-
lage to village and from mansion to 
mansion, I was always on the lookout 
for the oldest folk along the way. The 
young ones knew only of the war that 
was just past, the middle-aged thought 
of the old Civil War as a sort of joke, 
but the old folk would never dare 
laugh over the strife, which amounted 
to the great passion of their lives. Cer-
tainly they remembered the great 
march, what came before and what 
came after. 



36   HARPER’S MAGAZINE / APRIL 2021



 REPORT   37

R E P O R T

LOST IN THOUGHT
The psychological risks of meditation

By David Kortava

O n a cloudless afternoon in 
March 2017, Megan Vogt 
drove her truck toward a Dela-

ware town between the coastal plain 
and the foothills of the Appalachians. 
She was on her way to a silent retreat 
at Dhamma Pubbananda, a meditation 
center specializing in a practice called 
vipassana, which its website describes 
as a “universal remedy for universal 
ills” that provides “total liberation 
from all defilements, all impurities, all 
suffering.” Those who attend Dhamma 
Pubbananda’s retreats pledge to ob-
serve strict rules (no reading, no danc-
ing, no praying) and to stay for the 
whole ten days, as it is “both disadvan-
tageous and inadvisable to leave  . . . 
upon finding the discipline too diffi-
cult.” Megan knew that she’d have to 
forfeit her cell phone and observe a 
mandatory “noble silence,” so she 
called her mother one last time. “I love 
you, I love you, I love you,” she said. 
“I’ll talk to you in ten days.”

On the first day of the retreat, Me-
gan, a cheerful twenty- five- year- old 
with blue eyes and shoulder- length 
hair dyed a cardinal red, woke at four 

o’clock in the morning to the chiming 
of a bell. For a cumulative ten hours 
and forty- five minutes, she sat cross- 
legged on a rug, her spine erect, and 
tried to focus on her breath. During 
breaks, she walked among the beech 
trees and orange lilies on the center’s 
thirteen acres. That evening, every-
one gathered in the meditation hall 
and an instructor inserted a videotape 
into an old  VCR. On the screen was 
an elderly man with soft, hooded eyes, 
sitting cross- legged on the floor. Satya 
Narayan Goenka, a Burmese busi-
nessman turned guru, had taken up 
meditation in the Fifties, hoping to 
alleviate his chronic migraines, and 
was so happy with the results that he 
went on to establish a global network 
of more than one hundred vipassana 
centers. Goenka died in 2013, but stu-
dents on his retreats still receive much 
of their instruction from grainy re-
cordings of the master himself. 

“The first day is over,” Goenka said. 
“You have nine more left to work.” His 
voice was gravelly, his demeanor al-
most soporific. “To get the best result 
of your stay here, you have to work 
very hard,” he said. “Diligently, ar-
dently, patiently, but persistently, con-

tinuously.” He spoke of the difficulties 
students would encounter in the com-
ing days. “The body starts revolting. ‘I 
don’t like it.’ The mind starts revolting. 
‘I don’t like it.’ So you feel very uncom-
fortable.” He called the untrained 
mind “a bundle of knots, Gordian 
knots”— an engine of tension and 
agitation. “Everyone will realize how 
insane one is.” He looked into the 
camera with an air of sympathy. “This 
technique will help you,” he said. “You 
must go to the source of your misery.”

At the time, Megan’s life was in 
flux— she had just gone through a 
breakup and decided to move to Utah, 
where she planned to work on an or-
ganic farm. Ten days of meditation 
sounded restorative, a way of turning 
the page to a new chapter. She found the 
early days of the retreat physically chal-
lenging in the ordinary sense: she had 
aching knees, a sore lower back, hunger 
pangs. But it was nothing she wasn’t 
used to from her time as an AmeriCorps 
volunteer, maintaining hiking trails out 
West, or the months she’d spent camp-
ing in national parks. 

On the morning of the seventh day, 
Megan went outside to meditate alone 
under a tree. She had by now logged David Kortava lives in New York City.

Illustrations by Jialun Deng
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more than sixty hours of meditation. 
She wasn’t sure how long she sat there. 
“Time had slowed down,” she later 
wrote. The ferns and grasses were vi-
brating; they were made of vibrations, 
just as she was. Megan felt an exquisite 
serenity unlike any she had ever 
known. Tears came to her eyes. “I was 
so happy. I finally knew my place in the 
world. I was a child of the earth and I 
needed to share my joy.” 

But hours later, Megan’s bliss dissi-
pated. She became tired, then drained. 
She lay down on her bed and could 
not marshal the energy to get back up. 
The next meditation session was start-
ing. She felt heavy, responsible for ev-
erything that was wrong in the world. 
Maybe I’m holy, she thought. Maybe 
I was put here to heal everyone. She 
forced herself upright and set her 
feet down on the floor.

Walking into the meditation 
hall, Megan looked at the rows of 
silent meditators, their eyes closed 
or staring vacantly at the wall. A 
surge of “immense fear” coursed 
through her body and she found 
herself panicking, unable to move. “I 
just zoned out into space,” she wrote 
later. “I can’t remember where I am. 
Who I am. What I’m doing here.” 
Then a torrent of dark thoughts came 
rushing in: Is it the end of the world? 
Am I dying? Why can’t I function or 
move? I can hear the Buddha now. He is 
telling me to meditate. I can’t, I’m so 
confused. Is this a test? Am I supposed to 
yell out “I accept Jesus as my Lord and 
Savior?” What am I supposed to do? I 
am so confused. 

M editation, which began as a 
practice among Buddhist re-
nunciants living in monas-

teries, hermitages, and caves in the fifth 
century bc, is now a part of mainstream 
American culture. Countless books, 
magazine articles, YouTube videos, apps, 
and corporate wellness programs cele-
brate its benefits to our cognitive, emo-
tional, and physical well- being. The 
market for meditation products and 
services in the United States is valued 
at $1.2 billion. In 2017, by one conserva-
tive estimate, some 15 percent of Amer-
ican adults engaged in “mental exercise 
to reach a heightened level of spiritual 
awareness or mindfulness.” Arianna 
Huffington captured the pop- psych 

view of meditation and mindfulness in 
an interview during the promotional 
tour for Thrive, her 2014 self- help 
book: “The list of all the conditions 
that these practices impact for the 
better— depression, anxiety, heart 
disease, memory, aging, creativity— 
sounds like a label on snake oil from the 
nineteenth century,” she said. “Except 
this cure- all is real, and there are no 
toxic side effects.” 

Unfortunately, Huffington was 
wrong. Although there is data support-
ing the positive effects of meditation, 
the scientific literature is murkier than 
some champions of the practice would 
like to believe, and the possibility of 
negative outcomes cannot be so easily 

dismissed. As early as 1976, Arnold 
Lazarus, one of the forefathers of cogni-
tive behavioral therapy, raised concerns 
about transcendental meditation, the 
mantra- based practice then in vogue. 
“When used indiscriminately,” he 
warned, “the procedure can precipi-
tate serious psychiatric problems such 
as depression, agitation, and even 
schizophrenic decompensation.” Laza-
rus had by then treated a number of 
“agitated, restive” patients whose 
symptoms seemed to worsen after 
meditating. He came to believe that 
the practice, while beneficial for many, 
was likely harmful to some. 

One case study, from 2007, docu-
mented a twenty- four- year- old male 
patient who had slipped into “a short- 
lasting acute psychotic state” during “an 
unguided and intense” meditation ses-
sion. He was referred to clinicians fol-
lowing the onset of “an acute sensation 
of being mentally split.” He saw vivid 
colors, hallucinated, and was overcome 
with severe anxiety. At the height of 
the episode, he was tormented by “de-
lusional convictions that he had caused 
the end of the world” and talked of 
suicide. The man had experienced one 
previous hypomanic episode and had a 
history of untreated depression. The 

authors posited that “meditation can act 
as a stressor in vulnerable patients.” 

Even as academic interest in medita-
tion has mounted, with hundreds of 
new papers published every year, the 
question of adverse effects has received 
little attention. Most studies don’t 
monitor for negative reactions, relying 
instead on participants to report them 
spontaneously. But the research that 
does exist is not reassuring. More 
than fifty published studies have 
documented meditation- induced men-
tal health problems, including mania, 
dissociation, and psychosis. In 2012, 
leading meditation researchers in 
the United Kingdom published a set 
of guidelines for meditation instruc-

tors, noting “risks for participants,” 
including depression, traumatic 
flashbacks, and increased suicidal 
ideation. Four years later, the 
U.S. National Institutes of Health 
cautioned that “meditation could 
cause or worsen symptoms in peo-
ple with certain psychiatric prob-
lems.” Jeffrey Lieber man, the former 
head of the American Psychiatric 

Association, told me he’d seen this in 
his own practice. “The clinical phe-
nomenon is real,” he said. “There’s no 
question about it.” 

Exactly who is vulnerable to these 
negative effects remains a subject of 
debate. Some clinicians suspect that 
meditation can trigger such reactions 
only in individuals with underlying 
psychiatric conditions. Vinod Srihari, 
of the Yale School of Medicine, ex-
plained that genetics and environ-
mental factors can come together to 
kindle the onset of psychosis. “For 
people already at risk for a psychotic 
disorder, to have a first break on an 
extended meditation retreat makes 
sense logically.” Lieberman posits that 
most cases likely involve a latent psy-
chiatric condition that is activated by 
sustained or intensive meditation. 
These mental health crises, he be-
lieves, tend to occur in the context of 
a retreat, when people are meditating 
for hours at a time. “For most people, 
meditation is an either innocuous or 
potentially beneficial activity,” Lieber-
man said, “but in a small number of 
individuals it has the potential for 
psychological destabilization.” 

But an alternate view has been 
around for decades and has recently 

SOME CLINICIANS  
BELIEVE THAT EVEN FORTY  

MINUTES OF MEDITATION PER  
DAY CAN POSE RISKS



 REPORT   39

been gaining traction. Some clinicians 
believe that meditation can cause psy-
chological problems in people without 
underlying conditions, and that even 
forty minutes of meditation per day 
can pose risks. In 1975, The Journal of 
Nervous and Mental Disease published 
the case study of a thirty- eight- year- old 
woman, Mrs. M., who had no history 
of trauma or psychotic episodes but 
had begun to experience 
“altered reality testing 
and behavior” soon after 
taking up transcendental 
meditation. She was med-
itating for twenty min-
utes, twice a day. The 
authors, psychiatrists at 
the University of Califor-
nia, Davis, wrote that

an altered state of con-
sciousness within days 
after beginning TM, 
and the occurrence of 
the “waking fantasies” 
shortly thereafter, leave 
little doubt of some 
causal relationship be-
tween the use of TM and 
the subsequent psychosis- 
like experience.

They concluded, “We 
would expect the occur-
rence of powerfully com-
pelling fantasies in some 
portion of normal indi-
viduals utilizing depressive 
procedures of any form,” 
including meditation.

P recisely what hap-
pened after Me-
gan’s unraveling in 

the meditation hall is 
unclear. By one account, she went out-
side and tried to tear down a fence. By 
another, she broke into uncontrollable 
laughter. What is certain is that one of 
the teachers, a middle- aged woman 
named Yanny Hin, realized that some-
thing was wrong. Hin found a volun-
teer in the kitchen, Jodi Beck, and 
asked her whether she’d mind attending 
to Megan. Beck tried having a conver-
sation with Megan but couldn’t follow 
her train of thought— something about 
God “getting back at her” for some-
thing she’d done. Megan kept asking, 
“Is Jesus punishing me?” Beck told me. 

“She didn’t understand what was hap-
pening to her.” 

As she ranted, Megan mentioned 
that she had stopped taking her medica-
tion. She had been on the lowest thera-
peutic dose of Zoloft for mild anxiety 
since her early twenties. Before admit-
ting Megan to the retreat, the center’s 
administrators required that her doctor 
complete a form certifying that she was 

in good health. One of the questions 
read: “If the patient has difficulty during 
the course would you be available to 
him/her?” Megan’s provider checked 
yes. Hin instructed Beck to administer 
Megan’s pills for the remainder of the 
retreat, but the center did not attempt 
to contact Megan’s doctor.

Megan spent much of the next three 
days in her room, trying to concentrate 
on sensations in her body. Beck sat by 
her side. “She always had the option to 
leave,” Beck said. “She wanted to stay. 
She doubled down. She was trying so 
hard.” According to Beck, Megan told 

Hin that she felt like she was going 
crazy. Hin instructed Megan to focus 
on her breath. During one meeting, 
Megan had trouble sitting up, so Hin 
had her lie down. When Megan 
clenched her fists, Hin told her to focus 
on the feeling in her hands. “Yanny 
had no sense of this being anything 
that she couldn’t teach her way out of,” 
Beck told me. When Megan got agi-

tated, “the instruction was 
always the same: close 
your eyes, go back to med-
itating.” (Yanny Hin de-
clined to be interviewed 
for this story.)

On the last evening, 
more than sixty hours af-
ter the conspicuous onset 
of Megan’s mental health 
crisis, Beck managed to 
get in touch with Megan’s 
family. “Her problems 
were getting worse and 
worse,” Beck told me. “She 
looked like a ghost of her-
self. She hadn’t slept in 
days. She had stopped 
showering.” Beck, who 
moonlights as a bartender, 
told me she recognized 
when someone could not 
get behind the wheel of a 
car. “She was not equipped 
to leave without help.” 

When Megan’s parents 
and her younger sister, Jor-
dan, arrived the next day, 
Beck asked for them to 
visit Megan one at a time, 
so as not to overwhelm 
her. Her mother, Kris, 
went in first. “That’s not 
confused, that’s psychotic,” 
she said. “That’s not my 

daughter.” Jordan went in next. Megan 
was hunched over at the foot of the bed, 
staring at the ground. She looked pale. 
Jordan sat down on the opposite end. 

“Hey, Meg.”
A moment passed in silence.
“You’re not really here,” Megan 

said finally. 
“It’s me,” Jordan said, holding out her 

hand. “You can touch me, I’m here.”
“I’m creating you. You’re just a 

projection.”
Megan recoiled from her family and 

resisted getting into the car. “I have to 
die here,” she cried. Eventually, Hin 
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lieve I’m in a nuthouse,” she said, laugh-
ing. “People are going to think I’m 
crazy.” After they left, a doctor wrote 
in Megan’s chart that she “feels much 
better after seeing them,” but also that 
she could hear music playing. 

After a week, Megan’s waves of psy-
chosis leveled off. She was sleeping 
better and eating regularly. She said she 
could think more clearly and told her 
doctors that she was “sorry for every-
thing.” The medical staff encouraged 
her to talk or write about her experience. 
They left her with paper and a pen. “I 
lost it on the seventh day,” Megan wrote. 
“I was on the right path. I had relin-
quished all things. But then I realized I 
had to relinquish my body too, and that 
is what sent me into a panic.” She be-
lieved her breakdown resulted from 
having “overworked my brain for three 
days not sleeping.”

Megan was not given a formal di-
agnosis but was told that she might be 
showing symptoms of bipolar disorder. 
Her Zoloft prescription was discontin-
ued, as her doctors believed it could 
have been contributing to her mood 
swings. Megan showed no withdrawal 
symptoms, and was given a supply of 
Zyprexa and Ativan. She was advised 
to see a psychiatrist within the week 
and to seek immediate medical at-
tention if she experienced “racing 
thoughts, increased rate of speech, 
mood lability or decreased need for 
sleep.” With that, Megan was released 
to her family in “medically stable con-
dition without any safety concerns.”

Jordan scoured the internet for 
some clue as to what was happen-
ing to her sister. She found the 

Facebook page of an online support 
group called Cheetah House, based at 
Brown University, that provided guid-
ance to people experiencing mental 
health problems precipitated by medita-
tion. Its website featured articles from 
academic journals and firsthand ac-
counts of meditation- induced medical 
emergencies. “I’m not exaggerating 
when I say that Cheetah House literally 
saved my life,” wrote one “ex- meditator- 
in- crisis.” Jordan sent a message to 
the group. “My sister entered into a 
meditation- induced psychotic state this 
week and I am searching for help,” she 
wrote. “She is completely disoriented 
and convinced that she needs to kill 

herself.” Jordan asked for her message to 
be relayed to the group’s facilitator, a 
clinical psychologist and neuroscientist 
at Brown named Willoughby Britton, 
who has become one of the foremost 
advocates of the view that meditation 
can be harmful even for people without 
underlying psychiatric disorders. 

Britton had started out as an avid 
meditator, but as a graduate student in 
the mid- Aughts she made an unex-
pected discovery. As part of her PhD 
research at the University of Arizona, 
Britton conducted a study to determine 
the effects of regular meditation on 
sleep quality. The consensus at the time 
was that meditation helped people sleep 
better, but most of the existing studies 
relied on self- reports. Britton was one of 
the first researchers in her subfield to 
bring subjects into the laboratory over-
night, measuring their brain waves, eye 
movements, and muscle tension. Brit-
ton collected two hundred nights of 
data. As in other studies, her twelve 
subjects said they had been sleeping 
better since taking up meditation five 
days a week. And the data seemed to 
support that for the group that was 
meditating less than thirty minutes per 
day. But any more than a half hour and 
the trend started moving in the other 
direction. Compared with an eight- 
person control group, the subjects who 
meditated for more than thirty minutes 
per day experienced shallower sleep and 
woke up more often during the night. 
The more participants reported medi-
tating, the worse their sleep became. 

Britton’s sample size was small, but 
other researchers have also documented 
this apparent paradox— positive self- 
reports combined with negative out-
comes. A 2014 study from Carnegie 
Mellon University subjected two 
groups of participants to an interview 
with openly hostile evaluators. One 
group had been coached in meditation 
for three days beforehand and the 
other group had not. Participants who 
had meditated reported feeling less 
stress immediately after the inter-
view, but their levels of cortisol— the 
fight- or- flight hormone— were sig-
nificantly higher than those of the 
control group. They had become more 
sensitive, not less, to stressful stimuli, 
but believing and expecting that med-
itation reduced stress, they gave self- 
reports that contradicted the data. 

persuaded Megan to leave with her 
mother and sister. Her father, Steve, 
followed in Megan’s truck. As they 
drove off, Megan’s wish to die took on 
a violent urgency. She clutched at her 
neck. She stuffed her mouth with a 
blanket. She attempted to climb into the 
front seat and get at the glove box, where 
she knew her mother kept a switchblade. 
As the car accelerated on the interstate, 
Megan pried open the door. Jordan held 
on to her and pulled it shut. 

Kris called Steve and told him she 
was going straight to the University of 
Maryland’s Harford Memorial Hospi-
tal, which has a psychiatric unit. Me-
gan screamed at her mother, “Stop 
talking to the devil!” Jordan took off a 
necklace that Megan had made for 
her out of redwood bark and pine nut 
shells. She put the necklace in Me-
gan’s hand, “just trying to get her to 
feel that there was a physical reality.” 

In the emergency room, Megan re-
peated, over and over, “I did something 
terrible, I did something terrible.”

“Baby, what did you do?” her mother 
pleaded. “We can work through this.”

“I killed the universe.” 
According to hospital records, Me-

gan appeared “disheveled and un-
kempt” and seemed to be “responding 
to internal stimuli.” Her initial physi-
cal examination was “limited, as pa-
tient is very disorganized and afraid. 
Doesn’t want anyone to touch her.” 
As medical staff were taking her vi-
tals, Megan pulled out her IV and 
shoved the attending physician. Doc-
tors then forcibly administered an 
intramuscular injection of Geodon, a 
powerful antipsychotic. Beyond her 
psychological distress, whatever was 
ailing her was also causing a physical 
reaction: her stomach churned, and 
she was both cold and perspiring. She 
was tested for drugs and infections that 
could induce psychosis; everything 
came back negative.

Her first night in the hospital, Me-
gan was started on a new drug regimen: 
the antipsychotic Zyprexa, along with 
Ativan, a benzodiazepine used to treat 
anxiety. Two days later, Kris, Steve, and 
Jordan came for visiting hours. Megan 
told them she couldn’t remember how 
she had gotten there, and that her 
memory of the retreat was a haze, but 
she was otherwise lucid and in a bright, 
almost lighthearted mood. “I can’t be-
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Until the sleep study, Britton had 
been, in her own words, an evangelist 
for meditation. “I just sat on the data,” 
she told me. “I really didn’t want to see 
it, because it was sort of the wrong an-
swer.” Britton filed away the results and 
delayed publishing them. On a vipas-
sana meditation retreat in 2006, she 
told one of her instructors about her 
research. “The teacher kind of chas-
tised me, like, ‘Why are you therapists 
always trying to make meditation a 
relaxation technique? That’s not what 
it’s there for. Everyone knows that if you 
go and meditate, and you meditate 
enough . . . you stop sleeping.’ ” Britton’s 
resistance to her own findings gradually 
gave way to curiosity. In 2010, she 
finally published the results of her 
sleep study.

Britton and her team began visit-
ing retreats, talking to the people 
who ran them, and asking about the 
difficulties they’d seen. “Every medi-
tation center we went to had at least 
a dozen horror stories,” she said. Psy-
chotic breaks and cognitive impair-
ments were common; they were often 
temporary but sometimes lasted years. 
“Practicing letting go of concepts,” one 
meditator told Britton, “was sabotaging 
my mind’s ability to lay down new 
memories and reinforce old memories 
of simple things, like what words mean, 
what colors mean.” Meditators also 
reported diminished emotions, both 
negative and positive. “I had two 
young children,” another meditator 
said. “I couldn’t feel anything about 
them. I went through all the routines, 
you know: the bedtime routine, getting 
them ready and kissing them and all of 
that stuff, but there was no emotional 
connection. It was like I was dead.” 

Britton realized that she had experi-
enced some of the symptoms that her 
interview subjects were describing. “It 
took me three years of trauma training 
to realize, oh, that’s dissociation. And 
I hadn’t realized it because if you can 
sit for long periods of time and not feel 
any pain and not have any thoughts, 
most meditation teachers are going to 
say that you’re doing great,” she said. 
“But this was different. I felt like I was 
living in a parallel dimension from the 
rest of the world, not connected at all.” 
She recalled one experience she’d had 
while still in graduate school. “I was 
meditating outside, and I felt some-

thing shift. I was having a really hard 
time, and then everything just clicked.” 
Suddenly everything seemed fine. 
“Now I know that’s a red flag, when 
someone goes from having intense 
negative emotions to instantly feeling 
fine, as if someone just flipped a switch.” 

In 2017, Britton and her team pub-
lished their findings in PLOS One, a 
prominent scientific journal. The report 
presented a taxonomy of “meditation- 
related difficulties,” including anxiety 
and panic, traumatic flashbacks, vi-
sual and auditory hallucinations, loss 
of conceptual meaning structures, non- 
referential fear, affective flattening, 
involuntary movements, and distressing 

changes in feelings of self. Some of the 
study participants were new to medita-
tion, but nearly half had at least ten 
thousand hours of practice. The major-
ity of the sample— forty- three out of 
sixty meditators representing Thera-
vada, Zen, and Tibetan traditions— 
had experienced moderate to severe 
impairment in their day- to- day func-
tioning. Ten had required inpatient 
hospitalization. “Hearing those stories, 
one after the other, I was like, wow, 
there’s a lot of suffering here,” Britton 
said. “That study changed everyone 
who worked on it. I just couldn’t be the 
evangelist that I had been.”

Some of the individuals in the 
study had preexisting psychiatric con-
ditions, but most did not. For Britton, 
the takeaway was that adverse effects 
routinely occur even under optimal 
conditions, with healthy people medi-
tating correctly under supervision. 
“It’s so easy to assign a latent vulnera-
bility after the fact,” Britton said, “but 
we are seeing people who really had 
no indicators.” 

While Jordan waited for a re-
sponse from Britton, Megan 
sought her own answers 

from the instructors at Dhamma Pub-
bananda. “Something very profound 

happened to me during the course,” she 
emailed the center staff.

I have memory loss; there is about a 
week gone during and after the retreat 
that I cannot remember/is very fuzzy. I 
am now trying to get back to my nor-
mal life, but I am having some trouble 
focusing; my mind keeps going back to 
the retreat and trying to figure out 
what happened.

Megan wondered whether there were 
lessons from Buddhism that could 
“shed light on my situation.” She 
asked whether Yanny Hin might be 
available for a phone call, and apolo-
gized for any disturbance she may have 

caused. A volunteer named Arun, 
whom Megan had never met, wrote 
back that day: “Hi Megan, For-
warded your email to Hin. Take 
care of yourself. With Metta.”

The Buddhist ascetics who took 
up meditation in the fifth century bc 
did not view it as a form of stress re-
lief. “These contemplative practices 
were invented for monastics who had 

renounced possessions, social position, 
wealth, family, comfort, and work,” 
writes David McMahan, a professor of 
religious studies at Franklin and Mar-
shall College, in a 2017 book, Meditation, 
Buddhism, and Science. Monks and nuns 
sought to transcend the world and its 
cycles of rebirth and awaken in nirvana, 
an unfathomable state of equanimity 
beyond space and time, or at least avoid 
being reincarnated as a mountain goat 
or a hungry spirit in the hell realm un-
derground. In the Pali suttas, the earliest 
Buddhist texts, the Buddha discusses 
meditation almost exclusively with 
audiences of followers ready to reject all 
earthly belongings. “Generally medita-
tion is presented as something monas-
tics aspiring to full awakening do,” 
McMahan writes, “an activity that is 
part of a way of being in the world that 
is ultimately aimed at exiting the world, 
rather than a means to a happier, more 
fulfilling life within it.” 

In other words, mindfulness was not 
invoked to savor the beauty of nature 
or to be a more present, thoughtful 
spouse. According to the Pali suttas, 
the point of meditation was to cultivate 
disgust and disenchantment with the 
everyday world and one’s attachments 
to people and things. Aspiring Bud-
dhas were “asked to contemplate the 

PSYCHOTIC BREAKS AND COGNITIVE 
IMPAIRMENTS WERE COMMON;  

THEY WERE OFTEN TEMPORARY BUT 
SOMETIMES LASTED YEARS
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body from head to toe, inside and out,” 
McMahan writes, “not for relaxation 
and even less for body acceptance, but 
to bring to full realization its utter re-
pulsiveness, coursing as it is with blood, 
phlegm, and pus.” If meditation con-
ferred any practical benefit, it was in 
helping ascetics “accept the discomfort 
of a hard bed and a growling stomach 
or in preventing them from being be-
guiled by physical beauty.”

Reports of disturbing experiences 
during meditation appear in a number 
of early Buddhist writings. In the Ther-
avada tradition, from which S. N. Goen-
ka’s system derives, meditators are said 
to experience “corruptions of insight” 
that, from the vantage of modern clini-
cal psychology, resemble psychosomatic 
ailments, including manic bliss states, 
gastrointestinal issues, and visual hal-
lucinations. Monks in the Zen tradition 
may encounter “diabolical phenomena,” 
which are characterized by involuntary 
movements and frightening mental im-
agery. Chinese and Japanese Zen mas-
ters are said to succumb to a “meditation 
sickness” in which the afflicted become 
disoriented and have trouble regulating 
their body temperatures and energy lev-
els. Buddhist monastics in Tibet may 
develop “wind illness,” the symptoms of 
which include confusion and agitation; 
according to a twelfth- century Buddhist 
medical treatise, the disorder is caused 
by the “three poisons of attachment, 
hatred, and closed- mindedness.” 

