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HEALTH & WELLBEING 

Study affirms average Covid-19 incubation period is 5 days 

By Rich Haridy 

This scanning electron microscope image shows SARS-CoV-2 colored yellow, emerging from the surface of 

cells (colored pink) 

NIAID-RML 

A new study from Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health is affirming early estimates suggesting 

5.1 days is the average incubation period for Covid-19, the disease caused by the novel coronavirus. 

Understanding a disease’s incubation period is key to controlling its spread. The incubation period is the time 

between initial exposure to a pathogenic organism and the appearance of symptoms in a host. Incubation 

periods can vary dramatically depending on the disease. Influenza, for example, has an incubation period of 

between one and three days while measles incubates between nine and twelve days before symptoms appear. 

https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
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The latest study examined 181 confirmed cases of Covid-19 and concluded the median incubation period of 

the disease to be 5.1 days. The study also concluded 97.5 percent of those infected with the virus will develop 

symptoms within 11.5 days. It is important to remember this study does not mean someone is immediately all 

clear after five days, but instead it validates the current two week quarantine period as the optimal time stretch 

for self-isolation after suspected exposure. 

“Based on our analysis of publicly available data, the current recommendation of 14 days for active 

monitoring or quarantine is reasonable, although with that period some cases would be missed over the long-

term,” explains Justin Lessler, senior author on the new study. 

As Lessler states, this research does affirm there will be a very small minority of cases where the incubation 

period may be longer than 14 days. The study estimates for every 10,000 subjects infected, about 101 would 

develop symptoms after 14 days. However, the study notes the social and economic costs of quarantine need 

to be weighed against the consequences of failing to identify a symptomatic case. In some high-risk instances 

it is suggested active monitoring extend past 14 days, such as health care workers explicitly exposed to the 

virus without wearing protective equipment. 

Jonathan Ball, a professor of molecular virology from the University of Nottingham, points out incubation 

studies are inherently tricky as it is challenging to pinpoint exactly when a person was first exposed to the 

infectious agent. So these estimates often make conservative assumptions regarding the point a person is 

initially exposed. 

“Whilst the study suggests that in some people the incubation period might be longer, we have to 

acknowledge that the models they use to estimate incubation period make key assumptions, and perhaps the 

assumption most likely to impact on their data is that a person became infected as soon as they came into 

contact with the virus," says Ball, who did not work on this new study. "This might not be true – the real 

infection timepoint might be much later, yet assuming the infection occurred at an earlier date will make the 

incubation period appear longer.” 

The novel coronavirus, recently named SARS-CoV-2, shares a median incubation period with SARS, the 

coronavirus responsible for the major 2002-2004 outbreak in China. In contrast, the common cold is often 

also caused by types of coronaviruses but its incubation period is only between one and three days. 

It is important to note that a disease’s incubation period is different from the period a person may be 

contagious. The time from initial exposure to infectiousness is often referred to as a disease's latent period and 

this can be shorter than the incubation period. 

While the symptomatic stage of a disease is often seen as the most transmissible stage, when one is coughing 

for example, it is unclear exactly when a person with Covid-19 becomes infectious. There is evidence cited in 

the new study suggesting the disease’s latent period is shorter than its incubation period, but it is not known 

exactly how contagious an infected person is during the asymptomatic incubation stage. 

“As it stands there is little evidence to suggest that a quarantine or self-isolation period of 14 days is not 

suitable,” notes Ball, validating current strategies recommending two weeks isolation for suspected cases. 

“Also, there is little if any evidence that people can routinely transmit virus during the asymptomatic period.” 

https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/expert-reaction-to-study-looking-at-the-incubation-period-of-covid-19/
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The new research was published in the journal Annals of Internal Medicine. 

Source: Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health 

We recommend 

1. BGI Genomics, Intel, Lenovo Form COVID-19 Research Alliance 

staff reporter, GenomeWeb, 2020 

2. Co-Diagnostics SARS-CoV-2 Assay Garners CE Mark 

staff reporter, GenomeWeb, 2020 

3. Genomics for Viral Tracking 

Ciara Curtin, GenomeWeb, 2020 

1. Ready to Run Tests 

GenomeWeb, 2020 

2. Billions Requested 

Ciara Curtin, GenomeWeb, 2020 

3. Letter Condemns Virus Conspiracy Theories 

Ciara Curtin, GenomeWeb, 2020 

Rich Haridy 

With interests in film, new media, and the new wave of psychedelic science, Rich has written for a number of 

online and print publications over the last decade and was Chair of the Australian Film Critics Association 

from 2013-2015. Since joining New Atlas Rich’s interests have broadened to encompass the era-defining 

effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 

https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/covid-19-coronavirus-incubation-five-days-study-

average/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=534949f63e-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_10_09_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-534949f63e-

92970593  

https://annals.org/aim/fullarticle/2762808/incubation-period-coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19-from-publicly-reported
https://www.jhsph.edu/news/news-releases/2020/new-study-on-COVID-19-estimates-5-days-for-incubation-period.html
https://www.genomeweb.com/infectious-disease/bgi-genomics-intel-lenovo-form-covid-19-research-alliance?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_term=GW%20Daily%20News%20Bulletin&trendmd-shared=1#.XmD5f7e1KyW
https://www.genomeweb.com/pcr/co-diagnostics-sars-cov-2-assay-garners-ce-mark?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.XmCCNqgzY2w
https://www.genomeweb.com/scan/genomics-viral-tracking?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.XlbeKxjfswA
https://www.genomeweb.com/scan/ready-run-tests?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_term=The%20Scan%20Bulletin&trendmd-shared=1#.XmKyiCSIaEc
https://www.genomeweb.com/scan/billions-requested?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.XlVeeB7Qj5Y
https://www.genomeweb.com/scan/letter-condemns-virus-conspiracy-theories?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.Xk4fApUzbcs
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/covid-19-coronavirus-incubation-five-days-study-average/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=534949f63e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_10_09_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-534949f63e-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/covid-19-coronavirus-incubation-five-days-study-average/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=534949f63e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_10_09_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-534949f63e-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/covid-19-coronavirus-incubation-five-days-study-average/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=534949f63e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_10_09_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-534949f63e-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/covid-19-coronavirus-incubation-five-days-study-average/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=534949f63e-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_03_10_09_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-534949f63e-92970593
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The Body Politic Electric: Walt Whitman on Women’s Centrality to Democracy 

“Have I not said that womanhood involves all? Have I not told how the universe has nothing better than 

the best womanhood?” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“I can conceive of no better service,” Walt Whitman (May 31, 1819–March 26, 1892) wrote in 

contemplating the mightiest force of resistance in times far more troubled than ours, “than boldly exposing 

the weakness, liabilities and infinite corruptions of democracy.” To Whitman, who declared himself “the 

poet of the woman the same as the man,” the gravest weakness of democracy was the artificial, culturally 

manufactured inequality of the genders, which he recognized not only as a corruption of democracy but as 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/26/walt-whitman-specimen-days-democracy/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/02/25/neri-oxman-walt-whitman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/02/25/neri-oxman-walt-whitman/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/094045002X/braipick-20
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a corruption of nature. Equality for him, be it of the genders or the races, was never a matter of politics — 

that plaything of the human animal — but a matter of naturalness. Because he saw how thickly interleaved 

our individual dignities are, how interdependent our flourishing — saw that “every atom belonging to me 

as good belongs to you” — he took it upon himself, a century and a half before his society did, to save 

democracy from politics, standing up for the rightful balance of dignity and power. Anne Gilchrist — 

the unheralded genius whom Whitman admired as “a sort of human miracle” belonging “to the times yet 

to come” — spoke for the epochs when she asked: “Who but he could put at last the right meaning into 

that word ‘democracy,’ which has been made to bear such a burthen of incongruous notions?” 

Walt Whitman (Photograph by 

Mathew Brady, early 1860s) 

Whitman threw himself at righting — naturalizing — the gender imbalance of democracy not despite his 

maleness but precisely because of it. At the heart of his devotion to equality was an astute insight into the 

paradox of power: the understanding that no socially and politically marginalized group — not even a 

biological majority — moves to the center solely by its own efforts; it takes a gravitational pull by those 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/19/lia-halloran-walt-whitman-universe-in-verse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/19/lia-halloran-walt-whitman-universe-in-verse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/02/12/anne-gilchrist-walt-whitman-happiness/
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kindred to the cause who are already in relative positions of power or privilege. It was a countercultural 

understanding in his time, and remains a countercultural understanding in ours, its negation ahistorical: 

Citizens helped us immigrants obtain legal rights and protections; white women like astronomer Maria 

Mitchell and literary titan Margaret Fuller were on the ideological front-lines of abolition, some even on 

the literal front-lines of the Civil War. 

 

Art by Margaret C. Cook for a rare 1913 edition of Leaves of Grass 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/maria-mitchell/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/maria-mitchell/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/margaret-fuller/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/02/28/women-soldiers-in-the-civil-war/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/02/28/women-soldiers-in-the-civil-war/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/give-me-nights-perfectly-quiet-and-i-looking-up-at-the-stars_framed-print?sku=s6-8967181p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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Long before the term feminism wove itself into the modern lexicon, America’s most celebrated poet 

(though perhaps the second-greatest) became an outspoken feminist. In his 1888 poem “America” — a 

reading of which is the only surviving recording of his voice — Whitman eulogized his homeland as a 

“centre of equal daughters, equal sons.” He added this poem to his continually revised and 

expanded Leaves of Grass in the final years of his life, but coursing through it was the pulse-beat of a 

longtime conviction: As a young man, Whitman was greatly influenced by Margaret Fuller — one of the 

central figures Figuring — whose epoch-making book Woman in the Nineteenth Century catalyzed 

American women’s emancipation movement. Clippings of Fuller’s columns for the New-York Tribune, 

where she became the first female editor of a major American newspaper and America’s first foreign war 

correspondent, were found among Whitman’s papers after his death. 

Nearly two decades after Fuller radicalized society, but long before her legacy helped women win the right 

to vote, Whitman composed a remarkably prescient essay on the obstacles to democracy, included in the 

indispensable Library of America volume Walt Whitman: Poetry and Prose (free ebook | public library). 

. (Available as a print.) 

Insisting that no democratic society could exist in which women are not afforded the same rights as men, 

he wrote: 

I have sometimes thought… that the sole avenue and means of a reconstructed sociology depended, 

primarily, on a new birth, elevation, expansion, invigoration of woman… Great, great, indeed, far greater 

than they know, is the sphere of women. 

[…] 

Of all dangers to a nation, as things exist in our day, there can be no greater one than having certain 

portions of the people set off from the rest by a line drawn — they not privileged as others, but degraded, 

humiliated, made of no account. 

A century before Adrienne Rich argued for literature as a force of women’s empowerment and a form of 

resistance to male capitalist society, Whitman called for the creation of a new American literature that 

would be as much an original art form as a tool of social change. Among “the most precious of its results,” 

Whitman envisioned, would be “achieving the entire redemption of woman… and thus insuring to the 

States a strong and sweet Female Race.” Art, he resolutely believed, was the ultimate catalyst for social 

transformation and betterment: 

The literature, songs, esthetics, &c., of a country are of importance principally because they furnish the 

materials and suggestions of personality for the women and men of that country, and enforce them in a 

thousand effective ways. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/emily-dickinson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/07/04/walt-whitman-reads-america-recording/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00AQM8R2A/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/24/walt-whitman-democratic-vistas/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/094045002X/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00847IN00/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/complete-poetry-and-collected-prose/oclc/8034382&referer=brief_results
https://society6.com/product/give-me-nights-perfectly-quiet-and-i-looking-up-at-the-stars_framed-print?sku=s6-8967181p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/25/adrienne-rich-reading/
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Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 edition of Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/they-are-calm-clear-well-possessd-of-themselves_framed-print?sku=s6-8967362p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/they-are-calm-clear-well-possessd-of-themselves_framed-print?sku=s6-8967362p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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Whitman’s first serious biographer, the great nature writer John Burroughs, notes in his exquisitely 

beautiful and loving portrait of the poet, Whitman: A Study (public library | free ebook), that Whitman 

always heralded woman as man’s equal and never his plaything, property, or unpaid domestic servant, 

always as capable of embodying the qualities Whitman most celebrated in human nature. Burroughs 

wrote: 

 

Art by Lia Halloran for The Universe in Verse. Available as a print. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/04/john-burroughs-whitman-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/04/john-burroughs-whitman-art/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1499582919/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/whitman-a-study/oclc/483802843&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B004TROOS4/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/the-universe-in-verse/
https://society6.com/product/every-atom-belonging-to-me-as-good-belongs-to-you-art-by-lia-halloran-for-the-universe-in-verse2373447_framed-print?sku=s6-11773478p21a12v61a13v58?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/every-atom-belonging-to-me-as-good-belongs-to-you-art-by-lia-halloran-for-the-universe-in-verse2373447_framed-print?sku=s6-11773478p21a12v61a13v58?curator=brainpicker
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Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 edition of Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/we-found-our-own-o-my-soul-in-the-calm-and-cool-of-the-daybreak_framed-print?sku=s6-8967204p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/we-found-our-own-o-my-soul-in-the-calm-and-cool-of-the-daybreak_framed-print?sku=s6-8967204p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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Whitman himself had written in Leaves of Grass: 

I sometimes meet women whom I say are of the Whitman type — the kind of woman he invoked and 

predicted… They are cheerful, tolerant, friendly, think no evil, meet high and low on equal terms; they 

walk, row, climb mountains; they reach forth into the actual world of questions and events, open-minded, 

sympathetic, frank, natural, good-natured… in short, the large, fresh, wholesome open-air natures whose 

ideal so completely possessed Walt Whitman. 

Burroughs placed the equality of men and women as the crowning achievement of a more Whitmanesque 

society — the more democratic society of the future: 

The more democratic we become, the more we are prepared for Whitman; the more tolerant, fraternal, 

sympathetic we become, the more we are ready for Whitman; the more we inure ourselves to the open air 

and to real things, the more we value and understand our own bodies, the more the woman becomes the 

mate and equal of the man, the more social equality prevails, — the sooner will come to Whitman fullness 

and fruition. 

The race is never separated — nor man nor woman 

escapes; 

All is inextricable — things, spirits, nature, nations, 

you too — from precedents you come. 

[…] 

The creation is womanhood; 

Have I not said that womanhood involves all? 

Have I not told how the universe has nothing better 

than the best womanhood? 

Complement with Nikola Tesla’s feminist vision for humanity, then revisit Whitman on optimism as a 

mighty force of resistance, what it takes to be an agent of change, how to keep criticism from sinking your 

soul, and what makes life worth living. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/05/walt-whitman-

women/?mc_cid=9570991028&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/10/nikola-tesla-when-woman-is-boss/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/26/walt-whitman-specimen-days-democracy/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/26/walt-whitman-specimen-days-democracy/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/08/walt-whitman-to-a-pupil/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/03/whitman-emerson-criticism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/03/whitman-emerson-criticism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/05/walt-whitman-women/?mc_cid=9570991028&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/05/walt-whitman-women/?mc_cid=9570991028&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Passage to India 

by Walt Whitman 

 

Whitman wrote Passage to India in celebration of the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 for the opportunity 

to unite people and their spiritual beliefs with this great feat of engineering, recalling accomplishments of 

explorers such as Vasco de Gama. 

 

Invitation to the opening of the Suez Canal, 1869 

1 

 

SINGING my days, 

https://americanliterature.com/author/walt-whitman
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Singing the great achievements of the present, 

Singing the strong light works of engineers, 

Our modern wonders, (the antique ponderous Seven outvied,) 

In the Old World the east the Suez canal, 

The New by its mighty railroad spann'd, 

The seas inlaid with eloquent gentle wires; 

Yet first to sound, and ever sound, the cry with thee O soul, 

The Past! the Past! the Past! 

 

The Past—the dark unfathom'd retrospect! 

The teeming gulf—the sleepers and the shadows! 

The past—the infinite greatness of the past! 

For what is the present after all but a growth out of the past? 

 

(As a projectile form'd, impell'd, passing a certain line, still keeps on, 

So the present, utterly form'd, impell'd by the past.) 

 

2 

 

Passage O soul to India! 

Eclaircise the myths Asiatic, the primitive fables. 
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Not you alone proud truths of the world, 

Nor you alone ye facts of modern science, 

But myths and fables of eld, Asia's, Africa's fables, 

The far-darting beams of the spirit, the unloos'd dreams, 

The deep diving bibles and legends, 

The daring plots of the poets, the elder religions; 

O you temples fairer than lilies pour'd over by the rising sun! 

O you fables spurning the known, eluding the hold of the known, 

mounting to heaven! 

You lofty and dazzling towers, pinnacled, red as roses, burnish'd  

with gold! 

Towers of fables immortal fashion'd from mortal dreams! 

You too I welcome and fully the same as the rest! 

You too with joy I sing. 

 

Passage to India! 

Lo, soul, seest thou not God's purpose from the first? 

The earth to be spann'd, connected by network, 

The races, neighbors, to marry and be given in marriage, 

The oceans to be cross'd, the distant brought near, 
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The lands to be welded together. 

 

A worship new I sing, 

You captains, voyagers, explorers, yours, 

You engineers, you architects, machinists, yours, 

You, not for trade or transportation only, 

But in God's name, and for thy sake O soul. 

 

3 

 

Passage to India! 

Lo soul for thee of tableaus twain, 

I see in one the Suez canal initiated, open'd, 

I see the procession of steamships, the Empress Eugenie's leading  

the van, 

I mark from on deck the strange landscape, the pure sky, the  

level sand in the distance, 

I pass swiftly the picturesque groups, the workmen gather'd, 

The gigantic dredging machines. 

 

In one again, different, (yet thine, all thine, O soul, the same,) 
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I see over my own continent the Pacific railroad surmounting  

every barrier, 

I see continual trains of cars winding along the Platte carrying  

freight and passengers, 

I hear the locomotives rushing and roaring, and the shrill steam- 

whistle, 

I hear the echoes reverberate through the grandest scenery in the  

world, 

I cross the Laramie plains, I note the rocks in grotesque shapes, 

the buttes, 

I see the plentiful larkspur and wild onions, the barren, colorless, 

sage-deserts, 

I see in glimpses afar or towering immediately above me the  

great mountains, I see the Wind river and the Wahsatch  

mountains, 

I see the Monument mountain and the Eagle's Nest, I pass the  

Promontory, I ascend the Nevadas, 

I scan the noble Elk mountain and wind around its base, 

I see the Humboldt range, I thread the valley and cross the river, 

I see the clear waters of lake Tahoe, I see forests of majestic  

pines, 
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Or crossing the great desert, the alkaline plains, I behold enchant- 

ing mirages of waters and meadows, 

Marking through these and after all, in duplicate slender lines, 

Bridging the three or four thousand miles of land travel, 

Tying the Eastern to the Western sea, 

The road between Europe and Asia. 

 

(Ah Genoese thy dream! thy dream! 

Centuries after thou art laid in thy grave, 

The shore thou foundest verifies thy dream.) 

 

4 

 

Passage to India! 

Struggles of many a captain, tales of many a sailor dead, 

Over my mood stealing and spreading they come, 

Like clouds and cloudlets in the unreach'd sky. 

 

Along all history, down the slopes, 

As a rivulet running, sinking now, and now again to the surface  

rising, 
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A ceaseless thought, a varied train—lo, soul, to thee, thy sight, 

they rise, 

The plans, the voyages again, the expeditions; 

 

Again Vasco de Gama sails forth, 

Again the knowledge gain'd, the mariner's compass, 

Lands found and nations born, thou born America, 

For purpose vast, man's long probation fill'd, 

Thou rondure of the world at last accomplish'd. 

 

5 

 

O vast Rondure, swimming in space, 

Cover'd all over with visible power and beauty, 

Alternate light and day and the teeming spiritual darkness, 

Unspeakable high processions of sun and moon and countless  

stars above, 

Below, the manifold grass and waters, animals, mountains, trees, 

With inscrutable purpose, some hidden prophetic intention, 

Now first it seems my thought begins to span thee. 
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Down from the gardens of Asia descending radiating, 

Adam and Eve appear, then their myriad progeny after them, 

Wandering, yearning, curious, with restless explorations, 

With questionings, baffled, formless, feverish, with never-happy  

hearts, 

With that sad incessant refrain, Wherefore unsatisfied soul? and  

Whither O mocking life? 

 

Ah who shall soothe these feverish children? 

Who justify these restless explorations? 

Who speak the secret of impassive earth? 

Who bind it to us? what is this separate Nature so unnatural? 

What is this earth to our affections? (unloving earth, without a  

throb to answer ours, 

Cold earth, the place of graves.) 

 

Yet soul be sure the first intent remains, and shall be carried out, 

Perhaps even now the time has arrived. 

 

After the seas are all cross'd, (as they seem already cross'd,) 

After the great captains and engineers have accomplish'd their  
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work, 

After the noble inventors, after the scientists, the chemist, the  

geologist, ethnologist, 

Finally shall come the poet worthy that name, 

The true son of God shall come singing his songs. 

 

Then not your deeds only O voyagers, O scientists and inventors, 

shall be justified, 

All these hearts as of fretted children shall be sooth'd, 

All affection shall be fully responded to, the secret shall be told, 

All these separations and gaps shall be taken up and hook'd and  

link'd together, 

The whole earth, this cold, impassive, voiceless earth, shall be  

completely justified, 

Trinitas divine shall be gloriously accomplish'd and compacted by  

the true son of God, the poet, 

(He shall indeed pass the straits and conquer the mountains, 

He shall double the cape of Good Hope to some purpose,) 

Nature and Man shall be disjoin'd and diffused no more, 

The true son of God shall absolutely fuse them. 
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6 

 

Year at whose wide-flung door I sing! 

Year of the purpose accomplish'd! 

Year of the marriage of continents, climates and oceans! 

(No mere doge of Venice now wedding the Adriatic,) 

I see O year in you the vast terraqueous globe given and giving  

all, 

Europe to Asia, Africa join'd, and they to the New World, 

The lands, geographies, dancing before you, holding a festival  

garland, 

As brides and bridegrooms hand in hand. 

 

Passage to India! 

Cooling airs from Caucasus far, soothing cradle of man, 

The river Euphrates flowing, the past lit up again. 

 

Lo soul, the retrospect brought forward, 

The old, most populous, wealthiest of earth's lands, 

The streams of the Indus and the Ganges and their many af- 

fluents, 
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(I my shores of America walking to-day behold, resuming all,) 

The tale of Alexander on his warlike marches suddenly dying, 

On one side China and on the other side Persia and Arabia, 

To the south the great seas and the bay of Bengal, 

The flowing literatures, tremendous epics, religions, castes, 

Old occult Brahma interminably far back, the tender and junior  

Buddha, 

Central and southern empires and all their belongings, possessors, 

The wars of Tamerlane, the reign of Aurungzebe, 

The traders, rulers, explorers, Moslems, Venetians, Byzantium, the  

Arabs, Portuguese, 

 

The first travelers famous yet, Marco Polo, Batouta the Moor, 

Doubts to be solv'd, the map incognita, blanks to be fill'd, 

The foot of man unstay'd, the hands never at rest, 

Thyself O soul that will not brook a challenge. 

 

The mediaeval navigators rise before me, 

The world of 1492, with its awaken'd enterprise, 

Something swelling in humanity now like the sap of the earth in  

spring, 
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The sunset splendor of chivalry declining. 

 

And who art thou sad shade? 

Gigantic, visionary, thyself a visionary, 

With majestic limbs and pious beaming eyes, 

Spreading around with every look of thine a golden world, 

Enhuing it with gorgeous hues. 

 

As the chief histrion, 

Down to the footlights walks in some great scena, 

Dominating the rest I see the Admiral himself, 

(History's type of courage, action, faith,) 

Behold him sail from Palos leading his little fleet, 

His voyage behold, his return, his great fame, 

His misfortunes, calumniators, behold him a prisoner, chain'd, 

Behold his dejection, poverty, death. 

 

(Curious in time I stand, noting the efforts of heroes, 

Is the deferment long? bitter the slander, poverty, death? 

Lies the seed unreck'd for centuries in the ground? lo, to God's  

due occasion, 
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Uprising in the night, it sprouts, blooms, 

And fills the earth with use and beauty.) 

 

7 

 

Passage indeed O soul to primal thought, 

Not lands and seas alone, thy own clear freshness, 

The young maturity of brood and bloom, 

To realms of budding bibles. 

 

O soul, repressless, I with thee and thou with me, 

Thy circumnavigation of the world begin, 

Of man, the voyage of his mind's return, 

To reason's early paradise, 

Back, back to wisdom's birth, to innocent intuitions, 

Again with fair creation. 