The adoption of meditation by the 
Buddhist laity in Southeast Asia be-
gan during the 1880s. In British- 
occupied Burma, the state ceased to 
provide funding to monasteries, and 
Christian missionaries did their best 
to convert lay Buddhists. Against this 
backdrop, a young monk named 
Nanadhaja— determined to save med-
itation, and Buddhism more broadly, 
from erosion— took to teaching vipas-
sana meditation outside the monaster-
ies. For the next seventy years, the 
esoteric practice slowly spread among 
the Buddhist laity. S. N. Goenka was 
among the first to teach meditation to 
non- Buddhists, stripping the practice 
of its religious lineaments and rituals. 
Gone was the cosmology of hell 
realms and hungry ghosts and karma 
and rebirth. Gone was the promise of 
miraculous healing and mind- reading 
and flying that meditation was be-

lieved to enable. Gone, too, was the 
open acknowledgment of the sundry 
mental and physical tribulations that 
might surface in the course of a serious 
meditation practice. Most difficulties 
triggered by meditation were seen as 
temporary, even an indication of prog-
ress, and meditators were encouraged 
to keep going.

Back at home, Megan continued to 
meditate, often for hours at a stretch, 
oscillating between lethargy and panic. 
Kris took medical leave to attend to her 
daughter full- time. She contacted a 
number of psychiatrists who she thought 
might be able to help. She drove Megan 
to her scheduled appointments, but 
Megan wouldn’t get out of the car; she 
kept a total of four appointments in two 
months. Every morning Kris checked 
to make sure Megan had taken her 
Zyprexa. “The pills weren’t doing any-
thing,” Kris told me. “They just made 
her sleepy.” The prescription eventu-
ally ran out, and Megan refused to see 
a doctor to refill it. 

Megan had always kept a tidy journal, 
but now her writing became compulsive. 
She scribbled her most personal 
thoughts on whatever happened to be 
around. Kris and Jordan would find Me-
gan’s notes on receipts, bank statements, 
and other random scraps of paper scat-
tered throughout the house:

The world will go on without you. It’s 
been around for six billion years. Stop 
being so selfish.

I’m afraid my energy is going to hurt 
everyone else. 

I can’t stay inside of the lines, I can’t 
stay inside of the lines.

On the morning of June 6, 2017, 
Megan told her parents that she was 
going for a walk in the park. Her eyes 
were bloodshot and she looked as 
though she hadn’t slept. She had spent 
the previous night in a tree house that 
Steve had built for the girls when 
they were little. Before falling asleep, 
Steve had made sure his guns were 
accounted for and locked up. That 
morning, as soon as Megan drove 
away, he got a bad feeling. “We gotta 
go looking for her,” Steve told Kris. 
They drove to the park, a small wood-
ed area along the Mason- Dixon Trail 
near their house, but Megan’s truck 
wasn’t there. They decided that Steve 

would wait for Megan at home while 
Kris continued to search on her own. 
After dropping Steve off at the house, 
Kris drove north along River Road un-
til the Norman Wood Bridge came 
into view, standing one hundred and 
twenty feet above the rocky banks of 
the Susquehanna. Kris saw a scrum 
of police cars with their lights flashing, 
and Megan’s truck, parked just ahead. 
“I just knew,” she said. In her truck, 
Megan had left a note for her family: “I 
couldn’t keep running from what was 
supposed to have happened. If you get 
a chance to die— take it.”

Today, the luminaries of main-
stream Buddhism widely pro-
mote meditation to laypeople, 

and refuse to acknowledge that it car-
ries any risks. In 2012, at a conference 
on mindfulness at the Mayo Clinic, 
Britton presented her early findings on 
the potential adverse effects of medita-
tion to the Dalai Lama. “The science 
of meditation has pretty much exclu-
sively focused on the positive effects of 
meditation,” Britton said. “But if we 
want to understand the entire trajec-
tory of the contemplative path and 
everything that that entails, we need 
to be more evenhanded and more bal-
anced in our investigations, and begin 
to investigate the full range of experi-
ences, including the ones that would 
be considered negative, difficult, chal-
lenging, or maybe even problematic.” 

In a recording of the proceedings, 
the Dalai Lama can be seen nodding 
gravely, smiling genially, and, on sev-
eral occasions, interjecting to crack a 
joke, such as suggesting that he him-
self might one day end up with such 
impairments. At one point, he said, 
“These people, I think they just hear 
things and then develop some sort of 
excitement.” He said that these medi-
tators needed to read more books, an-
alyze what they’d read, develop firm 
convictions, and only then try to 
meditate. If they followed this course, 
he didn’t think there was any danger. 
The Dalai Lama cheerfully concluded 
that “these negative sides are their 
own mistake— the positive things, 
that’s the real truth.” He encouraged 
Britton to do more research. 

Britton’s more radical conclusions 
are also met with skepticism in some 
corners of mainstream psychiatry. I 
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Steve feel strongly that Megan would 
still be here, and still be herself, had 
she not gone on that retreat. “I do not 
believe that Megan was any different 
from you or me or anybody in America 
who struggles through life,” Kris told 
me. “Anybody locked in their mind 
with silence and no communication 
could go to those dark places.” As far 
as she could tell, Megan was a happy, 
resilient person until the retreat. “I 
don’t believe you have to have an is-
sue to have occur what happened to 
Megan,” she said. 

In my conversations with Jordan, 
she found it difficult to speak chrono-
logically about what happened to her 
sister. “Megan showed us so many dif-
ferent parts of herself over those two 
months,” she said. “Even when she 
was sick, there were moments where it 
felt like we were sharing in the heal-
ing, not just us taking care of her.” 
On the last night of Megan’s life, Jor-
dan had climbed up the creaky 
wooden ladder and joined her sister 
in the tree house; she’d brought her 
some herbal tea. Megan told Jordan 
about a memory from the retreat that 
had returned to her. On the final day, 
she said, she found herself in the pres-
ence of a bright white light, which 
she knew to be God, but she became 
scared and turned away. She said that 
in that moment she had to choose be-
tween heaven and hell, and that she 
made a mistake, and now she was 
trapped in hell and needed to die to 
escape. Jordan tried to find the 
words that could penetrate the fog 
of delirium that enveloped her sister. 
“Heaven and hell are not permanent 
ideas,” Jordan said to her. “You can 
choose, this very moment, that you’re 
not trapped in there.” 

Jordan isn’t sure whether medita-
tion caused her sister’s psychotic 
break or just triggered the inevitable. 
“I don’t think it’s out of the question 
that she might have had a disorder,” 
she said. “But it’s also possible that 
this wouldn’t have happened if she 
hadn’t gone on that retreat.” Jordan’s 
irresolution stemmed, in part, from 
her wish to honor Megan’s own un-
derstanding of what she was going 
through. “Megan never blamed the 
meditation and she never saw it as  
a medical problem,” Jordan said. “For 
her, it was a spiritual crisis.” 

asked Lieberman, who is now the 
chair of psychiatry at Columbia Uni-
versity, if it could be possible, under 
the right conditions, for otherwise 
healthy individuals to be harmed by 
meditation. He said he didn’t think 
so— that it required a preexisting vul-
nerability. “It may be that some indi-
viduals are susceptible and others 
much less,” he said, “but I don’t think 
meditation by itself can cause this.”

I put the same question to Matcheri 
Keshavan, a neuroscientist and psy-
chiatrist at Harvard Medical School. 
He thought it was possible. There are 
reliable ways to induce psychosis and 
other disturbances in a healthy 
subject— via drugs, sleep deprivation, 
and prolonged confinement or isola-
tion. “If you deprive the brain of nor-
mal inputs— through sensory or social 
deprivation— that can produce psycho-
sis,” he said. “And you can think of 
prolonged meditation as a form of de-
privation.” The brain is accustomed to 
a certain amount of activity. When 
you’re sitting motionless with your eyes 
closed for ten or more hours a day, he 
said, neurons can start firing on their 
own, unprompted by external stimula-
tion, “and this might lead to unusual 
phenomena, which we call psychosis.” 

Britton’s research was bolstered last 
August when the journal Acta Psychi-
atrica Scandinavica published a sys-
tematic review of adverse events in 
meditation practices and meditation - 
based therapies. Sixty- five percent of 
the studies included in the review 
found adverse effects, the most com-
mon of which were anxiety, depres-
sion, and cognitive impairment. “We 
found that the occurrence of adverse 
effects during or after meditation is not 
uncommon,” the authors concluded, 
“and may occur in individuals with no 
previous history of mental health prob-
lems.” I asked Britton what she hoped 
people would take away from these 
findings. “Comprehensive safety train-
ing should be part of all meditation 
teacher trainings,” she said. “If you’re 
going to go out there and teach this 
and make money off it, you better take 
responsibility. I shouldn’t be taking 
care of your casualties.” 

Britton didn’t see Jordan’s mes-
sage about her sister’s condition until 
it was too late, but she has since 
reached out to the family. Kris and 
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If you love a place,” a retired ranger 
who worked at the Grand Can-
yon once told me, “don’t make it a 

national park.” On a typical visit to 
Grand Canyon National Park during 
the summer, you will first find yourself 

“ stuck in traffic backed up a mile or 
more from the entrances, the idling 
cars belching fumes. When at last 
you snag a parking spot and, with ev-
eryone else, debouch onto the hiking 
trails, you’ll find food wrappers, toilet 
paper, discarded clothing, and plastic 
bottles, courtesy of the previous blast 
of visitors. You will experience, along-

side the glorious vistas, your fair share 
of the stink of human feces and, at 
choice spots for taking a piss, the 
piercing ammonia perfume of urea.

Wallace Stegner called the national 
parks our “best idea,” but one wonders 
these days about the greatness of the 
National Park Service, which, since 
the moment of its inception, has done 

Christopher Ketcham’s most recent article 
for Harper’s Magazine, “A Play with No 
End,” appeared in the August 2019 issue.

THE BUSINESS OF SCENERY
Why America’s national parks need new management

By Christopher Ketcham

R E V I S I O N

Photograph of Mather Point, Grand Canyon National Park © Jesse Rieser
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nothing but encourage the human 
tide. The 1916 National Park Service 
Organic Act, which established the 
agency, tasked it with conservation of 
“the scenery and the natural and his-
toric objects and the wild life” in 
parks. It also directed the NPS, how-
ever, “to provide for the enjoyment” by 
the public of these same protected 
lands. Congress perhaps didn’t imagine 
a time when this dual mandate would 
pose a contradiction, when visitation 
might threaten conservation.

Today, the parks are smothered 
with visitors. In 1919, three years af-
ter the NPS was established, it wel-
comed 781,000 people across the 
country. In 2019, the total rose above 
327  million. In the ten most visited 
parks—Grand Canyon is number two, 
behind Great Smoky Mountains— 
there is tension and stress and social 
conflict from overcrowding. In Yel-
lowstone, our oldest national park, 
high-speed motorists intent on view-
ing as much of the landscape in as 
short a time as possible pass one an-
other in daring maneuvers that por-
tend disastrous collisions. Between 
2014 and 2016, there was a 90 per-
cent increase in car accidents in Yel-
lowstone and a 60 percent increase in 
ambulance use. During that same 
two-year period, the park has docu-
mented increasingly widespread soil 
erosion and vegetative trampling 
from foot and auto traffic. In Glacier 
National Park, fistfights have erupted 

over parking spaces, with one driver 
going so far as to ram into people at-
tempting to hold spots. In Zion Na-
tional Park, crowding is such that 
one of the most popular trails had to 
be temporarily closed in 2017 to air-
lift eight tons of human excrement 
from public outhouses that a journal-
ist described as an “open sewer.”

Solitude and solace are two of the 
experiences we have come to expect 
from our national parks. But you 
won’t find either while jockeying for 
Instagram photos on the rim of the 
Grand, crushing into shuttle buses at 
Zion as you would into a rush-hour 
train in Manhattan, or pitching your 
tent in a packed campground in Yo-
semite, where by nightfall the yapping 
of your fellow citizens degenerates 
into a cacophony of children crying, 
couples bickering, old men snoring, 
and gadgets pinging. Much of the 
night is spent not in appreciation of 
the ancient sky but in despising 
your fellow man a bit more than 
usual. Such is the experience of the 
park system’s crown jewels circa 
2021. If this is what the parks offer, 
then maybe we need to rethink the 
system altogether.

Robert Sterling Yard, a journalist 
who served as publicity director 
at the Park Service from its 

founding until 1919, saw immediately 
that his work to educate Americans 
about the park system threatened to 

devolve into what he called, with un-
disguised contempt, “recreational super-
promotion.” Increasingly alienated 
from the agency for his discordant 
views, Yard warned that the NPS was 
headed into “the business of scenery.” 
In a 1926 essay, he concluded that the 
primary threats to the park system 
came from three sources:

(1) From industrial companies that 
want to use the parks for profit; (2) from 
communities which want to attract 
profitable motor crowds by offering local 
national parks developed and main-
tained at the expense of the national 
government; and (3) [from] enthusiasts 
for unlimited recreational expansion . . .

Yard worried that business interests 
would transform the parks into mere 
economic engines, with little regard 
for what he called “wilderness values.” 
This would lead to industrialization, 
to more roads and more facilities. “Be-
fore the National Parks System can be 
completed, and turned to its highest 
usefulness,” he wrote, “it must be saved 
from those, who, out of mistaken con-
ceptions of plans and purpose, would 
reduce it to the general level of the 
country’s playgrounds.”

Fast-forward to 1958, by which 
time Yard’s remonstrance had long 
been forgotten. Congress convened 
the Outdoor Recreation Resources 
Review Commission, which included 
both outdoor business interests and 
conservationists, to tabulate how 

Left: “Fall Monument,” by Lori Nix and Kathleen Gerber © The artists. Courtesy 
ClampArt, New York City. Right: “Glacier National Park,” by Sandy Carson © The artist. 
From I’ve Always Been a Cowboy in My Heart, which was published in 2019 by Yoffy Press
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much money parks were bringing in. 
The commission, finding that parks 
were already a powerful machine 
whose operations henceforth needed 
to be maximized, advised the De-
partment of the Interior, overseer of 
the National Park Service, to expand 
its advertising operation. It envi-
sioned a new line of commercial ac-
tivity in the parks, particularly for the 
pleasure of the motoring 
public: partnerships with 
the tourism industry in 
which for-profit concession-
aires, as well as restaurants, 
hotels, bars, and trinket 
shops, would operate inside 
park boundaries. 

With this model of vehicu-
lar tourism and the provision 
of bountiful amenities, the 
Park Service has enjoyed in-
credible success —if success 
is defined narrowly as the 
number of people willing to 
spend money for the privi-
lege of squeezing into the 
public lands it manages. 
This money not only bene-
fits the parks themselves but 
also finds its way into sur-
rounding communities and 
towns. The NPS proudly 
reports that recreationists 
from every U.S.  state and 
scores of countries now 
spend tens of billions of dol-
lars annually in these “local 
gateway regions.” Some 
329,000 jobs nationwide de-
pend on maintaining the 
flow of people into the parks, 
a figure well known to the higher-ups 
in the Park Service bureaucracy.

Even as the number of visitors has 
reached record highs, however, the 
morale of Park Service employees has 
hit a record low. According to the an-
nual Best Places to Work in the Fed-
eral Government survey, which ranks 
420 agencies, the Park Service fell 
from 130th in 2006 to 320th in 2019. 
By then, morale at the Park Service 
was lower than at all but one of the 
agencies in the Department of the In-
terior: the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

The reasons why rank-and-file Park 
Service employees feel so bad about 
their jobs are numerous. They are 
poorly paid; their housing is substan-

dard. Many parks are understaffed in 
addition to being overrun, and con-
gressional appropriations for the 
agency have not risen in tandem with 
the addition of new parks or the rise 
in visitation. Moreover, the culture of 
the Park Service has been, and re-
mains, rampant with sexual harass-
ment and bullying. But in my regular 
conversations with employees, I found 

that the principal reason they feel 
adrift has little to do with material 
conditions or social justice. The core 
problem is that the Park Service no 
longer offers any animating heroic vi-
sion of protecting the natural world.

Frank Buono, who worked for the 
Park Service for twenty-five years, from 
1972 to 1997, and for another twenty 
years as an instructor at the agency’s 
training centers, told me that the last 
conservationists in the vein of Robert 
Sterling Yard had been excised over 
the past two decades. The recreation 
zealots, long dominant within the 
agency but stymied by recalcitrant per-
sonnel, emerged triumphant. “The old 
generation of strict conservationist 

managers have been replaced with a 
new type of manager who is more 
comfortable at cocktail parties with 
Coca-Cola,” Buono told me. 

In 2016, the nonprofit Public Em-
ployees for Environmental Re-
sponsibility ( PEER) conducted a 

survey to determine which parks had 
produced general management plans. 

These plans—which were 
mandated under the Na-
tional Parks and Recreation 
Act of 1978—were required 
to include both “measures 
for the preservation of the 
area’s resources” and “imple-
mentation commitments for 
visitor carrying capacities.” 
 PEER surveyed fifty-nine 
national parks, nineteen na-
tional preserves, eighteen 
national recreation areas, 
two national reserves, and 
ten national seashores—a 
total of one hundred and 
eight sites—and found that 
only fifty-one had produced 
the required plans. Today, 
of those fifty-one units, 
none have set limits on 
visitation, as the 1978 law 
required. Of the ten most 
visited national parks, 
seven—including Grand 
Canyon and Yellowstone—
have no management 
plan at all. Lawmakers have 
never bothered to hold the 
agency to account. Com-
menting on  PEER’s report, 
Jeff Ruch, then the group’s 

executive director, noted that the  2016 
Find Your Park campaign, designed to 
promote the NPS’s centennial and in-
crease visitation, came on the heels of 
the news that more than fifty national 
parks had broken their visitor records 
the previous year. “Instead of ‘Find Your 
Park,’ ” Ruch quipped, “the challenge 
should be called ‘Find a Place to Park.’ ”

Such a state of affairs is perfectly 
acceptable to the recreation- industrial 
complex. According to estimates from 
one industry group, outdoor recre-
ation injects as much as $778 billion 
into the U.S.  economy, almost twice 
as much as the pharmaceutical in-
dustry. The most articulate and con-
nected spokesperson for this outdoor 

“Woman on head and photographer with camera; unknown dancer and Alvin Langdon Coburn at  
Grand View Point, 2009,” by Mark Klett and Byron Wolfe. Courtesy Etherton Gallery, Tucson, Arizona.  
Inset: Photograph by Fannie E. Coburn, c. 1911. Courtesy George Eastman Museum, Rochester, New York
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capitalist machine is a sixty-nine-
year-old snowmobile enthusiast 
named Derrick Crandall, who got 
his start in the Seventies as an ad-
vocate for snowmobile access in Yel-
lowstone’s backcountry. Thanks 
largely to his efforts, snowmobiles, 
which wreak havoc on wildlife pop-
ulations, are now a daily fact of life 
in the Yellowstone winter.

Crandall is best known, however, 
for his long tenure as president and 
CEO of the American Recreation 
Coalition (ARC), a lobbying outfit, 
which, at its inception in 1979, con-
sisted of dozens of corporations and 
trade groups, including Chevron, 
Exxon, and the American Petroleum 
Institute; automobile and recreational 
vehicle manufacturers; hotel and res-
taurant consortiums; and gear and 
clothing distributors and retailers. 
During his time at ARC, Crandall 
testified in Congress on multiple oc-
casions in support of opening the 
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to oil 
drilling, fought fuel-economy stan-
dards on behalf of automakers, and 
worked closely with groups tied to the 
astroturf “wise use movement,” a front 
for fossil-fuel interests. He was so 
close with Ronald Reagan, George 
H.  W.  Bush, and George W.  Bush 
that he took each of them on person-
alized recreational adventures.

The intention of the American 
Recreation Coalition—which in 
2018 was reorganized into the Outdoor 
Recreation Roundtable (ORR)—
was to package national parks and 
other public lands as a value-added 
product, with experience of the nat-
ural world rendered as a commodity 
for sale, like a visit to Disneyland. 
(The Walt Disney Corporation was 
among  ARC’s more enthusiastic 
members.) The ORR’s priorities 
were clear: no limits on visitation, 
more fossil fuels burned, more con-
sumer items purchased (especially 
cars and campers), and more stays 
at hotels and campgrounds. The 
premise was that nature is best ap-
preciated by those willing to lay 
down the most cash.

This idea has unified an army of 
acronyms in the industry. Crandall’s 
ORR includes groups such as the 
 NMMA (the National Marine Man-
ufacturers Association, which repre-

sents the $42 billion boating industry), 
the  RVIA (the RV Industry Associa-
tion, with a proclaimed $114 billion in 
“economic impact” from  RVers), and 
the OIA (the Outdoor Industry Asso-
ciation, which, as the most influential 
trade group in the sector, represents 
thousands of other outdoor interests, 
including putatively conservationist 
corporations such as Patagonia, REI, 
Kelty, and the North Face). So inces-
tuous are these relations that an exec-
utive at OIA replaced Crandall as the 
director of the ORR after he retired 
from that position in 2019; the presi-
dent of the  NMMA, who also serves 
as the vice chairman of the board 
of ORR, was formerly the president of 
the  RVIA.

The outdoor capitalists were all 
too happy to find a cooperative part-
ner in the Trump Administration. In 
April 2017, a month into the tenure 
of Secretary of the Interior Ryan 
Zinke, recreation lobbyists met with 
him in Washington to discuss po-
tential public-private partnerships. 
Crandall was there, alongside his old 
friend Frank Hugelmeyer, president 
of the  RVIA, and Amy Roberts, ex-
ecutive director of the OIA, who 
would go on to a senior position at 
the North Face.

The next year, Crandall was ap-
pointed co- chair of the Outdoor 
Recreation Advisory Committee 
(ORAC), the presidential commis-
sion formed to counsel the National 
Park Service on “public-private part-
nerships across all public lands,” 
which consisted almost entirely of 
representatives from the recreation 
industry. The committee’s final re-
port proposed a series of reforms: 
campgrounds should be privatized, 
visitors should pay higher fees, and 
more services should be run by for-
profit concessionaires. It so happens 
that numerous members of  ORAC—
among them the CEO of Delaware 
North and the president of Aramark 
Leisure, both concessionaires oper-
ating in the national parks—served 
commercial interests that would 
have benefited financially from the 
changes. Only after it was exposed 
in the press and denounced in an 
outpouring of public concern was 
ORAC dissolved and its privatization 
program abandoned.

Though we now have a new 
administration pandering to 
environmental groups with 

nice-sounding ideas, such as conserv-
ing 30 percent of the country’s land-
mass by 2030, there is no indication 
from the Democrats that the recre-
ational juggernaut will face real resis-
tance any time soon. 

“Don’t believe for a minute that 
everything was wonderful under 
Obama, Salazar, and Jarvis,” said Buono, 
who voted twice for Obama. “I hear 
people from the retirees group, the 
Coalition to Protect America’s Na-
tional Parks, say that under Trump we 
have been living in hell but under 
Obama we were in heaven. The effect 
is to create a completely false under-
standing of history that says if you 
vote a certain way—for the Demo-
cratic Party— all will be fine with the 
parks. To be honest with you, there 
was more systemic damage to the park 
system under Obama than there has 
been under Trump.”

The decline in Park Service mo-
rale, in fact, was most pronounced 
during the Obama years. “A manager 
would meet approval under Obama if 
he raised a lot of money with public-
private partnerships, took no rigid 
stance on conservation, sidestepped 
natural-resource issues such as eco-
logical harm from development and 
visitation, and advocated for more 
and varied recreational activities,” 
said Buono.

Of the corrosive accomplishments 
at the Park Service under Obama, it 
suffices to mention just a few. As 
PEER has documented, the NPS di-
rector, Jon Jarvis, working in concert 
with Secretary of the Interior Ken 
Salazar, opened parts of Big Cypress 
National Preserve to swamp buggies, 
permitted the use of Jet Skis at na-
tional seashores and lakeshores, and 
pushed for new mountain- biking trails 
in backcountry areas. But they did 
more than merely promote destructive 
recreation. Jarvis and Salazar also 
stalled wilderness designations for tens 
of thousands of acres (despite the fact 
that such designations are the most ef-
fective way to protect biodiversity); 
moved to open parks to corporate 
branding partnerships; deregulated 
parks for bioprospecting, in which the 
NPS would profit from consumer 
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products developed from enzymes, 
bacteria, and other microorganisms 
collected within park boundaries; and 
reversed a plan to ban the sale of plas-
tic water bottles in most national 
parks, following pressure from Coca-
Cola and other bottled-water compa-
nies. By the time Obama left office, 
PEER reported that “our national park 
system is in far worse shape today 
than eight years ago.” 

If the NPS cared a whit about eco-
logical harmony in the age of cli-
mate change, it would end the 

profit-driven practices that reduce eco-
systems to a carbon-intensive scenic 

and experiential commodity. If the 
NPS cared that large crowds terrorize 
and kill wildlife —in the latter case, 
mostly with cars—it would set capac-
ity limits. If the NPS cared that max-
imizing use  produces anxiety, hurry, 
and worry among the visitors them-
selves, it would do the same. But the 
overwhelming trend in the Park Ser-
vice’s one hundred years has been 
precisely the opposite: more recre-
ation, more people.

The vast majority of the agency’s 
budget goes toward fueling this 
growth. The Park Service plaintively 
cries that it suffers from a nearly 
$12 billion budget shortfall and that 
Congress has starved its bureaucracy, 
preventing its noble servants from 
achieving greatness. But as for that 

maintenance deferred: more than 
half of the agency’s deficit, $6.15 bil-
lion, is earmarked for maintaining 
bridges, tunnels, parking lots, and 
paved roadways, so that more drivers 
can sit in traffic. Less than $1 billion 
is allocated for the upkeep of trails 
and campgrounds. 

The agency complains about not 
having enough money to continue 
packing sardines into the can, but 
will not countenance the possibility 
of fewer sardines. It seems to stand 
for little else than the deranged idea 
that more visitation is always better. 
It has failed to abide by its own mis-
sion as laid out in the 1916 Organic 

Act, which federal courts have re-
peatedly upheld: conservation, with 
recreation permissible only so long 
as it does not impair the history, 
scenery, or wildlife being conserved. 
Perhaps, then, in this era of cascad-
ing ecological crises, the time has 
come to scrap the Park Service, to 
consider alternative ways of manag-
ing our public lands.

My quixotic vision is for a new fed-
eral agency, with a name befitting a 
new purpose. Call it the Department 
of Environmental Preservation, say; or 
the National Ecosystems Defense 
Agency; or, better yet, the Department 
of Ecological Sanity. Under this new 
department, concessionaires and their 
associated souvenir and trinket 
shops—parasites that have fed for far 

too long on the public domain—would 
be banned. Cars would be eliminated 
from parks as well, leaving roads to 
decay and be reclaimed by forest and 
desert, and consigning the $6 billion 
in deferred maintenance costs to 
irrelevance. In doing so, this new 
agency would also solve the problem 
of overcrowding, as a visit would no 
longer be carbon- subsidized and would 
be as easy (or as hard) as, well, a walk 
in the park.

The writer and conservationist 
Edward Abbey, who worked for a de-
cade as a seasonal ranger with the 
Park Service, envisioned a version of 
this very different park system in his 

1968 book Desert Solitaire. “Let the 
people walk,” he advised. “We have 
agreed not to drive our automobiles 
into cathedrals, concert halls, art 
museums  . . . we should treat our na-
tional parks with the same defer-
ence, for they, too, are holy places.” 
Abbey was right. But where he fell 
short was to think that such a radi-
cal transformation of management 
was possible without dismantling an 
agency so invested in profaning sa-
cred ground. So let’s act accordingly 
by abolishing the National Park Ser-
vice and replacing it with something 
better. Let’s have parks where the 
public land and its wildlife are free of 
machines and noxious crowds. Let’s 
have parks where people can be free 
of industry. 

“Sixty-six years after Edward Weston’s ‘Storm, Arizona’ from Marble Canyon Trading Post, 2007,” by Mark Klett and  
Byron Wolfe © The artists. Courtesy Etherton Gallery. Inset from 1941. Courtesy the Center for Creative Photography, Tucson
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P O E T R Y

WOOLWORTH
By Terrance Hayes

for/after BPK

Across the street from the men in bars of booze,
Music, and confinement, a dog walked into a diner
To find diners eating, a cat eating, a mouse eating,
A daddy longlegs spider, and an empty stool

At the lunch counter beside a quartet of black boys
Eating nothing. The dog leapt nimbly from the floor
To the stool, a pair of paw-cushions barely touching
Seat cushion as it jumped upon the counter,

And turned its snarl directly upon the cat, who paused
In its meal of the mouse, who paused as well
In its meal of one of those daddy longlegs spiders
Folk say are extremely poisonous, but whose fangs

Are too short to break anybody’s skin,
Not the shorter-legged daddy longlegs arachnid
That shares its name with the spider
And secretes a small poison when attacked.

“A man walks into a bar and sets a big ugly dog bone
Down on the bar,” the cat says to the snarling dog
Without clarifying whether it might be the bone of a dog
Or the bone of an animal mauled by the dog,

“The man sets the bone down beside a wad of cash
And orders a tall tumbler of the most expensive whiskey
In the bar, into which he dips the nasty tip of the bone,
Stirring slowly while looking around the bar

Terrance Hayes is the author of American Sonnets for My Past and 
Future Assassin, which was a finalist for the 2018 National Book Award.
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With its stunned oblivious witnesses and big-bellied barkeep
Before quickly guzzling every drop of the burning amber,”
The cat says to the dog and an equally stunned audience
In the diner previously predisposed by the four young African-

American men who’d entered the diner to dine,
All of them now rapt and wrapped in the yarn being spun
By the cat. “When the man rose to depart, leaving the bone
Behind, the bartender snapped, ‘You can’t leave that lying there!’ 

And the man said, ‘That ain’t no lion, Man,’ ” chuckled the cat.
The dog had leapt nimbly to and from the stool,
Which was one of those tall spinning stools you sometimes find
A small child set and spinning upon while the father drinks

In bars of phony euphony before stumbling from the bar
Like a dog with three legs, but this dog was not like that,
Nor was it the kind of dog you might recall turned snarling
On the black college students in Greensboro sit-ins in the Sixties,

It was not a dog like that but the dog shook its head
With the look of someone suddenly violently slapped,
And the dog said to the brothers who’d simply entered the diner
Looking to eat, “Holy shit, it’s a goddamned talking cat!” 

Mother Tongue, by William Villalongo © Villalongo Studio. Courtesy Susan Inglett Gallery, New York City
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Lauren Markham’s most recent article for 
Harper’s Magazine, “If These Walls Could 
Talk,” appeared in the March 2018 issue.

THE CROW WHISPERER
What happens when we talk to animals?

By Lauren Markham

When the crow whisperer 
appeared at the side gate 
to Adam Florin and Dani 

Fisher’s house, in Oakland, California, 
she was dressed head to toe in black, 
wearing a hoodie, gloves, and a mask. 
This was a few weeks into the corona-
virus lockdown, so Adam initially 
took her garb to be a sign of precau-
tionary vigilance. In fact, it was a dis-
guise. “It’s so the crows don’t recognize 
me and— no offense— start associat-
ing me with you.”

Adam found this odd, but he and 
his wife were out of options. Things 
had gotten bad. Two days earlier, the 
couple had just woken up their four- 
month- old, Lina, from a nap when 
they heard a concerning ruckus be-
hind the house. At the far end of the 
yard, Dani— who is one of my oldest 
friends— spotted a menacing cloud 
of crows, cawing and encircling their 
dog, Mona. It looked as though they 
might carry her away or, worse, kill 
her on the spot. (“Do you know what 

a group of crows is called?” Dani later 
asked me, stricken. “A murder.”) She 
shouted, raced toward Mona, and 
dispersed the crows just long enough 
to get her dog inside.

From then on, each time Adam or 
Dani walked onto their back deck, a 
crow would call out and the murder 
would reappear as if summoned, 
squawking so loudly that it was im-
possible to carry on a conversation. 
Sometimes the crows would dive- 
bomb them or attack Mona when 
she went out to pee. When Adam 
took the dog for a walk, the crows 
swooped low and followed them. He 
tried walking Mona in other neigh-
borhoods, but the crows terrorized 
him there too. Adam and Dani felt 
under siege. They worried for Lina’s 
safety. “The crows are like the Ma-
fia,” Dani told me a few weeks into 
their ordeal. They’d stopped going 
outside, she said, unless it was abso-
lutely necessary. And because of the 
pandemic, they couldn’t really go 
anywhere else.

The day Dani rescued Mona from 
the crows, a neighbor thought he’d 
spotted a fledgling in Mona’s mouth 

before the murder first descended. 
Dani and Adam weren’t so sure— 
they had never seen Mona attack a 
bird before. But it nevertheless oc-
curred to them that they might be on 
some kind of crow hit list. Through 
online research, Adam learned that 
crows have an uncanny ability to rec-
ognize humans, assign them moral 
qualities, and pass this information 
on to other crows, even to future 
generations. Desperate, Adam took 
to Reddit. If you’re at war with the 
crows, post after post advised, your 
best option is to move. 

“What do you know about crows?” 
he posted on Facebook. “Namely, con-
flict resolution?” Friends and family 
members expressed concern and of-
fered suggestions (“Try a squirt gun?” 
his mother wrote). A few neighbors 
chimed in with their own recommen-
dation: he needed to talk to Yvette 
Buigues, the local crow whisperer. 
Adam wrote her a message, and she 
promised to come over right away.

The crows descended, cawing 
loudly, as soon as Buigues entered the 
backyard the next day. She began, she 
told me later, by offering soothing 

M I S C E L L A N Y

Linocuts by Jonathan Gibbs for Harper’s Magazine
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words, and sending the birds unspoken 
messages: that she came in peace, that 
she was there to help. They quieted 
almost immediately. Buigues poked 
around the area where the crows had 
congregated, which Adam and Dani 
had been avoiding. She spotted a 
fledgling hidden in the brush. Its wing 
was mangled and bloody, hanging 
from its body by mere strands. It 
peeped with fear and hunger. As a new 
father, Adam was moved almost to 
tears by the sight of the injured 
young bird.

The murder looked on as Buigues 
chatted calmly with the fledgling, 
which then staggered toward her, lug-
ging its throbbing wing. She put out 
her hand and the trembling crow 
walked right into it, opening its beak 
in search of food. In all likelihood, said 
Buigues, it wasn’t going to make it.

Buigues told Adam they had two 
options: take the bird to a vet to be 
euthanized and leave the crows an 
offering of peanuts— a favorite cor-
vid treat— or simply provide the 
fledgling with a comfortable way to 
spend its final hours. Adam opted for 
the latter, and Buigues asked him to 
fetch a box and line it with soft tow-
els. She then gently placed the bird 
inside, along with a small dish of 
water. Buigues sent a few silent mes-
sages of apology and thanks, then 
slowly backed away, leaving the baby 
bird in its makeshift coffin. 

A few hours later, the bird was 
gone— whether snatched up by a 
predator or retrieved by the parent 
crows, Adam and Dani weren’t sure. 
They scattered some birdseed around 
the emptied box, worrying that they’d 
be punished for choosing to leave 
the fledgling exposed. But when they 
stepped outside, the murder kept its 
distance. The couple could sit on the 
deck, and even in the shade of their 
trees, without bother. Something 
had shifted. 

L ast May, as the number of 
 coronavirus deaths continued 
to rise, many of the animals 

that live among us in cities and 
towns— residing in gutters and trees 
and parks and crawl spaces—had their 
worlds turned upside down. City cen-
ters were empty; dumpsters were no 
longer filled with scraps of food; fewer 

cars were on the road; neighborhood 
parks were thick with people who 
would otherwise have been working or 
at school. If it weren’t for the corona-
virus, Mona would never have been 
outside that morning chasing fledg-
lings, because Adam and Dani would 
have been where they usually were in 
the middle of the day— at work. 

Around the same time, news began 
circulating in Oakland about a turkey 

named Gerald. He had taken up resi-
dence at the Morcom Rose Garden 
along with his mate and chicks, and was 
behaving aggressively toward humans. 
He clawed and chased and left bruises; 
he stole food; he threatened children 
and ruined picnics; he jumped onto one 
woman’s back as she was trying to flee. 
City workers relocated Gerald to the 
nearby hills, where I like to go running, 
but he soon returned. The parks depart-
ment secured a permit for his execution. 

Elsewhere in Oakland, a solitary 
peacock roamed the streets screaming. 
SFGate ran an article quoting a resi-
dent named Jesse T.: “It’s so loud inside 
my house it literally feels like he is 
inside my house.” In San Francisco, 
the quiet streets were overrun with 
coyotes. On Martha’s Vineyard, tur-
keys colonized the rooftops of empty 
houses, causing traffic jams of gawk-
ing rubberneckers. Antlered deer 
marched down boulevards in Paris, 
wild pigs wandered around suburban 

neighborhoods in Turkey, kangaroos 
hopped through downtown Adelaide, 
rams tore through villages in Wales, 
and pumas prowled the streets of San-
tiago before they were sedated by au-
thorities and dragged back into the 
wild. A friend reported that her hus-
band’s office in New York had been 
taken over by rattlesnakes. 

At my own house, about a month 
into California’s shelter-in-place or-

der, my husband spotted a hum-
mingbird nest in the lower branches 
of the birch tree in our small back-
yard. The nest was well hidden, al-
most entirely concealed by drooping 
branches and abundant leaves. 
Each morning we’d watch, spell-
bound, as the hummingbird sat on 
its eggs, roosting, waiting. What 
else did we have to do? A co- worker 
reported that she too had found a 
hummingbird nest in her backyard. 
Soon after, other friends made the 
same discovery. It seemed like a de-
lightful coincidence. But who knew 
how long these birds had been 
there without our knowing? 

T he s e  s to r ie s  o f  a n im a l 
invasion— even the more menacing 
ones— were a balm, a necessary dis-
traction from the horrors of the 
news. And yet something more pro-
found seemed to be at stake. What 
if dive- bombing crows were not just 

a reflection of the pandemic’s disrup-
tion but a glimpse of a world where 
the boundaries between humans 
and the rest of the animal kingdom 
had blurred? As I began to imagine 
a post-pandemic world— one with a 
more equitable education system, 
health care for all, accessible public 
spaces, a less exploitative economy— I 
wondered whether there was also an 
opportunity to rethink the relation-
ship between humans and the natural 
environment. After Adam and Dani 
told me about the crow whisperer, I 
considered whether she might be 
uniquely able to help me imagine 
what this new relationship could look 
like. At the very least, it would give 
me something to think about besides 
the plague. 

One morning in July, I texted 
Buigues to tell her I was in-
terested in learning more 

about human- animal conflict media-
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tion. She wrote back that same day, 
saying she would be happy to talk. 
“Right up my alley,” she said.

I had imagined Buigues as some 
kind of ethereal new- age mystic, but 
she turned out to be a rowdy forty-
something raconteur with a gravelly 
voice who loves to cuss. In addition 
to being a pet trainer and cranio- 
sacral therapist working with animals 
and their owners, she is a painter. 
Her subjects include pets and 
monsters, as well as crows.

Buigues told me that she had 
been transfixed by animals since 
childhood, often finding them 
better companions than people. 
In her twenties, she went on a 
hiking trip in Utah with her boy-
friend. Ravens followed them ev-
erywhere, as if seeking her attention, 
and she began talking to them. 
Buigues and the birds seemed to 
have a common understanding. (The 
boyfriend found this so disturbing 
that he broke up with her.) Years later, 
her husband came across a stranded 
fledgling crow in the middle of a dog 
park. She was sure it would be 
mauled to death, and told him to 
bring it home. She named the bird 
Carl and nursed him back to health, 
fed him, chatted with him, and 
eventually helped him learn to fly. 
He lived with her and her husband 

for over a year, eating lavish scrambled-
egg breakfasts and sleeping in an avi-
ary they built outside.

Eventually, some wild crows took 
notice and began circling their yard in 
the mornings. Carl became curious, 
training his eyes skyward. One day 
Carl took off. He returned four days 
later, careening into Buigues’s chest. 
He had a gash in his head and had 

lost some feathers. “That bird had 
gone off and had so much fun and 
gotten into some real exciting trou-
ble,” she said. It was as though he’d 
taken a rumspringa. “He was basi-
cally like, ‘Take me back! I’m not 
ready!’ ” Carl stayed with them for 
another six months before the mur-
der returned and Carl left for good. 
After that, Buigues was even more 
popular with the neighborhood crows. 
Carl seemed to have communicated 
that she was an ally.

Buigues is wary of calling herself 
a psychic or a medium. “I’m just an 

old punk rocker,” she says, “who 
happens to be able to communicate 
with animals.” She carries a fair dose 
of skepticism about her power— 
perhaps it’s just common sense, she 
wonders, or deep intuition. Some-
times she freaks herself out. She has 
tried psychically beaming treat-
ments to horses from many states 
away, only to hear from their owners 

that the animals were acting very 
strangely at the exact moment 
that Buigues’s treatment was un-
der way. Once, while waiting for 
her husband to pick her up from 
Costco, she tried communicating 
with her dog, Cecil, just for fun. 
“The dog park was good,” she 
heard the dog tell her. “We saw 
Debbie, but I didn’t like her 

cookie.” That sounded unusual to 
Buigues; her dog loved treats. But 
sure enough, her husband pulled up 
and told her that they’d run into 
their friend Debbie. When she gave 
Cecil a cookie, Cecil spat it out. 
“It’s trippy,” Buigues told me. “I 
can’t explain it! I just sometimes 
know exactly what the fuck my dog 
is thinking.”

I wanted to see how Buigues 
worked in person. After months and 
months indoors, steeped in Zoom 
meetings and books, I was craving a 
firsthand magical experience. “Come 

THESE STORIES OF  
ANIMAL INVASION WERE A BALM,  
A NECESSARY DISTRACTION FROM  

THE HORRORS OF THE NEWS
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on over anytime,” she told me when I 
asked. “I’ll pour you a shot.” 

A week or so later, Buigues 
texted me saying that one of 
her regulars, Pamela Fong, 

was willing to let me observe a ses-
sion with her bull terrier, Ernie. Fong 
lives up a winding road in El Cerrito, 
in a handsome house overlooking the 
vast, parched hills of Wildcat Can-
yon. “You’ll see my car parked out 
front,” Buigues texted. It was a Mini 
Cooper with a vanity plate that read 
2dingoes, after the breed of her 
dogs. Buigues, dressed entirely in 
black, greeted me in the driveway 
and took me inside to meet Ernie 
and Fong. I could see immediately 
that the house belonged to Ernie. 
Baskets of toys were scattered around 
the living room and bedroom— 
new ones arrived every month via 
the subscription service BarkBox. 
Portraits of bull terriers hung on 
the wall, including a custom work 
that Buigues had painted a few 
years earlier. 

We walked outside to Fong’s 
wide, sunny deck so that we could 
remove our masks. Buigues took a 
seat on a lawn chair and Ernie hopped 
up beside her. She slowly ran her 
hands along his spine, twisting his tail 
slightly this way and that. “There we 
go,” she’d say. “Let it out.” And Ernie 
would emit a great big yawn, or a 
yelp, or a prolonged, chirruping cry. 
Then he’d leap up and spin in place 
or circle the deck before coming back 
for more. 

It did seem as though he was 
speaking to her, and that she, in 
turn, was deciphering messages 
lodged deep inside his body. The 
yawns and cries, Buigues explained, 
were emotional releases, similar to 
what humans might emit during a 
particularly intense massage or chi-
ropractic alignment. Yet Buigues 
was barely touching him. Eventually, 
as she was working on him, he fell 
into a deep, unmovable sleep. After 
one more adjustment, he awoke and, 
with a small bark, signaled to 
Buigues that he was done. 

“Isn’t it amazing?” Fong asked me 
as we watched Buigues. Ernie was a 
stiff dog who often hobbled on his 
walks. Thinking it could do no 

harm, Fong had conscripted Buigues 
for help. “I didn’t believe in any of 
this crap,” she said. “But then you 
just see it, and you know. She has a 
gift.” After the treatments, Fong 
said, Ernie runs like a puppy again. 
This was no illusion. Buigues was 
doing something, even if it wasn’t 
flashy or grand. It felt like a quiet 
little miracle. 

When I asked her to decode 
what was happening as she drew 
her hands along Ernie’s spine, 
Buigues struggled to explain it, as if 
interpreting another language. She 
was following the currents of his 
energy, she said, attempting to un-
ravel metaphysical knots and twists. 
She understood the limitations of 
her explanation, but that was the 

best she could do. It was just some-
thing she felt.

F or most people who purport to 
communicate with animals, 
the ability is considered a lost 

art, something that was widely prac-
ticed before the advent of modernity, 
before mechanization and urbaniza-
tion. This was, in part, a matter of 
necessity: reading animals helped 
humans evade predators, find prey, 
and monitor the needs of livestock. 
As the balance between humans and 
the nonhuman world has shifted, the 
thinking goes, we have become less 
attuned to natural signals—which 
isn’t to say that one can’t recover and 
master these skills today. “If you’re 
quiet, you’ll hear them,” Buigues 
told me. 

“I think every single person has 
the ability to communicate with 
animals,” Marji Lee Pearson, an an-
imal healer based in Mill Valley, 
explained. “But for many people, 
their minds are so busy, they never 
stop, they’re always on their com-
puter or their phone.” Laura Stinch-
field, something of a celebrity 

among animal mediums, told me, 
“If they would just get quiet and 
centered, and just sit with the ani-
mal, they would pick up exactly 
what the animal feels and what the 
animal is saying.” Stinchfield, who 
calls herself the Pet Psychic, ap-
pears frequently on the TV show 
 AnimalZone, in which she travels 
across California to help resolve 
conf licts between pets and their 
humans, stunning owners with her 
ability to read their animals’ minds. 
“Empathetic people are doing this 
all the time,” she said. “They just 
don’t realize it.” 

Magical thinking had a particular 
appeal in the early months of the 
pandemic, but so did the clarity of 
science. I wrote to Frans de Waal, a 

leading primatologist, asking 
whether he’d be willing to discuss 
the potential scientific underpin-
nings of the kind of communi-
cation I’d witnessed between 
Buigues and Ernie. I received a 
quick response: “But I am sorry I 
don’t believe in telepathy.” It was 
all he wrote. I persisted, however, 
and he kindly agreed to talk to me 

about what, from his perspective, I 
had seen.

De Waal is a specialist in ethol-
ogy, the biological study of animal 
behavior, a field that emerged in 
the 1930s. In contrast to behavior-
ism, which asserts that animal be-
havior can be explained in terms of 
incentives, rewards, and punish-
ments, ethology posits that animals 
are innately intelligent, rather 
than simply programmable. It has 
only somewhat recently been con-
sidered mainstream science. “I had 
trouble with the idea that animal 
behavior could be reduced to a his-
tory of incentives,” de Waal wrote of 
his early days as a biology student. “It 
presented animals as passive, where-
as I view them as seeking, wanting, 
and striving.”

I recounted Adam and Dani’s story 
and asked de Waal whether he could 
explain what had happened. In re-
sponse, he told me about the widely 
discredited biologist Rupert Shel-
drake, who coined the term “mor-
phic resonance” for a theoretical 
exchange of feelings and knowledge 
between animals through time and 

MAGICAL THINKING HAD A  
PARTICULAR APPEAL IN THE EARLY 
MONTHS OF THE PANDEMIC, BUT SO 

DID THE CLARITY OF SCIENCE
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space. According to this idea, rats 
would pass a test more easily if near-
by rats had already passed that same 
test; dogs would know when their 
humans would walk back in through 
the door no matter the schedule 
they kept; and pigeons would be 
connected to their home via “some-
thing rather like an invisible elastic 
band.” De Waal explained that an-
other scientist had tested Sheldrake’s 
theory by building a roost 
for pigeons on a truck 
bed. When he moved the 
truck out of sight, the pi-
geons found themselves 
homeless; they couldn’t 
trace their way back. “You 
need controlled experi-
ments,” said de Waal. 
“And as soon as you do 
them, they fall apart.” 

To ethologists such as de 
Waal, some animal com-
municators are classic grift-
ers, manipulating their 
marks by inferring the ob-
vious or telling them what 
they want to hear. (One 
famous pet psychic told 
me that my cat was ex-
ceedingly handsome and 
then proceeded to insist 
on just how stunningly 
well- behaved he was—
mere hours after my hus-
band had stepped in a 
steaming pile of cat shit 
on our living-room floor.) 
But biologists, like psy-
chics, tend to believe 
that we vastly underesti-
mate animal intelligence 
and the intricacy of their 
emotional worlds. Animals can cry 
and joke; they can hold celebra-
tions and burials; they feel jealousy 
and monogamous love. Many ani-
mals understand justice and unfair-
ness (a baboon will be happy with 
lettuce for a reward until he sees that 
his friend has been given grapes, a 
far tastier prize). A trendsetting Zim-
babwean chimpanzee named Julie 
once decorated her ear with a blade 
of grass, and fellow chimps adopted 
the fashion as though she were a 
middle school It Girl. Bowerbirds, 
meanwhile, adorn their homes with 
attractive objects in order to entice a 

mate, painting rocks with berry juice 
to make them more beautiful. Dol-
phins call one another by name, 
while chickadees and prairie dogs 
form complex words using a kind of 
additive grammar. Crows recognize 
the particular proclivities of their be-
loveds, and, as I now know, seek ret-
ribution for perceived harm. 

Animals communicate in myriad 
verbal and nonverbal languages, 

de Waal emphasized, which humans 
are capable of learning to decipher. 
Likewise, animals pick up on hu-
man cues for their own protection, 
and out of something like love. 
“Animal intelligence is beautiful 
enough, amazing enough,” de Waal 
told me. “You don’t need to add fic-
tional elements to it. It’s already by 
itself quite remarkable.” 

D e Waal, Buigues, and the psy-
chics I spoke with ultimately 
agreed on one thing: commu-

nicating with animals requires deep, 
sustained attention. The pandemic 

has established favorable conditions 
for this kind of communion. For those 
of us who aren’t essential workers, 
time has slowed, our vision has 
shrunk to that which is visible out-
side our newly compelling windows or 
inside our drastically reduced interi-
ors. The hummingbirds transformed 
from backyard attractions into poten-
tial companions, even interlocutors. 
Perhaps, if I focused in just the right 

way, I could reach them. I 
tried to quiet my mind, to 
tune into their frequency. 
We love you, we love you, I’d 
think, as loudly as I could. 
You’re welcome here. 

Often, when the weather 
was nice enough, I’d take 
my computer onto our 
deck to work feet away 
from the nest. Just after I 
sat down, no matter what 
time it was, the mother 
would leave the nest to go 
hunting. But she never 
f lew away without first 
hovering a few feet from 
my face, looking directly 
at me. Initially I thought 
she was trying to estab-
lish her territory, to urge 
me to move. But after  
a while it seemed more a 
gentle request to guard her 
nest while she was gone. 
Whether I understood this 
by witchcraft, scientific de-
coding, or wishful think-
ing, I wasn’t sure. 

Over the next few 
weeks, the baby hum-
mingbirds emerged from 
their shells and turned, 

slowly, from beaked, miniature dino-
saurs into feathered balls and then, 
finally, into fully formed birds. The 
bigger they grew, the more food the 
mother had to find, and the more of-
ten she would leave them (I would 
swear on it) in my care. Her message 
seemed clear: watch over the nest 
while I’m gone. 

Eager to know what Buigues 
would make of my progress with the 
hummingbirds— and, admittedly, in-
terested in whether she could help 
my cat, Bodie, who had been waking 
us up several times a night, biting at 
his stomach, and attacking us if we 
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A few weeks later, I went to 
visit Adam and Dani. They 
were in great spirits. In the 

backyard, Lina bounced in her chair. 
Aside from the occasional caw, the 
birds left us alone, provided we didn’t 
venture to the spot where the fledg-
ling had been found. Meanwhile, the 
local peacock seemed to have calmed 
down; perhaps he had grown accus-
tomed to the revised ways of his hu-
man neighbors. Gerald the turkey 
had managed to avoid his would- be 
executioners. Before they could cap-
ture him, he had vanished into thin 
air, as though he’d received some 
kind of tip-off. It seemed that ani-
mals were better at noticing than 
people were. Perhaps nothing much 
had changed after all. 

In my own backyard, the baby 
hummingbirds practiced flying by 
gripping the bottom of the ever- 
deteriorating nest while f lapping 
their newly formed wings. The one 
we called Big Brother took off first, 
taking its wings for a spin and occa-
sionally perching on a higher branch 
while another chick practiced in ap-
parent encouragement. We watched 
all of this, congratulating them and 
cheering them, until one day, the 
nest was empty, and they didn’t 
come back. 

I was bereft. For months, the birds 
had been my focus, my main source of 
optimism. I planted snapdragons in 
an attempt to lure them home, and 
kept a small fountain running in case 
they needed water. I bought more 
flowers, and then some more. Please 
come! I would silently beg of them as I 
opened the door each morning. It was 
stupid. But my world had become so 
small, and they offered the company I 
missed, along with a dash of magic, as 
if a curtain had been pulled back to 
reveal a secret world. 

A few weeks after the humming-
birds disappeared, I saw one take a 
sip from the fountain. It buzzed away 
as soon as I ran into the backyard. 
Later, I spotted another one drinking 
from the tangled vine along our fence, 
and then from the new little flowerpot 
I’d arranged in hopes of drawing them 
back. Hello, hello! I’d shout inside 
my mind every time they showed up, 
hoping they could hear me, think-
ing that, perhaps, they might. Come 

pet him in the wrong places— I in-
vited her over one August evening. 