 

8 

 

O we can wait no longer, 

We too take ship O soul, 
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Joyous we too launch out on trackless seas, 

Fearless for unknown shores on waves of ecstasy to sail, 

Amid the wafting winds, (thou pressing me to thee, I thee to me, 

O soul,) 

Caroling free, singing our song of God, 

Chanting our chant of pleasant exploration. 

 

With laugh and many a kiss, 

(Let others deprecate, let others weep for sin, remorse, humilia- 

tion,) 

O soul thou pleasest me, I thee. 

 

Ah more than any priest O soul we too believe in God, 

But with the mystery of God we dare not dally. 

 

O soul thou pleasest me, I thee, 

Sailing these seas or on the hills, or waking in the night, 

Thoughts, silent thoughts, of Time and Space and Death, like  

waters flowing, 

Bear me indeed as through the regions infinite, 

Whose air I breathe, whose ripples hear, lave me all over, 
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Bathe me O God in thee, mounting to thee, 

I and my soul to range in range of thee. 

 

O Thou transcendent, 

Nameless, the fibre and the breath, 

Light of the light, shedding forth universes, thou centre of them, 

Thou mightier centre of the true, the good, the loving, 

Thou moral, spiritual fountain—affection's source—thou reser- 

voir, 

(O pensive soul of me—O thirst unsatisfied—waitest not there? 

Waitest not haply for us somewhere there the Comrade perfect?) 

Thou pulse—thou motive of the stars, suns, systems, 

That, circling, move in order, safe, harmonious, 

Athwart the shapeless vastnesses of space, 

How should I think, how breathe a single breath, how speak, if, 

out of myself, 

I could not launch, to those, superior universes? 

 

Swiftly I shrivel at the thought of God, 

At Nature and its wonders, Time and Space and Death, 

But that I, turning, call to thee O soul, thou actual Me, 
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And lo, thou gently masterest the orbs, 

Thou matest Time, smilest content at Death, 

And fillest, swellest full the vastnesses of Space. 

 

Greater than stars or suns, 

Bounding O soul thou journeyest forth; 

What love than thine and ours could wider amplify? 

What aspirations, wishes, outvie thine and ours O soul? 

What dreams of the ideal? what plans of purity, perfection, 

strength? 

What cheerful willingness for others' sake to give up all? 

For others' sake to suffer all? 

 

Reckoning ahead O soul, when thou, the time achiev'd, 

The seas all cross'd, weather'd the capes, the voyage done, 

Surrounded, copest, frontest God, yieldest, the aim attain'd, 

As fill'd with friendship, love complete, the Elder Brother found, 

The Younger melts in fondness in his arms. 

 

9 
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Passage to more than India! 

Are thy wings plumed indeed for such far flights? 

O soul, voyagest thou indeed on voyages like those? 

Disportest thou on waters such as those? 

Soundest below the Sanscrit and the Vedas? 

Then have thy bent unleash'd. 

 

Passage to you, your shores, ye aged fierce enigmas! 

Passage to you, to mastership of you, ye strangling problems! 

You, strew'd with the wrecks of skeletons, that, living, never  

reach'd you. 

 

Passage to more than India! 

O secret of the earth and sky! 

Of you O waters of the sea! O winding creeks and rivers! 

Of you O woods and fields! of you strong mountains of my land! 

Of you O prairies! of you gray rocks! 

O morning red! O clouds! O rain and snows! 

O day and night, passage to you! 
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O sun and moon and all you stars! Sirius and Jupiter! 

Passage to you! 

 

Passage, immediate passage! the blood burns in my veins! 

Away O soul! hoist instantly the anchor! 

Cut the hawsers—haul out—shake out every sail! 

Have we not stood here like trees in the ground long enough? 

Have we not grovel'd here long enough, eating and drinking like  

mere brutes? 

Have we not darken'd and dazed ourselves with books long enough? 

 

Sail forth—steer for the deep waters only, 

Reckless O soul, exploring, I with thee, and thou with me, 

For we are bound where mariner has not yet dared to go, 

And we will risk the ship, ourselves and all. 

O my brave soul! 

O farther farther sail! 

O daring joy, but safe! are they not all the seas of God? 

O farther, farther, farther sail! 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/walt-whitman/poem/passage-to-india 

https://americanliterature.com/author/walt-whitman/poem/passage-to-india
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The Discounters of Money 

by O. Henry 

 

US currency, 1914 

The spectacle of the money-caliphs of the present day going about Bagdad-on-the-Subway trying to relieve 

the wants of the people is enough to make the great Al Raschid turn Haroun in his grave. If not so, then the 

assertion should do so, the real caliph having been a wit and a scholar and therefore a hater of puns. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry
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How properly to alleviate the troubles of the poor is one of the greatest troubles of the rich. But one thing 

agreed upon by all professional philanthropists is that you must never hand over any cash to your subject. The 

poor are notoriously temperamental; and when they get money they exhibit a strong tendency to spend it for 

stuffed olives and enlarged crayon portraits instead of giving it to the instalment man. 

And still, old Haroun had some advantages as an eleemosynarian. He took around with him on his rambles his 

vizier, Giafar (a vizier is a composite of a chauffeur, a secretary of state, and a night-and-day bank), and old 

Uncle Mesrour, his executioner, who toted a snickersnee. With this entourage a caliphing tour could hardly 

fail to be successful. Have you noticed lately any newspaper articles headed, "What Shall We Do With Our 

Ex-Presidents?" Well, now, suppose that Mr. Carnegie could engage /him/ and Joe Gans to go about assisting 

in the distribution of free libraries? Do you suppose any town would have had the hardihood to refuse one? 

That caliphalous combination would cause two libraries to grow where there had been only one set of E. P. 

Roe's works before. 

But, as I said, the money-caliphs are handicapped. They have the idea that earth has no sorrow that dough 

cannot heal; and they rely upon it solely. Al Raschid administered justice, rewarding the deserving, and 

punished whomsoever he disliked on the spot. He was the originator of the short-story contest. Whenever he 

succoured any chance pick-up in the bazaars he always made the succouree tell the sad story of his life. If the 

narrative lacked construction, style, and /esprit/ he commanded his vizier to dole him out a couple of thousand 

ten-dollar notes of the First National Bank of the Bosphorus, or else gave him a soft job as Keeper of the Bird 

Seed for the Bulbuls in the Imperial Gardens. If the story was a cracker-jack, he had Mesrour, the executioner, 

whack of his head. The report that Haroun Al Raschid is yet alive and is editing the magazine that your 

grandmother used to subscribe for lacks confirmation. 

And now follows the Story of the Millionaire, the Inefficacious Increment, and the Babes Drawn from the 

Wood. 

Young Howard Pilkins, the millionaire, got his money ornithologically. He was a shrewd judge of storks, and 

got in on the ground floor at the residence of his immediate ancestors, the Pilkins Brewing Company. For his 

mother was a partner in the business. Finally old man Pilkins died from a torpid liver, and then Mrs. Pilkins 

died from worry on account of torpid delivery-waggons--and there you have young Howard Pilkins with 

4,000,000; and a good fellow at that. He was an agreeable, modestly arrogant young man, who implicitly 

believed that money could buy anything that the world had to offer. And Bagdad-on-the-Subway for a long 

time did everything possible to encourage his belief. 

But the Rat-trap caught him at last; he heard the spring snap, and found his heart in a wire cage regarding a 

piece of cheese whose other name was Alice von der Ruysling. 

The Von der Ruyslings still live in that little square about which so much has been said, and in which so little 

has been done. To-day you hear of Mr. Tilden's underground passage, and you hear Mr. Gould's elevated 

passage, and that about ends the noise in the world made by Gramercy Square. But once it was different. The 

Von der Ruyslings live there yet, and they received /the first key ever made to Gramercy Park/. 

You shall have no description of Alice v. d. R. Just call up in your mind the picture of your own Maggie or 

Vera or Beatrice, straighten her nose, soften her voice, tone her down and then tone her up, make her beautiful 
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and unattainable--and you have a faint dry-point etching of Alice. The family owned a crumbly brick house 

and a coachman named Joseph in a coat of many colours, and a horse so old that he claimed to belong to the 

order of the perissodactyla, and had toes instead of hoofs. In the year 1898 the family had to buy a new set of 

harness for their Perissodactyl. Before using it they made Joseph smear it over with a mixture of ashes and 

soot. It was the Von der Ruysling family that bought the territory between the Bowery and East River and 

Rivington Street and the Statue of Liberty, in the year 1649, from an Indian chief for a quart of passementerie 

and a pair of Turkey-red portieres designed for a Harlem flat. I have always admired that Indian's perspicacity 

and good taste. All this is merely to convince you that the Von der Ruyslings were exactly the kind of poor 

aristocrats that turn down their noses at people who have money. Oh, well, I don't mean that; I mean people 

who have /just/ money. 

One evening Pilkins went down to the red brick house in Gramercy Square, and made what he thought was a 

proposal to Alice v. d. R. Alice, with her nose turned down, and thinking of his money, considered it a 

proposition, and refused it and him. Pilkins, summoning all his resources as any good general would have 

done, made an indiscreet references to the advantages that his money would provide. That settled it. The lady 

turned so cold that Walter Wellman himself would have waited until spring to make a dash for her in a dog-

sled. 

But Pilkins was something of a sport himself. You can't fool all the millionaires every time the ball drops on 

the Western Union Building. 

"If, at any time," he said to A. v. d. R., "you feel that you would like to reconsider your answer, send me a 

rose like that." 

Pilkins audaciously touched a Jacque rose that she wore loosely in her hair. 

"Very well," said she. "And when I do, you will understand by it that either you or I have learned something 

new about the purchasing power of money. You've been spoiled, my friend. No, I don't think I could marry 

you. To-morrow I will send you back the presents you have given me." 

"Presents!" said Pilkins in surprise. "I never gave you a present in my life. I would like to see a full-length 

portrait of the man that you would take a present from. Why, you never would let me send you flowers or 

candy or even art calendars." 

"You've forgotten," said Alice v. d. R., with a little smile. "It was a long time ago when our families were 

neighbours. You were seven, and I was trundling my doll on the sidewalk. You have me a little gray, hairy 

kitten, with shoe-buttony eyes. Its head came off and it was full of candy. You paid five cents for it--you told 

me so. I haven't the candy to return to you--I hadn't developed a conscience at three, so I ate it. But I have the 

kitten yet, and I will wrap it up neatly to-night and send it to you to-morrow." 

Beneath the lightness of Alice v. d. R.'s talk the steadfastness of her rejection showed firm and plain. So there 

was nothing left for him but to leave the crumbly red brick house, and be off with his abhorred millions. 

On his way back, Pilkins walked through Madison Square. The hour hand of the clock hung about eight; the 

air was stingingly cool, but not at the freezing point. The dim little square seemed like a great, cold, unroofed 
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room, with its four walls of houses, spangled with thousands of insufficient lights. Only a few loiterers were 

huddled here and there on the benches. 

But suddenly Pilkins came upon a youth sitting brave and, as if conflicting with summer sultriness, coatless, 

his white shirt-sleeves conspicuous in the light from the globe of an electric. Close to his side was a girl, 

smiling, dreamy, happy. Around her shoulders was, palpably, the missing coat of the cold-defying youth. It 

appeared to be a modern panorama of the Babes in the Wood, revised and brought up to date, with the 

exception that the robins hadn't turned up yet with the protecting leaves. 

With delight the money-caliphs view a situation that they think is relievable while you wait. 

Pilkins sat on the bench, one seat removed from the youth. He glanced cautiously and saw (as men do see; 

and women--oh! never can) that they were of the same order. 

Pilkins leaned over after a short time and spoke to the youth, who answered smilingly, and courteously. From 

general topics the conversation concentrated to the bed-rock of grim personalities. But Pilkins did it as 

delicately and heartily as any caliph could have done. And when it came to the point, the youth turned to him, 

soft- voiced and with his undiminished smile. 

"I don't want to seem unappreciative, old man," he said, with a youth's somewhat too-early spontaneity of 

address, "but, you see, I can't accept anything from a stranger. I know you're all right, and I'm tremendously 

obliged, but I couldn't think of borrowing from anybody. You see, I'm Marcus Clayton--the Claytons of 

Roanoke County, Virginia, you know. The young lady is Miss Eva Bedford--I reckon you've heard of the 

Bedfords. She's seventeen and one of the Bedfords of Bedford County. We've eloped from home to get 

married, and we wanted to see New York. We got in this afternoon. Somebody got my pocketbook on the 

ferry-boat, and I had only three cents in change outside of it. I'll get some work somewhere to-morrow, and 

we'll get married." 

"But, I say, old man," said Pilkins, in confidential low tones, "you can't keep the lady out here in the cold all 

night. Now, as for hotels--" 

"I told you," said the youth, with a broader smile, "that I didn't have but three cents. Besides, if I had a 

thousand, we'd have to wait here until morning. You can understand that, of course. I'm much obliged, but I 

can't take any of your money. Miss Bedford and I have lived an outdoor life, and we don't mind a little cold. 

I'll get work of some kind to-morrow. We've got a paper bag of cakes and chocolates, and we'll get along all 

right." 

"Listen," said the millionaire, impressively. "My name is Pilkins, and I'm worth several million dollars. I 

happen to have in my pockets about $800 or $900 in cash. Don't you think you are drawing it rather fine when 

you decline to accept as much of it as will make you and the young lady comfortable at least for the night?" 

"I can't say, sir, that I do think so," said Clayton of Roanoke County. "I've been raised to look at such things 

differently. But I'm mightily obliged to you, just the same." 

"Then you force me to say good night," said the millionaire. 
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Twice that day had his money been scorned by simple ones to whom his dollars had appeared as but tin 

tobacco-tags. He was no worshipper of the actual minted coin or stamped paper, but he had always believed 

in its almost unlimited power to purchase. 

Pilkins walked away rapidly, and then turned abruptly and returned to the bench where the young couple sat. 

He took off his hat and began to speak. The girl looked at him with the same sprightly, glowing interest that 

she had been giving to the lights and statuary and sky- reaching buildings that made the old square seem so 

far away from Bedford County. 

"Mr.--er--Roanoke," said Pilkins, "I admire your--your indepen--your idiocy so much that I'm going to appeal 

to your chivalry. I believe that's what you Southerners call it when you keep a lady sitting outdoors on a 

bench on a cold night just to keep your old, out-of-date pride going. Now, I've a friend--a lady--whom I have 

known all my life --who lives a few blocks from here--with her parents and sisters and aunts, and all that kind 

of endorsement, of course. I am sure this lady would be happy and pleased to put up--that is, to have Miss--er-

- Bedford give her the pleasure of having her as a guest for the night. Don't you think, Mr. Roanoke, of--er--

Virginie, that you could unbend your prejudices that far?" 

Clayton of Roanoke rose and held out his hand. 

"Old man," he said, "Miss Bedford will be much pleased to accept the hospitality of the lady you refer to." 

He formally introduced Mr. Pilkins to Miss Bedford. The girl looked at him sweetly and comfortably. "It's a 

lovely evening, Mr. Pilkins-- don't you think so?" she said slowly. 

Pilkins conducted them to the crumbly red brick house of the Von der Ruyslings. His card brought Alice 

downstairs wondering. The runaways were sent into the drawing-room, while Pilkins told Alice all about it in 

the hall. 

"Of course, I will take her in," said Alice. "Haven't those Southern girls a thoroughbred air? Of course, she 

will stay here. You will look after Mr. Clayton, of course." 

"Will I?" said Pilkins, delightedly. "Oh yes, I'll look after him! As a citizen of New York, and therefore a part-

owner of its public parks, I'm going to extend to him the hospitality of Madison Square to-night. He's going to 

sit there on a bench till morning. There's no use arguing with him. Isn't he wonderful? I'm glad you'll look 

after the little lady, Alice. I tell you those Babes in the Wood made my--that is, er--made Wall Street and the 

Bank of England look like penny arcades." 

Miss Von der Ruysling whisked Miss Bedford of Bedford County up to restful regions upstairs. When she 

came down, she put an oblong small pasteboard box into Pilkins' hands. 

"Your present," she said, "that I am returning to you." 

"Oh, yes, I remember," said Pilkins, with a sigh, "the woolly kitten." 
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He left Clayton on a park bench, and shook hands with him heartily. 

"After I get work," said the youth, "I'll look you up. Your address is on your card, isn't it? Thanks. Well, good 

night. I'm awfully obliged to you for your kindness. No, thanks, I don't smoke. Good night." 

In his room, Pilkins opened the box and took out the staring, funny kitten, long ago ravaged of his candy and 

minus one shoe-button eye. Pilkins looked at it sorrowfully. 

"After all," he said, "I don't believe that just money alone will--" 

And then he gave a shout and dug into the bottom of the box for something else that had been the kitten's 

resting-place--a crushed but red, red, fragrant, glorious, promising Jacqueminot rose. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry/short-story/the-discounters-of-money  

https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry/short-story/the-discounters-of-money
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A county executive in Washington state addresses the media after a death from COVID-19, which results 

from the coronavirus. Jason Redmond/AFP via Getty Images 

Why public health officials sound more worried about the coronavirus than the seasonal flu 
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https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/king-county-executive-dow-constantine-speaks-following-the-news-photo/1204218430?adppopup=true
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Tom Duszynski does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or 

organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their 

academic appointment. 
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The spread of the new coronavirus, which has infected over 80,000 people worldwide and resulted in the 

death of more than 3,000, has raised alarms around the world. 

At the same time, the seasonal influenza, known as the flu, causes severe illness in between 3 million and 5 

million people, with hundreds of thousands of deaths every year worldwide. 

With so many fewer cases than the flu, what explains the dramatic response to COVID-19 and worry around 

the globe? And how would a person know whether seasonal influenza-like symptoms are COVID-19? 

As an epidemiologist, here’s how I look at these questions. 

Difficult to distinguish 

The first thing to realize is that the emergence of the novel coronavirus isn’t a rare “black swan” event. 

Rather, this is a product of evolution; there have been about 40 new, infectious diseases discovered 

globally since the 1970s, with pathogens often jumping from animals to humans. 

Detecting who has this new virus becomes a key public health challenge, which is made harder because it’s 

the season for another virus – influenza. And in the U.S., there is a shortage of local laboratories able to test 

for the coronavirus virus in humans. 

http://theconversation.com/institutions/iupui-2368
https://theconversation.com/us/partners
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/live-updates-coronavirus-covid-19#6
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/02/world/coronavirus-news.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/01/timeline-china-coronavirus-spread-200126061554884.html
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/influenza-(seasonal)
https://fsph.iupui.edu/about/directory/duszynski-thomas.html
https://www.bcm.edu/departments/molecular-virology-and-microbiology/emerging-infections-andbiodefense/emerging-infectious-diseases
https://theconversation.com/a-clue-to-stopping-coronavirus-knowing-how-viruses-adapt-from-animals-to-humans-130790
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/02/25/cdc-coronavirus-test/
https://theconversation.com/institutions/iupui-2368
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Advice from a public health official in New Jersey on how to avoid emerging diseases as well as seasonal 

illnesses, such as the flu. 

Influenza, by contrast, is far more familiar to public health researchers and doctors, and thus more predictable. 

It can occur anytime during the year in the U.S., but it typically begins in September and can go into May of 

the following year. While the peak of cases in the U.S. fluctuates, it typically occurs in February when the 

disease is widespread across the country. 

If a new disease emerges during influenza season and has different signs and symptoms than the influenza, 

then it is easier to detect and track in the human population. However, if the signs and symptoms overlap, as 

they do with flu and COVID-19, detection is much more difficult for the public health, medical and the lay 

population. 

COVID-19 produces signs and symptoms that are similar to influenza, which makes it difficult to distinguish 

between the two. COVID-19 can cause fever, cough, body aches, fatigue and, occasionally, vomiting and 

diarrhea; both can cause pneumonia as well. 

Speed of spread 

Currently one of the biggest differences between seasonal influenza and COVID-19 is the incubation period – 

that is, the time from exposure to development of signs and symptoms. For seasonal influenza, the incubation 

period ranges from one to four days, but in some instances, people may be contagious a day before symptoms 

appear and as long as five to seven days after symptoms start. COVID-19’s incubation period ranges from 2-

14 days, which is up to three times longer than influenza. 

Also, COVID-19 is more contagious than seasonal influenza. The average person, even with mild symptoms, 

is likely to spread the disease to more than two people. By contrast, the seasonal flu’s rate is roughly half. 

Another significant challenge with influenza and COVID-19 is that they both can have mild infections. 

People with more mild disease are less likely to seek diagnosis and care, but are still considered infectious 

and able to transmit the disease person to person. 

The death rate of the seasonal flu varies year to year but is about 0.1%, compared to about 2% for COVID-19. 

The disastrous 1918 influenza epidemic, known as the “Spanish flu,” had a death rate of about 2.5%. 

Finally, one of the biggest concerns for COVID-19 is asymptomatic infections. People who are infected with 

the virus may be able to transmit the infection, and yet they themselves don’t have any signs or symptoms of 

disease. This represents a challenge because it would be difficult to identify persons that need to be tested for 

the disease since they have no signs or symptoms, but their ability to transmit the disease would allow for 

amplification in a naive, or uninfected, population. 

No vaccine available for COVID-19 

https://www.cdc.gov/flu/season/index.html
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-anddiseases/coronavirus/coronavirus-disease-2019-vs-the-flu
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-anddiseases/coronavirus/coronavirus-disease-2019-vs-the-flu
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/disease/spread.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/about/symptoms.html
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2003762
https://www.vox.com/2020/1/31/21113178/what-is-coronavirus-symptoms-travel-china-map
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-anddiseases/coronavirus/coronavirus-disease-2019-vs-the-flu
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/burden/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/burden/index.html
http://www.cidrap.umn.edu/news-perspective/2020/02/study-72000-covid-19-patients-finds-23-death-rate
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/12/1/05-0979_article
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2762028
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2762028


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

41 

Unlike influenza, COVID-19 does not have a vaccine or medication people can take to protect themselves and 

it is believed that everyone is susceptible. 

There are a number of efforts to develop treatments for COVID-19, but nothing is yet approved. Vaccines are 

also being pursued, but a vaccine for COVID-19 will not be ready for several months. 

Getting the vaccine for the seasonal flu can actually be helpful for medical professionals. Since the signs and 

symptoms are similar, if everyone were to be vaccinated against the flu, fewer people would have the flu, thus 

making it easier to detect another disease with similar symptoms. The faster it is identified, the faster public 

health and the medical community can respond to minimize the spread of disease. 

 

https://theconversation.com/why-public-health-officials-sound-more-worried-about-the-coronavirus-than-the-

seasonal-flu-

132733?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%

205%202020%20-

%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020

%20-

%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Why%20public%20health%20officials%20sound%20more%20worried%20about%20the%20

coronavirus%20than%20the%20seasonal%20flu  

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00444-3
https://theconversation.com/why-public-health-officials-sound-more-worried-about-the-coronavirus-than-the-seasonal-flu-132733?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20public%20health%20officials%20sound%20more%20worried%20about%20the%20coronavirus%20than%20the%20seasonal%20flu
https://theconversation.com/why-public-health-officials-sound-more-worried-about-the-coronavirus-than-the-seasonal-flu-132733?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20public%20health%20officials%20sound%20more%20worried%20about%20the%20coronavirus%20than%20the%20seasonal%20flu
https://theconversation.com/why-public-health-officials-sound-more-worried-about-the-coronavirus-than-the-seasonal-flu-132733?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20public%20health%20officials%20sound%20more%20worried%20about%20the%20coronavirus%20than%20the%20seasonal%20flu
https://theconversation.com/why-public-health-officials-sound-more-worried-about-the-coronavirus-than-the-seasonal-flu-132733?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20public%20health%20officials%20sound%20more%20worried%20about%20the%20coronavirus%20than%20the%20seasonal%20flu
https://theconversation.com/why-public-health-officials-sound-more-worried-about-the-coronavirus-than-the-seasonal-flu-132733?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Why%20public%20health%20officials%20sound%20more%20worried%20about%20the%20coronavirus%20than%20the%20seasonal%20flu
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The Hour and the Man 

by Robert Barr 

 

The Hour and the Man is featured in our collection of Mystery Stories. 

 

 

Prince Lotarno rose slowly to his feet, casting one malignant glance at the prisoner before him. 

"You have heard," he said, "what is alleged against you. Have you anything to say in your defence?" 