She showed up again dressed in 
black, sporting a black mask, wide- 
rimmed black glasses, and a black 
beanie pulled over two braids. “It’s a 
bit harder with cats,” she explained, 
settling into a chair in my backyard. 
“Because they’re made entirely out of 
cat.” Still, Bodie took to Buigues 
readily, jumping into her lap the 
minute she called him. She placed 
him on the table, one hand resting 
gently on his neck, the other on his 
tail, and murmured into his ear. She 
ran her hands up and down his spine, 
feeling for, as she put it, “hot” areas— 
which could mean inflammation or 
pain. His hips, she said, seemed out of 
balance. This was one of the sensitive 
spots that my husband and I avoided 
touching. He could have an old injury, 
she said, or it could be a site where he 
held some emotional pain. “Animals 
store pain and memories just like we 
do,” she said. She placed her hands 
across his hips and neck, slowly bend-
ing and stretching his spine. 

As Buigues worked, Bodie was 
alert but still. She occasionally gave 
a nod, or a “there we go,” to which 
Bodie would meow, slip from her 
grip, and give a shake. But he never 
bit her as he did us, and, after a few 
minutes of rest, Buigues was able to 
coax him back onto the table for 
more. Was it magic? Was it illusion? 
Did it matter? And could I ever know? 
Eventually, having had enough, Bodie 
hopped the fence. “He’s done,” 
Buigues said. 

I told her that one day, when I was 
outside working, Bodie had curled up 
in an empty f lowerpot a few feet 
from the hummingbird nest. The 
mother left her post, secured my at-
tention, and buzzed only a foot above 
the sleeping cat, spinning a few swift 
circles. She flew back to me again, 
then back to the cat, then back to 
me. Got it? she seemed to be saying. 
Watch my babies, and keep your eyes 
on this terrible sleeping beast. I asked 
Buigues whether she thought this 
made sense or whether I had been 
imagining it. 

“Oh yeah,” she said. “But I’m kind of 
surprised you didn’t move your cat in-
side. That’s clearly what she was asking 
you to do.” I felt a little ashamed. 

back anytime! They returned again 
and again. It was probably the flow-
ers, the fresh water— but on the 
other hand, I’d offered those things 
because I knew they wanted them. 
It was nice to think that if I called 
out to these interspecies friends in 
some ineffable language, they might 
hear me. 

Buigues understood how I felt. She 
told me about an outdoor punk festi-
val that took place in her neighbor-
hood roughly six weeks after Carl 
had left for good. She watched a few 
sets, then got hungry and decided to 
bike home for a snack. But when she 
approached the spot where she’d 
locked her bike, it was surrounded 
with people staring in wonder. 
There, on her bike seat, was Carl. He 
flew straight to Buigues and perched 
on her shoulder. She began to weep, 
and some onlookers started filming. 
She dug an energy bar out of her 
pocket and offered it to him.

“Isn’t he handsome?” she said to 
the crowd. 

“Is that your pet?” someone asked. 
“No,” she said, “He’s not my pet, 

he’s just my friend.” 
They spent the rest of the afternoon 

and evening together. During the fi-
nal set, he perched on her shoulder as 
she danced under the open sky, jos-
tled by the crowd. As she biked home 
that night, he alternated between 
soaring a few feet above her and 
catching a ride on her helmet, whir-
ring over the concrete together. They 
hung out in the backyard, and when 
it was time for sleep, set off for their 
respective homes and said goodbye. 

In November, I got a text from Dani. 
“Holy shit,” it read. Attached was a 
photo taken outside her back door, 
where someone or something had 
placed a single, unshelled peanut. She 
was sure it was the birds. A peace offer-
ing? A request for more treats? A threat? 
Dani dispatched Adam to the store for 
peanuts. When he returned, they put 
out a small pile of nuts on the deck for 
their corvid neighbors, as if to say 
Thank you, or We’re sorry, or, at the 
very least, We know you’re there and 
we’ll tread lightly. They may not know 
how to talk to the birds, exactly, but 
they have a sense of how to keep the 
peace. The birds, so far, seem satisfied. 
Message received. 
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SHELTER 
The democratic desi

By Samanth 
As the Second World War approached, the British government began prepar-
ing the country for an aerial bombing campaign that promised to be more lethal 
than any that had come before. In February 1939, the first Anderson shelter 
(named after John Anderson, a bureaucrat soon to be appointed home secretary) 
was installed at a house in London: corrugated steel panels bolted together into 
a long box with a curved roof. It looked like the carapace of a metal tortoise. 
Sunk halfway into the ground and covered by sandbags, it could hold six 
people during air raids. By September, 1.5 million Anderson shelters had been 
distributed across England, but problems emerged. Not everyone had a garden, 
and leaning the shelter against a wall limited its effectiveness. It was dark 
inside, and damp when it rained; on cold nights, the shelter refrigerated its 
occupants. If hit directly, the structure would crumple. In a 1940 survey, con-
ducted after the Blitz began, just a quarter of London’s population said they were 
using the shelters. Many instead rushed into Underground stations; others 
preferred to sleep through the sirens at home. If they were fated to die, they 
wanted to die in comfort. Taking stock of the nation’s defenses, the British 
scientist J.B.S. Haldane conceived of a different sort of shelter, diagrammed here.

All things considered, Haldane had enjoyed the previous world war. In the 
trenches of northwestern France, he found the camaraderie he’d lacked as a 
bullied boy at Eton. The men looked up to him. They thought him “a proper 
wild man,” he wrote in a letter home. And the trenches were, in a certain 
sense, democratic; the hierarchies were those of rank, not class. After the 
war, Haldane went on to become one of the century’s foremost evolution-
ary biologists. His celebrity was the result of his ability to popularize scien-
tific findings, to write and speak about his own research and that of others 
with arresting clarity. He recognized that science and politics were mana-
cled together, and addressed their relationship in essays and speeches—
shredding Nazi theories of race, for instance, and drawing attention to 
squalid housing as breeding grounds for disease. His egalitarianism led him 
to Marxism, which was why he came to design a shelter not as a pod for a 
single family but as a communitarian hive, its compartments able to hold 
dozens of people apiece.

The flimsiness of the Anderson shelters enraged Haldane because he’d seen better. Like 
many leftists of his generation, he’d gone to Spain during the civil war to assist the Re-
publicans fighting Franco, and had witnessed the gruesome carnage caused by the 
bombing. Air raids “are loathsome and disgusting,” he wrote. Once, he was sitting on 
a park bench when a bomb landed so close that a woman sitting next to him was killed 
by shrapnel. In Valencia, Republicans built vaults fifteen feet belowground that could 
fit up to 750 people each. In Barcelona, they dug nearly 1,400 tunnels and lined them 
with brick or cement. Haldane toured one of these, noting that it was well lit and 
ventilated. In his 1938 book A.R.P. (Air Raid Precautions), Haldane praised these 
structures, describing one incident in which a quarter-ton bomb struck a shelter directly: 
some people on the street outside were killed, and the shelter’s concrete casing cracked, 
but “no one in the shelter was hit, though they may have been alarmed by the noise.”

Image courtesy the Mass Observation Archive, University  
of Sussex Special Collections at The Keep, Brighton, England
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Back in England, Haldane became a crusader for air-raid safety. In 1938, he as-
sembled the National ARP Coordinating Committee, a group of scientists and 
engineers who pushed the government to rethink Anderson’s approach. Haldane 
designed a shelter like those he’d seen in Valencia; it was walled and roofed with 
reinforced concrete at least eight inches thick. The Haldane shelter had seats, 
ventilation, toilets, and a first-aid station. The Anderson could hold perhaps six 
frightened, isolated people, while the Haldane could accommodate up to 
nine hundred—a small village in which people could help one another. The most 
basic model, he calculated, could be built in a month at a cost of seven pounds a 
head. As Britain’s most visible scientist, Haldane began devoting his lectures to 
shelters. He listed the ways someone could be killed in an air raid. The government’s 
designs weren’t safe. Once, in Bradford, he held up a lump of mortar: “A lady who 
was with me poked out a piece of something—I won’t call it mortar, I don’t know 
what it is—from between the bricks of one of these shelters, and here it is.” Then 
he rubbed the mortar between his fingers and it crumbled into dust.

Haldane kept delivering his “panic speeches,” as critics called them. Other newspapers joined his 
campaign, criticizing Anderson for his “unparalleled obstinacy.” Winston Churchill, concerned 
about morale, finally shunted Anderson aside in October 1940, a month after the Blitz began. 
The new home secretary, Herbert Morrison, made minor concessions: the government distrib-
uted better provisions for existing shelters and arranged funding for councils to build Haldane 
shelters “in some circumstances.” But few such grants were approved. Some neighborhoods raised 
their own money to build them. By the time the Blitz ended, in May 1941, around forty thousand 
people had been killed, most of them Londoners, most of them poor or working class. Tales of 
collective sacrifice and pain—the “Blitz Spirit”—were alchemized from the government’s failures, 
its callousness toward the less fortunate, and its disregard for science. All of it dejected Haldane. 
“His views about the possible future are extremely messianic,” his sister wrote after one visit. “He 
thinks things are going to be much, much worse before they’re better.” 

At first, British officials refused to listen. In December 1938, Anderson told Parliament 
that he wouldn’t condemn Britons to a “troglodyte existence deep underground.” 
The following April, he endorsed a report that warned against encouraging a “shel-
ter mentality.” The London borough of Finsbury applied for permission to construct 
subterranean shelters, but Anderson rejected the proposal. In response, Haldane 
wrote a scathing essay in the Daily Worker with the headline you have received 
your death sentence. Haldane had always maintained that the ruling elite was 
reluctant to trust the expertise of scientists. But in the specific matter of air-raid 
safety, he sensed a malign example of capitalism at work. He thought the Conserva-
tive government didn’t care about the working class. (In a Daily Worker cartoon, a 
politician presents a family with an Anderson shelter. “Now be British and be bombed 
while we go into the country to carry on the government,” he says, prancing away 
to a limousine.) Haldane also alleged that a cement-industry cartel had hiked prices. 
This would never have happened in a socialist state, he believed. The Cement Mak-
ers’ Federation threatened to sue him for libel, but after the war, it turned out that 
the federation had been fixing its prices. At a time of crisis, the government had let 
private interests overtake the well-being of the public.
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TWO GERMANYS
The East, the West, and the meaning of home

By Sigrid MacRae

November 9 has 
a special place 
in  Ger ma n 

history. In 1918, Kaiser 
Wilhelm II’s abdication; 
in 1923, the crushing of 
the Beer Hall Putsch; in 
1938, Kristallnacht. 
Other November ninths 
fill out the list, but Ger-
mans recognize a Schick-
salstag, a fateful day, 
when they see one. 

For many years I was 
a regular at the Frank-
furt Book Fair, scouting 
titles for the American 
market. In October 
1989, I heard buzz at the 
fair that thousands of 
East Germans were fleeing through 
Hungary’s porous border with Austria.

On November 9 of that year, the 
Berlin Wall was breached. Without 
shots or tanks, just bureaucratic 
confusion, the structure the Commu-
nists called the Antifascist Protective 
Barrier came down, and another 
curious and enduring battle with 
history began.

Back at the fair the 
following October, I 
spotted a T-shirt for sale featuring 
the phrase endlich: ein deutschland 
weniger (“Finally: one Germany less”). 
I’m not given to message tees, but I suc-
cumbed to this one’s cool recognition of 
the historic moment, its tidy encapsula-
tion of two distinct concepts: Germany’s 
internal relief at reunification after a 
brutal separation; the rest of the world’s 
relief at having just one Germany to 
contend with. It was succinct, apposite, 
and funny.

It also resonated per-
sonally. My parents met 
in Paris in 1927. My fa-
ther was the penniless 
scion of an aristocratic 
Baltic German family 
with a long history in 
Russian government that 
was exiled by the Bolshe-
viks in 1918; he was 
studying history and law 
at the Sorbonne in prep-
aration for a diplomatic 
career in the service of 
Germany. My mother 
was an American debu-
tante longing to escape 
her family’s suffocating 
expectations. They mar-
ried in 1928. The De-

pression and then Hitler darkened their 
future. My father could find no work. 
When he went off to war in 1940, there 
were five children. By July 1941, another 
(me) was on the way, and he was dead. 
My mother rode out the war in Ger-
many, then loaded the children and 
goods into a farm wagon just ahead of 
the advancing Red Army. In 1947, I ar-
rived in the United States with my 
mother and one sister. It took another 
year for the rest of the family to join us. 

Years later, when my mother decided 
that a serious dose of culture would be 

Sigrid MacRae is the author of A World 
Elsewhere: An American Woman in 
Wartime Germany and the co-author of 
Alliance of Enemies.

Collages by Jen Renninger. Source photographs courtesy the author. Cranes © Nature Picture Library/Alamy
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good for my development, I spent a year 
in West Germany— attending school, 
visiting my father’s family, and discov-
ering architecture, art, and history. But 
Germany was still sharply divided, the 
East an impenetrable no-man’s-land, 
and I never got anywhere near the 
place of my birth.

After the Wall’s collapse, my eldest 
brother went to visit the home in East 
Germany he’d lost at sixteen. One of its 
several squatter- tenants gave him a ring 
he had found there, inscribed with our 
father’s initials and a 1928 wedding date. 
Convinced that it would soon be time 
to reclaim the estate, my brother argued 
that the family should all chip in for 
a new roof. What had truly been 
home to him I knew mostly from 
photo albums, starring people and 
places I was too young to remember. 
Time, daily life, and bureaucracy in-
tervened; the roof project lapsed.

The notion of home is a perpet-
ual prickle that plagues all refugees 
and exiles, apparently even me. 
Maybe it’s just modern geopolitics, 
maybe it runs in families. It certainly 
ran in mine: My father was exiled at 
fourteen by Bolsheviks and my brother 
at sixteen by the Soviets. My mother, 
living in Germany in 1929, wrote to a 
friend in the United States that she 
“felt in a thousand ways an exile.” As 
a child in postwar America, and the 
only “Nazi” on the block, I occasion-
ally felt an ill- defined prickle, too.

In the spring of 2019, while Ger-
many prepared to celebrate three de-
cades since its reunification, I received 
an invitation to a memorial service for 
my godfather, Alexis von Roenne, 
from his daughter Adelheid (Heidi). 
The service was scheduled for October 
12, seventy- five years after Roenne was 
executed on Hitler’s orders. It was to 
be in Malchow— about 135 kilometers 
northwest of Berlin, deep in the Meck-
lenburg Lake District, near where my 
parents settled in 1932 and where I 
was born. The invitation roused what-
ever notions of home had loitered in 
my consciousness over the years. 

Maybe it was time to honor the god-
father I never knew. Maybe it was time 
to put my mythical notions of home to 
rest. So what route should the trip take? 
The only certainty was the memorial 
service; after that it could be whatever 
I made it— a history lesson, a sentimen-

tal journey, or an ad hoc adventure, 
going wherever curiosity took me.

The euphoria encapsulated by 
that T-shirt at the Frankfurt Book 
Fair had evaporated, but I wanted to 
see whether there actually was one 
fewer Germany. After World War II, 
West Germany went through a period 
of self- examination. A new, inimita-
bly polysyllabic German word, Ver-
gan gen heits be wäl ti gung (coming to 
terms with the past), entered the dic-
tionary. After reunification, the other 
half— the Ossis— struggled to over-
come years of bleak, dispiriting sovi-
etization, not to mention the Nazi 

period. There was not just one Ger-
man past to overcome, but several. I 
wanted to find out what overcoming 
so much history meant.

L anding in Berlin, I was self-
conscious about my elementary 
German. It had been refreshed 

occasionally over the years— with fam-
ily and colleagues, during professional 
visits to Frankfurt— but I had used it 
very little recently, and it was rusty. 
Many Germans speak far better En glish.

I avoided Plötzensee Prison. Visit-
ing the stark chamber fitted with meat 
hooks where Hitler had plotters and 
opponents gruesomely strangled was 
not why I was there. I had come to pay 
respects, to honor my godfather’s mem-
ory, not to dwell on death. 

But visiting No. 16 Burggrafenstrasse 
was different. My parents had lived 
there in the Thirties before their move 
to Mecklenburg. It had been lovely. 
The house had a garden out back and 
was near the Tiergarten, in a district 
teeming with other émigrés. A visiting 
American friend had filmed my young 
father descending the broad steps, 
jauntily adjusting his hat. But I found 
no wide, easy steps, no house, only a 
long row of innocuous new apart-
ments. I should have known better. 
The area had been heavily bombed.

This was not true of where I was 
headed. Mecklenburg is rural and em-
phatically agrarian— not exactly frozen 
in time, but occupying a very different 
space. Repeatedly partitioned between 
ruling duchies, much of what is now 
the German state of Mecklenburg- 
Vorpommern was under totalitarian 
rule for centuries. In the nineteenth 
century it was seen as a backwater, re-
sistant to industry, railroads, or innova-
tion of any kind. 

Then came Bismarck. Applying real-
po li tik, the Iron Chancellor cobbled 
together a group of loosely connected 
states to form the basis of modern 

Germany. Local self- interest per-
sisted, of course, but a bit of blood 
and iron, and some military victo-
ries, reinforced the fragile thread of 
common language.

Bismarck is said to have remarked 
that when the end of the world came, 
he hoped to be in Mecklenburg be-
cause everything happened there a 
hundred years later. After forty-five 

years of Communist rule, Mecklenburg’s 
distance from Berlin is more easily mea-
sured in light-years than kilometers— no 
small part of its charm. Malchow’s tidy 
houses lie cheek by jowl on the cobbled 
streets. No Germlish spoken here. Mer-
cifully, by the time I arrived, the rust was 
beginning to flake off my German, my 
tongue reacquainting itself with the 
language’s particular patterns.

The town gives no hint of its 
 freighted past— of Wendish tribes, of 
twelfth- century Saxon raids, or the 
munitions factory Dynamit Nobel built 
there in 1938, later staffed with forced 
labor from a neighboring concentration 
camp. Today, sailors, bird-watchers, and 
leisure seekers of all sorts enjoy the 
placid pleasures on offer. 

If ever I hope for eternal rest, Mal-
chow’s cloister cemetery is where I 
might find it. I arrived early, and was 
greeted by the genial Dieter Halbig, 
whose many interests include sup-
porting and maintaining the ceme-
tery. He suggested coffee at the 
cloister café, housed in the former 
Cistercian nunnery across the way, 
but I wanted to take in the deep 
peace of the place. Cypress trees and 
an immense weeping beech punctu-
ated the early October mist. The ser-
vice was to be held in a small chapel 
with an overflow tent nearby.

THE NOTION OF HOME 
IS A PERPETUAL PRICKLE THAT  

PLAGUES ALL REFUGEES AND EXILES, 
APPARENTLY EVEN ME
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Napoleon’s armies passed through 
Malchow en route to Russia, and the 
cemetery holds soldiers who died 
despite the efforts of the cloister’s 
nurses. There are also the sisters them-
selves, local gentry. Roenne’s wife’s 
family had deep roots in the region, 
and she is buried there, too. His name 
appears on her tombstone, but only 
his name. Victims of Hitler’s 
cruelty were not granted 
burial; the whereabouts 
of their remains are un-
known. (My father was 
buried in July 1941, in a 
very young apple orchard 
on the banks of the Dnie-
per. His commanding offi-
cer sent us a photograph of 
the grave. That simple cross 
in Lupolovo is surely gone, 
the nascent orchard either 
matured or disappeared be-
neath modern expansion.)

Roenne and my father 
had probably met in the 
Potsdam Ninth Infantry 
Regiment, if not before 
that. They shared a Baltic 
background, with all the 
loss and displacement that 
entailed. They also shared 
a strong faith, a love of 
France, and a deep distaste 
for Communism. In 1940, 
Roenne, then a staff officer, 
had pulled my reservist fa-
ther into intelligence work 
for Foreign Armies West 
(FHW) in France, where his education 
and language skills would be useful. 
Like Roenne, my father feared Soviet 
hegemony and longed to restore a lost 
Baltic home. Roenne later enabled my 
father’s participation in the Nazi inva-
sion of Russia.

Jokingly referred to as Graf Neun 
(“Count Nine”) or von Neun because 
of its heavy aristocratic contingent, 
the regiment eventually became a 
hotbed of resistance, num ber ing 
more victims of Hitler’s wrath than 
any other German military unit. 
Roenne loathed Hitler and all he 
represented. Though not at the epi-
center of the July 1944 assassination 
plot, Roenne knew of it and said 
nothing. He was arrested, released for 
lack of evidence, then arrested again 
and executed.

Small notes smuggled to his wife 
through a prison warden speak to 
Roenne’s motives. He abhorred Hitler, 
but he also foresaw an unwinnable war, 
a Russian invasion, and the dismem-
berment of Germany. He spells out his 
devout Christianity: perhaps God did 
not want to forgive Germany her ter-
rible sins. Another note suggests, rather 

optimistically, that in some distant 
future the world might recognize that 
the German General Staff resisted by 
throwing itself “under the wheels.”

With Soviets pressing from the 
east and the Allies landing in Nor-
mandy, Roenne had gone to inspect 
the front lines when his civilian car 
suddenly encountered an American 
convoy. A trusted colleague from his 
FHW days in France who was traveling 
with him later stated that surrender 
would have been a simple matter. But 
Roenne, unwilling to turn his col-
league and their driver into American 
POWs or subject his wife and children 
to Sip pen haft, the Nazi system of col-
lective guilt, returned to duty at the 
Zossen headquarters.

I peered at the gravestone bearing 
only Roenne’s name. I had read much 

of what was available about him: a 
slim entry on Wikipedia, a family tree 
on  Google.de, Ladislas Farago, David 
Kahn, some questionable websites, 
David Alan Johnson’s Righteous 
Deception, and Ben Mac intyre’s Op-
eration Mincemeat. I had also read 
Malcolm Gladwell’s New Yorker article 
on the complexities of espionage, 

which examines whether 
Roenne’s anti- Hitler senti-
ments affected his actions 
as chief of FHW. 

The British had con-
cocted Operation Mince-
meat to delude Hitler 
about the site of planned 
1943 Allied landings in 
southern Europe. In a ma-
neuver fraught with innu-
merable what- ifs, the body 
of a phony British Royal 
Marine was floated off the 
Spanish coast to draw at-
tention away from Sicily as 
the locus of invasion. 

Intelligence operates 
within a haze of dupli-
city, with two (or more) 
often equally confused 
sides to any equation. 
Here, the opacity pres-
ents a conundrum: Did 
Roenne knowingly pass 
on false information? 

“Mincemeat swallowed 
hook, line, and sinker,” 
crowed the British intel-
ligence. Others believed, 

as Johnson did, that Roenne knew 
better, and deliberately deceived Hit-
ler, not only about Mincemeat but 
also about the number of Allied divi-
sions and the site of Operation Over-
lord. Macintyre suggests that Roenne 
was not fooled by the elaborate decep-
tion, as the British hoped he would 
be. But Magnus Pahl, of Dresden’s 
Bundeswehr Military History Muse-
um, regards such claims, especially in 
En glish literature, as exaggerated. 
And Roenne’s daughter believes de-
liberate deception to be inimical to 
her father’s moral code. 

Suddenly, I spotted Heidi’s son 
Christian, handsome and so tall it was 
hard to imagine that he had sprouted 
from his petite mother. I’d known him 
when he was interning at a publishing 
house in New York before starting a 
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legal career in Hamburg. Walking and 
talking, we slipped into the small Or-
gan Museum, catching up.

The ceremony brought together 
generations of Roenne’s family, along 
with lawyers, historians, pastors, govern-
ment officials (mostly gray or graying), 
godchildren of Roenne’s (like me), and 
those of his friends and colleagues. I 
knew few of them, but we were all con-
nected, if not directly to that fateful 1944 
plot, then by a web of like- mindedness. 

Godparenting is serious business 
here. I had met Roenne once, as a 
three- month- old. Wounded on the first 
day of the Russian campaign, he had 
come to meet me and to offer condo-
lences on the death of my father, whom 
he’d last seen being evacuated from a 
field hospital. Though my father had 
been clear- eyed about what lay ahead, 
Roenne felt responsible. But since then, 
he said, he had seen terrible things; my 
father may have been spared the worst. 

At the service, Pahl gave a speech 
that outlined Roenne’s story. 
Ministers and government of-

ficials paid their respects, songs were 
sung, a wreath was laid. Some attend-
ees had trains to catch or long drives 
home. Everyone else gathered at the 
café to reminisce, greet old friends, 
meet new ones. “Ahh! You came from 
New York!”— and conversations began, 
about the past, the present, even some 
silly speculation about the future. 

Seated to my left at dinner was a 
godson of Hasso von Boehmer, a senior 
staff officer who was executed for anti- 
Hitler activities. Had my father survived, 
I wondered, how might he have fared?

When I told my dinner companion 
about trying to visit the home I did not 
remember, he said he had gone to visit 
the town where he was born— a town 
now half- Polish, half- German, its two 
names witness to historical chafing. 
Standing pensively in front of his fam-
ily’s former house, he was approached 
by a stern official who asked what he 
was doing there. He had come to see 
the house where he was born, he ex-
plained; he had always been curious. 
The official’s harsh demeanor melted. 
He had been born there, too, he said, 
when it was on the other side of the 
divide. They talked about families, fate, 
the treachery of maps, and the abun-
dant peculiarities of modern life.

Halbig had planned an evening 
outing to watch the cranes, a 
celebration of the birds’ an-

nual migration. On the way out of 
town, a monument with a Cyrillic 
inscription and a star, hammer, and 
sickle caught my eye. Halbig said it 
honored the Russian soldiers who had 
died there in 1945, a few among the 
estimated millions. 

I was fascinated. I told him about 
the debate over Confederate monu-
ments that had erupted in the United 
States after Charlottesville, Virginia, 
proposed removing a statue of Robert 
E. Lee. Other cities had removed mon-
uments to Confederate history, which 
was alternately viewed as a necessary 
correction and as a whitewashing of 
the past.

When I asked how locals felt about 
the Russian memorial, Halbig was 
quiet for a minute. “Well,” he said 
simply, “it’s history.” His answer raised 
the question: What is history for any-
way? How do we deal with it? Ignore 
it, rewrite it, erase it, or use it as a tool? 
Later, I learned about the 1990 agree-
ment between the German Federal 
Republic and the Russian Federation 
guaranteeing the protection and 
maintenance of Russian graves. In the 
moment, though, Halbig’s answer felt 
right, a metaphorical talisman to carry 
with me. 

Clustered in a viewing blind, a 
guide was quietly instructing a small 
group about this celebrated phenome-
non: cranes from the Baltic states and 
Scandinavia, even Russia, migrate 
south on a long pilgrimage to Spain, 
the south of France, and North Africa. 

We were intent on keeping quiet; 
the birds are easily spooked. Natter-
ing and squawking in the twilight, 
they were feeding in the large marsh 
before spending the night on a nearby 
lake, safe from predators. Pale apricot 
and mauve clouds streaked the west-
ern sky. Suddenly a scattering of sil-
houettes flew across the horizon, long 
necks stretched forward, immense 
wings caressing the air. More natter-
ing from the marsh; the question 
seemed to be whether to grab a last 
bite or go now, before total darkness. 

As we made our way back to town, 
an immense orange moon hung round 
and full above us. Another seasonal 
phenomenon— the gorgeous orb of the 
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hunter’s moon— seemed a fitting close 
to the day. Never mind that it got its 
name because it was thought to illumi-
nate hunters’ prey. 