The captured brigand laughed. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/robert-barr
https://americanliterature.com/mystery-stories
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"The time for talk is past," he cried. "This has been a fine farce of a fair trial. You need not have wasted so 

much time over what you call evidence. I knew my doom when I fell into your hands. I killed your brother; 

you will kill me. You have proven that I am a murderer and a robber; I could prove the same of you if you 

were bound hand and foot in my camp as I am bound in your castle. It is useless for me to tell you that I did 

not know he was your brother, else it would not have happened, for the small robber always respects the 

larger and more powerful thief. When a wolf is down, the other wolves devour him. I am down, and you will 

have my head cut off, or my body drawn asunder in your courtyard, whichever pleases your Excellency best. 

It is the fortune of war, and I do not complain. When I say that I am sorry I killed your brother, I merely mean 

I am sorry you were not the man who stood in his shoes when the shot was fired. You, having more men than 

I had, have scattered my followers and captured me. You may do with me what you please. My consolation is 

that the killing me will not bring to life the man who is shot, therefore conclude the farce that has dragged 

through so many weary hours. Pronounce my sentence. I am ready." 

There was a moment's silence after the brigand had ceased speaking. Then the Prince said, in low tones, but in 

a voice that made itself heard in every part of the judgment-hall-- 

"Your sentence is that on the fifteenth of January you shall be taken from your cell at four o'clock, conducted 

to the room of execution, and there beheaded." 

The Prince hesitated for a moment as he concluded the sentence, and seemed about to add something more, 

but apparently he remembered that a report of the trial was to go before the King, whose representative was 

present, and he was particularly desirous that nothing should go on the records which savoured of old-time 

malignity; for it was well known that his Majesty had a particular aversion to the ancient forms of torture that 

had obtained heretofore in his kingdom. Recollecting this, the Prince sat down. 

The brigand laughed again. His sentence was evidently not so gruesome as he had expected. He was a man 

who had lived all his life in the mountains, and he had had no means of knowing that more merciful measures 

had been introduced into the policy of the Government. 

"I will keep the appointment," he said jauntily, "unless I have a more pressing engagement." 

The brigand was led away to his cell. "I hope," said the Prince, "that you noted the defiant attitude of the 

prisoner." 

"I have not failed to do so, your Excellency," replied the ambassador. 

"I think," said the Prince, "that under the circumstances, his treatment has been most merciful." 

"I am certain, your Excellency," said the ambassador, "that his Majesty will be of the same opinion. For such 

a miscreant, beheading is too easy a death." 

The Prince was pleased to know that the opinion of the ambassador coincided so entirely with his own. 
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The brigand Toza was taken to a cell in the northern tower, where, by climbing on a bench, he could get a 

view of the profound valley at the mouth of which the castle was situated. He well knew its impregnable 

position, commanding as it did, the entrance to the valley. He knew also that if he succeeded in escaping from 

the castle he was hemmed in by mountains practically unscalable, while the mouth of the gorge was so well 

guarded by the castle that it was impossible to get to the outer world through that gateway. Although he knew 

the mountains well, he realised that, with his band scattered, many killed, and the others fugitives, he would 

have a better chance of starving to death in the valley than of escaping out of it. He sat on the bench and 

thought over the situation. Why had the Prince been so merciful? He had expected torture, whereas he was to 

meet the easiest death that a man could die. He felt satisfied there was something in this that he could not 

understand. Perhaps they intended to starve him to death, now that the appearance of a fair trial was over. 

Things could be done in the dungeon of a castle that the outside world knew nothing of. His fears of 

starvation were speedily put to an end by the appearance of his gaoler with a better meal than he had had for 

some time; for during the last week he had wandered a fugitive in the mountains until captured by the Prince's 

men, who evidently had orders to bring him in alive. Why then were they so anxious not to kill him in a fair 

fight if he were now to be merely beheaded? 

"What is your name?" asked Toza of his gaoler. 

"I am called Paulo," was the answer. 

"Do you know that I am to be beheaded on the fifteenth of the month?" 

"I have heard so," answered the man. 

"And do you attend me until that time?" 

"I attend you while I am ordered to do so. If you talk much I may be replaced." 

"That, then, is a tip for silence, good Paulo," said the brigand. "I always treat well those who serve me well; I 

regret, therefore, that I have no money with me, and so cannot recompense you for good service." 

"That is not necessary," answered Paulo. "I receive my recompense from the steward." 

"Ah, but the recompense of the steward and the recompense of a brigand chief are two very different things. 

Are there so many pickings in your position that you are rich, Paulo?" 

"No; I am a poor man." 

"Well, under certain circumstances, I could make you rich." 

Paulo's eyes glistened, but he made no direct reply. Finally he said, in a frightened whisper, "I have tarried too 

long, I am watched. By- and-by the vigilance will be relaxed, and then we may perhaps talk of riches." 
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With that the gaoler took his departure. The brigand laughed softly to himself. "Evidently," he said, "Paulo is 

not above the reach of a bribe. We will have further talk on the subject when the watchfulness is relaxed." 

And so it grew to be a question of which should trust the other. The brigand asserted that hidden in the 

mountains he had gold and jewels, and these he would give to Paulo if he could contrive his escape from the 

castle. 

"Once free of the castle, I can soon make my way out of the valley," said the brigand. 

"I am not so sure of that," answered Paulo. "The castle is well guarded, and when it is discovered that you 

have escaped, the alarm- bell will be rung, and after that not a mouse can leave the valley without the soldiers 

knowing it." 

The brigand pondered on the situation for some time, and at last said, "I know the mountains well." 

"Yes;" said Paulo, "but you are one man, and the soldiers of the Prince are many. Perhaps," he added, "if it 

were made worth my while, I could show you that I know the mountains even better than you do." 

"What do you mean?" asked the brigand, in an excited whisper. 

"Do you know the tunnel?" inquired Paulo, with an anxious glance towards the door. 

"What tunnel? I never heard of any." 

"But it exists, nevertheless; a tunnel through the mountains to the world outside." 

"A tunnel through the mountains? Nonsense!" cried the brigand. "I should have known of it if one existed. 

The work would be too great to accomplish." 

"It was made long before your day, or mine either. If the castle had fallen, then those who were inside could 

escape through the tunnel. Few know of the entrance; it is near the waterfall up the valley, and is covered with 

brushwood. What will you give me to place you at the entrance of that tunnel?" 

The brigand looked at Paulo sternly for a few moments, then he answered slowly, "Everything I possess." 

"And how much is that?" asked Paulo. 

"It is more than you will ever earn by serving the Prince." 

"Will you tell me where it is before I help you to escape from the castle and lead you to the tunnel?" 

"Yes," said Toza. 
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"Will you tell me now?" 

"No; bring me a paper to-morrow, and I will draw a plan showing you how to get it." 

When his gaoler appeared, the day after Toza had given the plan, the brigand asked eagerly, "Did you find the 

treasure?" 

"I did," said Paulo quietly. 

"And will you keep your word?--will you get me out of the castle?" 

"I will get you out of the castle and lead you to the entrance of the tunnel, but after that you must look to 

yourself." 

"Certainly," said Toza, "that was the bargain. Once out of this accursed valley, I can defy all the princes in 

Christendom. Have you a rope?" 

"We shall need none," said the gaoler. "I will come for you at midnight, and take you out of the castle by the 

secret passage; then your escape will not be noticed until morning." 

At midnight his gaoler came and led Toza through many a tortuous passage, the two men pausing now and 

then, holding their breaths anxiously as they came to an open court through which a guard paced. At last they 

were outside of the castle at one hour past midnight. 

The brigand drew a long breath of relief when he was once again out in the free air. 

"Where is your tunnel?" he asked, in a somewhat distrustful whisper of his guide. 

"Hush!" was the low answer. "It is only a short distance from the castle, but every inch is guarded, and we 

cannot go direct; we must make for the other side of the valley and come to it from the north." 

"What!" cried Toza in amazement, "traverse the whole valley for a tunnel a few yards away?" 

"It is the only safe plan," said Paulo. "If you wish to go by the direct way, I must leave you to your own 

devices." 

"I am in your hands," said the brigand with a sigh. "Take me where you will, so long as you lead me to the 

entrance of the tunnel." 

They passed down and down around the heights on which the castle stood, and crossed the purling little river 

by means of stepping-stones. Once Toza fell into the water, but was rescued by his guide. There was still no 

alarm from the castle as daylight began to break. As it grew more light they both crawled into a cave which 
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had a low opening difficult to find, and there Paulo gave the brigand his breakfast, which he took from a little 

bag slung by a strap across his shoulder. 

"What are we going to do for food if we are to be days between here and the tunnel?" asked Toza. 

"Oh, I have arranged for that, and a quantity of food has been placed where we are most likely to want it. I 

will get it while you sleep." 

"But if you are captured, what am I to do?" asked Toza. "Can you not tell me now how to find the tunnel, as I 

told you how to find the treasure?" 

Paulo pondered over this for a moment, and then said, "Yes; I think it would be the safer way. You must 

follow the stream until you reach the place where the torrent from the east joins it. Among the hills there is a 

waterfall, and halfway up the precipice on a shelf of rock there are sticks and bushes. Clear them away, and 

you will find the entrance to the tunnel. Go through the tunnel until you come to a door, which is bolted on 

this side. When you have passed through, you will see the end of your journey." 

Shortly after daybreak the big bell of the castle began to toll, and before noon the soldiers were beating the 

bushes all around them. They were so close that the two men could hear their voices from their hiding-place, 

where they lay in their wet clothes, breathlessly expecting every moment to be discovered. 

The conversation of two soldiers, who were nearest them, nearly caused the hearts of the hiding listeners to 

stop beating. 

"Is there not a cave near here?" asked one. "Let us search for it!" 

"Nonsense," said the other. "I tell you that they could not have come this far already." 

"Why could they not have escaped when the guard changed at midnight?" insisted the first speaker. 

"Because Paulo was seen crossing the courtyard at midnight, and they could have had no other chance of 

getting away until just before daybreak." 

This answer seemed to satisfy his comrade, and the search was given up just as they were about to come upon 

the fugitives. It was a narrow escape, and, brave as the robber was, he looked pale, while Paulo was in a state 

of collapse. 

Many times during the nights and days that followed, the brigand and his guide almost fell into the hands of 

the minions of the Prince. Exposure, privation, semi-starvation, and, worse than all, the alternate wrenchings 

of hope and fear, began to tell upon the stalwart frame of the brigand. Some days and nights of cold winter 

rain added to their misery. They dare not seek shelter, for every habitable place was watched. 

When daylight overtook them on their last night's crawl through the valley, they were within a short distance 

of the waterfall, whose low roar now came soothingly down to them. 
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"Never mind the daylight," said Toza; "let us push on and reach the tunnel." 

"I can go no farther," moaned Paulo; "I am exhausted." 

"Nonsense," cried Toza; "it is but a short distance." 

"The distance is greater than you think; besides, we are in full view of the castle. Would you risk everything 

now that the game is nearly won? You must not forget that the stake is your head; and remember what day 

this is." 

"What day is it?" asked the brigand, turning on his guide. 

"It is the fifteenth of January, the day on which you were to be executed." 

Toza caught his breath sharply. Danger and want had made a coward of him and he shuddered now, which he 

had not done when he was on his trial and condemned to death. 

"How do you know it is the fifteenth?" he asked at last. 

Paulo held up his stick, notched after the method of Robinson Crusoe. 

"I am not so strong as you are, and if you will let me rest here until the afternoon, I am willing to make a last 

effort, and try to reach the entrance of the tunnel." 

"Very well," said Toza shortly. 

As they lay there that forenoon neither could sleep. The noise of the waterfall was music to the ears of both; 

their long toilsome journey was almost over. 

"What did you do with the gold that you found in the mountains?" asked Toza suddenly. 

Paulo was taken unawares, and answered, without thinking, "I left it where it was. I will get it after." 

The brigand said nothing, but that remark condemned Paulo to death. Toza resolved to murder him as soon as 

they were well out of the tunnel, and get the gold himself. 

They left their hiding-place shortly before twelve o'clock, but their progress was so slow, crawling, as they 

had to do, up the steep side of the mountain, under cover of bushes and trees, that it was well after three when 

they came to the waterfall, which they crossed, as best they could, on stones and logs. 

"There," said Toza, shaking himself, "that is our last wetting. Now for the tunnel!" 
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The rocky sides of the waterfall hid them from view of the castle, but Paulo called the brigand's attention to 

the fact that they could be easily seen from the other side of the valley. 

"It doesn't matter now," said Toza; "lead the way as quickly as you can to the mouth of the cavern." 

Paulo scrambled on until he reached a shelf about halfway up the cataract; he threw aside bushes, brambles, 

and logs, speedily disclosing a hole large enough to admit a man. 

"You go first," said Paulo, standing aside. 

"No," answered Toza; "you know the way, and must go first. You cannot think that I wish to harm you--I am 

completely unarmed. 

"Nevertheless," said Paulo, "I shall not go first. I did not like the way you looked at me when I told you the 

gold was still in the hills. I admit that I distrust you." 

"Oh, very well," laughed Toza, "it doesn't really matter." And he crawled into the hole in the rock, Paulo 

following him. 

Before long the tunnel enlarged so that a man could stand upright. 

"Stop!" said Paulo; "there is the door near here." 

"Yes," said the robber, "I remember that you spoke of a door," adding, however, "What is it for, and why is it 

locked?" 

"It is bolted on this side," answered Paulo, "and we shall have no difficulty in opening it." 

"What is it for?" repeated the brigand. 

"It is to prevent the current of air running through the tunnel and blowing away the obstruction at this end," 

said the guide. 

"Here it is," said Toza, as he felt down its edge for the bolt. 

The bolt drew back easily, and the door opened. The next instant the brigand was pushed rudely into a room, 

and he heard the bolt thrust back into its place almost simultaneously with the noise of the closing door. For a 

moment his eyes were dazzled by the light. He was in an apartment blazing with torches held by a dozen men 

standing about. 

In the centre of the room was a block covered with black cloth, and beside it stood a masked executioner 

resting the corner of a gleaming axe on the black draped block, with his hands crossed over the end of the 

axe's handle. 
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The Prince stood there surrounded by his ministers. Above his head was a clock, with the minute hand 

pointed to the hour of four. 

"You are just in time!" said the Prince grimly; "we are waiting for you!" 

  

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day 

  

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
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Microbiologist Xiugen Zhang working at the Connecticut State Public Health Laboratory. AP Photo/Jessica 
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The coronavirus epidemic is a health crisis that threatens Americans’ quality of life. Who do Americans trust 

to lead them through it? 

The public opinion firm YouGov has reported that public trust of scientists fell from 2013 to 2017. But trust 

in scientists and the benefits of science remains high, according to statistics from the National Science 

Foundation. 
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We were interested in whether that trust persisted in the midst of the coronavirus epidemic. From Feb. 17 

through Feb. 25, we asked 1,279 Americans whether they were liberal or conservative and how much they 

trusted different people and groups to reduce the risk of a coronavirus epidemic in the U.S. 

Not surprisingly, people’s politics predicted their trust in politicians. Among the 500 conservatives in our 

sample, 64% reported moderate to extreme trust in President Donald Trump. Less than 10% of the 779 

liberals reported similar trust in him. 

However, politics did not predict who was most trusted. Across the political spectrum, the most trusted were 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and doctors. 

In fact, 75% of liberals and 80% of conservatives reported moderate to extreme levels of trust in the CDC to 

reduce U.S. risk of a coronavirus epidemic. Seventy-seven percent of liberals and 80% of conservatives also 

trusted doctors and other clinicians. 

These groups likely earned the public’s trust by providing information that mattered in comprehensible and 

accessible ways. 

These findings are important because messages from trusted sources are typically more persuasive. People 

follow recommendations more when they come from a trusted person or group. As a result, when someone 

you trust tells you to avoid close contact with sick people, not touch your face, and cover your coughs and 

sneezes with a tissue, you are more likely to do so. This suggests that getting messages from nonpartisan 

experts is more likely to help reduce U.S. and global disease spread. 

Our findings also indicated that most people trust their ability to reduce their own coronavirus risk. But they 

need accurate and actionable information to know how. Getting messages from trusted sources likely will 

have a bigger impact, but the federal government wants control over coronavirus messages sent out by health 

officials. 

Other individuals and groups were less trusted than the CDC and doctors. We plan to monitor changes in 

trustworthiness for these individuals and groups and others over time. We expect perceived trust to change as 

the situation changes. 

With this emerging threat, all Americans need the highest quality science transmitted by trusted sources. 

Doing so will encourage healthier decisions as the number of cases around the world continues to rise. 

https://theconversation.com/americans-still-trust-doctors-and-scientists-during-a-public-health-crisis-

132938?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%

205%202020%20-

%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020

%20-

%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Americans%20still%20trust%20doctors%20and%20scientists%20during%20a%20public%20

health%20crisis  

https://scr.uoregon.edu/
https://www.pnas.org/content/116/16/7670
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2004.tb02547.x
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/about/transmission.html
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.13438
https://nyti.ms/2HXsdnw
https://theconversation.com/americans-still-trust-doctors-and-scientists-during-a-public-health-crisis-132938?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Americans%20still%20trust%20doctors%20and%20scientists%20during%20a%20public%20health%20crisis
https://theconversation.com/americans-still-trust-doctors-and-scientists-during-a-public-health-crisis-132938?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%205%202020%20-%201553214840+Version+A+CID_7ca40abd2d0832ac71dc992aaa1b2c2a&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Americans%20still%20trust%20doctors%20and%20scientists%20during%20a%20public%20health%20crisis
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Who is 'patient zero' in the coronavirus outbreak? 

 

As the cases of coronavirus increase in China and around the world, the hunt is on to identify "patient zero". 

But can singling out one person as causing an outbreak do more harm than good? 

 

By Fernando Duarte 

Chinese authorities and experts are at odds about the origin of the ongoing coronavirus outbreak. More 

specifically, who is "patient zero" for the outbreak. Also known as an index case, patient zero is a term used 

to describe the first human infected by a viral or bacterial disease in an outbreak.  
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Advances in genetic analysis now make it possible to trace back the lineage of a virus through those it has 

infected. Combined with epidemiological studies, scientists can pinpoint individuals who may have been the 

first people to start spreading the disease and so trigger the outbreak. 

Identifying who these people are can help address crucial questions about how, when and why it started. 

These can then help to prevent more people from getting infected now or in future outbreaks. 

Do we know who patient zero is in the Covid-19 coronavirus outbreak that started in China? 

The short answer is – no. 

Chinese authorities originally reported that the first coronavirus case was on 31 December and many of the 

first cases of the pneumonia-like infection were immediately connected to a seafood and animal market in 

Wuhan, in the Hubei province. 

This region is the epicentre of the outbreak, with almost 82% of the 75,000-plus cases registered so far in 

China and globally are from here, according to statistics complied by Johns Hopkins University. (Read more 

about the global fight against coronavirus.) 

 

The Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market was been linked to early cases of coronavirus and was quickly closed 

by the authorities (Credit: Getty Images) 

https://gisanddata.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b48e9ecf6
https://gisanddata.maps.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b48e9ecf6
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200210-coronavirus-finding-a-cure-to-fight-the-symptoms
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However, a study, by Chinese researchers published in the Lancet medical journal, claimed the first person to 

be diagnosed with Covid-19, was on 1 December 2019 (a lot of earlier) and that person had "no contact" with 

the Huanan Seafood Wholesale Market. 

Wu Wenjuan, a senior doctor at Wuhan's Jinyintan Hospital and one of the authors of the study, told the BBC 

Chinese Service that the patient was an elderly man who suffered from Alzheimer's disease. 

"He (the patient) lived four or five buses from the seafood market, and because he was sick he basically didn't 

go out,” Wu Wenjuan said. 

She also said that three other people developed symptoms in the following days – two of whom had no 

exposure to Huanan either. 

Researchers also found that 27 people of a sample of 41 patients admitted to hospital in the early stages of the 

outbreak had been exposed to the market 

However, the researchers also found that 27 people of a sample of 41 patients admitted to hospital in the early 

stages of the outbreak "had been exposed to the market". 

The hypothesis that the outbreak started at the market and could have been transmitted from a living animal to 

a human host before spreading human-to-human is still considered the most likely, according to the World 

Health Organization (WHO). 

So can one person really trigger a massive outbreak? 

The 2014 to 2016 Ebola outbreak in West Africa was the largest since the virus responsible was first 

discovered in 1976. It killed in excess of 11,000 people and infected over 28,000, according to the World 

Health Organization. 

The outbreak lasted more than two years and was found in 10 countries, mostly in Africa but there were also 

cases reported in the US, Spain, the United Kingdom and Italy. 

Scientists concluded this outbreak of a new strain of Ebola started with just one person – a two-year-old boy 

from Guinea – who may have been infected by playing in a hollow tree housing a colony of bats. 

They made the connection on an expedition to the boy's village, Meliandou, taking samples and chatting to 

locals to find out more about the Ebola outbreak's source before publishing their findings. 

But perhaps the most well known “patient zero” is Mary Mallon, who earned the nickname Typhoid Mary for 

causing an outbreak of typhoid fever in New York in 1906. 

Originally from Ireland, Mallon emigrated to the US, where she began working for rich families as a cook. 

After clusters of typhoid cases among wealthy families in New York, doctors traced the outbreak to Mallon. 

Anywhere she worked, members of the household started to develop typhoid fever. 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30183-5/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30183-5/fulltext
https://www.bbc.com/zhongwen/trad/chinese-news-51540821
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200211-sitrep-22-ncov.pdf
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200211-sitrep-22-ncov.pdf
https://www.who.int/csr/disease/ebola/en/
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa1404505
https://www.embopress.org/doi/pdf/10.15252/emmm.201404792
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3959940/
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Doctors called her a healthy carrier – someone infected by a disease but who display little or no symptoms of 

the disease, which means they often go on to infect many other people. 

There is now growing evidence that some people are more "efficient" than others at spreading viruses and 

Mallon is one of the earliest recorded cases of a person having this "ability" known as a "super-spreader". 

At that time the disease afflicted several thousand New Yorkers annually and had a 10% fatality rate. 

 

Mary Mallon was nicknamed Typhoid Mary after she was found to have caused infections in a number of 

wealthy families in New York (Credit: Getty Images) 

But the term “patient zero” comes loaded with meaning and stigma. Many health experts are against 

identifying the first documented case of an outbreak, for fear that it might lead to disinformation about the 

disease or even victimisation of the person. 

A famous example is a man who was mistakenly identified as "patient zero" of the Aids epidemic. 

Gaetan Dugas, a Canadian homosexual flight attendant, is one of the most demonised patients in history, 

being blamed for spreading HIV to the US in the 1980s. But three decades later, scientists revealed he 

couldn't be the first case – a 2016 study showed the virus had moved from the Caribbean to America at the 

beginning of the 1970s. 

Curiously, it was during the HIV epidemic that the term patient zero was accidently created. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/nature19827
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Whilst investigating the spread of the disease in Los Angeles and San Francisco in the early 80s, researchers 

from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) used the letter "O" to refer a case of someone 

"outside the state of California". 

 

The Ebola outbreak that swept across West Africa has been traced to a young boy from Guinea who is 

thought to have caught the virus from bats (Credit: Getty Images) 

 

Other researchers wrongfully interpreted the letter as a number 0 – and so the concept of patient zero was 

born. 

 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200221-coronavirus-the-harmful-hunt-for-covid-19s-patient-

zero?xtor=ES-213-[BBC%20Features%20Newsletter]-2020March2-[Future%7c+Button]  

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200221-coronavirus-the-harmful-hunt-for-covid-19s-patient-zero?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2020March2-%5bFuture%7c+Button%5d
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200221-coronavirus-the-harmful-hunt-for-covid-19s-patient-zero?xtor=ES-213-%5bBBC%20Features%20Newsletter%5d-2020March2-%5bFuture%7c+Button%5d
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How socialism became un-American through the Ad Council’s propaganda campaigns 

Author 

Oana Godeanu-Kenworthy 

Associate Teaching Professor of American Studies, Miami University 

Oana Godeanu-Kenworthy received funding from the Fulbright Commission and The Library of Congress. 

Partners 

Bernie Sanders was asked at a CNN-sponsored town hall about socialism. CNN screenshot 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/oana-godeanu-kenworthy-948425
https://www.cnn.com/videos/politics/2019/04/23/bernie-sanders-town-hall-failures-of-socialism-question-soviet-russia-sot-vpx.cnn
https://theconversation.com/profiles/oana-godeanu-kenworthy-948425
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Bernie Sanders has emerged as the Democratic front-runner in the race for the presidential nomination. 

Yet even some left-leaning pundits and publications are concerned about what they see as Sanders’ potential 

lack of electability. 

Sanders is a Democratic Socialist. And the label “socialist” is a political liability in American culture. 

According to a Gallup poll released on Feb. 11, 2020, only 45% of Americans would vote for a socialist. 

I am a scholar of American culture with an interest in the relationship between political ideologies and 

popular culture. In my research, I have found that this antipathy toward socialism may not be an accident: 

American identity today is strongly tied to an image of capitalism crafted and advertised by the Ad Council 

and American corporate interests over decades, often with the support of the U.S. government. 

A screenshot from one of the corporate Cold War-era cartoons linking the Bill of Rights to free-enterprise 

ideology. Internet Archive, Prelinger Collection 

Business and government solidarity 

In 1942, a group of advertising and industry executives created the War Advertising Council, to promote the 

war effort. The government compensated the companies that created or donated ads by allowing them to 

deduct some of their costs from their taxable incomes. 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/campaign-chronicles/on-the-eve-of-the-iowa-caucuses-bernie-sanders-is-the-democratic-front-runner
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/12/opinion/bernie-sanders-2020.html?fbclid=IwAR2Rba8I0OTMyry_KDG_qB6uWTiZOI4e44u9fDoaqrYfI6cYiN2tuQGwZjM
https://news.gallup.com/poll/285563/socialism-atheism-political-liabilities.aspx
https://muohio.academia.edu/OanaGodeanuKenworthy
https://archive.org/details/ItsEvery1954
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/12/141207-world-war-advertising-consumption-anniversary-people-photography-culture/
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Renamed the Ad Council in 1943, the organization applied the same wartime persuasive techniques of 

advertising and psychological manipulation during the Cold War years, the post-war period when the 

geopolitical rivalry between the U.S., the USSR and their respective allies raged. One of their goals: 

promoting the virtues of capitalism and free enterprise in America while simultaneously demonizing the 

alternative – socialism – which was often conflated with communism. 

Government propaganda at home portrayed the communist USSR as godless, tyrannical and antithetical to 

individual freedoms. As a counterpoint, America became everything the Soviet Union was not. 

This link between capitalism and American national identity was advertised through a sophisticated, corporate 

effort as efficient and ubiquitous as state-driven propaganda behind the Iron Curtain. 

The campaigns used the ideological divisions of the Cold War to emphasize the relevance of their message. In 

a 1948 report, the Ad Council explained its goal to the public: “The world today is engaged in a colossal 

struggle to determine whether freedom or statism will dominate.” 

Extolling capitalism’s virtues 

The campaigns started as a public-private partnership. At the end of World War II, the government worried 

about the spread of communism at home. Business interests worried about government regulations and 

about the rising popularity of unions. The Cold War provided both parties with a shared enemy. 

In 1947, President Truman asked the Ad Council to organize the Freedom Train Campaign, focusing on the 

history of America’s political freedoms. Paramount Pictures, U.S. Steel, DuPont, General Electric and 

Standard Oil provided financial support. For two years the train crisscrossed the nation, carrying original 

documents that included the Bill of Rights and the Constitution. 

 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-history-of-communism/cold-war-anticommunism-and-the-impact-of-communism-on-the-west/FBF5BE47137C1284F8D7AB073CE0EDBF/core-reader
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/cambridge-history-of-communism/cold-war-anticommunism-and-the-impact-of-communism-on-the-west/FBF5BE47137C1284F8D7AB073CE0EDBF/core-reader
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/enterprise-and-society/article/fun-and-facts-about-american-business-economic-education-and-business-propaganda-in-an-early-cold-war-cartoon-series/664FAB7E513C39EA17E860627C0393AD
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/enterprise-and-society/article/fun-and-facts-about-american-business-economic-education-and-business-propaganda-in-an-early-cold-war-cartoon-series/664FAB7E513C39EA17E860627C0393AD
https://news.hrvh.org/veridian/?a=d&d=scarsdaleinquire19490909.2.72
https://depts.washington.edu/moves/CP_map-members.shtml
https://news.gallup.com/poll/3400/longterm-gallup-poll-trends-portrait-american-public-opinion.aspx
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/remembering-the-freedom-train
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One of the Ad Council’s messages about capitalism in America. Outdoor Advertising Association of America 

Archives, Duke University Libraries 

The following year, the Ad Council launched a business-led campaign, called “The Miracle of 

America,” intended to foster support for the American model of capitalism, as distinct from its Western 

European version, which was more friendly to government intervention. It urged increased productivity by 

U.S. workers, linked economic and political freedom and, paradoxically, asserted 

capitalism’s collaborative nature. 

“Sure, America is going ahead if we all pull together,” read a brochure. Another flyer, “Comes the 

Revolution!,” cast its support of American capitalism in the language of global struggle: “If we continue to 

make that system work…then other nations will follow us. If we don’t, then they’ll probably go communist or 

fascist.” 

In its first two years, the Miracle of America message reached American audiences via 250 radio and 

television stations and 7,000 outdoor billboards. Newspapers printed 13 million lines of free advertising. The 

Ad Council boasted that the campaign made over 1 billion “radio listener impressions.” 

American factory workers received about half of the 1.84 million copies of the free pamphlet “The Miracle of 

America.” One-quarter were distributed free of charge to schools, and 76 universities ordered the booklet. 

This pro-business propaganda, expressed in the language of Cold War patriotism, had reached roughly 70% of 

the American population by the end of the campaign. 

How Ad Council campaigns after WWII helped make socialism un-American. 

Cartoon capitalism 

The efforts produced more than just print and billboard messages. 

In 1946, the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, founded by the former head of General Motors, paid the 

evangelical Harding College to produce “Fun and Facts about American Business,” a series of educational 

cartoon videos about capitalism, produced by a former Disney employee. 

Between 1949 and 1952, Metro Goldwyn Mayer distributed them in theaters, schools, colleges, churches and 

workplaces. 

The films promoted the same messages as the Ad Council campaigns, although they were not part of the 

project. They continued a decade-long effort by the Sloan Foundation to start, in the words of its executive 

director, “a bombardment of the American mind with elementary economic principles through partnering with 

educational institutions.” 

https://repository.duke.edu/dc/outdooradvertising/AAA5813
https://repository.duke.edu/dc/outdooradvertising/AAA5813
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/business-history-review/article/selling-of-america-the-advertising-council-and-american-politics-19421960/FD882140447065C31D46F1118A486C7A
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/business-history-review/article/selling-of-america-the-advertising-council-and-american-politics-19421960/FD882140447065C31D46F1118A486C7A
https://ballouonvisualcomms.wordpress.com/2016/06/15/ad-council-economic-education-ads/#jp-carousel-1192
https://ballouonvisualcomms.files.wordpress.com/2016/06/1949_comes_the_revolution.jpg
https://ballouonvisualcomms.files.wordpress.com/2016/06/1949_comes_the_revolution.jpg
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/little-cold-warriors-9780190675684?cc=us&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/little-cold-warriors-9780190675684?cc=us&lang=en&
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3114050?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=selling&searchText=of&searchText=america&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dselling%2Bof%2Bamerica%26amp%3Bfilter%3D&ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_SYC-4946%2Fcontrol&refreqid=search%3A4461685f10fcf36b78d4b85743875e92&seq=1
https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9780230116948#aboutBook
https://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/9780190675684.001.0001/oso-9780190675684
https://www.routledge.com/Free-Market-Missionaries-The-Corporate-Manipulation-of-Community-Values/Beder/p/book/9781844073344
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01956051.2011.653419?journalCode=vjpf20
https://archive.org/search.php?query=creator%3A%22Sutherland+%28John%29+Productions%2C+Inc.%22
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/enterprise-and-society/article/fun-and-facts-about-american-business-economic-education-and-business-propaganda-in-an-early-cold-war-cartoon-series/664FAB7E513C39EA17E860627C0393AD
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/593466
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To both Sloan and the movement’s backers, business interests were synonymous with the national interest. 

The free-enterprise system was a shorthand for freedom, democracy and patriotism. Unlike in Europe, the 

videos suggested, class struggle – of the kind that required unions – did not exist in the U.S. 

In the cartoon “Meet the King,” Joe, the archetypal American worker, realizes he is not an exploited 

proletarian. Instead, he’s a king, “because he can buy more with his wages than any other worker on the 

globe.” 

Conversely, government regulations of, or interventions in, the economy were described in the cartoons as 

socialist tendencies, bound to lead to communism and tyranny. 

“Make Mine Freedom,” and “It’s Everybody’s Business” presented the state as a perpetual threat. A money-

sucking tax monster, the government reduces everyone’s profits, crushes private enterprise and takes away 

individual freedoms: “No more private property, no more you.” 

According to an estimate from Fortune magazine, by 1952, American businesses spent US$100 million each 

year, independent from any Ad Council campaigns, promoting free enterprise. 

 

Part of a page from the 1970s booklet that used Charles Schultz’s ‘Peanuts’ comic strips to explain the 

benefits of America’s economic system. Amazon 

 

https://archive.org/details/MeetKing1949
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mVh75ylAUXY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nHDyE954l4U
https://archive.org/details/ItsEvery1954
https://archive.org/details/ItsEvery1954
https://archive.org/details/make_mine_freedom_ipod
https://images.theconversation.com/files/317192/original/file-20200225-24659-s8egp4.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/317192/original/file-20200225-24659-s8egp4.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://www.amazon.com/American-Economic-System-Charles-Schulz/dp/B077NRNH28
https://images.theconversation.com/files/317192/original/file-20200225-24659-s8egp4.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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‘Peanuts’ pushes freedom 

In the early 1970s, business responded to rising negativity about corporate power with a new campaign 

coordinated by the Ad Council. 

“The American Economic System … and Your Part in It” was launched alongside the bicentennial national 

celebrations. It was the largest centralized pro-business public relations project thus far, but only one of 

many independently run by corporations. 

The media industry donated $40 million in free space and air time in the first year of the campaign. The 

Department of Commerce and the Department of Labor contributed about half a million dollars toward the 

production costs for a 20-page booklet. 

That booklet used data provided by the departments of Commerce and Labor and Charles Schulz’s ‘Peanuts’ 

comic strips to explain the benefits of America’s economic system. The system was again presented as a 

foundational freedom protected by a Constitution whose goal was to “maintain a climate in which people 

could work, invest, and prosper.” 

By 1979, 13 million copies had been distributed to schools, universities, libraries, civic organizations and 

workplaces. 

Echoes now? 

For four decades, the Cold War provided a simple good-vs.-evil axis that consolidated the association 

between freedom, American-ness and free-enterprise capitalism. 

The business community, independently and through the Ad Council, funded massive top-down economic 

education programs which shaped American perceptions of business and government and of capitalism and 

socialism. 

The Cold War ended 30 years ago, but its cultural structures and divisions endure – perhaps, even, in the 

responses of some Americans to Bernie Sanders’ socialism. 

Editor’s note: The Conversation has received grant funding from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. 

https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-

campaigns-

132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%

204%202020%20-

%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020

%20-

%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-

American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns  

https://www.nytimes.com/1975/08/01/archives/advertising-simplifying-the-dismal-science.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/375958?seq=1
https://www.nytimes.com/1976/09/19/archives/the-babel-of-economic-advertising.html
https://www.amazon.com/American-Economic-System-Charles-Schulz/dp/B077NRNH28
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED177057.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Free-Market-Missionaries-Corporate-Manipulation-ebook/dp/B008FZ10QK/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=free+market+missionaries&qid=1582606871&sr=8-1
https://news.gallup.com/poll/3400/longterm-gallup-poll-trends-portrait-american-public-opinion.aspx
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
https://theconversation.com/how-socialism-became-un-american-through-the-ad-councils-propaganda-campaigns-132335?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=How%20socialism%20became%20un-American%20through%20the%20Ad%20Councils%20propaganda%20campaigns
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Grisha 

by Anton Chekhov 

 

GRISHA, a chubby little boy, born two years and eight months ago, is walking on the boulevard with his 

nurse. He is wearing a long, wadded pelisse, a scarf, a big cap with a fluffy pom-pom, and warm over-boots. 

He feels hot and stifled, and now, too, the rollicking April sunshine is beating straight in his face, and making 

his eyelids tingle. 

The whole of his clumsy, timidly and uncertainly stepping little figure expresses the utmost bewilderment. 

Hitherto Grisha has known only a rectangular world, where in one corner stands his bed, in the other nurse's 

trunk, in the third a chair, while in the fourth there is a little lamp burning. If one looks under the bed, one 

sees a doll with a broken arm and a drum; and behind nurse's trunk, there are a great many things of all sorts: 

cotton reels, boxes without lids, and a broken Jack-a-dandy. In that world, besides nurse and Grisha, there are 

often mamma and the cat. Mamma is like a doll, and puss is like papa's fur-coat, only the coat hasn't got eyes 

and a tail. From the world which is called the nursery a door leads to a great expanse where they have dinner 

and tea. There stands Grisha's chair on high legs, and on the wall hangs a clock which exists to swing its 

pendulum and chime. From the dining-room, one can go into a room where there are red arm-chairs. Here, 

there is a dark patch on the carpet, concerning which fingers are still shaken at Grisha. Beyond that room is 

still another, to which one is not admitted, and where one sees glimpses of papa -- an extremely enigmatical 

person! Nurse and mamma are comprehensible: they dress Grisha, feed him, and put him to bed, but what 

papa exists for is unknown. There is another enigmatical person, auntie, who presented Grisha with a drum. 

She appears and disappears. Where does she disappear to? Grisha has more than once looked under the bed, 

behind the trunk, and under the sofa, but she was not there. 

In this new world, where the sun hurts one's eyes, there are so many papas and mammas and aunties, that 

there is no knowing to whom to run. But what is stranger and more absurd than anything is the horses. Grisha 

gazes at their moving legs, and can make nothing of it. He looks at his nurse for her to solve the mystery, but 

she does not speak. 

All at once he hears a fearful tramping. . . . A crowd of soldiers, with red faces and bath brooms under their 

arms, move in step along the boulevard straight upon him. Grisha turns cold all over with terror, and looks 

inquiringly at nurse to know whether it is dangerous. But nurse neither weeps nor runs away, so there is no 

danger. Grisha looks after the soldiers, and begins to move his feet in step with them himself. 

Two big cats with long faces run after each other across the boulevard, with their tongues out, and their tails 

in the air. Grisha thinks that he must run too, and runs after the cats. 

"Stop!" cries nurse, seizing him roughly by the shoulder. "Where are you off to? Haven't you been told not to 

be naughty?" 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov
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Here there is a nurse sitting holding a tray of oranges. Grisha passes by her, and, without saying anything, 

takes an orange. 

"What are you doing that for?" cries the companion of his travels, slapping his hand and snatching away the 

orange. "Silly!" 

Now Grisha would have liked to pick up a bit of glass that was lying at his feet and gleaming like a lamp, but 

he is afraid that his hand will be slapped again. 

"My respects to you!" Grisha hears suddenly, almost above his ear, a loud thick voice, and he sees a tall man 

with bright buttons. 

To his great delight, this man gives nurse his hand, stops, and begins talking to her. The brightness of the sun, 

the noise of the carriages, the horses, the bright buttons are all so impressively new and not dreadful, that 

Grisha's soul is filled with a feeling of enjoyment and he begins to laugh. 

"Come along! Come along!" he cries to the man with the bright buttons, tugging at his coattails. 

"Come along where?" asks the man. 

"Come along!" Grisha insists. 

He wants to say that it would be just as well to take with them papa, mamma, and the cat, but his tongue does 

not say what he wants to. 

A little later, nurse turns out of the boulevard, and leads Grisha into a big courtyard where there is still snow; 

and the man with the bright buttons comes with them too. They carefully avoid the lumps of snow and the 

puddles, then, by a dark and dirty staircase, they go into a room. Here there is a great deal of smoke, there is a 

smell of roast meat, and a woman is standing by the stove frying cutlets. The cook and the nurse kiss each 

other, and sit down on the bench together with the man, and begin talking in a low voice. Grisha, wrapped up 

as he is, feels insufferably hot and stifled. 

"Why is this?" he wonders, looking about him. 

He sees the dark ceiling, the oven fork with two horns, the stove which looks like a great black hole. 

"Mam-ma," he drawls. 

"Come, come, come!" cries the nurse. "Wait a bit!" 

The cook puts a bottle on the table, two wine-glasses, and a pie. The two women and the man with the bright 

buttons clink glasses and empty them several times, and, the man puts his arm round first the cook and then 

the nurse. And then all three begin singing in an undertone. 
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Grisha stretches out his hand towards the pie, and they give him a piece of it. He eats it and watches nurse 

drinking. . . . He wants to drink too. 

"Give me some, nurse!" he begs. 

The cook gives him a sip out of her glass. He rolls his eyes, blinks, coughs, and waves his hands for a long 

time afterwards, while the cook looks at him and laughs. 

When he gets home Grisha begins to tell mamma, the walls, and the bed where he has been, and what he has 

seen. He talks not so much with his tongue, as with his face and his hands. He shows how the sun shines, how 

the horses run, how the terrible stove looks, and how the cook drinks. . . . 

In the evening he cannot get to sleep. The soldiers with the brooms, the big cats, the horses, the bit of glass, 

the tray of oranges, the bright buttons, all gathered together, weigh on his brain. He tosses from side to side, 

babbles, and, at last, unable to endure his excitement, begins crying. 

"You are feverish," says mamma, putting her open hand on his forehead. "What can have caused it? 

"Stove!" wails Grisha. "Go away, stove!" 

"He must have eaten too much . . ." mamma decides. 

And Grisha, shattered by the impressions of the new life he has just experienced, receives a spoonful of 

castor-oil from mamma. 
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Gusev 

by Anton Chekhov 

 

I 

IT was getting dark; it would soon be night. 

Gusev, a discharged soldier, sat up in his hammock and said in an undertone: 

"I say, Pavel Ivanitch. A soldier at Sutchan told me: while they were sailing a big fish came into collision with 

their ship and stove a hole in it." 

The nondescript individual whom he was addressing, and whom everyone in the ship's hospital called Pavel 

Ivanitch, was silent, as though he had not heard. 

And again a stillness followed. . . The wind frolicked with the rigging, the screw throbbed, the waves lashed, 

the hammocks creaked, but the ear had long ago become accustomed to these sounds, and it seemed that 

everything around was asleep and silent. It was dreary. The three invalids -- two soldiers and a sailor -- who 

had been playing cards all the day were asleep and talking in their dreams. 

It seemed as though the ship were beginning to rock. The hammock slowly rose and fell under Gusev, as 

though it were heaving a sigh, and this was repeated once, twice, three times. . . . Something crashed on to the 

floor with a clang: it must have been a jug falling down. 

"The wind has broken loose from its chain. . ." said Gusev, listening. 

This time Pavel Ivanitch cleared his throat and answered irritably: 

"One minute a vessel's running into a fish, the next, the wind's breaking loose from its chain. Is the wind a 

beast that it can break loose from its chain?" 

"That's how christened folk talk." 

"They are as ignorant as you are then. They say all sorts of things. One must keep a head on one's shoulders 

and use one's reason. You are a senseless creature." 

Pavel Ivanitch was subject to sea-sickness. When the sea was rough he was usually ill-humoured, and the 

merest trifle would make him irritable. And in Gusev's opinion there was absolutely nothing to be vexed 

about. What was there strange or wonderful, for instance, in the fish or in the wind's breaking loose from its 

chain? Suppose the fish were as big as a mountain and its back were as hard as a sturgeon: and in the same 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov
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way, supposing that away yonder at the end of the world there stood great stone walls and the fierce winds 

were chained up to the walls . . . if they had not broken loose, why did they tear about all over the sea like 

maniacs, and struggle to escape like dogs? If they were not chained up, what did become of them when it was 

calm? 

Gusev pondered for a long time about fishes as big as a mountain and stout, rusty chains, then he began to feel 

dull and thought of his native place to which he was returning after five years' service in the East. He pictured 

an immense pond covered with snow. . . . On one side of the pond the red-brick building of the potteries with 

a tall chimney and clouds of black smoke; on the other side -- a village. . . . His brother Alexey comes out in a 

sledge from the fifth yard from the end; behind him sits his little son Vanka in big felt over-boots, and his 

little girl Akulka, also in big felt boots. Alexey has been drinking, Vanka is laughing, Akulka's face he could 

not see, she had muffled herself up. 

"You never know, he'll get the children frozen . . ." thought Gusev. "Lord send them sense and judgment that 

they may honour their father and mother and not be wiser than their parents." 

"They want re-soleing," a delirious sailor says in a bass voice. "Yes, yes!" 

Gusev's thoughts break off, and instead of a pond there suddenly appears apropos of nothing a huge bull's 

head without eyes, and the horse and sledge are not driving along, but are whirling round and round in a cloud 

of smoke. But still he was glad he had seen his own folks. He held his breath from delight, shudders ran all 

over him, and his fingers twitched. 

"The Lord let us meet again," he muttered feverishly, but he at once opened his eyes and sought in the 

darkness for water. 

He drank and lay back, and again the sledge was moving, then again the bull's head without eyes, smoke, 

clouds. . . . And so on till daybreak. 

II 

The first outline visible in the darkness was a blue circle -- the little round window; then little by little Gusev 

could distinguish his neighbour in the next hammock, Pavel Ivanitch. The man slept sitting up, as he could not 

breathe lying down. His face was grey, his nose was long and sharp, his eyes looked huge from the terrible 

thinness of his face, his temples were sunken, his beard was skimpy, his hair was long. . . . Looking at him 

you could not make out of what class he was, whether he were a gentleman, a merchant, or a peasant. Judging 

from his expression and his long hair he might have been a hermit or a lay brother in a monastery -- but if one 

listened to what he said it seemed that he could not be a monk. He was worn out by his cough and his illness 

and by the stifling heat, and breathed with difficulty, moving his parched lips. Noticing that Gusev was 

looking at him he turned his face towards him and said: 

"I begin to guess. . . . Yes. . . . I understand it all perfectly now." 

"What do you understand, Pavel Ivanitch?" 
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"I'll tell you. . . . It has always seemed to me strange that terribly ill as you are you should be here in a steamer 

where it is so hot and stifling and we are always being tossed up and down, where, in fact, everything 

threatens you with death; now it is all clear to me. . . . Yes. . . . Your doctors put you on the steamer to get rid 

of you. They get sick of looking after poor brutes like you. . . . You don't pay them anything, they have a 

bother with you, and you damage their records with your deaths -- so, of course, you are brutes! It's not 

difficult to get rid of you. . . . All that is necessary is, in the first place, to have no conscience or humanity, 

and, secondly, to deceive the steamer authorities. The first condition need hardly be considered, in that respect 

we are artists; and one can always succeed in the second with a little practice. In a crowd of four hundred 

healthy soldiers and sailors half a dozen sick ones are not conspicuous; well, they drove you all on to the 

steamer, mixed you with the healthy ones, hurriedly counted you over, and in the confusion nothing amiss 

was noticed, and when the steamer had started they saw that there were paralytics and consumptives in the 

last stage lying about on the deck. . . ." 

Gusev did not understand Pavel Ivanitch; but supposing he was being blamed, he said in self-defence: 

"I lay on the deck because I had not the strength to stand; when we were unloaded from the barge on to the 

ship I caught a fearful chill." 

"It's revolting," Pavel Ivanitch went on. "The worst of it is they know perfectly well that you can't last out the 

long journey, and yet they put you here. Supposing you get as far as the Indian Ocean, what then? It's horrible 

to think of it. . . . And that's their gratitude for your faithful, irreproachable service!" 

Pavel Ivanitch's eyes looked angry; he frowned contemptuously and said, gasping: 

"Those are the people who ought to be plucked in the newspapers till the feathers fly in all directions." 

The two sick soldiers and the sailor were awake and already playing cards. The sailor was half reclining in his 

hammock, the soldiers were sitting near him on the floor in the most uncomfortable attitudes. One of the 

soldiers had his right arm in a sling, and the hand was swathed up in a regular bundle so that he held his cards 

under his right arm or in the crook of his elbow while he played with the left. The ship was rolling heavily. 

They could not stand up, nor drink tea, nor take their medicines. 

"Were you an officer's servant?" Pavel Ivanitch asked Gusev. 

"Yes, an officer's servant." 

"My God, my God!" said Pavel Ivanitch, and he shook his head mournfully. "To tear a man out of his home, 

drag him twelve thousand miles away, then to drive him into consumption and. . . and what is it all for, one 

wonders? To turn him into a servant for some Captain Kopeikin or midshipman Dirka! How logical!" 