There was no traffic headed east 
from Malchow— in fact no 
traffic at all. Roads ran nearly 

straight, turning off to other villages 
at tidy right angles, trees planted on 
either side as a windbreak. Sun and 
silence gave a wonderfully sleepy qual-
ity to the broad, undulating fields. 
Most were newly plowed and harrowed 
or already sprouting tender shoots of 
winter wheat— a shimmering green 
buzz cut. 

Mecklenburg’s idyllic qualities belie 
a long and turbulent history. Tumuli 
are so old they’re simply curiosities, bear-
ing little emotional load. But the Thirty 
Years’ War (1618–48) is different. Men-
tion it in the United States and the 
usual response is a quizzical shrug. In 
Mecklenburg it left lasting scars.

Describing that war means raiding 
the lexicon of misery. Plunder, plague, 
and pestilence come quickly to mind, 
starvation and death not far behind. 
The wretched litany is a nearly Hobbes-
ian nightmare: nasty and brutish, but 
not short. I remembered how it 
began— the absurd defenestration of 
Prague— but I had to grope dimly 
through my history lessons for more. 
A conflagration that began as a reli-
gious conflict, the Thirty Years’ War 
ultimately devoured 20 percent of Cen-
tral Europe’s population. In Mecklen-
burg, once wartime casualties, famine, 
and plague are accounted for, the toll 
may have been well over 50 percent. 

Albrecht von Wallenstein, a Bohe-
mian mercenary, played a big role in 
the catastrophe. Nominally, his alle-
giance was to the Holy Roman Em-
pire, but in fact he fought only for 
himself. Profiteering, rapaciously ma-
rauding, pillaging, killing, he fed his 
armies whatever was at hand, leaving 
starvation behind. Poor, aff licted 
Mecklenburg, only one of his rewards, 
was hardly enough; many other terri-
tories became booty. 

More wars took their toll, then So-
viet rule left the population poorer 
still. Fixed prices made agriculture, the 
region’s main industry, unprofitable, 
leading to food shortages yet again, 
until the lack of nearly everything 

spurred a desperate exodus westward, 
where hope beckoned. The East Ger-
man population shrank by 25 percent.

The Wall’s collapse led to mass de-
fection. Enterprising youth went west 
to find a better life, leaving behind a 
disenchanted older generation to con-
tend with the grim consequences of 
Soviet occupation. The Communists 
were gone, but a sour, aggrieved resent-
ment lingered, shaping a right- wing 
turn. In March 2020, Germany’s do-
mestic intelligence agency labeled Der 
Flügel, an extremist wing of the Alter-
native for Germany party (AfD), a 
threat to German democracy, and put 
some of its leaders under surveillance. 
Though national AfD leadership re-
cently voted to dissolve Der Flügel, lo-
cal leaders remain active. 

The Mecklenburg- founded Nord-
kreuz is an extremist group that is 
stockpiling weapons and ammunition 
in preparation for Day X, a magical, 
mythical moment when the present 
social order will allegedly collapse, 
making way for a new Germany, free of 
immigrants, peopled only by Schmidts, 
Schneiders, and Müllers. This may 
sound like a fantasy, but earlier official 
skepticism is being replaced with alarm 
at the group’s metastasizing presence 
in military and police circles. 

Ultimately, in spite of the euphoric 
promise of reunification, in spite of 
increased federal funding, there are 
still two Germanys: one a potent, rec-
ognized world power, the other back-
ward, haunted by years of Stasi terror 
(one informer for every 6.5 citizens, 
by some estimates), and suffering from 
an abiding sense of neglect, consider-
ing themselves victims of history. 
There’s a past to overcome. 

C omfortably settled in the placid 
landscape is a beautiful old 
brick- and- timber manor house 

typical of the region. The house, now 
a museum, was briefly home to Hein-
rich Schliemann, the discoverer of 
Troy. Across an expanse of grass, a 
wooden replica of the Trojan Horse 
offers visiting children a slide down its 
long tail. Schliemann’s father, the pas-
tor of the church across the way, had 
filled the boy’s head with Homer’s clas-
sics, encouraging his interests however 
he could. Poverty crimped the boy’s 
education but not his spirits, and by 

thirty- six, he had demonstrated suffi-
cient entrepreneurial talent to attain 
independence. A jack- of- all- trades, an 
extraordinary linguist, and an ener-
getic world traveler (if a bit loose with 
facts), he devoted himself from then 
on to his true passion: archaeology. 
Criticism and controversy about his 
methods (a bit of dynamite) and inter-
pretations swirl, but the gold he found 
remains. Smuggled out of Turkey, 
much of the real treasure went to a 
Berlin museum until 1945, when it 
went to Russia (booty once again).

Had the museum been open, I could 
have seen replicas of the glittering 
treasure, such as the so- called mask of 
Agamemnon from Mycenae. The story 
goes that Schliemann countered argu-
ments that this mask was not in fact 
that of Agamemnon by saying, “All 
right, let’s call him Schulze.” 

The 750- year- old church across the 
road is an amalgam of stone, brick, 
and timber. Its Romanesque interior is 
adorned with primitive frescoes of 
garden- variety Christian iconography: 
St. George slaying an anemic dragon, 
two Marys at the cross, the raising of 
Lazarus. One surprisingly vivid devil-
ish entity, noticeably larger and more 
energetic than the saints, is a reminder 
of the Slavic Wends, who ruled the 
region from the fifth to the twelfth 
century. Just beneath him, in a mi-
raculously even handed nod to history, 
is a cross.

Halbig’s lesson has been neglected 
in much of the former East Germany. 
Statues paid for with voluntary dona-
tions have been retired, streets and 
squares renamed. Karl- Marx-Stadt 
went back to being plain old Chem-
nitz. At some point after what Ger-
mans call die Wende (the turning), 
producing appropriate signage in re-
sponse to changing times must have 
been good business.

The malleability of history finds an 
analogy in a painting by the nineteenth-
century Romantic Caspar David 
Friedrich: Wanderer Above the Sea of 
Fog. Typical for Friedrich, who was 
born in the region, this lonely wan-
derer is center stage yet oddly dwarfed 
by the suggested immensity of his 
surroundings. His children and grand-
children may survey this same land-
scape in a very different light. The 
crags he sees may have disappeared, as 
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others, previously hidden in mist, take 
on new importance. 

There is not one history, but many: 
First it is told by the victors, then re-
written ad nauseam, “facts” rear-
ranged, reinterpreted, adapted to suit 
the times, particular inclinations, po-
litical expediency. Nothing seems 
constant. That’s been true since 
Thucydides. Though East Germany 
has tried to expunge its Soviet past, 
much of it is still peopled by tangible 
ghosts. Tracking the fate of statues 
can be time- consuming, yet doing 
away with them poses other problems. 

On a dark November night in 1961, 
in the era when Khrushchev was for-
mally denouncing the cult of personal-
ity around Stalin, workers dismembered 
the sixteen- foot statue of the Red God 
that stood on Berlin’s Stalinallee. But 
what was to be done with the icon’s 
weighty remains? Some pieces were said 
to have been melted down to become 
bronze bunnies for the zoo. Stalin’s 
large ear, surreptitiously rescued by 
workers, found its way to Café Sibylle, 
a popular gathering spot. Ironically, 
financial troubles eventually led the 
café to sell plastic replicas of Stalin’s ear 
to tourists. 

Lenin proved a more durable hero. 
For twenty- five years, his four- ton, goa-
teed granite head lay buried to shield 
it from anti- Communist vandalism. 
When it was unearthed for an exhibi-
tion of forgotten monuments, one un-
named Berliner quipped: “Lenin to 
rise again? That doesn’t work. History 
is over.” 

Hardly. Malleable, perhaps, but his-
tory is far from over. In Schwerin, 
twenty- five years after the Wall came 
down, a bronze statue that was 
thought to be the last Lenin standing 
proved to be as immune to protesters 
throwing a hood over his head as to 
a sidewalk message in red paint as-
serting lenin stays. The mayor ar-
gued that Lenin’s continued presence 
raised important questions and encour-
aged debate. Getting rid of a monu-
ment reflecting so significant a period 
in her city’s history “wouldn’t change 
the way people think.” 

Tending soldiers’ graves, however— a 
condition of Soviet departure from East 
Germany— continued. Streets and 
squares may have been renamed, but 
even out-of-the-way graves are main-

tained. Students, retirees, and other 
volunteers participate. In a bosky cor-
ner of Blumenholz, the property that 
adjoins my family’s Blumenhagen, lie 
six war graves from 1945: Germans, 
Russians, and one unknown. Not sur-
prisingly, their death dates coincide 
neatly with my family’s departure. 

A modest square stone set into the 
ground marks the grave of Konstantin 
Balakin—May 21, 1921, to June 18, 
1942. That simple marker, cleared of 
grass and weeds, may not be what the 
stipulation for Soviet grave mainte-
nance intended, but it delivers a mes-
sage more potent than all the bombast 
of Berlin’s immense Treptower Park 
monument. Plain, unpretentious, 
deeply affecting, the stone marker is a 
reminder that history is inescapably 
personal. There is nothing public or 
universal about it. 

A woman, stooped, slight, gray, was 
determinedly sweeping up the yellow 
leaves brightening the pavement in 
front of her small house across from 
the medieval octagonal church in 
Ludorf. Asked how she felt about the 
anniversary of the Wall coming down, 
she stopped. The leaves fell before the 
Wall, she sighed. The leaves fell during 
the time of the Wall, and the leaves 
fall now, as they have always fallen. 
“Now, though,” she said, sighing again, 
“the leaves fall in spring, in summer, 
and in the fall.” She went back to her 
task. Maybe she was referring to global 
warming, or maybe autumnal nostal-
gia had trapped her in a past that was 
no longer reachable.

Reverence for nature in all its 
forms is common in both 
Germanys, but the forest, 

more than providing a reliable back-
drop for folk and fairy tales, holds a 
special, nearly mystical place in the 
German heart. The Roman historian 
Tacitus’ treatise on Germania credited 
the dense, mysterious forests of the 
ancient Teutons with keeping Roman 
legions at bay. Maybe Tacitus started 
something, maybe it predated him, 
but some of his views seemed made-
to-order for the Nazis. In the south of 
Germany, remnants of Roman sen-
tries’ huts along the frontier are now 
hidden by woods. Well into World  
War II, desperate shortages meant 
that anything labeled 100  percent 

wool was suspected of being 100 per-
cent Deut scher Wald. 

The woods on the way to Ravens-
brück bear no relation to the deep, scary 
forests of German fairy tales. Planted for 
lumber, they stand narrow and tall in 
straight rows, the brush cleared away. 
Given that I was headed toward an 
infamous concentration camp, it was 
easy to equate these woods with me-
thodical regimentation and exclusion-
ary thinking. More likely, they simply 
reflected an organizational mindset 
meant to counteract critical losses. 

In February 2020, the American 
carmaker Tesla was cleared to level 
227 acres of forest to build a factory 
near Berlin. An outcry from environ-
mental groups led the company to 
promise to relocate ants, bats, and rep-
tiles, and to build four hundred nest-
ing boxes for birds being ousted from 
their habitat. Where Little Red Riding 
Hood and Hansel and Gretel will re-
settle is unclear. 

Glorious October sun  drenched the 
deserted Ravensbrück during my visit. 
From 1939 until the arrival of the So-
viets in April 1945, it was used as a 
concentration camp for about 130,000 
women, nearly half of whom died there. 
As the Soviets approached, ethnic Ger-
mans were released, and the SS leader-
ship mustered the prisoners still able to 
walk for a death march north. My 
mother recalled encountering such 
marches as our family fled the Russian 
advance. After the evacuation, Red 
Cross personnel took charge of the ap-
proximately two thousand desperately 
sick prisoners left behind. 

The place was so still, so sunny, so 
vast, it was impossible to react to those 
bald facts. The barracks are gone. On 
an immense platform by the lake, a 
statue of an attenuated woman hold-
ing an equally attenuated child tries to 
memorialize the inhumanity of the 
place, but I missed the humble direct-
ness of Konstantin Balakin’s memorial 
stone. Only conversation with the 
other visitors gave the site meaning. 

Standing near the small crematori-
um, I met another woman’s teary eyes. 
Haltingly, she told me that her Polish 
mother had been imprisoned here. A 
young girl at the time, she was consid-
ered strong enough to haul carts of the 
dead day after day— a horrifying, phys-
ically exhausting job. Eventually res-
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cued by the Swedish Red Cross, she 
had grown up in Sweden. Now her 
daughter and I were on much the same 
mission— unearthing the past. Her 
husband told me that when the liberat-
ing Soviets arrived, they gathered any 
remaining camp personnel, put them 
in Soviet uniforms, and sent them off 
to the front lines. The truth or fiction 
of this story depends on which era 
shaped it.

T he town nearest the spot my 
parents decided to make home 
in 1932 is Neustrelitz, popula-

tion 21,000. The old town slopes to-
ward Lake Zierker. The hospital where 
I was born is now a high- end condo-
minium complex. The marketplace 
holds banks, the town hall, a boutique, 
a pizza parlor. At an expansive café and 
ice cream shop, locals enjoy pastries 
and visiting with friends. 

As I sat at the café, my mother’s ex-
periences all seemed very long ago. 
Nearby, children were running in circles 
around a memorial to Russian soldiers 
who died there in 1945. I was in a crow’s 
nest, observing a historical palimpsest. 

At breakfast that morning, hearing 
that I was a native, the chatty wait-
ress had given me that day’s local 
Strelitzer Zeitung, saying one article in 
it might interest me. In the placid 
late- afternoon sun, I read about that 
dark time. In a secret cubby of an an-
tique desk bought at an estate sale, 
the Texan Tim Mallad discovered a 
long letter written by a refugee from 
East Prussia who had been taken in 
by a Neustrelitz family: Willy; his 
wife, Dora; and their thirteen- year- old 
daughter, Ulla. The letter recounted 
the terrible events of April 29, 1945: 
Russian soldiers banging on their 
door, then repeatedly raping Ulla and 
her mother. Anticipating further 
horrors, the family had made a suicide 
pact and acted on it, something not 
uncommon at the time. Mallad said 
his efforts to locate the Weisses’ survi-
vors made them feel like his family 
now. What became of the letter 
writer is unknown.

I kept getting closer and closer to 
Blumenhagen, a place that had been 
immortalized in home movies and al-
bums. I had googled it, of course, and 
seen the lake just below the house 
where my siblings played, swam, and 

sailed, seen the dachas that East Ger-
man officials had built along the shore. 
More recent Google viewings were 
harder to decipher; piecing together 
photos of a place of which I had no real 
memory didn’t help. Now I was nearly 
there, that mythic home acting as a 
magnet. Still I was deeply reluctant, 
clearly dragging my feet. My mother 
never went back; maybe the past should 
be left undisturbed. But like a deter-
mined homing pigeon, I could not seem 
to stay away.

When my parents considered buy-
ing the place in 1932, the roof was in 
disrepair, but it was hardly the prop-
erty’s only problem. “Ça ne vaut pas la 
peine,” my father’s cousin sniffed on his 
tour. And it had, my mother later 
conceded, “gone to rack and ruin.” But 
my unemployed father and well- heeled 
mother were young and energetic. 
They had big dreams. It would be an 
escape from the political chaos of Ber-
lin, yet within striking distance of the 
capital— when and if he found work. 
At more than seven hundred acres, it 
might have served as a stand- in for the 
idyllic, largely self- sufficient home his 
family had lost to the Bolsheviks in 
1918. For their growing brood, it would 
be Eden. 

Purchased and renovated with 
American dollars, it had new French 
doors at the back that opened onto ter-
races laid out above the lake. They built 
a greenhouse, gardens, and an apple 
orchard; each of my older siblings was 
charged with planting a tree. My par-
ents’ rosy dreams had started to become 
reality. Then war broke out. My father 
was killed. I was born. On April 27, 
1945, my mother loaded everything that 
mattered most onto a horse- drawn farm 
wagon just ahead of an advancing 
Soviet army, hoping to find— God 
willing— American lines. 

My older sister told me recently of a 
wonderful dream she’d had of being 
nine or ten years old at Blumenhagen, 
her body and spirit awash in child-
hood magic— all peace and glory. She 
should hang on to that talisman. The 
reality I encountered was hemmed in, 
no lake or gardens visible, no walnut 
tree by the kitchen door. Sideswiped 
by history, I should have abandoned 
the search long ago. My mother knew 
better, planting a tree and making 
wherever she was home. 
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S T O R Y

LUCKY WOMAN
By Elizabeth Ellen

T he saleswoman was waiting for 
them as they entered the store. 
She had severely dyed hair 

and a clipboard clutched tightly to her 
chest. Josh thought it was possibly 
her first day. He stood a little back, be-

hind his wife, and silent. She was still 
his wife for another week, maybe two. 
It’d been her idea to come here after 
their meeting at Denny’s. They were 
just supposed to meet for lunch. Now 
here they were, still together, shopping.

“How did you hear about us?” the 
saleswoman said. She had a toothy 
grin, a lot of gum visible.

“Radio ad,” his wife answered. His 
wife was wearing her leopard-print 
skirt. It was what you call a conversa-
tion piece. That’s what she’d told him 
at Denny’s. “Every time I wear it, some-
one comments on it,” she’d said. “Peo-
ple from all walks of life. A man on a 
bike in the Target parking lot even. I 
don’t get it; it’s just an inexpensive 

Elizabeth Ellen is the author of six books, 
including the story collection Her Lesser 
Work, out this month.

“Bedroom, Dream Catchers Sleep Lab, Dripping Springs, Texas,” by Tema Stauffer.
Courtesy the artist and Tracey Morgan Gallery, Asheville, North Carolina
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cotton skirt. It’s like wearing a pair of 
jeans.” In another story she told him at 
Denny’s, she’d said she didn’t under-
stand a man at the Elks club in her 
hometown saying of her, “Here comes 
Miss Ohio!”

“At first I thought it was a compli-
ment. But then, very quickly, after 
thirty seconds or so, I thought, no, 
it’s an insult. He’s insulting me.”

She’d had her usual Fit Slam in 
front of her: egg white omelet with 
spinach and cherry tomatoes, a dry 
En glish muffin, turkey bacon, and a 
bowl of fruit. He’d ordered a breaded 
chicken sandwich with bacon. Fries 
and mayo. He wasn’t sure what to 
make of her stories. She’d waited until 
July, until he was all the way across the 
country in Portland visiting his fam-
ily, to tell him she’d gone to see an 
attorney. That was all there was to it, 
she’d said over the phone, other than 
for him to sign some papers. She 
added this last part rather noncha-
lantly. Earlier in the phone call, she’d 
been sobbing. Right when he’d an-
swered. She had barely been able to 
get the words out at first. He’d been 
about to go for a run with Bret, his 
college buddy, the guy he was staying 
with. Then, very quickly, he had real-
ized Bret was going to have to go 
without him. He wasn’t going to be 
running anywhere that day.

At first he thought he might not 
sign. “If you won’t sign,” his wife had 
said after a few days went by, “we’ll 
have to hire one of those men who 
serve papers, like in a movie from 
the Nineties.” He couldn’t remember 
what movie she was talking about, 
though he didn’t doubt there was 
one. For two weeks he imagined a 
man in a dark suit and sunglasses 
hiding behind every building and 
bush, waiting to jump out at him. 
But after a while it seemed like this 
wasn’t going to happen. Eventually, 
he opened the email from his wife’s 
attorney, printed the papers, and 
signed and scanned them. Then his 
wife seemed happy.

What brings you in?” the 
saleswoman said, the clip-
board still at her chest, her 

grin still gummy. She looked to be in 
her fifties. A late career, maybe. Maybe 
a divorce.

“

“Mattresses,” his wife said, walking 
toward the beds on the right side of 
the store. To the left were various 
configurations of mismatched furni-
ture: big pleather sofas with trays and 
cup holders in the arms. Enormous 
wooden coffee tables. Brass lamps. 
Everything looked a decade or two out 
of fashion, as though it could have 
been used on the set of a working- class 
sitcom from Josh’s youth. He imagined 
sitting on one of the sofas, placing a 
beer in the cup holder, watching a foot-
ball game on TV while his sitcom wife 
was in the kitchen, cooking him din-
ner, making sarcastic comments as he 
watched. It didn’t feel much different 
than dreaming.

“Remember? This used to be a 
Toys ‘R’ Us,” his wife had said as they 
pulled into the parking lot. “But young 
people aren’t having babies anymore—
at least that’s what I read some-
where—and they closed all the stores.”

He did have some vague memory 
of coming here with her when it was 
still a Toys “R” Us, though he could 
no longer remember why. There had 
been a very brief window when they 
thought of having kids, and then the 
window had closed and they hadn’t 
thought about it since.

“Now you could meet a younger 
woman, have a whole new family of 
your own,” his wife had said. It was 
supposed to be some sort of a pep talk, 
he gathered, this business about a 
younger woman, a new family, babies. 
His wife’s son was grown now, though 
he’d been young when they met: in 
second or third grade, he couldn’t re-
member. His wife was nine years older 
than he was, though no one thought 
so. Most people thought she was 
younger. But that didn’t change the bi-
ology of the situation. “It’s so unfair 
that Alec Baldwin can have a whole 
’nother family in his fifties, pop out five 
new babies with a wife twenty years 
younger, just like that,” she’d said, 
snapping her fingers, on more than 
one occasion. It was like she was work-
ing out a stand-up routine. “You can be 
just like Alec Baldwin now,” she’d told 
him in the car, more of her strange 
pep talk, even though he knew she re-
sented Alec Baldwin and his younger, 
yoga pants–wearing wife.

“Are you a stomach sleeper, a side 
sleeper, or back?” the saleswoman 

asked his wife. They were both tag-
ging along after her, the saleswoman 
and then Josh.

“I don’t know, all three?” his wife said.
“Well, what do you start out on?” 

the saleswoman asked.
“I don’t know—stomach?” his 

wife said.
“So you like it firm then,” the 

saleswoman said.
“Yes, that’s what I want: I want 

firm,” his wife said.
“What about you?” the saleswoman 

said. Suddenly, she was looking at 
him. “What do you like?”

He started to say something, then 
changed his mind.

“It doesn’t matter. Whatever she 
likes,” he said, gesturing toward his 
wife, her leopard-print skirt.

“Ohhh, you’re a lucky woman!” the 
saleswoman said, more gums—equine, 
really. His wife smiled, first at the 
saleswoman, then at him. She had her 
hand on a mattress, was pressing on it, 
testing it, before she sat down. She 
kept smiling at him. He was unsure 
what the smiling meant, how to inter-
pret it. He’d been wrong before.

“Go ahead and lay down on it the 
way you would at home,” the sales-
woman said. “Lay on your stomach.”

His wife shook her head.
“I don’t want to lie on my stomach,” 

his wife said. Instead, she lay—arms at 
her sides, heels together—on her back.

“How does it feel?” the saleswoman 
asked.

“Good. It feels firm,” his wife said.
“You try it now,” the saleswoman 

said to Josh.
He went and sat on the opposite 

side of the bed. He couldn’t remem-
ber the last time he and his wife had 
been in bed together. She barely 
moved when he sat down. The mat-
tress was firm, indeed.

“Nice, huh?” the saleswoman said. 
It was unclear to whom she was 
speaking. There were so many ways 
it was nice. He was trying not to get 
reacquainted with any of them.

“What type of mattress do you have?” 
his wife asked, turning toward him.

“This kind, this brand,” he said. 
“But a step down, a step less firm.”

“And you like it?” his wife said.
“Yeah, I like it a lot,” he said.
He could feel the saleswoman’s eyes 

on them. He realized neither of them 
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was wearing a wedding ring. His was 
in a zippered compartment of his suit-
case. He was afraid to ask his wife 
what she’d done with hers. He re-
membered the story of how she’d 
flung her first one into the ocean 
when she realized that marriage was 
over. She’d been driving over a bridge 
in California. Or was it Florida? It 
might have been Michigan. Not that 
it mattered now.

“So, what do you think?” the 
saleswoman asked.

“I like it,” his wife said, sitting up. 
“This is the one I want.”

“Okay,” the saleswoman said. “It 
comes with the box spring, of course.”

“Oh, I don’t need the box spring,” 
his wife said.

“Are you sure? It’s free. It comes 
with it,” the saleswoman said.

“My bed’s one of those platform 
types,” his wife said, and he realized 
she meant their bed, his bed, the 
one she no longer slept in. It had 
drawers underneath. He kept his 
socks in the drawers on his side. He’d 
always been a little afraid to open the 
drawers on his wife’s side. “Oh, then 
you don’t need a box spring,” the 
saleswoman said, agreeing.

“But he might,” his wife said, nodding 
toward Josh. “Do you have bed frames 
too? He might need a bed frame.”

“Yeah, I might as well take the 
box spring,” Josh said. “If it’s free.”

“Yes, of course,” the saleswoman 
said. “We have several bed frames 
back here, and most of them are 
currently on sale.”

They followed the saleswoman to 
the back of the store, where four or five 
beds in a row were made up to look 
like they were in someone’s home.

“This one reminds me of the 
frame I had with my waterbed years 
ago,” Josh said, pointing to one with 
a mirrored headboard and wood 
someone had painted blue.

“You had a waterbed?” his wife 
said. “I didn’t know you had a water-
bed. Sounds kinky.”

“I was in high school,” Josh said.
“Oh, what about this one? This 

one looks like you,” his wife said, 
pointing to the most minimal op-
tion. The wood was brown, wood 
colored. It didn’t have any mirrors 
or drawers.

“Yeah, I like that one,” Josh said.

“And it’s on sale for two hundred to-
day,” the saleswoman said. She had 
been standing a little to the side and 
now she stepped forward.

“We’ll take this bed frame too,” 
his wife said. His wife was used to 
making decisions. She had her credit 
card ready.

“And these will all be going to the 
same address?” the saleswoman asked.

“No, two different addresses,” his 
wife said. “The mattress to one and the 
bed frame and box spring to another.”

“Hmm. If you have them both 
sent to one address, the delivery is 
free,” the saleswoman said, chewing 
the end of her pen.

“We could maybe do that,” his 
wife said.

“I’ll have the U-Haul twenty-four 
hours,” Josh said.

“Okay, let me get my computer,” 
the saleswoman said.

While the saleswoman was gone, 
they walked around the store, look-
ing at furniture and talking.

“She can’t figure us out,” his wife 
said, sitting on one of the pleather 
couches, fingering the cup holder.

“Yeah, she must have thought one 
thing when we walked in the store 
and something else now,” he said.

“Who knows what she thinks,” his 
wife said, kicking out the footrest.

“It’s unclear,” he said.
“Good,” his wife said. “Give her 

something to talk about.”
Josh didn’t bother mentioning how 

things felt unclear to him, too. In-
stead, he remained standing, leaning 
a little on a large lamp as he’d seen 
men in old black-and-white films lean 
on lampposts.

“Do you need a lamp?” his wife 
asked. She was sort of squinting at 
him now, as though trying to figure 
something out.

“No, I’m just leaning,” Josh said.
“I see,” his wife said. She’d stopped 

squinting.