"It's not hard work, Pavel Ivanitch. You get up in the morning and clean the boots, get the samovar, sweep the 

rooms, and then you have nothing more to do. The lieutenant is all the day drawing plans, and if you like you 

can say your prayers, if you like you can read a book or go out into the street. God grant everyone such a life." 
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"Yes, very nice, the lieutenant draws plans all the day and you sit in the kitchen and pine for home. . . . Plans 

indeed! . . . It is not plans that matter, but a human life. Life is not given twice, it must be treated mercifully." 

"Of course, Pavel Ivanitch, a bad man gets no mercy anywhere, neither at home nor in the army, but if you 

live as you ought and obey orders, who has any need to insult you? The officers are educated gentlemen, they 

understand. . . . In five years I was never once in prison, and I was never struck a blow, so help me God, but 

once." 

"What for?" 

"For fighting. I have a heavy hand, Pavel Ivanitch. Four Chinamen came into our yard; they were bringing 

firewood or something, I don't remember. Well, I was bored and I knocked them about a bit, one's nose began 

bleeding, damn the fellow. . . . The lieutenant saw it through the little window, he was angry and gave me a 

box on the ear." 

"Foolish, pitiful man . . ." whispered Pavel Ivanitch. "You don't understand anything." 

He was utterly exhausted by the tossing of the ship and closed his eyes; his head alternately fell back and 

dropped forward on his breast. Several times he tried to lie down but nothing came of it; his difficulty in 

breathing prevented it. 

"And what did you hit the four Chinamen for?" he asked a little while afterwards. 

"Oh, nothing. They came into the yard and I hit them." 

And a stillness followed. . . . The card-players had been playing for two hours with enthusiasm and loud abuse 

of one another, but the motion of the ship overcame them, too; they threw aside the cards and lay down. 

Again Gusev saw the big pond, the brick building, the village. . . . Again the sledge was coming along, again 

Vanka was laughing and Akulka, silly little thing, threw open her fur coat and stuck her feet out, as much as 

to say: "Look, good people, my snowboots are not like Vanka's, they are new ones." 

"Five years old, and she has no sense yet," Gusev muttered in delirium. "Instead of kicking your legs you had 

better come and get your soldier uncle a drink. I will give you something nice." 

Then Andron with a flintlock gun on his shoulder was carrying a hare he had killed, and he was followed by 

the decrepit old Jew Isaitchik, who offers to barter the hare for a piece of soap; then the black calf in the shed, 

then Domna sewing at a shirt and crying about something, and then again the bull's head without eyes, black 

smoke. . . . 

Overhead someone gave a loud shout, several sailors ran by, they seemed to be dragging something bulky 

over the deck, something fell with a crash. Again they ran by. . . . Had something gone wrong? Gusev raised 

his head, listened, and saw that the two soldiers and the sailor were playing cards again; Pavel Ivanitch was 

sitting up moving his lips. It was stifling, one hadn't strength to breathe, one was thirsty, the water was warm, 

disgusting. The ship heaved as much as ever. 
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Suddenly something strange happened to one of the soldiers playing cards. . . . He called hearts diamonds, got 

muddled in his score, and dropped his cards, then with a frightened, foolish smile looked round at all of them. 

"I shan't be a minute, mates, I'll . . ." he said, and lay down on the floor. 

Everybody was amazed. They called to him, he did not answer. 

"Stephan, maybe you are feeling bad, eh?" the soldier with his arm in a sling asked him. "Perhaps we had 

better bring the priest, eh?" 

"Have a drink of water, Stepan . . ." said the sailor. "Here, lad, drink." 

"Why are you knocking the jug against his teeth?" said Gusev angrily. " Don't you see, turnip head?' 

"What?" 

"What?" Gusev repeated, mimicking him. "There is no breath in him, he is dead! That's what! What 

nonsensical people, Lord have mercy on us. . . !" 

III 

The ship was not rocking and Pavel Ivanitch was more cheerful. He was no longer ill-humoured. His face had 

a boastful, defiant, mocking expression. He looked as though he wanted to say: "Yes, in a minute I will tell 

you something that will make you split your sides with laughing." The little round window was open and a 

soft breeze was blowing on Pavel Ivanitch. There was a sound of voices, of the plash of oars in the water. . . . 

Just under the little window someone began droning in a high, unpleasant voice: no doubt it was a Chinaman 

singing. 

"Here we are in the harbour," said Pavel Ivanitch, smiling ironically. "Only another month and we shall be in 

Russia. Well, worthy gentlemen and warriors! I shall arrive at Odessa and from there go straight to Harkov. In 

Harkov I have a friend, a literary man. I shall go to him and say, 'Come, old man, put aside your horrid 

subjects, ladies' amours and the beauties of nature, and show up human depravity.' " 

For a minute he pondered, then said: 

"Gusev, do you know how I took them in?" 

"Took in whom, Pavel Ivanitch?" 

"Why, these fellows. . . . You know that on this steamer there is only a first-class and a third-class, and they 

only allow peasants -- that is the rift-raft -- to go in the third. If you have got on a reefer jacket and have the 

faintest resemblance to a gentleman or a bourgeois you must go first-class, if you please. You must fork out 

five hundred roubles if you die for it. Why, I ask, have you made such a rule? Do you want to raise the 

prestige of educated Russians thereby? Not a bit of it. We don't let you go third-class simply because a decent 
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person can't go third-class; it is very horrible and disgusting. Yes, indeed. I am very grateful for such 

solicitude for decent people's welfare. But in any case, whether it is nasty there or nice, five hundred roubles I 

haven't got. I haven't pilfered government money. I haven't exploited the natives, I haven't trafficked in 

contraband, I have flogged no one to death, so judge whether I have the right to travel first-class and even less 

to reckon myself of the educated class? But you won't catch them with logic. . . . One has to resort to 

deception. I put on a workman's coat and high boots, I assumed a drunken, servile mug and went to the 

agents: 'Give us a little ticket, your honour,' said I. . . ." 

"Why, what class do you belong to?" asked a sailor. 

"Clerical. My father was an honest priest, he always told the great ones of the world the truth to their faces; 

and he had a great deal to put up with in consequence." 

Pavel Ivanitch was exhausted with talking and gasped for breath, but still went on: 

"Yes, I always tell people the truth to their faces. I am not afraid of anyone or anything. There is a vast 

difference between me and all of you in that respect. You are in darkness, you are blind, crushed; you see 

nothing and what you do see you don't understand. . . . You are told the wind breaks loose from its chain, that 

you are beasts, Petchenyegs, and you believe it; they punch you in the neck, you kiss their hands; some 

animal in a sable-lined coat robs you and then tips you fifteen kopecks and you: 'Let me kiss your hand, sir.' 

You are pariahs, pitiful people. . . . I am a different sort. My eyes are open, I see it all as clearly as a hawk or 

an eagle when it floats over the earth, and I understand it all. I am a living protest. I see irresponsible tyranny -

- I protest. I see cant and hypocrisy -- I protest. I see swine triumphant -- I protest. And I cannot be 

suppressed, no Spanish Inquisition can make me hold my tongue. No. . . . Cut out my tongue and I would 

protest in dumb show; shut me up in a cellar -- I will shout from it to be heard half a mile away, or I will 

starve myself to death that they may have another weight on their black consciences. Kill me and I will haunt 

them with my ghost. All my acquaintances say to me: 'You are a most insufferable person, Pavel Ivanitch.' I 

am proud of such a reputation. I have served three years in the far East, and I shall be remembered there for a 

hundred years: I had rows with everyone. My friends write to me from Russia, 'Don't come back,' but here I 

am going back to spite them . . . yes. . . . That is life as I understand it. That is what one can call life." 

Gusev was looking at the little window and was not listening. A boat was swaying on the transparent, soft, 

turquoise water all bathed in hot, dazzling sunshine. In it there were naked Chinamen holding up cages with 

canaries and calling out: 

"It sings, it sings!" 

Another boat knocked against the first; the steam cutter darted by. And then there came another boat with a 

fat Chinaman sitting in it, eating rice with little sticks. 

Languidly the water heaved, languidly the white seagulls floated over it. 

"I should like to give that fat fellow one in the neck," thought Gusev, gazing at the stout Chinaman, with a 

yawn. 
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He dozed off, and it seemed to him that all nature was dozing, too. Time flew swiftly by; imperceptibly the 

day passed, imperceptibly the darkness came on. . . . The steamer was no longer standing still, but moving on 

further. 

IV 

Two days passed, Pavel Ivanitch lay down instead of sitting up; his eyes were closed, his nose seemed to have 

grown sharper. 

"Pavel Ivanitch," Gusev called to him. "Hey, Pavel Ivanitch." 

Pavel Ivanitch opened his eyes and moved his lips. 

"Are you feeling bad?" 

"No . . . it's nothing . . ." answered Pavel Ivanitch, gasping. "Nothing; on the contrary -- I am rather better. . . . 

You see I can lie down. I am a little easier. . . ." 

"Well, thank God for that, Pavel Ivanitch." 

"When I compare myself with you I am sorry for you . . . poor fellow. My lungs are all right, it is only a 

stomach cough. . . . I can stand hell, let alone the Red Sea. Besides I take a critical attitude to my illness and 

to the medicines they give me for it. While you . . . you are in darkness. . . . It's hard for you, very, very hard!" 

The ship was not rolling, it was calm, but as hot and stifling as a bath-house; it was not only hard to speak but 

even hard to listen. Gusev hugged his knees, laid his head on them and thought of his home. Good heavens, 

what a relief it was to think of snow and cold in that stifling heat! You drive in a sledge, all at once the horses 

take fright at something and bolt. . . . Regardless of the road, the ditches, the ravines, they dash like mad 

things, right through the village, over the pond by the pottery works, out across the open fields. "Hold on," the 

pottery hands and the peasants shout, meeting them. "Hold on." But why? Let the keen, cold wind beat in 

one's face and bite one's hands; let the lumps of snow, kicked up by the horses' hoofs, fall on one's cap, on 

one's back, down one's collar, on one's chest; let the runners ring on the snow, and the traces and the sledge be 

smashed, deuce take them one and all! And how delightful when the sledge upsets and you go flying full tilt 

into a drift, face downwards in the snow, and then you get up white all over with icicles on your moustaches; 

no cap, no gloves, your belt undone. . . . People laugh, the dogs bark. . . . 

Pavel Ivanitch half opened one eye, looked at Gusev with it, and asked softly: 

"Gusev, did your commanding officer steal?" 

"Who can tell, Pavel Ivanitch! We can't say, it didn't reach us." 

And after that a long time passed in silence. Gusev brooded, muttered something in delirium, and kept 

drinking water; it was hard for him to talk and hard to listen, and he was afraid of being talked to. An hour 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

76 

passed, a second, a third; evening came on, then night, but he did not notice it. He still sat dreaming of the 

frost. 

There was a sound as though someone came into the hospital, and voices were audible, but a few minutes 

passed and all was still again. 

"The Kingdom of Heaven and eternal peace," said the soldier with his arm in a sling. "He was an 

uncomfortable man." 

"What?" asked Gusev. "Who?" 

"He is dead, they have just carried him up." 

"Oh, well," muttered Gusev, yawning, "the Kingdom of Heaven be his." 

"What do you think?" the soldier with his arm in a sling asked Gusev. "Will he be in the Kingdom of Heaven 

or not?" 

"Who is it you are talking about?" 

"Pavel Ivanitch." 

"He will be . . . he suffered so long. And there is another thing, he belonged to the clergy, and the priests 

always have a lot of relations. Their prayers will save him." 

The soldier with the sling sat down on a hammock near Gusev and said in an undertone: 

"And you, Gusev, are not long for this world. You will never get to Russia." 

"Did the doctor or his assistant say so?" asked Gusev. 

"It isn't that they said so, but one can see it. . . . One can see directly when a man's going to die. You don't eat, 

you don't drink; it's dreadful to see how thin you've got. It's consumption, in fact. I say it, not to upset you, but 

because maybe you would like to have the sacrament and extreme unction. And if you have any money you 

had better give it to the senior officer." 

"I haven't written home . . ." Gusev sighed. "I shall die and they won't know." 

"They'll hear of it," the sick sailor brought out in a bass voice. "When you die they will put it down in the 

Gazette, at Odessa they will send in a report to the commanding officer there and he will send it to the parish 

or somewhere. . 
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Gusev began to be uneasy after such a conversation and to feel a vague yearning. He drank water -- it was not 

that; he dragged himself to the window and breathed the hot, moist air -- it was not that; he tried to think of 

home, of the frost -- it was not that. . . . At last it seemed to him one minute longer in the ward and he would 

certainly expire. 

"It's stifling, mates . . ." he said. "I'll go on deck. Help me up, for Christ's sake." 

"All right," assented the soldier with the sling. "I'll carry you, you can't walk, hold on to my neck." 

Gusev put his arm round the soldier's neck, the latter put his unhurt arm round him and carried him up. On the 

deck sailors and time-expired soldiers were lying asleep side by side; there were so many of them it was 

difficult to pass. 

"Stand down," the soldier with the sling said softly. "Follow me quietly, hold on to my shirt. . . ." 

It was dark. There was no light on deck, nor on the masts, nor anywhere on the sea around. At the furthest end 

of the ship the man on watch was standing perfectly still like a statue, and it looked as though he were asleep. 

It seemed as though the steamer were abandoned to itself and were going at its own will. 

"Now they will throw Pavel Ivanitch into the sea," said the soldier with the sling. "In a sack and then into the 

water." 

"Yes, that's the rule." 

"But it's better to lie at home in the earth. Anyway, your mother comes to the grave and weeps." 

"Of course." 

There was a smell of hay and of dung. There were oxen standing with drooping heads by the ship's rail. One, 

two, three; eight of them! And there was a little horse. Gusev put out his hand to stroke it, but it shook its 

head, showed its teeth, and tried to bite his sleeve. 

"Damned brute . . ." said Gusev angrily. 

The two of them, he and the soldier, threaded their way to the head of the ship, then stood at the rail and 

looked up and down. Overhead deep sky, bright stars, peace and stillness, exactly as at home in the village, 

below darkness and disorder. The tall waves were resounding, no one could tell why. Whichever wave you 

looked at each one was trying to rise higher than all the rest and to chase and crush the next one; after it a 

third as fierce and hideous flew noisily, with a glint of light on its white crest. 

The sea has no sense and no pity. If the steamer had been smaller and not made of thick iron, the waves would 

have crushed it to pieces without the slightest compunction, and would have devoured all the people in it with 

no distinction of saints or sinners. The steamer had the same cruel and meaningless expression. This monster 

with its huge beak was dashing onwards, cutting millions of waves in its path; it had no fear of the darkness 
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nor the wind, nor of space, nor of solitude, caring for nothing, and if the ocean had its people, this monster 

would have crushed them, too, without distinction of saints or sinners. 

"Where are we now?" asked Gusev. 

"I don't know. We must be in the ocean." 

"There is no sight of land. . ." 

"No indeed! They say we shan't see it for seven days." 

The two soldiers watched the white foam with the phosphorus light on it and were silent, thinking. Gusev was 

the first to break the silence. 

"There is nothing to be afraid of," he said, "only one is full of dread as though one were sitting in a dark 

forest; but if, for instance, they let a boat down on to the water this minute and an officer ordered me to go a 

hundred miles over the sea to catch fish, I'd go. Or, let's say, if a Christian were to fall into the water this 

minute, I'd go in after him. A German or a Chinaman I wouldn't save, but I'd go in after a Christian." 

"And are you afraid to die?" 

"Yes. I am sorry for the folks at home. My brother at home, you know, isn't steady; he drinks, he beats his 

wife for nothing, he does not honour his parents. Everything will go to ruin without me, and father and my old 

mother will be begging their bread, I shouldn't wonder. But my legs won't bear me, brother, and it's hot here. 

Let's go to sleep." 

V 

Gusev went back to the ward and got into his hammock. He was again tormented by a vague craving, and he 

could not make out what he wanted. There was an oppression on his chest, a throbbing in his head, his mouth 

was so dry that it was difficult for him to move his tongue. He dozed, and murmured in his sleep, and, worn 

out with nightmares, his cough, and the stifling heat, towards morning he fell into a sound sleep. He dreamed 

that they were just taking the bread out of the oven in the barracks and he climbed into the stove and had a 

steam bath in it, lashing himself with a bunch of birch twigs. He slept for two days, and at midday on the third 

two sailors came down and carried him out. 

He was sewn up in sailcloth and to make him heavier they put with him two iron weights. Sewn up in the 

sailcloth he looked like a carrot or a radish: broad at the head and narrow at the feet. . . . Before sunset they 

brought him up to the deck and put him on a plank; one end of the plank lay on the side of the ship, the other 

on a box, placed on a stool. Round him stood the soldiers and the officers with their caps off. 

"Blessed be the Name of the Lord . . ." the priest began. "As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall 

be." 
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"Amen," chanted three sailors. 

The soldiers and the officers crossed themselves and looked away at the waves. It was strange that a man 

should be sewn up in sailcloth and should soon be flying into the sea. Was it possible that such a thing might 

happen to anyone? 

The priest strewed earth upon Gusev and bowed down. They sang "Eternal Memory." 

The man on watch duty tilted up the end of the plank, Gusev slid off and flew head foremost, turned a 

somersault in the air and splashed into the sea. He was covered with foam and for a moment looked as though 

he were wrapped in lace, but the minute passed and he disappeared in the waves. 

He went rapidly towards the bottom. Did he reach it? It was said to be three miles to the bottom. After sinking 

sixty or seventy feet, he began moving more and more slowly, swaying rhythmically, as though he were 

hesitating and, carried along by the current, moved more rapidly sideways than downwards. 

Then he was met by a shoal of the fish called harbour pilots. Seeing the dark body the fish stopped as though 

petrified, and suddenly turned round and disappeared. In less than a minute they flew back swift as an arrow 

to Gusev, and began zig-zagging round him in the water. 

After that another dark body appeared. It was a shark. It swam under Gusev with dignity and no show of 

interest, as though it did not notice him, and sank down upon its back, then it turned belly upwards, basking in 

the warm, transparent water and languidly opened its jaws with two rows of teeth. The harbour pilots are 

delighted, they stop to see what will come next. After playing a little with the body the shark nonchalantly 

puts its jaws under it, cautiously touches it with its teeth, and the sailcloth is rent its full length from head to 

foot; one of the weights falls out and frightens the harbour pilots, and striking the shark on the ribs goes 

rapidly to the bottom. 

Overhead at this time the clouds are massed together on the side where the sun is setting; one cloud like a 

triumphal arch, another like a lion, a third like a pair of scissors. . . . From behind the clouds a broad, green 

shaft of light pierces through and stretches to the middle of the sky; a little later another, violet-coloured, lies 

beside it; next that, one of gold, then one rose-coloured. . . . The sky turns a soft lilac. Looking at this 

gorgeous, enchanted sky, at first the ocean scowls, but soon it, too, takes tender, joyous, passionate colours 

for which it is hard to find a name in human speech. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/gusev  

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/gusev
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A Tale of Primary Cilia: from overlooked organelles to key mechanically-sensing antennae 

Author: Jose V. Torres-Perez (@Jovitope) is a Postdoctoral Researcher at the School of Biological and 

Chemical Sciencies, Queen Mary, University of London (UK). 

This is the story of primary cilium, a cellular structure discovered at least 122 years ago. It was soon regarded 

as rudimentary and then forgotten for most researchers. Nonetheless, recent advances proved its role as a 

cellular sensor and its implications in multiple pathologies. Since then, it has become a hot topic for 

biomedical research. The advances on primary cilia’s research mirror those of high-resolution microscopy in a 

tale that reflex the importance of technical advances in the discovery of the natural world and show the 

importance of interdisciplinary research. It was in this context that I, a neuroscientist, ventured into an 

engineering department to study the role primary cilia have on mechanotransduction, cells’ ability to perceive 

mechanical alterations such as flow, pocking, touching or pinching. This investigation, supervised by Dr 

Pavel Novak at Queen Mary University of London, has resulted in a recently published article at Cellular 

Physiology & Biochemistry. 

Figure 1. Structure and history of primary cilia. A) Diagram of a primary cilium showing internal features: a 

complex of protein forms the basal body and transition fibres, which serves to anchor and give structural 

support. 9 pairs of microtubules protrude from that to form the internal scaffolding of the cilium. Importantly, 

primary cilia are non-motile due to lack of central pair of microtubules (9+0) which are present in motile cilia 

(9+2). B) K. W Zimmermann is considered the first one to describe them in his 1898’s publication “Beiträge 

zur Kenntniss einiger Drüsen und Epithelien”; right side shows his drawings of rabbit kidney tubule epithelia 

with primary cilia. C) Some drawings predating Zimmermann’s in which cilia were observed: Kowalevsky in 

1879 and Langerhans in 1876. B) and C) were adapted from Sloboda 2009. 
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Primary cilia (figure 1) are small non-motile cylindrical cellular protrusions. When seen through a 

microscope, they look like small hairs that extend beyond the cells. In fact, their name (cilium in singular, 

cilia in plural) derives from the Latin for “eyelashes”. They are present in most types of cells in our body such 

as muscular, endothelial, connective, epithelial or stem cell types, and even neurons. Primary cilia form a 

separate cellular compartment from the rest of the cell and have a specific population of proteins within them, 

which confers them special properties. 

Nowadays, we know that lack of cilia, or when they don’t work right, leads to different pathologies such as 

polycystic kidney disease (PKD), a genetic disorder in which kidneys develop multiple cysts (renal tubules 

that fill with liquid and stop working). Not surprisingly, the term ciliopathies have emerged in recent years to 

group all those pathological disorders in which cilia are affected. 

In opposition to the motile cilia (see figure 1.A), their close cellular relatives, primary cilia lack the central 

pair of microtubules (structural proteins that help support their shape and function) which accounts for their 

inability to actively move. Further, while different cell types can have several motile cilia, only one single 

primary cilium (if any) is present in each cell. In fact, it is the lack of motility and the “residual” presence that 

made past researchers consider primary cilia as evolutionary vestigial structures with non-significant 

functions that have been spared from disappearing by natural selection. 

Figure 2. Resurface on primary cilia’s research. A) Graph showing the increase in the number of publications 

per year (from 1967 to 2018) in Google Scholar for the term “primary cilia”, which started to increase 

exponentially at mid-90s, and for “primary cilia + mechanotransduction”, peaking from the 2000s onwards. 

B) First ever electrophysiological recordings of primary cilia, performed at Harvard University by the group 

of David E. Clapham (adapted from DeCaen et al., 2013). 

 

As with many other biological phenomena, cilia research has nourished from advances in laboratory 

techniques and multidisciplinary research that made possible to visualise and comprehend them. Their 

discovery had to wait until the development of the first microscopes by Antoni van Leeuwenhoek (late 

17th century). However, initial focus was only placed on the motility of cilia, the sole function attributed to 

these tinny hair-like cellular protrusion. 
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Figure 3. Using Scanning Ion Conductance Microscopy (SICM) to study primary cilia. A) When encountering 

the surface of a cell, the normal ion flow that happens at the tip of a pipette electrode gets partially occluded; 

SICM detects this partial occlusion and uses it to generate a 3D image of the cell without establishing any 

physical contact. B) in the hopping variant of SICM, the nanopipette moves from one scanning point to the 

next by jumping at a high enough distance to prevent hitting any potential cell protrusion, such as cilia 

(adapted from Novak et al., 2009). C) left shows a topographical image of kidney epithelial cells generated by 

SICM, and left show the same image converted to a false-colour scale to highlight the topography (higher 

points are closer to yellow while blue tones are the lowest). Blue arrow points at a primary cilium. D) Once a 

high-resolution image of a primary cilium (from square/arrow of C)) is obtained, we can perform 
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electrophysiological recordings at specific desired position by selecting the landing point of the nanopipette 

on the image (referred as “smart” patch clamping). 

It was not until late 19th century that primary cilia got separated from the motile close-relatives and 

established themselves as a completely distinct class of cilia. This was mainly due to the discovery and 

characterization of the centriole, a key cellular component for cell division, and, surprisingly, for the 

generation of primary cilium’s basal body. Karl Wilhelm Zimmermann (see figure 1.D), a German anatomist 

and histologist, was the first one to fully describe them in 1898. Although not the first one to observe them 

(see figure 1.C), he was the first one to identify them as different organelles and named them “centralgeissel” 

(central flagella). 

As time passed by, primary cilia were thought to lack any specific function and most of the scientific 

community lost interest on them. However, at the 90s (see figure 2.A), different exciting research papers 

proved their key role to sense, integrate and convey different kinds of information from the outside 

environment to the core of the cell, hence gaining them the nickname of cellular antennae. For instance, in 

2003, Helle A. Praetorius and Kenneth R. Springs showed that primary cilia are of vital importance to sense 

mechanical alteration in kidney epithelial cells. They act as sensors to any kind of movement by extending to 

the light of kidney’s tubes, in the same way that a kite flying up in the sky can catch wind alterations and 

transfer this information (which could not have been sensed otherwise) to us on the ground. 