He was stopping by the house so 
they could walk around and 
point out things he wanted to 

take and things he didn’t. His friend 
Luke was going to help him move the 
larger items the next day while his wife 
was at her friend Victoria’s house on the 
lake: the couch and ottoman, the older 
mattress, a bookshelf. Tomorrow was 
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Labor Day. He tried not to remember 
the Labor Days they’d spent at the lake 
together, with her son and her son’s 
Boston Terrier, but he remembered 
them anyway. He remembered throw-
ing her son into the water, swimming 
beside his wife out to an anchored 
dock. He remembered the Boston Ter-
rier almost drowning, his wife begging 
him to jump in after it.

“I’m going to stop and get a decaf 
coffee on my way home,” his wife was 
saying. They were still in his car, driv-
ing back from the furniture store. 
They’d left her car at Denny’s. “Do 
you want to go with me or drop me 
back at Denny’s?”

“I’ll go with you,” he said.
They walked around the store like 

they used to—through all the famil-
iar aisles—getting her coffee.

“I think I’m going to get some 
cookies too. Do you want any cook-
ies?” his wife said. They were standing 
in front of a large case that contained 
many different kinds of cookies: rasp-
berry, butterscotch, chocolate chip.

“No, I don’t think so,” he said.
“Oh, come on, what are you trying 

to prove?” his wife said.
He had to think. He wasn’t sure 

he was trying to prove anything. But 
that didn’t mean his wife was wrong.

“I just don’t understand why we 
can’t be friends,” his wife was say-
ing. She’d been using that word all 
day. She kept repeating the bit about 
not understanding. It was hard to tell 
if she was being genuine or not. She 
kept comparing them to a famous ac-
tress and the famous actress’s ex- 
husband, a famous singer. “They still 
do stuff together,” she’d said back at 
Denny’s. “They’re still good friends.” 
He kept saying he didn’t think he 
wanted to be friends, but she kept 
insisting that they could be.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll get a couple 
cookies.”

“That’s more like it,” his wife said, 
filling a plastic bag with three or four 
cookies, then handing it to him.

“What about some beer?” she said 
after that.

“Yeah, I’ll drink a beer,” he said.
“You will?” his wife said. She 

seemed surprised, even though it was 
her idea.

“Sure,” he said. He shrugged his 
shoulders.

“What kind should we get?” she 
asked. There were stouts and  IPAs 
and pilsners, and all of them had 
clever names and labels made by clever 
graphic designers.

“Whatever you want,” he said, 
which was probably the wrong thing 
to say. She often complained about 
his lack of decisiveness. Though 
what did it matter now?

“How about this one?” She was 
smiling and holding up something 
called Dragon’s Milk.

“Sure,” he said. What did it matter 
now?

B ack at the house, he was hold-
ing one of the beers as they 
walked from room to room. 

His wife had poured a small amount 
of the beer from his bottle into an 
old-fashioned glass and was sipping it 
as they walked. There was a new Bos-
ton Terrier—two years old—and she 
followed them around. Originally, 
they had said they would share the 
Boston Terrier like a child, but now 
that seemed almost impossible. The 
logistics of it. Probably his wife would 
have her all the time. At one point 
Josh saw the cat sleeping on a chair in 
the guest room. The cat was seven-
teen and was going to have to be put 
down soon. Something else they 
would have to face together; he would 
have to dig a hole.

“What about this chair? And this 
lamp? And this cabinet?” His wife 
was pointing at pieces of furniture. 
She had a pen and a pad of sticky 
notes in her hand.

The cabinet was a liquor cabinet she’d 
given him for some holiday years ago, 
but there was no liquor in it now—just 
the conversational napkins someone 
had given him for some birthday or 
other. Some had Boston Terriers on 
them. Some had sayings about drink-
ing that were supposed to be funny, 
though he’d never found them to be 
particularly funny.

“Yes,” he said. “I’ll take all of those.”
“I got rid of all the liquor when 

you left for the summer,” his wife 
said. “I was worried I was becoming 
an alcoholic.”

“But you barely drink,” he said.
“Around people,” his wife said. 

“Anyway, I guess that’s everything. I 
thought there was more.”

“That’s all the big stuff,” he said. 
“Just the towels and plates and stuff 
like that are left.”

“We don’t need to put sticky notes 
on those,” his wife said.

“No,” he said. “You just tell me 
what to take and I’ll take it.”

This was the second apartment 
he’d gotten since they married. Five 
years earlier it had looked as though 
they would get divorced, but they 
hadn’t. They’d lived apart for two 
years, and then when the old Boston 
Terrier died, his wife had asked him 
to move back in. “It’s so lonely in the 
house,” she’d said. Her son had left 
for college. It was a big house: four 
bedrooms, four bathrooms. She’d 
paid for it in cash when her grand-
mother died. He didn’t have any le-
gal claim to it, her attorney had said. 
She’d slept upstairs in the guest 
room. But they’d gotten along. 
They’d gone to zoos and museums 
and restaurants. Some nights she’d 
drunk alone in the basement after 
he’d gone to bed, but that hadn’t 
bothered him.

“Oh, look,” his wife said. “There’s 
one of the triplets.”

She was looking out the side win-
dow. The glass was still in her hand. 
A young deer was in the yard between 
the house and the neighbor’s. She’d 
sent him pictures of the triplets when 
he was out in Portland. He’d sent pic-
tures back from baseball games, him 
and his college buddies. They’d still 
gotten along like that, he and his wife.

“I can see another one out front,” 
he said, standing at another window.

They stood, each at their own win-
dow, watching the deer. The green 
metal fence was bent in the back 
where one of the triplets hadn’t cleared 
it. She’d shown him this earlier. Origi-
nally, they had planned to meet the 
night before to watch the game. There 
was a small bar near the house where 
townies went to drink and watch 
sporting events. She’d started texting 
him in the afternoon about her 
headache. She had migraines once 
or twice a month. Later, she’d called 
to yell at him for having been away 
all summer. Then he’d known for 
sure they weren’t going to watch 
the game.

“I guess I was unexpectedly pissed 
at you last night,” she’d told him ear-



 STORY   75

lier at Denny’s. She’d been shaking 
and anxious when she arrived.

“I’m so nervous,” she’d said, hold-
ing out her hand to show him. 
“Aren’t you?”

“No,” he’d said. “Not really.”
“You never feel anything,” she’d 

said. She was smiling but accusing him 
of something, he wasn’t sure what.

“You never once wrote me a letter 
or email or even a text asking me to 
reconsider,” she’d said.

“I guess I didn’t want to appear 
weak,” he’d said.

She’d stopped drinking her water, 
set down her glass. “Are you kidding 
me?” she’d said. “Are you straight out 
of a movie right now? You didn’t want 
to appear ‘weak’? What are you, John 
Wayne? Except you’re not John Wayne 
at all. You’re nowhere near John 
Wayne. You’re the complete opposite 
of John Wayne. So why are you trying 
to act like it now?”

The waitress had returned to take 
their order, so he’d never had to an-
swer her questions about John Wayne. 
After that they’d moved on to other 
things: her son starting grad school 
and searching for an apartment and 
so forth. And then a younger man 
who seemed a little autistic had 
stopped by their booth on his way to 
pay his check.

“Okay, let’s see,” the young man 
had said, looking down at Josh’s wife’s 
plate. It seemed he had only stopped 
to talk to his wife. “I would eat the 
eggs, but not that green stuff, which 
I’m assuming is spinach, and is that 
turkey bacon? Okay, I wouldn’t eat 
the turkey bacon. I’d eat that . . . ” The 
man was pointing.

“The En glish muffin?” his wife 
had asked.

“And the fruit,” the man had said. 
Then he’d looked down and seen her 
notebook and pen on the seat next 
to her. “Are you studying for classes?” 
he’d said.

“Yes, something like that,” his 
wife had said.

“I knew it,” the young man had 
said. “Well, goodbye.” 

“Goodbye,” his wife had said, smil-
ing. “He must have thought I was a 
college student,” she’d said to Josh after 
the man had left. “That’s the second 
person this week who thought I was a 
college student. It’s been thirty years 
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since I was in college,” she’d said, and 
shrugged her shoulders. She wasn’t 
shaking or anxious-seeming anymore.

Then she’d opened the notebook 
and begun reciting all the things 
that needed to be fixed in the house. 
There was a lot of drywall that needed 
patching. He’d forgotten how many 
holes there were in the drywall. The 
drywall would definitely have to be 
patched before they sold the house, 
his wife had said.

They were still standing at the 
windows, watching the deer, 
but his wife was going on 

about Richard Burton. First John 
Wayne and now Richard Burton, he 
thought. What was it with his wife 
and old Hollywood actors? It felt to 
him as though John Wayne and Rich-
ard Burton were responsible for the 
divorce, even though he knew this 
wasn’t the case. There was a time she 
used to talk a lot about Marilyn Mon-
roe and Joe  DiMaggio, about how they 
were getting back together when Mar-
ilyn died, about how Joe had tried to 
save her. But she hadn’t mentioned 
them in a while, a few months, maybe 
a year.

“I just finished Richard Burton’s di-
aries,” his wife was saying. “Remem-
ber? I started them last winter? Well, I 
finally just finished them. The whole 
second half was pretty much about 
his and Liz’s alcoholism, how much 
they drank or didn’t drink each day. 
He’d use black ink if it was a drinking 
day and red if it wasn’t, and toward 
the end there would be a bunch of 
entries in a row that just said the 
same thing, one word in black ink: 
Booze. It was really sad. One time he 
wrote about Liz being ‘on the wagon’ 
and said she’d only had—in one week, 
mind you—one glass of wine, one 
martini, and ten beers. But then Liz 
read the diary entry and corrected 
him. It was actually two martinis, she 
said. But Richard thought that was 
pretty irrelevant because in a normal 
week she drank half a bottle of booze 
a day. On bad days, he drank a full 
bottle. Maybe two. I can’t remember 
now. I think two. Anyway, the whole 
second half of the diary is Richard 
fighting this battle with alcoholism 
and ultimately, of course, losing. But 
he was so intelligent and witty and 

intellectual and well-read; no matter 
how much he was drinking he always 
seemed to manage to read about ten 
or fifteen books a week. He was really 
well-read. He really wanted to be a 
writer, you know. He was really pas-
sionate and sexy.”

“Sexy?” he said. He hadn’t thought 
his wife would find a man like Rich-
ard Burton sexy. He wondered if she 
found John Wayne attractive, but he 
didn’t feel like asking. He didn’t 
wonder that much.

“Yeah. I don’t think you can find a 
man with all those qualities anymore. 
He was also a little dangerous too; 
reckless, on account of the boozing. 
But tender too. I really miss him. I 
guess I got sort of obsessed with him. 
The worst part is I thought I still had 
a lot more of the diaries left when it 
ended, abruptly, because I was reading 
it on my Kindle and it said I was only 
at about seventy percent, but I guess 
there were a lot of indexes and bibli-
ographies and stuff like that. So when 
it all of a sudden said Richard had 
died, I was in shock. Just like how you 
would be in real life when a friend 
dies, I guess. So maybe it was appro-
priate I didn’t know it was ending. 
That it came as a shock as it did.”

“Hmm, maybe,” he said.
“After that, I started reading all 

these novels and short stories about 
alcoholics who only drink wine or 
champagne to try to taper off drink-
ing. Like Liz. That’s when I knew I 
was probably an alcoholic, too,” she 
said. He nodded. She’d already told 
him she’d been drinking champagne 
and wine all summer. She’d thrown 
out the whiskey and the vodka and 
the gin and the tequila. He didn’t 
mention the bike and bar crawl in 
Portland, vomiting on Bret’s lawn.

“Anyway, my mom went to see her 
aunt, my great-aunt May, this sum-
mer. She’s ninety-six, and she told 
my mom she prays every night before 
she falls asleep that she won’t wake 
up in the morning, that she’ll just die, 
but she always does—wake up, I 
mean. So after that, Mom and I joked 
we would drink and smoke more. 
Not that Mom needs encouraging,” 
she said.

“Right,” he said, agreeing. “Your 
mom is probably good to go without 
your aunt’s confession.”

“But I did sort of think about it, 
like, the ten years or so they say 
smoking takes off, what if those are 
the eighty-six to ninety-six years for 
me? I’d be fine with that. Both my 
mom’s dad and my mom’s mom died 
in their late eighties, and drank a lot, 
and that seems good. I’m fine with dy-
ing in my eighties.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Eighties are good.”
“Much more than that and you can’t 

walk or see or hear anyway,” she said.
“Might as well drink then,” he said.
She laughed. “Right?” she said. “Might 

as well. Except I think Richard Burton 
was in his late fifties, and my mom’s 
third husband was in his late fifties, and 
her fourth husband, too, come to think 
of it. And they all probably died from 
alcohol-related causes. So, I don’t know.”

“You just never know,” he said. He 
was in the fridge now. He had the 
door open and was looking inside.

“What are you looking for?” she said.
“I was just looking to see if you 

had any other beer, beer with lower 
alcohol content, but that’s dumb, be-
cause I know you don’t. You got rid 
of any beer that was here earlier in 
the summer,” he said. “I’ll just have 
this, it’s fine.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize the beer we got 
was high alcohol content,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said. “Eleven percent.”
“Oh, no wonder I feel a little woozy,” 

she said, moving her head around, side 
to side.

He laughed. “You’ve only had about 
an eighth of one beer,” he said.

“You know I only really drink alone. 
Another sign of an alcoholic,” she said.

“Right,” he said. “I do know that.” 
It had never bothered him, though.

Back at his new apartment, he 
unrolled the sleeping bag and 
sat down with a bottle of whis-

key handy. His wife had said she 
planned out the nights she drank. It 
didn’t make any difference to him. 
Tomorrow Luke would come and they 
would pick up the mattress from the 
house. Tomorrow night he’d have a 
mattress to sleep on, and the day after 
that, the bed frame his wife had picked 
out for him at the furniture store.

Before he’d left the house, she’d said, 
“Well, aren’t you going to hug me?”

He’d looked at her awhile. He was 
still trying to figure things out. 
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A surprising number of novelists 
are very good; few are extraor-
dinary. Like his compatriot 

J.  M.  Coetzee, the South African 
writer Damon Galgut is of this rare 
company; like Coetzee, he is strin-
gent, pure. He has, however, and 
mercifully, a sense of humor, even an 
occasional playfulness, which leavens 
that stringency. His new novel, THE 
PROMISE (Europa Editions, $25), is a 
narrative framed around Death, or 
deaths. The Reaper, of course, is no 
stranger to farce.

Indeed, the novel carries within it 
the literary spirits of Woolf and Joyce, 
including, from the former, an almost 
rushing f luidity of narrative con-
sciousness, and from the latter, a di-
rect allusion to “The Dead” in its final 
pages, when a torrential rain is un-
leashed upon the veld: “It falls without 
judgement on both 
the living and the 
dead  . . . ” But it is 
the Faulkner of As 
I Lay Dying who 
seems to hover 
most insistently 
over the story of 
the Swart family, 
which spans three 
decades from the 
mid- Eighties on-
ward. Sacred end-of-life rituals and 
inevitable comedy are interwoven, 
as the reader attends, over time, the 

funerals of 
four of the 
five Swarts, 
and comes 
to know the rich and tempestuous roil 
of life that precedes their deaths.

Ma—Rachel Swart, née Cohn—is 
the first to depart, newly dead at the 
novel’s outset in 1986, ravaged by can-
cer in her forties, and having returned 
latterly to the Jewish faith of her 
childhood. She is mourned, albeit 
complicatedly, by her husband, Manie 
Albertus Swart—owner of the Scaly 
City reptile park and an erstwhile 
drunken playboy saved by the Dutch 
Reformed Church—as well as by her 
three children, Anton, Astrid, and the 
youngest, thirteen-year-old Amor.

It is through Amor that we enter 
the novel, and it will be with her that 
we arrive at its conclusion; but Galgut 

takes Woolfian lib-
erties with point of 
view, entering the 
perspectives of not 
only his primary 
cha racter s  but 
their minor coun-
terparts, and even 
passing individuals 
and animals, in-
cluding  roving 
jackals and ghosts. 

On occasion, the narrator addresses 
the reader directly: “She dislikes her 
whole body, as many of you do, but 

with special adolescent intensity.” He 
does not, however, enter the thoughts 
of Salome, the black woman who has 
cared for the family for years: “She 
was with Ma when she died, right 
there next to the bed, though nobody 
seems to see her, she is apparently 
invisible. And whatever Salome feels 
is invisible too.”

In the first section, Amor—pudgy, 
pale, struck by lightning as a child—
is considered odd; her elder sister, 
Astrid, meanwhile, a young woman 
in the bloom of her beauty, is dis-
tracted from death as “sex f lows 
through her like a golden wind.” 
Their brother, Anton, “the firstborn, 
the only son,” is “anointed, to what 
he doesn’t know, but the future is 
his . . . he wants to eat the world.” He 
must return from military service for 
his mother’s funeral; on the day be-
fore he receives the news, he has for 
the first time—and perhaps for no 
reason—shot a woman dead. “My 
mother is dead, I killed her. I shot 
and killed her yesterday morning,” 
he thinks, a Faulknerian conflation 
(“my mother is a fish”).

His, surely, is the vaunted promise of 
the novel’s title, soon to be unraveled. 
Once he inherits his share of the estate 
(following the second death, Pa’s, from 
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Diski has a personal history that 
would make compelling reading 
even were she not an original styl-
ist, and the most extraordinary es-
say in this collection, “A Feeling for 
Ice,” which evolved into the memoir 
Skating to Antarctica, makes forays 
into her childhood. Diski’s parents 
were wildly unreliable, albeit differ-
ently so: her adored father was a 
philanderer and a con man; her 
mother was mentally unstable. 

Young Jennifer, as she was then 
known, lived in several foster 
homes before ending up back with 
her loathed mother, from whom she 
walked away forever after her father’s 
death. As an adult, Jenny returned 
to Paramount Court, the apartment 
building where she grew up, and 
looked up the mothers of her child-
hood friends—Mrs.  Rosen, Mrs. 
Levine, and Mrs.  Gold—who still 
lived there. These encounters, along 
with the revelation of her mother’s 
fate, are braided together with de-
scriptions of the surreality of the 
Antarctic vistas, and the unex-
pected encounters she had there.

As the anthology shows, 
though, Diski could make almost 

anything seem interesting. Flaubert 
once told Louise Colet that he wanted 
to write “a book about nothing,” and 
some of Diski’s pieces—on the won-
drousness of the office stationery 
cupboard; on the fizzled career of 
Dennis Hopper; or on, for heaven’s 
sake, Piers Morgan’s autobiography—
come pretty close to achieving this. 
One wonders at the brilliant women 
who deliberately focus largely on 
f luff: Is it a feminist act, like re-
deeming embroidery as high art? Or 
does it stem from a lack of confidence, 
a sense that a semi serious take on the 
frivolous is good enough? Diski would 
doubtless insist that she wrote about 
what interested her, but her omni-
present irony penetrates all:

I do nothing. I get on with the new 
novel. Smoke. Drink coffee. Smoke. 
Write. Stare at ceiling. Smoke. Write. 
Lie on the sofa. Drink coffee. Write.

It is a kind of heaven. This is what 
I was made for. It is doing nothing. A 
fraud is being perpetrated: writing is 
not work, it’s doing nothing. It’s not 
a fraud: doing nothing is what I have 
to do to live. . . . Or: writing is what 

a snakebite, in 1995), Anton spends 
twenty years supposedly working on a 
novel, drinking himself into a stupor, 
only to leave behind, in the end, mere 
fragments. But the promise lost isn’t 
Anton’s alone: each of them, in his or 
her way, has a life distorted or stunted 
by the bitter legacy of the nation into 
which they were born. Salome’s son, 
Lukas, a brilliant student, ends up an 
angry dropout, doing odd jobs on the 
property; Astrid, having wangled her 
way out of an unfortunate first 
marriage and into the New South 
African elite, meets an end apt for 
the tumultuous times soon after 
Thabo Mbeki’s 2004 inauguration.

Amor is not for nothing named 
love. Small and fundamentally 
alone, she turns against the family’s 
current of destruction from the 
start. As a child, Amor overhears 
her mother ask her father to give 
Salome the title to the house she 
lives in, and she becomes, endur-
ingly, the family’s conscience. Kind-
ness, selflessness to the point of 
self-abnegation, material and moral 
renunciation—a sort of Christlike 
love that asks nothing in return—
would seem, in Galgut’s unflinching 
yet not utterly hopeless vision, to offer 
a possible, if flawed, path forward.

To praise the novel in its particulars—
for its seriousness; for its balance of for-
mal freedom and elegance; for its humor, 
its precision, its human truth—seems 
inadequate and partial. Simply: you 
must read it. Like other remarkable 
novels, it is uniquely itself, and greater 
than the sum of its parts. The Promise 
evokes, when you reach the final page, 
a profound interior shift that is all but 
physical. This, as an experience of art, 
happens only rarely, and is to be prized.

Jenny Diski, too, writes a lot about 
death, and a reader is grateful for 
her humor. Whereas Galgut’s clar-

ity of vision can seem sometimes almost 
unworldly, Diski is nothing if not parti 
pris. Everything in her delicious essays 
is filtered, unabashedly, through her 
particularly sharp, uncompromising 
consciousness. The pieces in this vol-
ume, WHY DIDN’T YOU JUST DO 
WHAT YOU WERE TOLD? (Blooms-
bury, $28), appeared over the course of 
twenty-five years in the London Review 
of Books, and were selected by the mag-

azine’s longtime editor, Mary- Kay 
Wilmers, for this posthumous publica-
tion (Diski died of lung cancer in 2016). 
Whether she is writing about what 
Henry James called “the distinguished 
thing” or about celebrities such as Prin-
cess Diana or Keith Richards, Diski 
takes an almost triumphantly dissatis-
fied, even irascible, approach. Having 
known (and been very fond of) several 
Diski-like women in my time, I fell upon 
this anthology with the delight of 

familiarity—this also because for many 
years, when reading the LRB, I would 
scan for Diski’s byline and turn first to 
her essays. For those who have not yet 
had the pleasure, there is the pithiness 
of her observation and there is the wry-
ness of her prose: 

A biography, these days, must be a 
tale of the unexpected. Wouldn’t 
modern readers feel cheated to find . . . 
that Larkin only released his bicycle 
clips in order to sip cocoa in striped 
pyjamas and have gently sad, humane 
thoughts before bed?

Reviewing a memoir by Barbara 
Taylor titled The Last Asylum, about 
her experiences in British mental in-
stitutions, Diski recounts, 

As I read, I saw myself flitting through 
the pages  . . . like a precursor-ghost, or 
perhaps more a tetchy sprite, engaged in 
a debate with her text, ticking off the 
similarities between her experience and 
mine and weighing up the differences.

She goes on to acknowledge that 
“this, then, is not even a pretence at 
a neutral, objective review.”

Whale Bay, Antarctica No. 3, a drawing by Zaria Forman. Courtesy the artist
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covering from a near-fatal bike acci-
dent, with Peggy and Hams, whose 
wife, Misty, is “as scary looking as 
ever, with metal rings hanging out 
of her eyebrows, and now thinner 
than Lorna had remembered,” and 
with Donna, the wife of absent Curt 
and mother of their twins, a woman 

whose charms have 
hitherto been opaque 
to her mother-in-law. 
In addition to the imme-
diate concern prompted 
by these grown chil-
dren, the reader is also 
embroiled in the affairs 
of Peggy’s daughter  
Julie; of Lorna’s ex-
husband Randall and 
his current, extremely 

wealthy wife, Amy; of their diabetic, 
albino daughter, Gilda; of the ubiq-
uitous real estate agent Ursula, 
whose handsome son Ian attracts 
the attention of more than one 
young woman; and of Reverend 
Train, a college acquaintance who 
seems now to be courting Lorna. 
The aftereffects of a flood in Pont-
les-Puits; the rising value of the 
paintings of the late Russell Woods; 
the activities of a cult-like group 
called the Circle of Faith; and, chiefly, 
an unexpected pregnancy all con-
spire to bring most of these charac-
ters together in France.

The novel is an engaging confec-
tion. It is not, always, the highest 
version of its form—at times the 
effervescence of the plot is flattened 
by emphatic plot-point repetitions, 
and there are a few loose ends—but it 
is, at its best, a satisfying example of 
a time-honored 
genre. Yet when 
Lorna Mott 
reflects, after 
giving her art 
history lecture 
a second time, 
at the Altar 
Guild, that “all 
was over: she 
was over, the 
lecture, or at 
least her own 
powers of ani-
mating this 
n ineteent h-
century genre 

I have to do to be my melancholy self. 
And be alone.

If Diski represents one model for the 
female ironist, Diane Johnson epit-
omizes another. Where Diski’s 

persona—Jewish, neurotic, supposedly 
indolent—passes all observation 
through the lens of her 
complicated self, John-
son, in her fictions, pro-
vides instead a briskly 
witty narrator who, in 
Waspy, Whartonian 
style, offers equally de-
lightful and catty obser-
vations about all her 
characters.  LOR NA 
MOTT COMES HOME 
(Knopf, $28) is John-
son’s first novel in over a decade. She 
is perhaps best known to readers for 
her trilogy about Franco-American 
romantic relations, Le Divorce, Le 
Mariage, and L’Affaire—the first of 
which, a National Book Award final-
ist, was made into a film starring 
Kate Hudson and Naomi Watts. 
Lorna Mott, like these earlier books, 
focuses on the mutual infatuation 
and bemusement of the French and the 
Americans, in particular among  
the chattering classes.

In this case, Lorna Mott is a 
middle- aged art historian, determined 
to separate from her philandering sec-
ond husband, Armand-Loup Dumas, 
with whom she has spent the past 
twenty years in Pont-les-Puits, a 
charming French village not far from 
Valence. It is also the adopted home 
of a late expatriate painter named 
Russell Woods, and a destination for 
American foodies. Once back in the 
San Francisco of the late Aughts, 
Lorna—whose reason for the trip is a 
lecture in Bakersfield on the Apoca-
lypse Tapestries of the Château 
d’Angers—finds her native country 
rather baffling: “She had remem-
bered America differently, without 
people lying in the street, neighbors 
being tied up and robbed, junk food, 
obesity, cars everywhere.” In return-
ing to this unexpected country, she 
reestablishes contact with her three 
children from her first marriage, to 
Randall Mott—Peggy, Curt, and 
Hams. Or rather, given that Curt 
has taken off to Thailand after re-

of performance in the twenty-first cen-
tury, was over,” Johnson is surely also 
observing that a certain entertaining 
type of comedy of manners—in which 
the elegant and amusingly entitled fuss 
about diminished incomes and inher-
ited legacies or the lack thereof—is 
also perhaps nearing its end, at least 
for now, at least here. The frothiness 
is intrinsic to the novel’s pleasure—
while Lorna obviously cares a good 
deal about how things might turn out, 
the stakes are, in global terms, fairly 
low—but this is also what will make 
it a treat for some, and not at all plea-
surable for others. There is nothing, 
and almost nobody, “worthy” in this 
novel; clever, dry, and often highly 
amusing, it is a tender but decided 
indictment of the United States in the 
twenty-first century, perhaps best sum-
marized in Lorna’s reflection on her 
unexpected prudishness at Reverend 
Train’s advances:

Of course she didn’t believe that “all 
that” was behind them, didn’t think 
that life—erotic, artistic, professional— 
was over for people of any age. . . . Here 
she thought of Armand-Loup, so ro-
bustly sensual, so emphatically rooted in 
the mire of the physical: sex, cassoulet, 
a good Bordeaux. Not “mire,” wrong 
word—but pleasure. Pleasure in the 
physical. Now with a packet of blue 
pills, but still with cheerful vigor, even 
joy. Joy seemed in short supply here-
abouts. Was there more joy in France 
than in America?