However, the whole process by which primary cilia convey information to the rest of the cell is still not fully 

understood. Some scientific articles suggest that internal releases of calcium act as the “molecular currency”, 

while others point at ATP. However, novel research describes the lack of mechanically induced calcium 

signals in the cilia, thus contradicting previous findings. These incongruences on present data are partly a 

result of the technical difficulties to establish direct measurements from the fine structure of primary cilia: 

their diameter is below the resolution limit of optical microscopy, which accounts as an extra difficulty when 

attempting to record responses directly from these organelles. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

84 

 

Figure 4. First ever spatially resolved recordings in primary cilia and mechanical differences. A) two 

topographical images of primary cilia; yellow colour relates to the scalebar for highness. Right shows ion 

current vs. voltage (IV) curve: different slopes indicate different population of channels between the tip (red) 

and the base (blue). B) Diagram showing examples of electrophysiological recordings before (baseline 

conditions) and after nanopipette displacement. Note the increase of channel response following nanopipette’s 

movement. 

 

As a milestone in the field, Dr David E. Clapham’s group, from Harvard University, performed what could be 

considered as the last frontier on primary cilia’s research: the first-ever direct electrophysiological recordings 

(a measure of the electrical activity) from primary cilia (see figure 2.B). In their experiments, they 

successfully recorded directly from the tip of cilia either attached or detached from the cell and observed 
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striking differences in the population of receptors. Although extremely interesting and challenging, their 

research presented few limitations: suction was needed to place the cilia in the recording apparatus (the 

pipette) and they could not specify the recording location within the cilia. 

Finally, with the research that I am presenting here 1, we managed to move one step forward by directly 

recording from different ciliary portions within kidney epithelial cells. To do so, we combined Scanning Ion 

Conductance Microscopy (SICM) with electrophysiology, which is referred as smart-patch clamping. SICM 

is a type of microscopy that uses a glass pipette as a probe to scan the surface of different substrates, including 

living cells (see figure 3.A). With the hopping variant of this method we obtained topographical images of 

primary cilia at a nanoscale resolution (see figure 3.B and 3.C). Once a cilium was identified, same probe was 

used to perform electrophysiological recordings by simply positioning the pipette at a location selected on the 

topographical image (see figure 3.D). Using this technology, we successfully obtained recordings from the 

base and the tip of cilia where we observed a differential distribution of receptors (see figure 4.A). 

Furthermore, we used this setup to do an initial characterization of mechano-sensitivity at these specific 

locations along the cilium: once a recording was established, we used precisely controlled displacement of the 

pipette, which then also dragged the patch of membrane attached to it, to assess differences in activity. 

Strikingly, we observe that there was a massive increase in activity induced by the displacement near the base 

of cilia, while the tip responded differently (see figure 4.B). 

Taking all together, our experiments are the first to show local variations in the sensitivity to mechanical 

alterations in kidney epithelial cells by combining SICM with electrophysiology. They also show that the base 

of primary cilia seems to play a key role to transduce mechanical stimulations to the core of the cell. Going 

back to the analogy of the kite: our research points at the base of the threat, the place where the kite connects 

with the ground, as the key portion in which mechanical alterations are translated into meaningful signals of 

the movements happening in the sky. In there, the anchorage of this threat to the ground seems to generate a 

maximal tension, strong enough to even detect the smaller alterations happening higher up. 

Moving forward, this setup could be combined with genetic strategies or with the use of specific drugs to fully 

characterise the channels responsible for mechanotransduction in this cell type as well as in many others. The 

significance of this study opens a new window in primary cilia’s research that could not have been assessed 

with conventional recording techniques and highlights the importance of new analytical strategies and the 

need to work in multidisciplinary teams if we aim to gain a full meaning of the biological world. 
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What You Need to Be Warm: Neil Gaiman Reads His Humanistic Poem for Refugees, Composed from 

a Thousand Definitions of Warmth from Around the World 

“Sometimes it only takes a stranger, in a dark place, to hold out a badly-knitted scarf, to offer a kind word, to 

say we have the right to be here, to make us warm in the coldest season.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“There is a huge abyss within every mind. When we belong, we have an outside mooring to prevent us from 

falling into ourselves,” the late, great Irish poet and philosopher John O’Donohue wrote as he 

channeled ancient Celtic wisdom on belonging. But given this mooring is already difficult enough a triumph 

in the privacy of each personhood, given the abyss already gapes fathomless enough in each inner world, what 

happens when the outside world — a world in which, as Toni Morrison poignantly put it, “walls and weapons 

feature as prominently now as they once did in medieval times” — begins to politicize and barricade 

belonging? 

 

A century and a half after Walt Whitman wrote, in the middle of a civil war, that “every atom belonging to me 

as good belongs to you,” Neil Gaiman takes up the question of our shared belonging in a project of 

uncommon originality. 

As an ambassador for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, he has been lending his voice to 

the catastrophe of inhumanity we call a “refugee crisis” since its dark dawn. One of the most beloved 

storytellers of our time, in recent years he has been turning his talents increasingly toward poetry. In 2019, as 

the cold season drew near and UNHCR launched its winter emergency appeal to help Syrian refugee families 

survive their eighth below-freezing winter away from home, he invited his sizable Twitter following to share 

memories and meanings of warmth. Fully aware of the general mediocrity of crowdsourced art, he 

approached the challenge with an artist’s soaring ability to see the larger pattern tessellated from the 

constituent parts. Out of the nearly one thousand responses from around the world, out of their cumulative 

25,000 words, out of the cabinet of commonplaces — boiling kettles, burning stoves, grandmother-knitted 

scarves — he wrests something entirely original and beautiful and alive: the sensitive insight that memories of 

warmth spring not from a quantity of temperature but from a contrast in quality of feeling against the cold — 

a contrast most memorably kindled by the small kindnesses that make us human. 

With his customary generosity of spirit, Neil kindly obliged my request to record himself reading for Brain 

Pickings the resulting free-verse poem, which stands as a testament to Ada Lovelace’s insistence that the 

hallmark of creativity is the ability to compose something cohesive, original, and symphonic out of disjoined, 

seemingly dissonant parts. 

WHAT YOU NEED TO BE WARM 

by Neil Gaiman 

A baked potato of a winter’s night to wrap your hands around or burn your mouth. 

A blanket knitted by your mother’s cunning fingers. Or your grandmother’s. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/11/eternal-echoes-john-odonohue-belonging/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/toni-mirrison-borders-home/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/toni-mirrison-borders-home/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/19/lia-halloran-walt-whitman-universe-in-verse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/19/lia-halloran-walt-whitman-universe-in-verse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/25/the-mushroom-hunters-animation-neil-gaiman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-eddington/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/07/after-silence-neil-gaiman-rachel-carson/
https://www.unhcr.org/belowzero/
http://twitter.com/neilhimself
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/10/ada-lovelace-imagination/
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A smile, a touch, trust, as you walk in from the snow 

or return to it, the tips of your ears pricked pink and frozen. 

The tink tink tink of iron radiators waking in an old house. 

To surface from dreams in a bed, burrowed beneath blankets and comforters, 

the change of state from cold to warm is all that matters, and you think 

just one more minute snuggled here before you face the chill. Just one. 

Places we slept as children: they warm us in the memory. 

We travel to an inside from the outside. To the orange flames of the fireplace 

or the wood burning in the stove. Breath-ice on the inside of windows, 

to be scratched off with a fingernail, melted with a whole hand. 

Frost on the ground that stays in the shadows, waiting for us. 

Wear a scarf. Wear a coat. Wear a sweater. Wear socks. Wear thick gloves. 

An infant as she sleeps between us. A tumble of dogs, 

a kindle of cats and kittens. Come inside. You’re safe now. 

A kettle boiling at the stove. Your family or friends are there. They smile. 

Cocoa or chocolate, tea or coffee, soup or toddy, what you know you need. 

A heat exchange, they give it to you, you take the mug 

and start to thaw. While outside, for some of us, the journey began 

as we walked away from our grandparents’ houses 

away from the places we knew as children: changes of state and state and state, 

to stumble across a stony desert, or to brave the deep waters, 

while food and friends, home, a bed, even a blanket become just memories. 

Sometimes it only takes a stranger, in a dark place, 

to hold out a badly-knitted scarf, to offer a kind word, to say 

we have the right to be here, to make us warm in the coldest season. 

You have the right to be here. 

Complement with Borderless Lullabies — a gorgeous compilation of music and spoken word, benefiting the 

legal defense of refugee children — and Over the Rooftops, Under the Moon — a lyrical illustrated 

meditation on otherness and belonging — then revisit Gaiman’s wondrous poetic tributes to the woman who 

catalyzed the environmental movement, the queer young astronomer who catapulted Einstein into celebrity, 

and the ancient, unheralded history of women as the original scientists. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/01/08/what-you-need-to-be-warm-neil-

gaiman/?mc_cid=0c6d63fe26&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 
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https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-eddington/
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Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

90 

One sense less, one more equation 

Author: Marta Bueno Saz received her BSc and MSc in Physics and her BA in Pedagogy from the University 

of Salamanca. Her research is currently focused on neuroscience. She became fully blind soon after 

completing her degrees. 

Photo: Roman Mager / Unsplash 

The cerebral cortex is a limited resource. Evolution has employed some impressive tricks to increase the 

amount of cortex available, such as folding it, therefore getting more surface in the same volume, or putting 

different things in the left and right hemisphere instead of duplicating them, thus enlarging its capacity to 

accommodate specific functions such as talking, reading or doing arithmetic operations or geometric 

rotations. 

Now, let’s think of a blind person, what happens with the visual cortex? The answer is that a portion of its 

neural network is recruited for math. Brain plasticity is amazing and when a cortical region doesn’t do its 

duty, instead of getting relegated, is reused for other tasks, often very different to the original ones. This fact 

has been brought out in the investigation carried out by the team of Marina Bendy 1. The goal of her research 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/30/one-sense-less-one-more-equation/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6452-1
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is to check if the numerical processing, which activates frontal and parietal lobes, is conditioned by the visual 

experience. It is well known that these two regions, as well as the intraparietal sulcus, are involved in the 

resolution of mathematical tasks. However, little was known about how the visual experience was 

determining the mathematical thinking. 

We could theorize that for many math-related processes, sight has a crucial importance, e.g. equation solving, 

imagining numbers with is characteristic script –those Arabic signs–, operate with them, reading the statement 

of a problem, representing points in a Cartesian axis or even dare to attack higher mathematical issues. All of 

them seem to be very visual questions, but they are not, sight is not a sense that determines mathematical 

reasoning. 

In this research an experiment with both people with congenital blindness and people without visual problems 

was performed. The sighted subjects were put a blindfold so that they were on equal circumstances. The 

activity consisted in the resolution of equations, orally asked, with different difficulty levels. It was observed 

with neuroimaging methods that the brain areas sensitive to these numerical tests were the same in both 

groups, frontal and parietal cortex and intraparietal sulcus. Therefore, mathematical thinking is not affected by 

visual experience. This conclusion would have justified an article by itself, but it was not the only novel 

finding in the research. The big surprise was that in blind people –but not in the control group– the visual 

cortex was activated during the “blindfolded” equation solving. 

This unexpected conclusion, the activation of a portion of the visual neural network in blind people to address 

mathematical tasks, leads us to reflect about the character of the information input channel. Taking into 

account the abstract nature of mathematics it is easy to assume that a direct perception of what we want to 

know is not relevant, that is, in order to appreciate the details in a picasso it would be mandatory to see it, and 

to perceive all the information associated to the concept “apple” it would be appropriate to see it, smell it, 

touch it and even taste it. Hence, whatever sense we use to give entrance to the mathematical information, this 

doesn’t determine its subsequent processing. Sight can be used but hearing and touch (as in braille) are also 

valid. It’s true that the sensory modality implies differences. For instance, many objects –one hundred or 

more– can be simultaneously perceived through sight in one second, while the number of objects you can 

sense by hearing or touch is limited to ten or less in the same amount of time. A larger quantity of data can be 

processed by training the hearing ability, but this requires a sequential presentation. Still, the brain regions 

involved in mathematics are the same, regardless of the sensory modality giving access to the information. 

Furthermore, some people believe blind people can have an outstanding competence in several fields of 

mathematics, such as geometry. The spatial ability of a sighted person is based on the brain analysis of a two-

dimensional image, the projection of a three-dimensional world in the retina, while the spatial ability of a 

blind person is based on the brain analysis of the information acquired through other senses, such as touch and 

hearing. In both cases the brain creates flexible methods of spatial representations based in the information. 

Alexei Sossinsky 2 writes “At first, the blind person who regains his sight does not distinguish a square from 

a circle: he sees only their topological equivalence. In contrast, he immediately sees that the torus is not a 

sphere”. Sossinsky points out that sighted people make mistakes due to that confusing and inadequate two-

dimensional projection on the retina, while a blind person has a non-deformed, three-dimensional intuition of 

the space. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/12/30/one-sense-less-one-more-equation/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6452-2
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Back to the visual cortex neuron recruitment for mathematical aspects in blind people, will this connective 

enlargement imply any advantage? There’s no evidence of that, but it has been observed that the more 

complex the mathematical task is, the greater activity is shown by this region of cortical expansion. 

It was already known that in blind people, part of this visual cortex is intended to answer to auditory and 

tactile stimuli, but the scope of the functional reorganization remains subject to study. In one hand, some 

examples of the plasticity in the visual cortex retain aspects of the original visual functions. For instance, the 

cortex region activated when a sighted person sees a moving object closely matches the response in blind 

people when a sound-emitting device is moving. Equally, the same neural network is activated when a person 

search something with his sight and when a blind person tries to locate a specific sound 3. On the other hand, 

the visual cortex in the blind population participates in high-level language tasks such as word remembrance 

and statement understanding 4. It was also found that this visual cortex responses to language coexist with the 

numerical response. Therefore, the results obtained by Bendy and her team suggest that the previously 

observed language-oriented plasticity is a part of a larger pattern that recruits part of the visual system in blind 

people to perform both language and mathematics superior cognitive tasks. The same goes for touch, since 

Cohen et al. 5 observed that these visual cortex areas showed synaptic activity when blind people read braille, 

but not when sighted people did it. The same brain areas involved in tactile discrimination were activated in 

both groups, but the visual cortex is also activated in the blind population; that is, sighted people actually only 

touch braille, but blind people also sees it. There’s a series of vacant neural processors, and they get recycled 

to solve complex tasks. 

It is very tempting to assign a “pluripotent” role to the visual cortex in blind people and acknowledge it an 

extra processing function, but no research has shown rigorously this sort of superpowers. However, brain 

plasticity is highlighted again. We can learn during all our lifetime and the neural connectivity looks for 

unexpected paths to do it. 

From outside the world of mathematics, there exists the common place that the notation of this discipline is 

very technical, and it is thought that this could create an insurmountable barrier for blind people. The truth is, 

that this forest of graphs, symbols, matrices and other thicket is a more accessible terrain, in some respects, to 

blind people. One reason is that in mathematics you read less because this writing is more compact. As 

Norberto Salinas, another blind mathematician, says “in math, you read a couple of pages and you have a lot 

of food for your brain”, Also, blind people often have a trained, useful imagination that can be applied to 

many tasks, including the mathematical ones. 

Finally, the idea is to emphasize the concept of neurodiversity and its derivatives. In this text we have seen 

that the lack of a sense restructures the neural connectivity. In other cases, brains would be different and 

would develop other pieces in order to solve the puzzle. To respect and value neurodiversity is the essence of 

the inclusion. 
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As the SARS-CoV-2 virus continues its global spread and the number of diagnosed COVID-19 cases 

continues to increase, anxiety related to the outbreak is on the rise too. 

As a psychologist, I am seeing this in my practice already. Although feeling anxiety in response to a threat is 

a normal human reaction, sustained high anxiety can undermine constructive responses to the crisis. People 

who already suffer from anxiety and related disorders are especially likely to have a hard time during the 

coronavirus crisis. 

The following suggestions, based on psychological science, can help you deal with coronavirus anxiety. 

1. Practice tolerating uncertainty 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/jelena-kecmanovic-472294
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=jlev7ekAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
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Intolerance of uncertainty, which has been increasing in the U.S., makes people vulnerable to anxiety. A study 

during the 2009 H1N1 pandemic showed that people who had a harder time accepting the uncertainty of the 

situation were more likely to experience elevated anxiety. 

The solution is to learn to gradually face uncertainty in daily life by easing back on certainty-seeking 

behaviors. 

Start small: Don’t text your friend immediately the next time you need an answer to a question. Go on a hike 

without checking the weather beforehand. As you build your tolerance-of-uncertainty muscle, you can work 

to reduce the number of times a day you consult the internet for updates on the outbreak. 

 

Limit your daily digital intake. GaudiLab/Shutterstock.com 

2. Tackle the anxiety paradox 

Anxiety rises proportionally to how much one tries to get rid of it. Or as Carl Jung put it, “What you resist 

persists.” 

https://doi.org/10.1080/16506073.2018.1476580
https://doi.org/10.1586/ern.12.82
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjhp.12058
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjhp.12058
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https://www.shutterstock.com/image/268450487
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.beth.2014.07.001
https://www.routledge.com/C-G-Jung-The-Basics/Williams/p/book/9781138195448
https://www.routledge.com/C-G-Jung-The-Basics/Williams/p/book/9781138195448
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Struggling against anxiety can take many forms. People might try to distract themselves by drinking, eating or 

watching Netflix more than usual. They might repeatedly seek reassurance from friends, family or health 

experts. Or they might obsessively check news streams, hoping to calm their fears. Although these behaviors 

can help momentarily, they can make anxiety worse in the long run. Avoiding the experience of anxiety 

almost always backfires. 

Instead, allow your anxious thoughts, feelings and physical sensations to wash over you, accepting anxiety as 

an integral part of human experience. When waves of coronavirus anxiety show up, notice and describe the 

experience to yourself or others without judgment. Resist the urge to escape or calm your fears by obsessively 

reading virus updates. Paradoxically, facing anxiety in the moment will lead to less anxiety over time. 

3. Transcend existential anxiety 

Health threats trigger the fear that underlies all fears: fear of death. When faced with reminders of one’s own 

mortality, people might become consumed with health anxiety and hyperfocused on any signs of illness. 

Try connecting to your life’s purpose and sources of meaning, be it spirituality, relationships, or pursuit of a 

cause. Embark on something important that you’ve been putting off for years and take responsibility for how 

you live your life. Focusing on or discovering the “why” of life can go a long way in helping you deal with 

unavoidable anxiety. 

You are stronger than you think you are. fizkes/Shutterstock.com 

4. Don’t underestimate human resiliency 

Many people fear how they will manage if the virus shows up in town, at work or at school. They worry how 

they would cope with a quarantine, a daycare closure or a lost paycheck. Human minds are good at predicting 

the worst. 

But research shows that people tend to overestimate how badly they’ll be affected by negative events 

and underestimate how well they’ll cope with and adjust to difficult situations. 

Be mindful that you are more resilient than you think. It can help attenuate your anxiety. 

5. Don’t get sucked into overestimating the threat 

Coronavirus can be dangerous, with an estimated 1.4% to 2.3% death rate. So everyone should be serious 

about taking all the reasonable precautions against infection. 

But people also should realize that humans tend to exaggerate the danger of unfamiliar threats compared to 

ones they already know, like seasonal flu or car accidents. Constant incendiary media coverage contributes to 

the sense of danger, which leads to heightened fear and further escalation of perceived danger. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2850.2010.01213.x
https://www.newharbinger.com/mindfulness-based-stress-reduction-workbook-second-edition
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To reduce anxiety, I recommend limiting your exposure to coronavirus news to no more than 30 minutes per 

day. And remember that we become more anxious when faced with situations that have no clear precedent. 

Anxiety, in turn, makes everything seem more dire. 

 

 

6. Strengthen self-care 

During these anxiety-provoking times, it’s important to remember the tried-and-true anxiety prevention and 

reduction strategies. Get adequate sleep, exercise regularly, practice mindfulness, spend time in 

nature and employ relaxation techniques when stressed. 

Prioritizing these behaviors during the coronavirus crisis can go a long way toward increasing your 

psychological well being and bolstering your immune system. 

7. Seek professional help if you need it 
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People who are vulnerable to anxiety and related disorders might find the coronavirus epidemic particularly 

overwhelming. Consequently, they might experience anxiety symptoms that interfere with work, maintaining 

close relationships, socializing or taking care of themselves and others. 

If this applies to you, please get professional help from your doctor or a mental health professional. Cognitive 

behavioral therapy and certain medications can successfully treat anxiety problems. 

Although you might feel helpless during this stressful time, following these strategies can help keep anxiety 

from becoming a problem in its own right and enable you to make it through the epidemic more effectively. 
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https://theconversation.com/7-science-based-strategies-to-cope-with-coronavirus-anxiety-133207?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%2010%202020%20-%201557914888&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%2010%202020%20-%201557914888+Version+A+CID_31f397ff3707dc991bac2cf6409c6536&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=7%20science-based%20strategies%20to%20cope%20with%20coronavirus%20anxiety
https://theconversation.com/7-science-based-strategies-to-cope-with-coronavirus-anxiety-133207?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%2010%202020%20-%201557914888&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%2010%202020%20-%201557914888+Version+A+CID_31f397ff3707dc991bac2cf6409c6536&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=7%20science-based%20strategies%20to%20cope%20with%20coronavirus%20anxiety
https://theconversation.com/7-science-based-strategies-to-cope-with-coronavirus-anxiety-133207?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%2010%202020%20-%201557914888&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%2010%202020%20-%201557914888+Version+A+CID_31f397ff3707dc991bac2cf6409c6536&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=7%20science-based%20strategies%20to%20cope%20with%20coronavirus%20anxiety
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Kahlil Gibran on Befriending Time 

“The timeless in you is aware of life’s timelessness, and knows… that that which sings and contemplates in 

you is still dwelling within the bounds of that first moment which scattered the stars into space.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

I have been thinking about time lately, as I watch the seasons turn and wait for a seemingly endless season of 

the heart to set; I have been thinking about Ursula K. Le Guin’s lovely “Hymn to Time” and its kaleidoscopic 

view of time as stardust scattered in “the radiance of each bright galaxy” and the “eyes beholding radiance,” 

time as a portal that “makes room for going and coming home,” time as a womb in which “begins all ending”; 

I have been thinking about Seneca, who thousands of seasons ago insisted in his Stoic’s key to living with 

presence that “nothing is ours, except time.” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/23/ursula-k-le-guin-hymn-to-time-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/17/seneca-letter-1-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/17/seneca-letter-1-time/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
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And yet there is something odd about this notion of time as property. We are asked to give things time; we 

speak of taking time — time off of something, time toward something. But how do we give or take this fine-

grained sand that slips through the fingers the moment we try to cup it? Perhaps time is not so much the 

substance in the hand as the substance of the hand; perhaps Borges was right in his sublime refutation of time: 

“Time is a river which sweeps me along, but I am the river; it is a tiger which destroys me, but I am the tiger; 

it is a fire which consumes me, but I am the fire.” 

How, then, do we befriend the thing that both destroys us and is us? 

That is what poet, painter, and philosopher Kahlil Gibran (January 6, 1883–April 10, 1931) explores with 

great subtlety of sentiment in a passage from his timelessly rewarding 1923 classic The Prophet (public 

library), which also gave us his abiding wisdom on the building blocks of true friendship, the courage to 

weather the uncertainties of love, and what may be the finest advice ever offered on parenting and on the 

balance of intimacy and independence in a healthy relationship. 

Kahlil Gibran, self-portrait 

When an astronomer beckons Gibran’s protagonist to speak of time, the Prophet responds: 

You would measure time the measureless and the immeasurable. 

You would adjust your conduct and even direct the course of your spirit according to hours and seasons. 

Of time you would make a stream upon whose bank you would sit and watch its flowing. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/19/a-new-refutation-of-time-borges/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/prophet/oclc/1744006&referer=brief_results
http://www.worldcat.org/title/prophet/oclc/1744006&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/20/kahlil-gibran-prophet-friendship/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/13/kahlil-gibran-prophet-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/13/kahlil-gibran-prophet-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/09/on-children-kahlil-gibran/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/27/kahlil-gibran-the-prophet-love-marriage/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/27/kahlil-gibran-the-prophet-love-marriage/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394404289/braipick-20
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Yet the timeless in you is aware of life’s timelessness, 

And knows that yesterday is but today’s memory and tomorrow is today’s dream. 