Johnson’s answer—keeping in mind 
that she has resided between Paris 
and San Francisco for many years, and 
knows whereof she speaks—would 
seem a definite “yes.” 

Top: Coffee Cups, Fortune, Floating Composition, by Termeh Yeghiazarian © The artist. 
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Similarly, in The Black Family in Slav-
ery and Freedom, 1750–1925 (1976), 
Herbert G.  Gutman argued that, far 
from being destroyed by the violence of 
New World slavery, the black family, 
under the threat of its members being 
sold away, nevertheless asserted itself, 
and was often headed by two parents. 
To be black was not an inherited pa-
thology determined by poverty and 
racism after all.

This same conviction has marked 
Gates’s scholarship, which charted 
new approaches to the writings of 
the Black Atlantic, the Harlem Re-
naissance, and works by later black 
writers who remembered them, par-
ticularly Ishmael Reed. His work is 
also distinguished by its joyous range 
of reference: Yoruba mythology, Ed-
mund Burke, and Mikhail Bakhtin 
can lead to one another. Gates is not 
afraid to claim Isaiah Berlin’s liberal 
pluralism as an intellectual value. It 
influences his commitment to multi-
culturalism. Following the joke at-
tributed to Gandhi, Gates quips that 
he thinks Western civilization is a 
pretty good idea. Yet he was not 
born to be a black neoconservative. 
His embrace of cultural difference 
reflects a security of racial upbring-
ing. Gates laughs, in his memoir, 
Colored People, that he enjoys mak-
ing uptight black people uncom-
fortable by being loud in public. 
Piedmont, West Virginia, was for 
him what Eatonville, Florida, had 
been for Zora Neale Hurston— the 
all-black town where she imbibed 
the ethos of black folklore that sus-
tained her artistically.

Gates has written about how Fred-
erick Douglass immediately grasped 
the importance of photography to the 
cause. So, too, has Gates turned to 
documentary work. His long associa-
tion with  PBS has resulted in land-
mark films and television series, usually 
accompanied by books. Among 
them are Wonders of the African 
World (1999); Finding Your Roots 
(2012); Black America Since MLK: 
And Still I Rise (2016); and Recon-
struction: America After the Civil War 
(2019). He will give you an advocate 
to help you and be with you forever, 
Tallis would have us sing.

To these projects Gates has now 
added The Black Church, a celebratory 

Henry Louis Gates Jr.  belongs 
to the postwar generation 
that grew up during, and then 

helped to shape, a shift in black con-
sciousness from a sense of alienation to 
one of affirmation. When Gates was a 
student in the late Sixties,  HBCUs 
had long taught Negro history, but the 
writers of what is sometimes referred 
to as the first generation of Black 

TONGUES OF FIRE
The history of the black church
By Darryl Pinckney

Discussed in this essay:

The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song, by Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
Penguin Press. 304 pages. $30. / PBS. Four hours.

Darryl Pinckney is the author, most recently, 
of Busted in New York and Other Essays.

Studies brought to campus a new rec-
ognition of Africa’s importance to 
black America, rooted in black na-
tionalist politics. And while move-
ment politics may have fallen off in 
the Seventies, it left in black people 
and historians an awareness of their 
power to control the interpretation of 
black history. Alex Haley’s popular 
novel Roots (1976), for instance, in 
tracing his family back to an ancestor 
kidnapped from Africa, offered black 
America its own foundation myth. 

Swing Low, Sweet Chariot, by William H. Johnson. Courtesy the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum, gift of the Harmon Foundation
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documentary and book in which he 
traces the African encounter with 
Christianity, and the religion that it 
became for black people in the New 
World. This account spans more than 
four hundred years, from the earliest 
days of the transatlantic slave trade to 
the founding of America’s first black 
denominations to the civil- rights 
movement and through to the present 
day. It is a history, as he puts it, that 
constitutes two stories: 

one of a people defining themselves in 
the presence of a higher power and the 
other of their journey for freedom and 
equality in a land where power itself—
and even humanity—for so long was 
(and still is) denied them.

In the Africa of our ancestors,” 
Gates writes, “the gods had a thou-
sand faces and a thousand names.” 

The ethnic groups represented in the 
slave trade brought with them “a mar-
velously diverse blend of customs, re-
ligious faiths, and practices,” all of 

“

which they drew on to reshape Chris-
tianity “in their own images, to satisfy 
their own spiritual and practical 
needs.” One of the long-buried facts of 
black history, he notes, is how much 
of the eighteenth- century enslaved 
population in South Carolina and 
southern Georgia came from Sene-
gambia and was Muslim. Though 
there are examples of individuals and 
communities continuing to practice 
Islam in some form, it was largely “cre-
olized” with black Christianity. Gates 
returns to Islam later on, recognizing 
in the sojourn of Malcolm X a repre-
sentative quest of many African 
Americans in the modern era to find 
alternatives to the Christian church, 
which they regarded as culpable in the 
oppression of black people.

“The relationship of the first gen-
erations of Africans in North Amer-
ica to the Christian religion varied 
dramatically in the Spanish colonies 
and the British colonies,” Gates 
writes. The Roman Catholic Church 
welcomed the conversion of the king 

of Kongo in 1491, and there were 
confraternities of Africans in Spain 
as far back as the Middle Ages. The 
Catholic Church also accompanied 
Spanish and Portuguese expeditions 
to South and North America, and 
Gates points out that enslaved Afri-
cans had been living in the Spanish 
colony of Florida since 1526, and 
that there is evidence dating from 
1594 of black Catholics in the 
church registers of St. Augustine. In 
1693, the Spanish king, hoping to 
annoy the En glish, offered sanctuary 
to fugitive Africans from British ter-
ritories, provided they converted. But 
while the Catholic Church may have 
opposed slavery in official doctrine, 
this did not stop Catholic countries 
from leading the way in the slave 
trade for centuries, or keep the 
church from becoming the largest 
slaveholder in America.

Protestants, by contrast, were re-
luctant to baptize the enslaved, for 
fear it would inspire them to press 
for freedom. Direct access to the 

“Baptism, Chicago, Illinois, 1953” and “Daily Prayer, Brooklyn, New York, 
1963,” by Gordon Parks. Courtesy and © The Gordon Parks Foundation



84   HARPER’S MAGAZINE / APRIL 2021

Word, to read or to know the Bible, 
the essence of Protestant theology, 
also raised the humanity-defining 
matter of literacy. Missionaries thus 
had to convince slaveholders that 
Christianity would not encourage 
the enslaved to rebel, that it could 
serve as an instrument of docility. To 
that end, the Society for the Propa-
gation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts 
was founded in 1701. A white person 
had to be present at black gatherings 
to monitor what was being said, but 
black people still found “surreptitious 
ways to create sacred spaces in which 
they could worship God in their own 
voices and in their own image.” And 
in spite of all these efforts, Christi-
anity did radicalize some enslaved 
people, one of whom, in Virginia in 
1723, petitioned a bishop for freedom 
on the grounds that the enslaved 
were “modern examples of Old 
Testament Israelites.”

Antiliteracy laws, such as South 
Carolina’s Negro Act of 1740, made it 
illegal to teach black people to read, 
and missionaries avoided biblical teach-
ings that might cause dissent. The act 
had been passed in response to the 
Stono Rebellion in South 
Carolina the year before, led 
by an enslaved man from the 
Catholic Kongo. Christianity 
became racial in order to ac-
commodate slavery. It had 
been that a Christian could 
not be enslaved. But the rules 
changed: a black person could 
be enslaved, Christian or not. 
The example of Haiti haunted 
North America’s white slave-
holding population. Denmark 
Vesey, who was executed on 
suspicion of having planned 
an uprising in 1822, had close 
connections to other free 
black Christians in Charles-
ton. Nat Turner, who led a 
rebellion in Virginia in 1831, 
was a self-taught charismatic 
preacher inclined to visions.

Until the Great Awaken-
ing, the Methodist and Baptist 
revival that swept the 
En glish-speaking Protestant 
world in the first half of the 
eighteenth century, most Af-
ricans in North America 
showed little interest in Chris-

tianity, Gates says. But the suffering of 
the carpenter from Nazareth, the story 
of persecution and redemption, would 
touch the enslaved imagination. The 
Great Awakening introduced an ec-
static style of worship to Protestant 
churches that black people responded 
to as communal expression. They be-
gan to convert to Christianity in large 
numbers. This shift, scholars say, de-
mocratized religion. In the new church, 
supposedly, white and black got the 
Holy Spirit together.

The Black Church pays as much at-
tention to how the rites of spiritual 
renewal evolved as it does to the es-
sential part the black church has 
played in the social transformation of 
American life. Religious practice in 
West Africa was broad, open. In time, 
hoodoo, obeah, and conjuration were 
transmuted into black Christian ritual. 
Gates cites W.E.B. Du Bois: 

This church was not at first by any 
means Christian nor definitely orga-
nized; rather it was an adaptation 
and mingling of heathen rites 
among the members of each planta-
tion, and  roughly designated as Voo-
dooism. Association with the masters, 

missionary effort and motives of ex-
pediency gave these rites an early ve-
neer of Christianity, and after the 
lapse of many generations the Negro 
church became Christian.

Oral histories taken down in the 
Thirties by the Works Progress Ad-
ministration describe the worship ritu-
als of people who were unable to read 
but nevertheless memorized passages 
from the King James Bible, recalling 
the translation’s original purpose, its 
“magical poetic diction,” as prayer in 
the vernacular. The black church cre-
ated distinct expressions of its own, 
first in music. Blues, jazz, soul, rock, 
and even hip- hop “bear the imprint of 
Black sacred music.” Gates traces the 
use of drums and the importance of 
song from the shadowy, underground 
services of the antebellum South to 
the anxiety immediately following the 
Civil War as to what might happen 
should spirituals— a fusion of African 
musical styles and evangelical 
hymns— be performed in public. The 
story of gospel music is central to the 
spirit of survival that The Black 
Church follows, linking the music to 
the Great Migration, when black peo-

ple began to leave the South 
in huge numbers for the rela-
tive freedom of cities in the 
North. The advent of record-
ing influenced the sound of 
gospel, just as the introduc-
tion of the organ and the gui-
tar had earlier. Black music 
carried the legacy of a world-
changing experience.

The black church was 
“the invisible institu-
tion.” For a long 

time, meetings were held in 
secret, and when they were 
tolerated, plantation praise 
houses were the only places 
of fellowship and gathering 
in slave society. The first in-
stitutions free blacks in the 
South created on the eve of 
the American Revolution—
albeit always with the re-
quired help of whites—were 
their own churches. Black 
people were segregated and 
often abused in mixed con-
gregations, Northern and 
Southern. In 1792, Richard 

Window Shade, by Clementine Hunter © Cane River Art Corporation, with special thanks to Thomas Whitehead. 
Courtesy the National Museum of African American History and Culture, gift of the Rand and Dana Jack family
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Allen, who had purchased his free-
dom, and Absalom Jones, a lay min-
ister, walked out of their white- led 
church in Philadelphia and founded 
the African Episcopal Church of 
St. Thomas, the beginnings of the 
first black denomination.

Later, white Protestant denomina-
tions reckoning with the question of 
slavery split into Northern and 
Southern congregations. Abolition 
was a religious crusade, and the Civil 
War was God’s furnace of faith. The 
United States was a Christian na-
tion, and what that meant for black 
people and white people was not the 
same, leaving an inheritance of last-
ing and often bitter difference in 
philosophy. To make emancipation 
real, missionary work among freed 
people led to the founding of a num-
ber of schools and colleges affiliated 
with black churches. After Recon-
struction, as black people were 
driven from political life and once 
again subjugated in the South, 
black churches provided the services 
and aid denied them by govern-

ment. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, these houses of worship 
“shelter[ed] a nation within a na-
tion.” They were anchors for black 
people in new urban communities cre-
ated by migration in the early twenti-
eth century, but the transplanting of 
Southern black culture to the North 
and Midwest also changed the charac-
ter of the churches, freeing them of 
some of the stern parochialism that 
seemed to go with self-preservation 
in the embattled South, and proving 
institutional legitimacy.

Gates makes it clear that there 
is no single black church, and 
that black people in the United 

States are to be found in all faiths, 
including Judaism, the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, and Baha-
ism, and that there are a number of 
black people who do not belong to an 
organized church or who say that they 
do not subscribe to a religion. Black 
Catholics outnumber black Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, but when we think of the 
black church, we have in mind Prot-

estantism, specifically seven principal 
subgroups of the Baptist, Methodist, 
and Pentecostal denominations. The 
class differences that emerged in ur-
ban black America brought a clash of 
cultures into the churches, a tension 
between the decorum of services that 
respectability politics demanded and 
the catharsis craved by congregants 
who adhered to styles of worship 
marked by African retentions such as 
shouting, speaking in tongues, getting 
the spirit, or being laid out under the 
power of sanctification.

All black churches, large and small, 
urban and rural, tended to the educa-
tional and economic needs of their 
congregants through forms of social 
gospel. Adam Clayton Powell Jr.  suc-
ceeded his father as pastor of the Ab-
yssinian Baptist Church in Harlem, 
which in the Thirties had a member-
ship numbering in the thousands. 
Powell became a politician soon after 
he was ordained in the Thirties, and 
in 1944 he was elected to Congress, 
representing his district for twelve 
terms, until he was voted out amid 

There are many churches in Harlem. The people are very religious., by Jacob Armstead Lawrence 
 © 2016 The Jacob and Gwendolyn Knight Lawrence Foundation, Seattle/Artists Rights Society, 
New York City. Courtesy the Amon Carter Museum of American Art, Fort Worth, Texas
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scandal in 1970. Public service went 
with his “prophetic ministry,” Gates 
notes. Apparently, he did not believe 
in protest. Abyssinian’s current pastor, 
Calvin O. Butts, explains that Powell 
believed it hindered his ability to get 
legislation passed, though he himself 
had an activist past as an assistant 
preacher to his father during the 
Great Depression.

In the mass psychology of freedom 
fighting, the covenant with God was 
left to Martin Luther King Jr. to redis-
cover. It was King’s ministry in Mont-
gomery, and his leadership of the bus 
boycott in 1954, that ignited the civil- 
rights movement in the South. That 
movement was a test of Constitu-
tional principles, and for King it was 
also a challenge to Christian faith. 
King told the nation that eleven 
o’clock on Sunday morning was the 
most segregated hour in America. But 
the violence unleashed against the 
movement—including the 1963 
bombing of the Sixteenth Street Bap-
tist Church in Birmingham—made 
some black churches afraid to engage. 
By the time of King’s assassination 
in 1968, nonviolent protest, Chris-
tian patience, and legislative reform 
had been dismissed by Black Power 
leaders as ineffective. The revolution 
was going to be secular, or at least not 
old-time religion.

If King offered the United States 
the chance to redeem itself, he also 
recovered the image of the black pas-
tor. Targets of satire in African-
American literature in the Thirties, 
figures of some contempt in the soci-
ology and histories written in the 
Forties and Fifties, black preachers 
were personalities—they could enjoy 
a stardom like that of gospel singers. 
Aretha Franklin’s father, the Rever-
end C.  L.  Franklin, for instance, 
gave sermons that were released as 
best-selling records. Some black 
preachers presided over institutions 
so large that they were essentially 
heads of corporations. In the nine-
teenth century, as acculturation 
became a central tenet of the mis-
sionary intentions of middle-class 
black churches, expectations for black 
ministers were sharply defined, spe-
cifically with respect to education. 
The ministry became one of the few 
professions in which black men 
could rise unencumbered. 

Martin Luther King Jr. is a reminder 
that genius does not come like apos-
tolic succession, but rather strikes like 
sainthood. Black leaders who 
followed King had to contend with his 
legacy, and it was the Reverend Jesse 
Jackson in his 1984 and 1988 presiden-
tial campaigns who eventually bridged 
movement politics and traditional 

electoral politics. In the immedi-
ate aftermath of King’s death, 
however, when black America 
seemed to be debating which road 
to take, James H. Cone published 
Black Theology and Black Power 
(1969) and A Black Theology of 
Liberation (1970), reinterpreting 
Christianity through a black na-
tionalist lens. King’s call for jus-
tice for the poor never lost its 
urgency or dignity as a political 
objective. But his notion that 
blackness represented the univer-
sality of the human condition 
found less resonance. Cone ar-
gued that black religion is freed, 
not confined, by historical con-
text. The cross had become de-
tached from a sense of ongoing 
suffering, and had been turned 
into an ornament. Theology that 
did not address the religious 
meaning of the African- American 
experience was, to him, bank-

rupt. In Cone’s view, white suprem-
acy was the negation of American 
Christian identity.

Throughout The Black Church, 
Gates is talking about the institution 
at its best, so to speak. It is both Cone’s 
church and King’s, as much Jeremiah 
Wright’s and Cornel West’s as John 
Lewis’s and Raphael Warnock’s. But 
Gates does not neglect the long history 
of women in the black church. Though 
unacknowledged in many congrega-
tions, women were the essential, the 
foundation, yet they had to fight for 
decades to be heard, to be ordained, to 
create a body of womanist theology. 
Similarly, Gates considers the history 
of the  LGBTQ community. Strict 
morality in the black church, as else-
where in Christianity, was acted out on 
the body, the breeding ground of sin. 
The legendary choir impresario Rever-
end James Cleveland may have had to 
remain in the closet, but in the black 
church the  LGBTQ community has 
now won at least some space for its 
members of faith.  LGBTQ rights, along 
with women’s reproductive health and 
family planning decisions, never the less 
remain, as Gates puts it, “highly con-
tentious in the Black Church, as it does 
in the larger Black community.”

Black churches continue to be di-
vided on many social questions, 
reflecting the country as a whole. But 

Friendly Friendship Baptist Church, by Ernie Barnes © Ernie Barnes Family Trust
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The Black Church is clear that the tradi-
tion it celebrates is liberation theology.

The church fueled slave rebellions, nur-
tured and sustained the Un derground 
Railroad, and was the training 
ground for the orators of the abolition-
ist movement. . . . It powered antilynch-
ing campaigns and economic boycotts, 
and formed the backbone of and the 
meeting place for the civil rights 
movement. Rooted in the fundamental 
belief in equality between Black and 
white, human dignity, earthly 
and heavenly freedom, and sis-
terly and brotherly love, the Black 
Church and the religion practiced 
within its embrace acted as the 
engine driving social transforma-
tion in America, from the antebel-
lum abolitionist movement 
through the various phases of the 
fight against Jim Crow, and now, 
in our current century, to Black 
Lives Matter.

This did not feel true during 
the protests in Ferguson, Missouri, 
in 2014. If anything, the genera-
tional gap seemed expressed as 
rejection of the church, as had 
happened back in the Sixties, and 
in spite of the presence of black 
clergy among the protesters. Then 
came the 2015 shooting of 
eight black parishioners and their 
minister in Mother Emanuel 
AME Church in Charleston, 
South Carolina. The black 
church was back on the front line. 
In communities across the coun-
try, black churches have shown 
themselves to be valuable partners 
in coalitions where they them-
selves have leaders committed to social 
change. Yet rather than churches in-
spiring the movement, the movement 
has given black churches a renewed 
sense of purpose and connection. This 
fits another historical pattern: black 
churches have sometimes had to catch 
up with their congregations. Black 
people moved to Harlem first, then 
their churches followed.

T he Black Church is a history of 
two tendencies within the 
institution— high and low, 

they could be called. Martin Luther 
King Jr. perhaps reconciled them in the 
ideals that moved him and in how 
splendidly he could summon a multi-

tude to defend them. As such, The 
Black Church takes all black religious 
expression seriously, from the storefront 
evangelicalism and cult leaders of the 
migration to the Reagan-era prosperity 
ministries that were the forerunners of 
today’s independent megachurches.

Gates’s study is what he might call 
double-voiced. He includes illuminat-
ing interviews with distinguished his-
torians, theologians, ministers, and 
gospel singers, talking about various 

black pioneers in America’s religious 
culture. The text itself has a call- and- 
response quality reminiscent of a black 
service, the past being answered by the 
present. Gates presents his ideas in dia-
logue with Du Bois and The Souls of 
Black Folk. For Du Bois, the presence 
of God and the Holy Ghost were 
made manifest in “the Frenzy,” one of 
three elements, including the preacher 
and music, that he observed were the 
most important characteristics of 
black religion:

The Frenzy of “Shouting,” when the 
Spirit of the Lord passed by, and, seiz-
ing the devotee, made him mad with 
supernatural joy, was the last essential 
of Negro religion and the one more de-

voutly believed in than all the rest. It 
varied in expression from the silent 
rapt countenance or the low murmur 
and moan to the mad abandon of 
physical fervor,—the stamping, shriek-
ing, and shouting, the rushing to and 
fro and wild waving of arms, the 
weeping and laughing, the vision and 
the trance. All this is nothing new 
in the world, but old as religion, as 
Delphi and Endor. And so firm a hold 
did it have on the Negro, that many 
generations firmly believed that with-

out this visible manifestation of 
the God there could be no true 
communion with the Invisible.

Gates says in Colored People 
that he feared the power in the 
sanctified church. In a very per-
sonal epilogue to The Black 
Church, he recalls how when he 
was twelve years old he silently 
promised God that if his mother 
recovered from her severe illness 
he would dedicate his life to 
Christ. She did, indeed, get bet-
ter: “Uh-oh. I had made a deal 
with Jesus.” For two years, Gates 
was a terrified and abstinent teen, 
until he migrated into the less 
strenuous atmosphere of his fa-
ther’s Episcopal church. He was 
saved, but he never underwent 
the deeply emotional conversion 
that was meant to accompany 
getting the spirit. He was relieved 
not to have surrendered himself.

Gates notes that Du Bois intu-
ited the importance of the back-
country black church even though 
it was far from his own staid New 
En gland experience. Like Du Bois, 
Gates preferred to watch the black 

church from the sidelines. Making the 
PBS documentary, however, has re-
vealed to him the “meaning and magic 
of the Black Church.” It is, he declares, 
“Black culture’s site of the beautiful 
and the sublime.” During the civil- 
rights movement, liberation in the 
sense of Christian salvation was un-
derstood as a metaphor. Black aspira-
tions were stated in secular terms, 
addressed to the secular state. Gates 
wants to credit the many thousands 
gone, their tongues of fire, the black 
and unknown bards of James Weldon 
Johnson’s sonnet, and in so doing, con-
tradict Du Bois’s assertion that the Tal-
ented Tenth, a black elite, will lead the 
masses. So that you will not die. 

I THINK IT’S TIME TO PRAY, by Henry Taylor © The artist. Courtesy Blum & Poe and Hauser & Wirth
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Way back in the Nineties, Al-
lan Gurganus was an ex-
tremely famous writer. His 

first novel, Oldest Living Confederate 
Widow Tells All (1989), was a postmod-
ern doorstop that became an improba-
ble blockbuster. A mordantly comic, 
high- maximalist work of revisionist his-
torical fiction weighing in at 718 pages, 

Widow somehow spent eight months 
on the New York Times bestseller list, 
made the Book of the Month Club, and 
in 1994 became a bad (and badly bowd-
lerized) TV movie starring Donald 
Sutherland, Diane Lane, and Cicely 
Tyson. Widow ultimately sold around 
four million copies. Gurganus’s next 
novel, however, flopped, and there 
hasn’t been another since. In the mean-
time, he’s gone quiet for long stretches, 
publishing occasionally in magazines 
and journals, sometimes alluding to a 

novel in progress, provisionally and 
tantalizingly entitled The Erotic History 
of a Country Baptist Church. 

The Erotic History has not yet ap-
peared, but he has published two col-
lections of novellas, The Practical 
Heart (2001) and Local Souls (2013), 
and now an Uncollected Stories, 
which is easily his strongest book in 
twenty years. The keywords in those 
titles— heart, history, local, practi-
cal, erotic, soul— all but speak for 
themselves. Gurganus has always 
been fascinated with small lives and 
big secrets, as well as with storytell-
ing itself. His work is funny, smutty, 
voice- driven, and deeply rooted in 
Southern traditions that it can nei-
ther condone nor wholly reject, and 
it distinguishes itself in part by ask-
ing simple yet fraught questions 
about how narratives function as 
forms of power. Who speaks and who 
listens? Who decides whose stories 
matter? Who has been shouted down 
or otherwise silenced? And who may 
yet have the last word?

But before we get into all that, let’s 
have a bit of history— or at any rate, 
biography— to help set the scene. 
Gurganus was a first- wave boomer, 
born in 1947 in Rocky Mount, North 
Carolina, sixty miles northeast of 
Raleigh (also the birthplace of The-
lonious Monk). He wanted to be a 
painter, but art school didn’t take. In 
the mid- Sixties, he tried and failed 
to register as a conscientious objec-
tor to the war in Vietnam. Facing 
charges of draft evasion and forced to 
choose between the military and 
prison, he joined the Navy in 1966. 
He spent three years aboard the 
U.S.S. Yorktown, where the ship’s 
library fostered a love of literature. 
After his service, he finished a bach-
elor’s degree at Sarah Lawrence Col-
lege and then went on to the Iowa 
Writers’ Workshop, where his teacher 
John Cheever sent one of his manu-
scripts to William Maxwell at The 
New Yorker. “Minor Heroism,” pub-
lished in November 1974, was the 
first story in the magazine’s history to 
feature a homosexual protagonist. 
Gurganus was twenty- seven years 
old. In 1979, he went back to Sarah 
Lawrence, this time as faculty. The 
Eighties were a party until they 
were a crucible. When Oldest Living 

EVERY TRUE PLEASURE  
IS A SECRET
Allan Gurganus’s Southern utopias
By Justin Taylor
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Confederate Widow Tells All was pub-
lished, he was forty- two.

The titular widow is Lucy Mars-
den, a loquacious, freewheeling sto-
ryteller in the grand old Southern 
tradition, though her politics are 
anything but traditional. Lucy was 
born in the small town of Falls, 
North Carolina, in 1885, and at just 
shy of fifteen was tricked— through a 
combination of parental coercion 
and self- deception— into marrying 
William Marsden, a Confederate 
veteran thirty- six years her senior. 
Now, on the eve of her hundredth 
birthday, Lucy is the last living link 
not just to the late nineteenth cen-
tury, when she came of age, but to 
the antebellum South, the Civil 
War, and Reconstruction, all of 
which Marsden lived through de-
cades before Lucy was born and 
which she knows through his endless 
and endlessly self- serving stories.

Widow explores the sinuous and 
sinister ways in which self- delusion is 
used— by individuals, by the owner-
ship classes, by entire societies— to 
launder horror into heroism, villains 
into victims, history into kitsch. It’s a 
novel about how an insistence on re-
living the past can go hand in glove 

with a refusal to understand it. Gur-
ganus takes seriously Faulkner’s no-
tion that in the South “the past is 
never dead. It’s not even past,” but he 
refuses Faulkner’s fatalism that this 
must always be the case simply be-
cause it has been for so long. At the 
same time, the novel is winsome and 
quirky, and includes just enough legit-
imate scorn for Northern hypocrisy— 
factories powered by child labor, the 
rapacity of Sherman’s March, etc.— 
that it leaves itself susceptible, in the 
hands of a naïve or bad- faith reader, 
to the very sort of culture laundering 
that it was written to resist.

After the runaway success of 
Widow, expectations for Gurganus’s 
second novel were sky- high. Plays Well 
with Others, which was published in 
1997, is set in the same decade as 
Lucy Marsden’s centennial birthday 
but concerns itself with people whose 
lives she could scarcely have imag-
ined. Technically speaking, Plays Well 
is the shell of an unpublished memoir, 
The Voyage As I Saw It (1980–1995), 
by one Hartley Mims Jr., a gay fiction 
writer who, like Gurganus, lived in 
Manhattan through the worst period 
of the AIDS epidemic. Hartley’s rag-
tag crew of mostly Southern and 

Midwestern transplants (what we 
might today call his chosen family) 
have come to the city to pursue their 
dreams, their ambitions, and one 
another— in bathhouses, cafés, and 
art galleries. When the mysterious ill-
nesses start cropping up, rumors and 
fear run rampant while the political 
class remains contemptuous and ne-
glectful. Both Gurganus and Mims 
spent their thirties the way most peo-
ple spend their twilight years: sitting 
beside sickbeds and deathbeds, con-
sumed by both survivor’s guilt and 
survivor’s relief. When we meet him, 
Hartley has (again, like the author) 
left New York and returned home to 
take stock of his losses and mourn his 
friends, his generation, a whole way 
of life. For Hartley, as for Lucy 
Marsden— and for Bryan, the narra-
tor of several stories in Gurganus’s 
1990 collection, White People, includ-
ing “Minor Heroism”— home is Falls, 
North Carolina. Falls is a fictional 
town, but Gurganus has said that it is 
based on Rocky Mount.

If Widow was in part a quarrel 
with Faulkner, its prose rhythms, rib-
aldry, and acid comedy nevertheless 
owe quite a bit more to Gurganus’s 
teachers, Grace Paley (at Sarah Law-

rence) and Stanley Elkin (at 
Iowa), two hilarious, streetwise 
Jews dedicated to writing rooted 
in vernacular voice. The same is 
true of Plays Well, but without 
the long shadow of Southern 
history cast over everything, it’s 
easier to see. Plays Well is half 
the length of Widow, but just as 
maximal in its storytelling, and 
where Widow left room for mis-
readings of its politics, Plays 
Well gives no quarter. The open-
ing chapter is called “Thirty 
Dildoes,” and it begins, “There 
are just two kinds of people in 
the world: those who will help 
you and those who won’t.”

Or consider this passage, in 
which Hartley describes his 
friend Robert’s parents coming 
to stay at their son’s apartment: 

The Gustafsons could not know 
how often and successfully their 
gorgeous charitable boy had en-
tertained in this bed. They would 
not recognize the names of the 
many models and film stars of 
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both sexes who had achieved out- of- 
body bodily experiences here with 
the help of their cheerful, guiltless 
Swedish- American boy.

This youngest Eagle Scout in Ce-
dar Rapids history had, around 1980, 
right here, fucked a Rolling Stone, 
then his wife, and then once more the 
Stone, whose rocky butt was surely 
gathering no moss whatsoever. Here, 
Robert made history, and most every-
body else. He enabled many stars to 
use these four posts, isometrically. 
Plaques of bronze have been attached 
to vessels far less culturally seminal. 

The uprights were topped by 
carved pineapples, huge owl- sized 
things like phallic hand grenades. 
Robert had lovingly recalled how his 
mother, on seeing pineapples any-
where, could never refrain from say-
ing, with the sealed sententiousness of 
someone thoroughly middle class, 
“Pineapples symbolize hospitality.” 
Looking up at these four, I thought, 
Yes, alas.

In case it isn’t clear, I love this 
novel. Its swerves from comedy to 
tragedy are even more vertiginous 
than those in Widow, and though 
Gurganus sometimes succumbs to 
broad- brush generalizations or you- 
had- to- be- there breathlessness, he 
is as precise as a surgeon when de-
picting emotional turmoil, the 
micro climates of envy, admiration, 
betrayal, and desire that fuel artistic 
friendship— and how that same fuel 
is always threatening to blow it apart. 
Both Widow and Plays Well are inter-
ested in retrospection and grief, in the 
art of memory and in memorial art. 
Both books are also about queer uto-
pias: their necessity and inevitable 
ephemerality. In Widow, these tempo-
rary autonomous zones blossom in 
foxholes and bathrooms and tree 
houses, places where adolescents are 
able— for a day or an hour or a 
moment— to explore their desires 
with a freedom freed from the need to 
name itself. In Plays Well with Others, 
New York is the temporary autono-
mous zone and nobody has to repress 
much of anything. The characters are 
doomed not by cultural hegemony but 
natural disaster and the depraved in-
difference of the state.

Unfortunately, Plays Well foun-
dered. By the time it appeared, in 
the late Nineties— a reactionary de-

cade that flattered itself a progressive 
one— the AIDS novel was regarded 
as something of a tired trope, partic-
ularly by some of the very artists who 
had experienced the devastation of 
those years and were (rightly or 
wrongly) ready to move on. Gay lit-
erature had survived the plague. It 
was also now a large (not to say di-
verse) enough category that it no 
longer had to fight for mere visibility. 
A landmark anthology, The Penguin 
Book of Gay Short Stories, edited by 
David Leavitt and Mark Mitchell, 
had been published in 1994, the year 
after Angels in America hit Broadway 
and Dale Peck debuted with Martin 
and John. There was room for serious 
disagreement and debate over aes-
thetics, among other things, as well 
as a lot of pent- up aggression from 
critics who felt they’d been forced to 
bite their tongues. Here’s Robert 
Plunket winding himself up to pan 
Plays Well in the New York Times:

A whole lot of novels have been 
written, and for a long time many of us 
devoured every one. . . . Dare you give a 
bad review to somebody who may very 
well be on his deathbed? The answer is, 
no, of course you don’t. You find your 
way around it.

But times change.

Now look: I’m half Gurganus’s age 
and I’m not gay, so far be it from me 
to try to ref this fight, especially 
twenty- five years after the fact. But I 
will say that if you read through the 
contemporaneous reviews of Plays 
Well, and consider them in aggre-
gate, what you find are a lot of critics 
not simply lodging complaints about 
an admittedly divisive novel, but go-
ing out of their way to be cruel as a 
way of asserting their freedom— 
finally— to stop toeing the company 
line. “In its celebration of camarade-
rie rather than of bland assimila-
tion,” Thomas Mallon wrote in The 
New Yorker in 2013, “the book now 
feels more radical than it did during 
the political- medical emergency that 
gave rise to it.” Suffice, I hope, to say 
that Plays Well is vastly underrated 
and ripe for rediscovery.

The majority of Gurganus’s work 
since Plays Well— sixteen stories and 
novellas in total, spread across three 
collections— has been set in his 

touchstone town of Falls. Local Souls 
even included a lovingly hand- 
drawn map of the place, complete 
with the homes of notable citizens 
and the sites of significant incidents. 
Gurganus was paying cheeky homage 
to Faulkner— there is a crude map 
of the town of Jefferson in the back of 
my copy of Absalom, Absalom!— but 
also poking a bit of fun at himself, be-
cause Falls has never had the same 
persistent reality as your average 
fictional locale. 

When one thinks of Faulkner’s 
Yoknapatawpha County or Eudora 
Welty’s Morgana, or for that matter of 
Stephen King’s Castle Rock or 
George R. R. Martin’s Westeros, one 
understands that their histories are 
consistent and consequential: the lo-
cals know one another and the events 
in a given story are factored into sub-
sequent stories. The reason Faulkner’s 
map is at the back of Absalom, Absa-
lom! is that a single glance at its 
landscape of tragedy would spoil the 
novel’s plot, along with those of at 
least two other books also set in Jef-
ferson. Gurganus isn’t interested in 
that sort of world building. Falls has a 
river running through it, a few 
churches of rival denominations, a 
black neighborhood, and the nursing 
home where Lucy Marsden lives, but 
beyond that there’s little in the way 
of canon. Despite the preponder-
ance of stories set there, one rarely 
gets the sense that any given char-
acter has met any other. 

For all its Podunk mundanity, 
Falls is a semi- mythic realm given to 
both time- defying constancy and it-
erative renewal, like a cluster of 
stem cells or a black box theater. At 
some point after The Practical Heart, 
the River Tar was rechristened the 
River Lithium, which is how it ap-
pears on the map in Local Souls. 
Nobody in the book notes when or 
why this change was made; it seems 
that as far as they are concerned, 
now that it is, it must be the case 
that it always was. 

D espite the odds and sods 
vibe of the title, the Uncol-
lected Stories has heft and 

deftness, tonal unity and thematic 
range. Of its nine stories, six are set 
in Falls. “He’s at the Office” has a 
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fablelike quality, with hints of the 
Cheever of “The Swimmer” or The 
Magic Barrel– era Malamud. The nar-
rator’s father, a World War II veteran 
traumatized by his service, throws 
himself so fully into his job selling 
wholesale office supplies that when 
he later develops dementia, his job is 
the only thing about himself he can 
remember. Eventually, his wife and 
son set up a fake office inside the 
house to which he dutifully reports 
every day.

The portrait of the emotionally 
cauterized father, prone to violent 
outbursts as his faculties fail him, 
echoes both Bryan’s father in White 
People and Captain Marsden in 
Widow. A scene in this story in which 
the father, as a young groom, allows 
his honeymoon to be disrupted by a 
business acquaintance draws heavily 
on a scene in Widow in which Mars-
den ignores Lucy at dinner to trade 
war stories with another Confederate 
vet. But where Widow’s judgment 
of Marsden is that he is finally 
irredeemable—  a poison to be drawn 
out, a rabid dog to be put down— in 
“He’s at the Office” there is real pa-
thos and even a sort of redemption 
for the father, who does not know 
how to be anything other than the 
uniform (here a hat and briefcase) 
that he no longer fills.

The ostentatiously titled “Deluxe 
$19.95 Walking Tour of Historic 
Falls (NC)— Light Lunch Inclusive” 
is a sly slow burner. Like most of the 
narrators in this book, Mrs.  Evelyn 
du Pre Wells— an older woman who 
claims a recent conversion to liberal 
politics— speaks directly to us. She 
is a volunteer docent and we are on 
her tour. Evelyn complains about 
the heat, teases revealing the secret 
recipe for the town’s famous chicken 
salad, and is solicitous if conde-
scending to a young black girl who 
stands near the front of the group. 
Haltingly, Evelyn comes around to 
sharing Falls’s history of lynchings, 
including one that she witnessed as 
a girl. This is unsanctioned history, 
not part of the official tour.

At first it seems like Gurganus is 
indulging a certain sort of liberal 
fantasy about the inevitability and 
relative ease of historical reckoning. 
I began to wonder whether he’d fallen 

into the same perverse “innocence” 
that had, despite his own best efforts, 
helped make Widow a hit among 
some of the very factions it takes to 
task. Could Gurganus have become 
one of those smug liberals huffing 
Russiagate fumes from the paper 
bag of  MSNBC and retweeting 
West Wing screen caps? Perish the 
thought! But I need not have wor-
ried. In the later pages of the story, 
Evelyn has a meltdown. Now that 
she’s unburdened herself of the 
trauma of witnessing racial violence, 
she’s a bit put out by her audience’s 
reaction, namely the implication 
that the South is a pretty fucked-up 
place and that the lynching itself 
might be more horrific than the fact 
that she had to witness it. After ac-
cusing the tour group of being “here 
to suck culture from us, the way 
black snakes put fangs into Momma’s 
white hens’ eggs,” she refunds every-
one’s money and tells us to go back 
where we came from—i.e., the 
North. The message is pointed: be-
ware the whiplash of quick conver-
sions and never mistake fervency for 
depth of commitment.

T he eleven stories in White 
People were labeled with their 
dates of composition, which 

ranged from 1972 to 1989. The result 
was a first collection that reads like a 
career retrospective. Though the sto-
ries in the Uncollected aren’t marked 
the same way, the period they cover 
is similarly broad. The oldest story, 
“The Mortician Confesses,” was pub-
lished in Granta in 1993. “Fourteen 
Feet of Water in My House” appeared 
in this magazine in 2006, then was 
revised and expanded into the second 
section of “Decoy,” a novella included 
in Local Souls. The most recent story, 
“The Wish for a Good Young Country 
Doctor,” is a historical fiction of 
plague and panic serendipitously pub-
lished in The New Yorker early in the 
 COVID- 19 pandemic.

“The Wish for a Good Young 
Country Doctor” is one of the stories 
that doesn’t take place in Falls. The 
unnamed narrator is looking back 
on his days as a graduate student in 
American Studies at the University 
of Iowa, tasked with scrounging “far- 
flung Salvation Army thrifts and ru-
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ral junk shops” for “folk manifesta-
tions.” In an antique shop in La 
Verne, Illinois, he notices a painting 
of a man about his own age— “His 
face was handsome if both blank 
and sad, hound- earnest”— who turns 
out to be Frederick Markus Petrie, 
the titular doctor, who tried to save 
La Verne during the cholera epidemic 
of 1849. The narrator tells us that he 
has owned the painting for fifty 
years but never knew how much of 
the story of its provenance, as told to 
him that day in the antique shop, 
was true. It has only just now oc-
curred to him to google Petrie’s 
name. In the online archive of La 
Verne’s local paper he finds an edito-
rial in which Petrie lays out guide-
lines for preventing the spread of 
cholera. Some of his advice could 
have been pulled from the CDC 
website this morning.

Gurganus includes the complete 
text of Petrie’s article at the end of 
the story. The gesture reminds me 
of Melville’s “Benito Cereno,” in 
which the official account of a 
doomed uprising on a slave ship is 
the last thing the reader sees. In 
“Benito Cereno,” all the key details 
in the official account have been ei-
ther redacted or falsified; its function 
is not to establish truth but to re-
inscribe the revolutionary rupture of 
the revolt into a system of meaning 
that the colonial- capitalist bureau-
cracy can comprehend. In this con-
text, the language of truth is not 
simply untranslatable but illegible in 
the original. In the Gurganus story, 
Petrie’s guidelines aren’t ironized— or 
lamentable— because they are false, 
but because they are true. All any-
one needed to do, then or now, was 
follow them. The rebel slaves on the 
ship had a righteous cause and a 
sound strategy; they were undone by 
the impossibility of finding a safe 
place to land. What good, after all, is 
a freedom that remains forever fugi-
tive? The citizens of La Verne, on 
the other hand, turn against the 
doctor’s policies only after he himself 
gets sick while treating them. After 
welcoming him as a hero, they ostra-
cize him and reject his advice. Chol-
era tears through La Verne like 
 COVID- 19 through the Dakotas af-
ter the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally.

As “Country Doctor” ends with a 
newspaper article, so “The Mortician 
Confesses” begins with one. A short 
article in the Raleigh News & Ob-
server, about a mortician who pleads 
guilty to having sex with a corpse, is 
quoted in full. But the real confes-
sion of the title is not the morti-
cian’s, but rather that of the deputy 
sheriff who catches him in the act. 
The main body of the story is the 
deputy’s account of the night in 
question, tape- recorded so that his 
secretary can transcribe it. He talks 
candidly and at length, trusting her 
to edit it into the official document 
it will eventually become. Again we 
are asked to consider the gap be-
tween official and unofficial forms of 
knowledge, and how easily truth can 
be lost when it falls into the gray 
space that separates them. As it hap-
pens, the deputy’s secretary is also 
his wife, so he’s aware that every 
word he utters on this grim subject is 
one more that she can never unhear. 
He makes his report while locked in 
his office as a press gaggle surrounds 
the building: there’s a CNN truck 
and several newspaper reporters, 
which is why it was significant that 
the story began by excerpting a Ra-
leigh paper instead of the local 
Falls Herald Traveler. The lurid na-
ture of the crime has pierced the 
privacy of the town, exposing it to 
the outrage and laughter of strangers 
across the whole state and country. 
By the end of the story, the deputy is 
wondering aloud whether they ought 
to pack up and retire to Florida.

Florida, as it happens, is the setting 
for my favorite story in the Uncollected. 
It’s a comic masterpiece in the vein of 
the wildest set pieces in Plays Well 
and Widow, and why Gurganus 
passed up the opportunity to call 
this collection “My Heart Is a Snake 
Farm” I will never understand. The 
story, which begins at the end of 
the Fifties, is narrated by Esther, a 
school librarian and “unmarried 
woman of a certain age” who has 
lived her whole life in Toledo, Ohio, 
but decides to light out for the Sun-
shine State upon retirement. She 
stops on a whim at the Los Parnas-
sus Palms motel, and likes it so 
much she becomes a long- term ten-
ant and eventually its owner, though 
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she doesn’t rent out the rooms. Es-
ther, not just a spinster but a virgin, 
is f lustered but intrigued when a 
charismatic huckster named Buck 
comes to town with three ex- wives, 
buys the property across the street 
from the motel, and opens up a 
reptile- themed amusement park and 
petting zoo that may or may not 
double as a brothel. 

Buck let each visiting child feed one 
gator apiece. Only the bravest 
dared. . . . Smelling chow, gators hissed 
like gas leaks. Large white mouths 
opened. Seemed it was always time to 
feed the gators. Anything could be 
tasty. Loose luncheon meats, crates of 
limes, you name it— they ate each 
thing before deciding.

Esther is inexperienced, but she’s 
no Helen Lovejoy. She is charmed 
by Buck’s outré arrangements and 
the gimcrack charm of what she 
comes to think of as the Reptile 
Coliseum, since it stands across the 
road from her Parnassus. Eventually, 
she will find herself sitting on the 
park’s board and— just once, but 
memorably— on Buck’s face. 

Though all the sex in “My Heart Is 
a Snake Farm” is heterosexual, you’d 
be hard- pressed to argue that it is het-
eronormative, aka “straight.” Buck is at 
the center of a polycule whose other 
members are all (maybe) sex workers. 
Esther achieves her first orgasm only 
as a senior citizen; then she decides to 
hang on to her hymen, though she 
knows Buck would happily relieve her 
of it if she asked. The snake farm 
opens just after Kennedy’s election 
and then disappears overnight a few 

months before his assassination, a 
brief, secret Sixties that came and 
went before the part of the Sixties 
that history remembers was even a 
gleam in Jerry Garcia’s eye. It is an-
other queer utopia, unremembered 
except by those to whom it meant 
the world, because to them it was the 
world. “Every true pleasure is a se-
cret,” says the narrator of “Adult Art,” 
a story in White People. Esther, like 
Lucy Marsden and Hartley Mims 
Jr., would know exactly what he 
means. What are utopias, after all, 
but history’s exceptions and rejects, 
its stolen kisses and secret passages 
and unutterable names? If these 
things could be recuperated into 
the master narrative they’d enjoy 
more longevity, sure, but at that 
point they’d no longer be utopias— 
they’d just be history. 
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♥ Karen (OH)  6-pak 10 orders total   “I am using 
your 10:13 and it works! I saw clearly how my 
husband responded to me. He is nicer.  There is 
something added to people’s 
chemistry. I think 10:13 has made 
a real difference.” 

April Index Sources
1–3 OnePoll (NYC); 4 City of Chicago; 5 
YouGov (NYC); 6–9 Emily F. Rothman, 
Boston University; 10,11 OnlyFans (London); 
12 Federal Reserve Board (Washington); 13 
Citizens Budget Commission (NYC); 14 Knight 
Frank (London); 15 French Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food (Paris); 16 Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (Atlanta); 
17,18 Daniel Larremore, University of Colorado 
Boulder; 19,20 Chainalysis (NYC); 21 C+R 
Research (Chicago); 22 Amazon (Seattle); 23 
Center for Countering Digital Hate (London); 
24 Harper’s research; 25–27 The Armed 
Conflict Location & Event Data Project 
(Grafton, Wis.); 28,29 U.S. Department of 
Defense; 30,31 Gallup (Washington); 32,33 
The Center for Responsive Politics 
(Washington); 34,35 Pew Research Center 
(Washington); 36 The Bigelow Institute for 
Consciousness Studies (Las Vegas); 37–39 Gerd 
Gigerenzer, Max Planck Institute for Human 
Development (Berlin).



PUZZLE

TWOFERS
By Richard E. Maltby Jr.These two diagrams have identical grids. The matching un-

clued entries at 1, 12, 18, and 24 Across are related. The other en-
tries are treated as matching pairs, and are clued together, side by 
side, with no overlap or additional connectives. Either clue may 
come first; solvers must determine which answer belongs in which 
diagram. For left-right consistency, the answers at 8A and 23A are 
clued in correct left-right order.

Answers include four proper nouns. One of the answers at 6D is 
a variant. As always, mental repunctuation of a clue is the key to 
its solution. The solution to last month’s puzzle appears on page 75. 

across
 1. (See instructions) (9)
 8. Hero of New Orleans—Yo, bro! Open the first part 

when upset and feel crappy in the final page (4, 3; 7)
 10. Some nerve endings, in connecting ganglia, will reinstall 

mystique Mrs. Bush left out (4)
 11. Obscure reversing of gravity, not in a southern sector (3)
 12. (See instructions) (9)
 13. Fraternal club leaders of every local kind seem darn 

country-styled and surprisingly good (4)
 14. “Poet making audible ruckus requires one leaving 

nothing to the imagination!”—Editors (5)
 16. Dog relief shelters—scary being put back, but, but, 

but, it’s all that’s left (4)
 18. (See instructions) (9)
 20. Don’t start to throw up! Drop round at a cocktail party 

briefly, but fly off (4)

 22. Relative, I hear, put up nameless element in Oscar-
winning film (4)

 23. Emerging number on the rise blow big race for contents of a 
chest (7)

 24. (See instructions) (9)
down
 1. They contribute greatly to angers, mood swings, open acts, 

gyrating around—the French like a certain kind of rock (10)
 2. Bonaparte’s Packing: equal-sounding moving company 

having no aspiration to become something contracted in 
the south! (2, 1, 3; 3, 3)

 3. With nothing injected, allergic compounds with a deep 
significance constrain traveling at great speeds (9)

 4. Auto-assemblage manufacture ends as web-bingeing 
restricts going out (6)

 5. Track that becomes a sewer with, or following, daily roll up 
a height (4)

 6. Coming from Sheffield, she did Spade work, work, in my 
day, finally revealing shortsightedness (5)

 7. They’re safe cracking eggs after you initially resolved 
upcoming staff entries (5)

 9. Prisoner pipes in: leads us aiming high according to, for 
example, the first indication of our conscience (8)

 15. Joint friction-reducer for cleverly designed bras holding up 
very big bum-shaping Endless Joy girdles (5)

 16. Port or gulf or an area for plays not quite available for a buck (4)
 17. It’s a cinch, right off, tone deafness almost comes from a 

skin disease (5)
 19. Single? Fish out of water? You need some serendipity (4)
 21. The Art of the Body—any way you look at it, it’s a scream—

a bit cheeky! (3)

Contest Rules: Send completed diagram with name and address to “Twofers,” Harper’s Magazine, 666 Broadway, New York, N.Y. 10012. If you 
already subscribe to Harper’s, please include a copy of your latest mailing label. Entries must be received by April 2. The sender of the first correct 
solution opened at random will receive a one-year subscription to Harper’s Magazine (limit one winner per household per year). The winner’s name 
will be printed in the June issue. The winner of the February puzzle, “Split Personalities,” is Sally J. Maisel, Van Nuys, Calif.
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Scientists hoped that positive climate tipping points 
might cascade across human societies. Four decades of 
research on the Izu Islands indicated that the presence 
of the Japanese four-lined rat snake forces Okada’s five-
lined skinks to operate at higher body temperatures. 
Baby epaulette sharks may not survive as the seas 
around the Great Barrier Reef continue to warm, and 
unborn megalodon sharks practiced intrauterine can-
nibalism. Octopus rubescens was found to be resilient 
against rising ocean acidity. The Strait of Messina was 
determined to be the marine region richest in garbage. 
The authors of “The Large Obliquity of Saturn Ex-
plained by the Fast Migration of Titan” expected Jupi-
ter’s moons to tilt the planet’s axis from six degrees to 
as much as thirty- seven in the coming five billion 
years, noting that the planet “adiabatically follows the 
drift of a secular spin-orbit resonance with the nodal 
precession mode of Uranus.” Dark matter can be nei-
ther ultralight nor superheavy unless it is acted upon by  
 an as-yet-unknown force.

A collaborative expedition to adits in the sky islands 
of the Nimba Mountains by zoologists and members of 
the Société des Mines de Fer de Guinée discovered a new 
species of bat. A potent antibacterial peptide was identi-
fied in the skin of the Australian toadlet, and male platy-
puses were found to have five pairs of XY chromosomes; 
emus, meanwhile, were found to possess W and Z sex 
chromosomes. A fossilized assassin bug discovered in 2006 
and split down the middle was reunited with itself, reveal-
ing an intact penis. Scientists were surprised to learn that 
despite the strong correlation between male genital shape 
and reproductive success among fruit flies, sexual selection 

for those traits is relatively weak. Fruit flies that are dis-
turbed during deep sleep, which is marked by the rhyth-
mic extension and contraction of their proboscises, are 
more susceptible to traumatic injuries. Obese Yucatán 
miniature pigs were found to have as many as thirty-five 
episodes of sleep apnea per hour. “These are very fat pigs,” 
explained the lead researcher. Sachatamia orejuela glass 
frogs, whose calls are often drowned out by waterfalls, 
wave their hands and feet and bob their heads to attract 
potential mates. Electric eels in a river-fed Amazonian 
lake were observed hunting cooperatively and corralling  
 their prey into balls to be shocked.

The global spark-plug market was expected to grow 
rapidly over the next five years, specialized voice train-
ing was found to improve the expression of joy in the 
vowel [a:], and researchers urged a reexamination of 
the Kondo Effect. An international team of experts 
warned that humans will be unable to control superin-
telligent AI, and Cornell researchers published an atlas 
of the winds. A gendered division of labor may have 
shaped the human perception of space, women may 
have been primarily responsible for the domestication of 
dogs, and a life-size Sulawesi warty pig rendered in red 
ocher on a cave wall in Indonesia was determined to be 
the oldest known man- made art. Chumash Indians were 
using highly worked shell beads for currency as early as 
the first century. As assessed by the Weber fraction, the 
palpably indistinguishable weight of many European 
Bronze Age bronze rings, ribs, and axe-heads points to 
their use as a prehistoric form of standardized money. 
Retailers dropped a popular brand of coconut milk over 
allegations of forced monkey labor. 

“12/1995,” “6/1997,” and “8/2007,” photographs by Deanna Dikeman, from her monograph Leaving and Waving, which  
was published last month by Chose Commune © The artist. Courtesy Haw Contemporary, Kansas City, Missouri
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