And that that which sings and contemplates in you is still dwelling within the bounds of that first moment 

which scattered the stars into space. 

 

Art by Lia Halloran from A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader. Available as a print. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-lia-halloran_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-lia-halloran_print?curator=brainpicker
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In a sentiment that calls to mind Patti Smith’s elegant meditation on time, transformation, and the seasons of 

the heart, he adds: 

And is not time even as love is, undivided and paceless? 

But if in your thought you must measure time into seasons, let each season encircle all the other seasons, 

And let today embrace the past with remembrance and the future with longing. 

Complement with Gibran on silence, solitude, and the courage to know yourself, then time travel a century 

ahead with the fascinating contemporary neuropsychology of how time perception modulates our experience 

of self and a touching recording of Neil Gaiman reading Le Guin’s ode to timelessness to his 100-year-old 

cousin. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/01/05/kahlil-gibran-prophet-

time/?mc_cid=0c6d63fe26&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/19/patti-smith-m-train-loss-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/10/19/patti-smith-m-train-loss-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/21/kahlil-gibran-prophet-talking/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/19/altered-states-of-consciousness-marc-wittmann/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/19/altered-states-of-consciousness-marc-wittmann/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/08/neil-gaiman-reads-ursula-k-le-guin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/01/05/kahlil-gibran-prophet-time/?mc_cid=0c6d63fe26&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/01/05/kahlil-gibran-prophet-time/?mc_cid=0c6d63fe26&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The True Costs of Managing Pandemics 

The fear of the next global virus isn’t just media indulging in catastrophizing; it’s a collective concern for 

global economic and political health. 

 

A 100 dollar banknote with medical mask 

Getty 

By: Farah Mohammed 

  

Pandemics terrify people. You see this fear reflected in the steady stream of fictional books, movies, and 

games using a mysterious emerging virus that ravages the globe as a catalyst for apocalypse. 

On some level, these fears make sense. The rapid spread of a previously unknown virus has significant global 

implications, not just biological ones, even before it is recognized as a pandemic by the World Health 

Organization (if it ever is). The Wuhan coronavirus, for example, stoked racism and devastated private and 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/farah-mohammed/
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public industries inside and outside of its origin country, at the same time confusing people about the 

difference between an outbreak, an epidemic, and a pandemic. 

The National Academy of Medicine estimated the total annual cost of “pandemic preparedness” at 

somewhere within $ 3 billion to $ 5 billion. 

President Trump’s request to Congress for $2.5 billion to fight the virus before it becomes pandemic drew fire 

as being too low, and for good reason. In a 2016 op-ed published in The Milbank Quarterly, law professor 

Lawrence Gostin reported that the National Academy of Medicine estimated the total annual cost of 

“pandemic preparedness” at somewhere within $3 billion to $5 billion. That is a lot of money to spend every 

year, but it would be dwarfed by the exorbitant cost of an uncontained pandemic. 

But it raises a thorny issue: Given that diseases caused by previously unknown viruses can be caught by 

people anywhere, is it in the best interest of people everywhere to shoulder the significant financial 

responsibility of preventing and managing global pandemics? 

In the British Medical Journal, tropical medicine and global health scholar Allen Ross reminds us of recent 

pandemics, which seem to be happening more frequently: “severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in 

2003, influenza A H5N1 (bird flu) in 2007, H1N1 (swine flu) in 2009, Middle East respiratory syndrome 

(MERS) in 2012, and Ebola virus in 2014.” 

“The direct financial cost of the Ebola pandemic was estimated to be close to $6bn (£3.9bn; €5.6bn), with 

global economic losses exceeding $15bn,” Ross writes. 

Ross also points out that the places worst hit are the places that don’t have the resources to back the costly and 

labor-intensive efforts needed to contain an unknown disease. He argues that there is not only a moral, but an 

economic imperative for rich countries to help poorer countries. 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

But that is a difficult sell. Lacking political will, organizational bodies have had to find ways to encourage 

investment and coverage. For example, finance writer Matt Levine, at Bloomberg, highlighted the World 

Bank’s attempt at encouraging public-private partnership by issuing “pandemic bonds”: catastrophe bonds 

“linked to a global pandemic. If there’s a pandemic, the World Bank will fund relief efforts, which will cost 

money, but also it will get to keep the principal of the pandemic bonds; the bondholders share the (financial) 

risk of the pandemic.” 

Yet what effort there is may not be enough. The case of Ebola is instructive. As Gostin observed in 2016, 

fickle political attention and resolve was moving away from larger questions about pandemics. “Global health 

advocates cannot allow that to happen because Ebola may well prove to be the defining event of a generation. 

And in the next contagious crisis, we will not be so fortunate if a novel influenza or corona virus spins out of 

control, and, unlike Ebola, it cannot be contained.”                                                                             

https://daily.jstor.org/the-true-costs-of-managing-

pandemics/?utm_term=The%20True%20Costs%20of%20Managing%20Pandemics&utm_campaign=jstordail

y_03052020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/pandemic-meaning-coronavirus/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/pandemic-meaning-coronavirus/
https://daily.jstor.org/the-true-costs-of-managing-pandemics/?utm_term=The%20True%20Costs%20of%20Managing%20Pandemics&utm_campaign=jstordaily_03052020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/the-true-costs-of-managing-pandemics/?utm_term=The%20True%20Costs%20of%20Managing%20Pandemics&utm_campaign=jstordaily_03052020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24869152?mag=?mag=the-true-costs-of-managing-pandemics
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26524614?mag=?mag=the-true-costs-of-managing-pandemics
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-02-19/the-fintechs-are-banks-now
https://daily.jstor.org/the-true-costs-of-managing-pandemics/?utm_term=The%20True%20Costs%20of%20Managing%20Pandemics&utm_campaign=jstordaily_03052020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/the-true-costs-of-managing-pandemics/?utm_term=The%20True%20Costs%20of%20Managing%20Pandemics&utm_campaign=jstordaily_03052020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/the-true-costs-of-managing-pandemics/?utm_term=The%20True%20Costs%20of%20Managing%20Pandemics&utm_campaign=jstordaily_03052020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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The Willow Walk 

by Sinclair Lewis 

The Willow Walk was featured in The Best Short Stories of 1918. "It has been asserted that when Jasper Holt 

acted a role he veritably lived it. No one can ever determine how great an actor was lost in the smug bank 

teller." 

 

 

I 

From the drawer of his table desk Jasper Holt took a pane of window glass. He laid a sheet of paper on the 

glass and wrote, “Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of the party.” He studied his round 

business-college script, and rewrote the sentence in a small finicky hand, that of a studious old man. Ten 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sinclair-lewis
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times he copied the words in that false pinched writing. He tore up the paper, burned the fragments in his 

large ash tray and washed the delicate ashes down his stationary washbowl. He replaced the pane of glass in 

the drawer, tapping it with satisfaction. A glass underlay does not retain an impression. 

Jasper Holt was as nearly respectable as his room, which, with its frilled chairs and pansy-painted pincushion, 

was the best in the aristocratic boarding house of Mrs. Lyons. He was a wiry, slightly bald, black-haired man 

of thirty-eight, wearing an easy gray flannel suit and a white carnation. His hands were peculiarly compact 

and nimble. He gave the appearance of being a youngish lawyer or bond salesman. Actually he was senior 

paying teller in the Lumber National Bank in the city of Vernon. 

He looked at a thin expensive gold watch. It was six-thirty, on Wednesday—toward dusk of a tranquil spring 

day. He picked up his hooked walking stick and his gray silk gloves and trudged downstairs. He met his 

landlady in the lower hall and inclined his head. She effusively commented on the weather. 

“I shall not be here for dinner,” he said amiably. 

“Very well, Mr. Holt. My, but aren’t you always going out with your swell friends, though! I read in the 

Herald that you were going to be star in another of those society plays at the Community Theater. I guess 

you’d be an actor if you wasn’t a banker, Mr. Holt.” 

“No, I’m afraid I haven’t much temperament.” His voice was cordial, but his smile was a mere mechanical 

sidewise twist of the lip muscles. “You’re the one that’s got the stage presence. Bet you’d be a regular Ethel 

Barrymore if you didn’t have to look out for us.” 

“My, but you’re such a flatterer!” 

He bowed his way out and walked sedately down the street to a public garage. Nodding to the night attendant, 

but saying nothing, he started his roadster and drove out of the garage, away from the center of Vernon, 

toward the suburb of Rosebank. He did not go directly to Rosebank. He went seven blocks out of his way, and 

halted on Fandall Avenue—one of those petty main thoroughfares which, with their motion-picture palaces, 

their groceries, laundries, undertakers’ establishments and lunch rooms, serve as local centers for districts of 

mean residences. He got out of the car and pretended to look at the tires, kicking them to see how much air 

they had. While he did so he covertly looked up and down the street. He saw no one whom he knew. He went 

into the Parthenon Confectionery Store. 

The Parthenon Store makes a specialty of those ingenious candy boxes that resemble bound books. The back 

of the box is of imitation leather, with a stamping simulating the title of a novel. The edges are apparently the 

edges of a number of pages of paper. But these pages are hollowed out, and the inside is to be filled with 

candy. 

Jasper gazed at the collection of book boxes and chose the two whose titles had the nearest approach to 

dignity—Sweets to the Sweet and The Ladies’ Delight. He asked the Greek clerk to fill these with the less 

expensive grade of mixed chocolates, and to wrap them. 
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From the candy shop he went to a drug store that carried an assortment of reprinted novels, and from these 

picked out two of the same sentimental type as the titles on the booklike boxes. These also he had wrapped. 

He strolled out of the drug store, slipped into a lunch room, got a lettuce sandwich, doughnuts and a cup of 

coffee at the greasy marble counter, took them to a chair with a tablet arm in the dim rear of the lunch room 

and hastily devoured them. As he came out and returned to his car he again glanced along the street. 

He fancied that he knew a man who was approaching. He could not be sure. From the breast up the man 

seemed familiar, as did the customers of the bank whom he viewed through the wicket of the teller’s window. 

When he saw them in the street he could never be sure about them. It seemed extraordinary to find that these 

persons, who to him were nothing but faces with attached arms that held out checks and received money, 

could walk about, had legs and a gait and a manner of their own. 

He walked to the curb and stared up at the cornice of one of the stores, puckering his lips, giving an 

impersonation of a man inspecting a building. With the corner of an eye he followed the approaching man. 

The man ducked his head as he neared, and greeted him, “Hello, Brother Teller.” Jasper seemed startled; gave 

the “Oh! Oh, how are you!” of sudden recognition; and mumbled, “Looking after a little bank property.” 

“Always on the job, eh!” 

The man passed on. 

Jasper got into his car and drove back to the street that would take him out to the suburb of Rosebank. As he 

left Fandall Avenue he peered at his watch. It was five minutes of seven. 

At a quarter past seven he passed through the main street of Rosebank, and turned into a lane that was but 

little changed since the time when it had been a country road. A few jerry-built villas of freckled paint did 

shoulder upon it, but for the most part it ran through swamps spotted with willow groves, the spongy ground 

covered with scatterings of dry leaves and bark. Opening on this lane was a dim-rutted grassy private road, 

which disappeared into one of the willow groves. 

Jasper sharply swung his car between the crumbly gate posts and along the bumpy private road. He made an 

abrupt turn, came into sight of an unpainted shed and shot the car into it without cutting down his speed, so 

that he almost hit the back of the shed with his front fenders. He shut off the engine, climbed out quickly and 

ran back toward the gate. From the shield of a bank of alder bushes he peered out. Two chattering women 

were going down the public road. They stared in through the gate and half halted. 

“That’s where that hermit lives,” said one of them. 

“Oh, you mean the one that’s writing a religious book, and never comes out till evening? Some kind of a 

preacher?” 

“Yes, that’s the one. John Holt, I think his name is. I guess he’s kind of crazy. He lives in the old Beaudette 

house. But you can’t see it from here—it’s clear through the block, on the next street.” 
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“I heard he was crazy. But I just saw an automobile go in here.” 

“Oh, that’s his cousin or brother or something—lives in the city. They say he’s rich, and such a nice fellow.” 

The two women ambled on, their chatter blurring with distance. Standing behind the alders Jasper rubbed the 

palm of one hand with the fingers of the other. The palm was dry with nervousness. But he grinned. 

He returned to the shed and entered a brick-paved walk almost a block long, walled and sheltered by 

overhanging willows. Once it had been a pleasant path; carved wooden benches were placed along it, and it 

widened to a court with a rock garden, a fountain and a stone bench. The rock garden had degenerated into a 

riot of creepers sprawling over the sharp stones; the paint had peeled from the fountain, leaving its iron cupids 

and naiads eaten with rust. The bricks of the wall were smeared with lichens and moss and were untidy with 

windrows of dry leaves and cakes of earth. Many of the bricks were broken; the walk was hilly in its 

unevenness. From willows and bricks and scuffled earth rose a damp chill. 

But Jasper did not seem to note the dampness. He hastened along the walk to the house—a structure of heavy 

stone which, for this newish Midwestern land, was very ancient. It had been built by a French fur trader in 

1839. The Chippewas had scalped a man in its very dooryard. The heavy back door was guarded by an 

unexpectedly expensive modern lock. Jasper opened it with a flat key and closed it behind him. It locked on a 

spring. He was in a crude kitchen, the shades of which were drawn. He passed through the kitchen and dining 

room into the living room. Dodging chairs and tables in the darkness as though he was used to them he went 

to each of the three windows of the living room and made sure that all the shades were down before he lighted 

the student’s lamp on the game-legged table. As the glow crept over the drab walls Jasper bobbed his head 

with satisfaction. Nothing had been touched since his last visit. 

The room was musty with the smell of old green rep upholstery and leather books. It had not been dusted for 

months. Dust sheeted the stiff red velvet chairs, the uncomfortable settee, the chill white marble fireplace, the 

immense glass-fronted bookcase that filled one side of the room. 

The atmosphere was unnatural to this capable business man, this Jasper Holt. But Jasper did not seem 

oppressed. He briskly removed the wrappers from the genuine books and from the candy-box imitations of 

books. One of the two wrappers he laid on the table and smoothed out. Upon this he poured the candy from 

the two boxes. The other wrapper and the strings he stuffed into the fireplace and immediately burned. 

Crossing to the bookcase he unlocked one section and placed both the real books and the imitation books on 

the bottom shelf. There was a row of rather cheap-looking novels on this shelf, and of these at least six were 

actually such candy boxes as he had purchased that evening. 

Only one shelf of the bookcase was given over to anything so frivolous as novels. The others were filled with 

black-covered, speckle-leaved, dismal books of history, theology, biography—the shabby-genteel sort of 

books you find on the fifteen-cent shelf at a secondhand bookshop. Over these Jasper pored for a moment as 

though he was memorizing their titles. 

He took down “The Life of the Rev. Jeremiah Bodfish” and read aloud: “In those intimate discourses with his 

family that followed evening prayers I once heard Brother Bodfish observe that Philo Judæus—whose 
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scholarly career always calls to my mind the adumbrations of Melanchthon upon the essence of rationalism—

was a mere sophist—” 

Jasper slammed the book shut, remarking contentedly, “That’ll do. Philo Judæus—good name to spring.” 

He relocked the bookcase and went upstairs. In a small bedroom at the right of the upper hall an electric light 

was burning. Presumably the house had been deserted till Jasper’s entrance, but a prowler in the yard might 

have judged from this ever-burning light that some one was in residence. The bedroom was Spartan—an iron 

bed, one straight chair, a washstand, a heavy oak bureau. Jasper scrambled to unlock the lowest drawer of the 

bureau, yank it open, take out a wrinkled shiny suit of black, a pair of black shoes, a small black bow tie, a 

Gladstone collar, a white shirt with starched bosom, a speckly brown felt hat and a wig—an expensive and 

excellent wig with artfully unkempt hair of a faded brown. 

He stripped off his attractive flannel suit, wing collar, blue tie, custom-made silk shirt and cordovan shoes, 

and speedily put on the wig and those gloomy garments. As he donned them the corners of his mouth began to 

droop. Leaving the light on and his own clothes flung on the bed he descended the stairs. He was obviously 

not the same man who had ascended them. As to features he was like Jasper, but by nature he was evidently 

less healthy, less practical, less agreeable, and decidedly more aware of the sorrow and long thoughts of the 

dreamer. Indeed it must be understood that now he was not Jasper Holt, but Jasper’s twin brother, John Holt, 

hermit and religious fanatic. 

II 

John Holt, twin brother of Jasper Holt, the bank teller, rubbed his eyes as though he had for hours been 

absorbed in study, and crawled through the living room, through the tiny hall, to the front door. He opened it, 

picked up a couple of circulars that the postman had dropped through the letter slot in the door, went out and 

locked the door behind him. He was facing a narrow front yard, neater than the willow walk at the back, on a 

suburban street more populous than the straggly back lane. 

A street arc illuminated the yard and showed that a card was tacked on the door. John touched the card, 

snapped it with the nail of his little finger, to make certain that it was securely tacked. In that light he could 

not read it, but he knew that it was inscribed in a small finicky hand: “Agents kindly do not disturb, bell will 

not be answered, occupant of house engaged in literary work.” 

John stood on the doorstep till he made out his neighbor on the right—a large stolid commuter, who was 

walking before his house smoking an after-dinner cigar. John poked to the fence and sniffed at a spray of lilac 

blossoms till the neighbor called over, “Nice evening.” 

“Yes, it seems to be very pleasant.” 

John’s voice was like Jasper’s; but it was more guttural, and his speech had less assurance. 

“How’s the book going?” 
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“It is—it is very—very difficult. So hard to comprehend all the inner meanings of the prophecies. Well, I 

must be hastening to Soul Hope Hall. I trust we shall see you there some Wednesday or Sunday evening. I bid 

you good-night, sir.” 

John wavered down the street to a drug store. He purchased a bottle of ink. In a grocery that kept open 

evenings he got two pounds of corn meal, two pounds of flour, a pound of bacon, a half pound of butter, six 

eggs and a can of condensed milk. 

“Shall we deliver them?” asked the clerk. 

John looked at him sharply. He realized that this was a new man, who did not know his customs. He said 

rebukingly: “No, I always carry my parcels. I am writing a book. I am never to be disturbed.” 

He paid for the provisions out of a postal money order for thirty-five dollars, and received the change. The 

cashier of the store was accustomed to cashing these money orders, which were always sent to John from 

South Vernon, by one R. J. Smith. John took the bundle of food and walked out of the store. 

“That fellow’s kind of a nut, isn’t he?” asked the new clerk. 

The cashier explained: “Yep. Doesn’t even take fresh milk—uses condensed for everything! What do you 

think of that! And they say he burns up all his garbage—never has anything in the ash can except ashes. If 

you knock at his door he never answers it, fellow told me. All the time writing this book of his. Religious 

crank, I guess. Has a little income though—guess his folks were pretty well fixed. Comes out once in a while 

in the evening and pokes round town. We used to laugh about him, but we’ve kind of got used to him. Been 

here about a year, I guess it is.” 

John was serenely passing down the main street of Rosebank. At the dingier end of it he turned in at a hallway 

marked by a lighted sign announcing in crude house-painter’s letters: “Soul Hope Fraternity Hall. Experience 

Meeting. All Welcome.” 

It was eight o’clock. The members of the Soul Hope cult had gathered in their hall above a bakery. Theirs was 

a tiny, tight-minded sect. They asserted that they alone obeyed the scriptural tenets; that they alone were 

certain to be saved; that all other denominations were damned by unapostolic luxury; that it was wicked to 

have organs or ministers or any meeting places save plain halls. The members themselves conducted the 

meetings, one after another rising to give an interpretation of the scriptures or to rejoice in gathering with the 

faithful, while the others commented “Hallelujah!” and “Amen, brother, amen!” They were a plainly dressed, 

not overfed, rather elderly and rather happy congregation. The most honored of them all was John Holt. 

John had come to Rosebank only six months before. He had bought the Beaudette house, with the library of 

the recent occupant, a retired clergyman, and had paid for them in new one-hundred-dollar bills. Already he 

had gained great credit in the Soul Hope cult. It appeared that he spent almost all his time at home, praying, 

reading and writing a book. The Soul Hope Fraternity were excited about the book. They had begged him to 

read it to them. So far he had read only a few pages, consisting mostly of quotations from ancient treatises on 

the prophecies. Nearly every Sunday and Wednesday evening he appeared at the meeting and in a halting but 

scholarly way lectured on the world and the flesh. 
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To-night he spoke polysyllabically of the fact that one Philo Judæus had been a mere sophist. The cult were 

none too clear as to what either a Philo Judæus or a sophist might be, but with heads all nodding in a row, 

they murmured: “You’re right, brother! Hallelujah!” 

John glided into a sad earnest discourse on his worldly brother Jasper, and informed them of his struggles 

with Jasper’s itch for money. By his request the fraternity prayed for Jasper. 

The meeting was over at nine. John shook hands all round with the elders of the congregation, sighing: “Fine 

meeting to-night, wasn’t it? Such a free outpouring of the Spirit!” He welcomed a new member, a servant girl 

just come from Seattle. Carrying his groceries and the bottle of ink he poked down the stairs from the hall at 

seven minutes after nine. 

At sixteen minutes after nine John was stripping off his brown wig and the funereal clothes in his bedroom. 

At twenty-eight after, John Holt had again become Jasper Holt, the capable teller of the Lumber National 

Bank. 

Jasper Holt left the light burning in his brother’s bedroom. He rushed downstairs, tried the fastening of the 

front door, bolted it, made sure that all the windows were fastened, picked up the bundle of groceries and the 

pile of candies that he had removed from the booklike candy boxes, blew out the light in the living room and 

ran down the willow walk to his car. He threw the groceries and candy into it, backed the car out as though he 

was accustomed to backing in this bough-scattered yard, and drove off along the lonely road at the rear. 

When he was passing a swamp he reached down, picked up the bundle of candies, and steering with one hand 

removed the wrapping paper with the other hand and hurled out the candies. They showered among the weeds 

beside the road. The paper which had contained the candies, and upon which was printed the name of the 

Parthenon Confectionery Store, Jasper tucked into his pocket. He took the groceries item by item from the 

labeled bag containing them, thrust that bag also into his pocket, and laid the groceries on the seat beside him. 

On the way from Rosebank to the center of the city of Vernon he again turned off the main avenue, and halted 

at a goat-infested shack occupied by a crippled Norwegian. He sounded the horn. The Norwegian’s grandson 

ran out. 

“Here’s a little more grub for you,” bawled Jasper. 

“God bless you, sir. I don’t know what we’d do if it wasn’t for you!” cried the old Norwegian from the door. 

But Jasper did not wait for gratitude. He merely shouted: “Bring you some more in a couple days,” as he 

started away. 

At a quarter past ten he drove up to the hall that housed the latest interest of Vernon society—the Community 

Theater. The Boulevard Set, the “best people in town,” belonged to the Community Theater Association, and 

the leader of it was the daughter of the general manager of the railroad. As a well-bred bachelor Jasper Holt 

was welcome among them, despite the fact that no one knew much about him except that he was a good bank 

teller and had been born in England. But as an actor he was not merely welcome: he was the best amateur 

actor in Vernon. His placid face could narrow with tragic emotion or puff out with comedy; his placid manner 
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concealed a dynamo of emotion. Unlike most amateur actors he did not try to act—he became the thing itself. 

He forgot Jasper Holt, and turned into a vagrant or a judge, a Bernard Shaw thought, a Lord Dunsany symbol, 

a Susan Glaspell radical, a Clyde Fitch man-about-town. 

The other one-act plays of the next program of the Community Theater had already been rehearsed. The cast 

of the play in which Jasper was to star were all waiting for him. So were the worried ladies responsible for the 

staging. They wanted his advice about the blue curtain for the stage window, about the baby-spot that was out 

of order, about the higher interpretation of the rôle of the page in the piece—a rôle consisting of only two 

lines, but to be played by one of the most popular girls in the younger set. After the discussions, and a most 

violent quarrel between two members of the play-reading committee, the rehearsal was called. Jasper Holt 

still wore his flannel suit and a wilting carnation; but he was not Jasper; he was the Duc de San Saba, a 

cynical, gracious, gorgeous old man, easy of gesture, tranquil of voice, shudderingly evil of desire. 

“If I could get a few more actors like you!” cried the professional coach. 

The rehearsal was over at half past eleven. Jasper drove his car to the public garage in which he kept it, and 

walked home. There, he tore up and burned the wrapping paper bearing the name of the Parthenon 

Confectionery Store and the labeled bag which had contained the groceries. 

The Community Theater plays were given on the following Wednesday. Jasper Holt was highly applauded, 

and at the party at the Lakeside Country Club, after the play, he danced with the prettiest girls in town. He 

hadn’t much to say to them, but he danced fervently, and about him was a halo of artistic success. 

That night his brother John did not appear at the meeting of the Soul Hope Fraternity out in Rosebank. 

On Monday, five days later, while he was in conference with the president and the cashier of the Lumber 

National Bank, Jasper complained of a headache. The next day he telephoned to the president that he would 

not come down to work—he would stay home and rest his eyes, sleep and get rid of the persistent headache. 

That was unfortunate, for that very day his twin brother John made one of his infrequent trips into Vernon and 

called at the bank. 

The president had seen John only once before, and by a coincidence it had happened that on this occasion also 

Jasper had been absent—had been out of town. The president invited John into his private office. 

“Your brother is at home; poor fellow has a bad headache. Hope he gets over it. We think a great deal of him 

here. You ought to be proud of him. Will you have a smoke?” 

As he spoke the president looked John over. Once or twice when Jasper and the president had been out at 

lunch Jasper had spoken of the remarkable resemblance between himself and his twin brother. But the 

president told himself that he didn’t really see much resemblance. The features of the two were alike, but 

John’s expression of chronic spiritual indigestion, his unfriendly manner, and his hair—unkempt and lifeless 

brown, where Jasper’s was sleekly black above a shiny bald spot—made the president dislike John as much as 

he liked Jasper. 
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And now John was replying: “No, I do not smoke. I can’t understand how a man can soil this temple with 

drugs. I suppose I ought to be glad to hear you praise poor Jasper, but I am more concerned with his lack of 

respect for the things of the spirit. He sometimes comes to see me, at Rosebank, and I argue with him, but 

somehow I can’t make him see his errors. And his flippant ways—!” 

“We don’t think he’s flippant. We think he’s a pretty steady worker.” 

“But his play-acting! And reading love stories! Well, I try to keep in mind the injunction ‘Judge not, that ye 

be not judged.’ But I am pained to find my own brother giving up immortal promises for mortal amusements. 

Well, I’ll go and call on him. I trust that some day we shall see you at Soul Hope Hall, in Rosebank. Good 

day, sir.” 

Turning back to his work the president grumbled: “I’m going to tell Jasper that the best compliment I can 

hand him is that he is not like his brother.” 

And on the following day, another Wednesday, when Jasper reappeared at the bank, the president did make 

this jesting comparison; and Jasper sighed: “Oh, John is really a good fellow, but he’s always gone in for 

metaphysics and Oriental mysticism and Lord knows what all, till he’s kind of lost in the fog. But he’s a lot 

better than I am. When I murder my landlady—or say, when I rob the bank, chief—you go get John; and I bet 

you the best lunch in town that he’ll do his best to bring me to justice. That’s how blame square he is!” 

“Square, yes—corners just sticking out! Well, when you do rob us, Jasper, I’ll look up John. But do try to 

keep from robbing us as long as you can. I’d hate to have to associate with a religious detective in a boiled 

shirt!” 

Both men laughed, and Jasper went back to his cage. His head continued to hurt, he admitted. The president 

advised him to lay off for a week. He didn’t want to, he said. With the new munition industries due to the war 

in Europe, there was much increase in factory pay rolls, and Jasper took charge of them. 

“Better take a week off than get ill,” argued the president late that afternoon. 

Jasper did let himself be persuaded to go away for at least a week-end. He would run up north, to Wakamin 

Lake, the coming Friday, he said; he would get some black-bass fishing, and be back on Monday or Tuesday. 

Before he went he would make up the pay rolls for the Saturday payments and turn them over to the other 

teller. The president thanked him for his faithfulness, and as was his not infrequent custom invited Jasper to 

his house for the evening of the next day—Thursday. 

That Wednesday evening Jasper’s brother John appeared at the Soul Hope meeting in Rosebank. When he had 

gone home and had magically turned back into Jasper this Jasper did not return the wig and garments of John 

to the bureau but packed them into a suitcase, took the suitcase to his room in Vernon and locked it in his 

wardrobe. 

Jasper was amiable at dinner at the president’s house on Thursday, but he was rather silent, and as his head 

still throbbed he left the house early—at nine-thirty. Sedately, carrying his gray silk gloves in one hand and 
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pompously swinging his stick with the other, he walked from the president’s house on the fashionable 

boulevard back to the center of Vernon. He entered the public garage in which his car was stored. 

He commented to the night attendant: “Head aches. Guess I’ll take the ’bus out and get some fresh air.” 

He drove away at not more than fifteen miles an hour. He headed south. When he had reached the outskirts of 

the city he speeded up to a consistent twenty-five miles an hour. He settled down in his seat with the 

unmoving steadiness of the long-distance driver: his body quiet except for the tiny subtle movements of his 

foot on the accelerator, of his hands on the steering wheel—his right hand across the wheel, holding it at the 

top, his left elbow resting easily on the cushioned edge of his seat and his left hand merely touching the 

wheel. 

He drove in that southern direction for fifteen miles—almost to the town of Wanagoochie. Then by a rather 

poor side road he turned sharply to the north and west, and making a huge circle about the city drove toward 

the town of St. Clair. The suburb of Rosebank, in which his brother John lived, is also north of Vernon. These 

directions were of some importance to him: Wanagoochie eighteen miles south of the mother city of Vernon; 

Rosebank, on the other hand, north, eight miles north, of Vernon; and St. Clair twenty miles north—about as 

far north of Vernon as Wanagoochie is south. 

On his way to St. Clair, at a point that was only two miles from Rosebank, Jasper ran the car off the main road 

into a grove of oaks and maples and stopped it on a long-unused woodland road. He stiffly got out and walked 

through the woods up a rise of ground to a cliff overlooking a swampy lake. The gravelly farther bank of the 

cliff rose perpendicularly from the edge of the water. In that wan light distilled by stars and the earth he made 

out the reedy expanse of the lake. It was so muddy, so tangled with sedge grass that it was never used for 

swimming; and as its only inhabitants were slimy bullheads few people ever tried to fish there. Jasper stood 

reflective. He was remembering the story of the farmer’s team which had run away, dashed over this cliff and 

sunk out of sight in the mud bottom of the lake. 

Swishing his stick he outlined an imaginary road from the top of the cliff back to the sheltered place where his 

car was standing. Once he hacked away with a large pocketknife a mass of knotted hazel bushes which 

blocked that projected road. When he had traced the road to his car he smiled. He walked to the edge of the 

woods and looked up and down the main highway. A car was approaching. He waited till it had passed, ran 

back to his own car, backed it out on the highway, and went on his northward course toward St. Clair, driving 

about thirty miles an hour. 

On the edge of St. Clair he halted, took out his kit of tools, unscrewed a spark plug, and sharply tapping the 

plug on the engine block, deliberately cracked the porcelain jacket. He screwed the plug in again and started 

the car. It bucked and spit, missing on one cylinder, with the short-circuited plug. 

“I guess there must be something wrong with the ignition,” he said cheerfully. 

He managed to run the car into a garage in St. Clair. There was no one in the garage save an old negro, the 

night washer, who was busy over a limousine, with sponge and hose. 

“Got a night repair man here?” asked Jasper. 
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“No, sir; guess you’ll have to leave it till morning.” 

“Hang it! Something gone wrong with the carburetor or the ignition. Well, I’ll have to leave it, then. Tell 

him— Say, will you be here in the morning when the repair man comes on?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Well, tell him I must have the car by to-morrow noon. No, say by to-morrow at nine. Now, don’t forget. This 

will help your memory.” 

He gave a quarter to the negro, who grinned and shouted: “Yes, sir; that’ll help my memory a lot!” As he tied 

a storage tag on the car the negro inquired: “Name?” 

“Uh—my name? Oh, Hanson. Remember now, ready about nine to-morrow.” 

Jasper walked to the railroad station. It was ten minutes of one. Jasper did not ask the night operator about the 

next train into Vernon. Apparently he knew that there was a train stopping here at St. Clair at one-thirty-

seven. He did not sit in the waiting room but in the darkness outside on a truck behind the baggage room. 

When the train came in he slipped into the last seat of the last car, and with his soft hat over his eyes either 

slept or appeared to sleep. When he reached Vernon he went off the direct route from the station to his 

boarding house, and came to the garage in which he regularly kept his car. He stepped inside. The night 

attendant was drowsing in a large wooden chair tilted back against the wall in the narrow runway which 

formed the entrance to the garage. 

Jasper jovially shouted to the attendant: “Certainly ran into some hard luck. Ignition went wrong—I guess it 

was the ignition. Had to leave the car down at Wanagoochie.” 

“Yuh, hard luck, all right,” assented the attendant. 

“Yump. So I left it at Wanagoochie,” Jasper emphasized as he passed on. 

He had been inexact in this statement. It was not at Wanagoochie, which is south, but at St. Clair, which is 

north, that he had left the car. 

He returned to his boarding house, slept beautifully, hummed in his morning shower bath. Yet at breakfast he 

complained to his landlady of his continuous headache, and announced that he was going to run up north, to 

Wakamin, to get some bass fishing and rest his eyes. She urged him to go. 

“Anything I can do to help you get away?” she queried. 

“No, thanks. I’m just taking a couple of suitcases, with some old clothes and some fishing tackle. Fact, I have 

’em all packed already. I’ll probably take the noon train north if I can get away from the bank. Pretty busy 

now, with these pay rolls for the factories that have war contracts for the Allies. What’s it say in the paper this 

morning?” 
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Jasper arrived at the bank, carrying the two suitcases and a neat, polite, rolled silk umbrella, the silver top of 

which was engraved with his name. The doorman, who was also the bank guard, helped him to carry the 

suitcases inside. 

“Careful of that bag. Got my fishing tackle in it,” said Jasper to the doorman, apropos of one of the suitcases, 

which was heavy but apparently not packed full. “Well, I think I’ll run up to Wakamin to-day and catch a few 

bass.” 

“Wish I could go along, sir. How is the head this morning? Does it still ache?” asked the doorman. 

“Rather better, but my eyes still feel pretty rocky. Guess I been using ’em too much. Say, Connors, I’ll try to 

catch the train north at eleven-seven. Better have a taxicab here for me at eleven. Or no; I’ll let you know a 

little before eleven. Try to catch the eleven-seven north, for Wakamin.” 

“Very well, sir.” 

The president, the assistant cashier, the chief clerk—all asked Jasper how he felt; and to all of them he 

repeated the statement that he had been using his eyes too much, and that he would catch a few bass at 

Wakamin. 

The other paying teller from his cage next to that of Jasper called heartily through the steel netting: “Pretty 

soft for some people! You wait! I’m going to have the hay fever this summer, and I’ll go fishing for a 

month!” 

Jasper placed the two suitcases and the umbrella in his cage, and leaving the other teller to pay out current 

money he himself made up the pay rolls for the next day—Saturday. He casually went into the vault—a 

narrow, unimpressive, unaired cell, with a hard linoleum floor, one unshaded electric bulb, and a back wall 

composed entirely of steel doors of safes, all painted a sickly blue, very unimpressive, but guarding several 

millions of dollars in cash and securities. The upper doors, hung on large steel arms and each provided with 

two dials, could be opened only by two officers of the bank, each knowing one of the two combinations. 

Below these were smaller doors, one of which Jasper could open, as teller. It was the door of an insignificant 

steel box, which contained one hundred and seventeen thousand dollars in bills and four thousand dollars in 

gold and silver. 

Jasper passed back and forth, carrying bundles of currency. In his cage he was working less than three feet 

from the other teller, who was divided from him only by the bands of the steel netting. 

While he worked he exchanged a few words with this other teller. 

Once as he counted out nineteen thousand dollars he commented: “Big pay roll for the Henschel Wagon 

Works this week. They’re making gun carriages and truck bodies for the Allies, I understand.” 

“Uh-huh!” said the other teller, not much interested. 
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Mechanically, unobtrusively going about his ordinary routine of business, Jasper counted out bills to amounts 

agreeing with the items on a typed schedule of the pay rolls. Apparently his eyes never lifted from his 

counting and from this typed schedule which lay before him. The bundles of bills he made into packages, 

fastening each with a paper band. Each bundle he seemed to drop into a small black leather bag which he held 

beside him. But he did not actually drop the money into these pay-roll bags. 

Both the suitcases at his feet were closed, and presumably fastened; but one was not fastened. And though it 

was heavy it contained nothing but a lump of pig iron. From time to time Jasper’s hand, holding a bundle of 

bills, dropped to his side. With a slight movement of his foot he opened that suitcase, and the bills slipped 

from his hand down into it. 

The bottom part of his cage was a solid sheet of stamped steel, and from the front of the bank no one could 

see this suspicious gesture. The other teller could have seen it, but Jasper dropped the bills only when the 

other teller was busy talking to a customer or when his back was turned. In order to delay for such a favorable 

moment Jasper frequently counted packages of bills twice, rubbing his eyes as though they hurt him. 

After each of these secret disposals of packages of bills Jasper made much of dropping into the pay-roll bags 

the rolls of coin for which the schedule called. It was while he was tossing these blue-wrapped cylinders of 

coin into the bags that he would chat with the other teller. Then he would lock up the bags and gravely place 

them at one side. 

Jasper was so slow in making up the pay rolls that it was five minutes of eleven before he finished. He called 

the doorman to the cage and suggested: “Better call my taxi now.” 

He still had one bag to fill. He could plainly be seen dropping packages of money into it, while he instructed 

the assistant teller: “I’ll stick all the bags in my safe, and you can transfer them to yours. Be sure to lock my 

safe. Lord, I better hurry or I’ll miss my train! Be back Tuesday morning, at latest. So long; take care of 

yourself.” 

He hastened to pile the pay-roll bags into his safe in the vault. The safe was almost filled with them. And 

except for the last one not one of the bags contained anything except a few rolls of coin. Though he had told 

the other teller to lock his safe he himself twirled the combination—which was thoughtless of him, as the 

assistant teller would now have to wait and get the president to unlock it. 

He picked up his umbrella and the two suitcases—bending over one of the cases for not more than ten 

seconds. Waving good-by to the cashier at his desk down front and hurrying so fast that the doorman did not 

have a chance to help him carry the suitcases he rushed through the bank, through the door, into the waiting 

taxicab, and loudly enough for the doorman to hear he cried to the driver, “M. & D. Station.” 

At the M. & D. R. R. Station, refusing offers of redcaps to carry his bags, he bought a ticket for Wakamin, 

which is a lake-resort town one hundred and forty miles northwest of Vernon, hence one hundred and twenty 

beyond St. Clair. He had just time to get aboard the eleven-seven train. He did not take a chair car, but sat in a 

day coach near the rear door. He unscrewed the silver top of his umbrella, on which was engraved his name, 

and dropped it into his pocket. 
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When the train reached St. Clair, Jasper strolled out to the vestibule, carrying the suitcases but leaving the 

topless umbrella behind. His face was blank, uninterested. As the train started he dropped down on the station 

platform and gravely walked away. For a second the light of adventure crossed his face, and vanished. 

At the garage at which he had left his car on the evening before he asked the foreman: “Did you get my car 

fixed—Mercury roadster, ignition on the bum?” 

“Nope! Couple of jobs ahead of it. Haven’t had time to touch it yet. Ought to get at it early this afternoon.” 

Jasper curled his tongue round his lips in startled vexation. He dropped his suitcases on the floor of the garage 

and stood thinking, his bent forefinger against his lower lip. 

Then: “Well, I guess I can get her to go—sorry—can’t wait—got to make the next town,” he grumbled. 

“Lot of you traveling salesmen making your territory by motor now, Mr. Hanson,” said the foreman civilly, 

glancing at the storage check on Jasper’s car. 

“Yep. I can make a good many more than I could by train.” 

He paid for overnight storage without complaining, though since his car had not been repaired this charge was 

unjust. In fact he was altogether prosaic and inconspicuous. He thrust the suitcases into the car and drove out, 

the motor spitting. At another garage he bought a new spark plug and screwed it in. When he went on, the 

motor had ceased spitting. 

He drove out of St. Clair, back in the direction of Vernon—and of Rosebank, where his brother lived. He ran 

the car into that thick grove of oaks and maples only two miles from Rosebank where he had paced off an 

imaginary road to the cliff overhanging the reedy lake. He parked the car in a grassy space beside the 

abandoned woodland road. He laid a light robe over the suitcases. From beneath the seat he took a can of 

deviled chicken, a box of biscuits, a canister of tea, a folding cooking kit and a spirit lamp. These he spread on 

the grass—a picnic lunch. 

He sat beside that lunch from seven minutes past one in the afternoon till dark. Once in a while he made a 

pretense of eating. He fetched water from a brook, made tea, opened the box of biscuits and the can of 

chicken. But mostly he sat still and smoked cigarette after cigarette. 

Once a Swede, taking this road as a short cut to his truck farm, passed by and mumbled “Picnic, eh?” 

“Yuh, takin’ a day off,” said Jasper dully. 

The man went on without looking back. 

At dusk Jasper finished a cigarette down to the tip, crushed out the light and made the cryptic remark: “That’s 

probably Jasper Holt’s last smoke. I don’t suppose you can smoke, John—damn you!” 
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He hid the two suitcases in the bushes, piled the remains of the lunch into the car, took down the top of the car 

and crept down to the main road. No one was in sight. He returned. He snatched a hammer and a chisel from 

his tool kit, and with a few savage cracks he so defaced the number of the car stamped on the engine block 

that it could not be made out. He removed the license numbers from fore and aft, and placed them beside the 

suitcases. Then, when there was just enough light to see the bushes as cloudy masses, he started the car, drove 

through the woods and up the incline to the top of the cliff, and halted, leaving the engine running. 

Between the car and the edge of the cliff which overhung the lake there was a space of about a hundred and 

thirty feet, fairly level and covered with straggly red clover. Jasper paced off this distance, returned to the car, 

took his seat in a nervous, tentative way, and put her into gear, starting on second speed and slamming her 

into third. The car bolted toward the edge of the cliff. He instantly swung out on the running board. Standing 

there, headed directly toward the sharp drop over the cliff, steering with his left hand on the wheel, he shoved 

the hand throttle up—up—up with his right. He safely leaped down from the running board. 

Of itself the car rushed forward, roaring. It shot over the edge of the cliff. It soared twenty feet out into the air 

as though it were a thick-bodied aëroplane. It turned over and over, with a sickening drop toward the lake. 

The water splashed up in a tremendous noisy circle. Then silence. In the twilight the surface of the lake shone 

like milk. There was no sign of the car on the surface. The concentric rings died away. The lake was secret 

and sinister and still. “Lord!” ejaculated Jasper, standing on the cliff; then: “Well, they won’t find that for a 

couple of years anyway.” 

He returned to the suitcases. Squatting beside them he took from one the wig and black garments of John 

Holt. He stripped, put on the clothes of John, and packed those of Jasper in the bag. With the cases and the 

motor-license plates he walked toward Rosebank, keeping in various groves of maples and willows till he was 

within half a mile of the town. He reached the stone house at the end of the willow walk, and sneaked in the 

back way. He burned Jasper Holt’s clothes in the grate, melted down the license plates in the stove, and 

between two rocks he smashed Jasper’s expensive watch and fountain pen into an unpleasant mass of junk, 

which he dropped into the cistern for rain water. The silver head of the umbrella he scratched with a chisel till 

the engraved name was indistinguishable. 

He unlocked a section of the bookcase and taking a number of packages of bills in denominations of one, five, 

ten and twenty dollars from one of the suitcases he packed them into those empty candy boxes which, on the 

shelves, looked so much like books. As he stored them he counted the bills. They came to ninety-seven 

thousand five hundred and thirty-five dollars. 

The two suitcases were new. There were no distinguishing marks on them. But taking them out to the kitchen 

he kicked them, rubbed them with lumps of blacking, raveled their edges and cut their sides, till they gave the 

appearance of having been long and badly used in traveling. He took them upstairs and tossed them up into 

the low attic. 

In his bedroom he undressed calmly. Once he laughed: “I despise those pretentious fools—bank officers and 

cops. I’m beyond their fool law. No one can catch me—it would take me myself to do that!” 

He got into bed. With a vexed “Hang it!” he mused: “I suppose John would pray, no matter how chilly the 

floor was.” 
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He got out of bed and from the inscrutable Lord of the Universe he sought forgiveness—not for Jasper Holt, 

but for the denominations who lacked the true faith of Soul Hope Fraternity. 

He returned to bed and slept till the middle of the morning, lying with his arms behind his head, a smile on his 

face. 

Thus did Jasper Holt, without the mysterious pangs of death, yet cease to exist, and thus did John Holt come 

into being not merely as an apparition glimpsed on Sunday and Wednesday evenings, but as a being living 

twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 

III 

The inhabitants of Rosebank were familiar with the occasional appearances of John Holt, the eccentric 

recluse, and they merely snickered about him when on the Saturday evening following the Friday that has 

been chronicled he was seen to come out of his gate and trudge down to a news and stationery shop on Main 

Street. 

He purchased an evening paper and said to the clerk: “You can have the Morning Herald delivered at my 

house every morning—27 Humbert Avenue.” 

“Yuh, I know where it is. Thought you had kind of a grouch on newspapers and all those lowbrow things,” 

said the clerk pertly. 

“Ah, did you indeed? The Herald, every morning, please. I will pay a month in advance,” was all John Holt 

said, but he looked directly at the clerk, and the man cringed. 

John attended the meeting of the Soul Hope Fraternity the next evening—Sunday—but he was not seen on the 

streets again for two and a half days. 

There was no news of the disappearance of Jasper Holt till the following Wednesday, when the whole thing 

came out in a violent, small-city, front-page story, headed: 

PAYING TELLER 

Social Favorite—Makes Get-away 

The paper stated that Jasper Holt had been missing for four days, and that the officers of the bank, after first 

denying that there was anything wrong with his accounts, had admitted that he was short one hundred 

thousand dollars—two hundred thousand, said one report. He had purchased a ticket for Wakamin, this state, 

on Friday, and a trainman, a customer of the bank, had noticed him on the train, but he had apparently never 

arrived at Wakamin. 

A woman asserted that on Friday afternoon she had seen Holt driving an automobile between Vernon and St. 

Clair. This appearance near St. Clair was supposed to be merely a blind, however. In fact our able chief of 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

121 

police had proof that Holt was not headed north, in the direction of St. Clair, but south, beyond 

Wanagoochie—probably for Des Moines or St. Louis. It was definitely known that on the previous day Holt 

had left his car at Wanagoochie, and with their customary thoroughness and promptness the police were 

making search at Wanagoochie. The chief had already communicated with the police in cities to the south, 

and the capture of the man could confidently be expected at any moment. As long as the chief appointed by 

our popular mayor was in power it went ill with those who gave even the appearance of wrongdoing. 

When asked his opinion of the theory that the alleged fugitive had gone north the chief declared that of course 

Holt had started in that direction, with the vain hope of throwing pursuers off the scent, but that he had 

immediately turned south and picked up his car. Though he would not say so definitely the chief let it be 

known that he was ready to put his hands on the fellow who had hidden Holt’s car at Wanagoochie. 

When asked if he thought Holt was crazy the chief laughed and said: “Yes, he’s crazy two hundred thousand 

dollars’ worth. I’m not making any slams, but there’s a lot of fellows among our gentlemanly political 

opponents who would go a whole lot crazier for a whole lot less!” 

The president of the bank, however, was greatly distressed, and strongly declared his belief that Holt, who 

was a favorite in the most sumptuous residences on the Boulevard, besides being well-known in local 

dramatic circles, and who bore the best of reputations in the bank, was temporarily out of his mind, as he had 

been distressed by pains in the head for some time past. Meantime the bonding company, which had fully 

covered the employees of the bank by a joint bond of two hundred thousand dollars, had its detectives 

working with the police on the case. 

As soon as he had read the paper John took a trolley into Vernon and called on the president of the bank. 

John’s face drooped with the sorrow of the disgrace. The president received him. John staggered into the 

room, groaning: “I have just learned in the newspaper of the terrible news about my brother. I have come—” 

“We hope it’s just a case of aphasia. We’re sure he’ll turn up all right,” insisted the president. 

“I wish I could believe it. But as I have told you, Jasper is not a good man. He drinks and smokes and play-

acts and makes a god of stylish clothes—” 

“Good Lord, that’s no reason for jumping to the conclusion that he’s an embezzler!” 

“I pray you may be right. But meanwhile I wish to give you any assistance I can. I shall make it my sole duty 

to see that my brother is brought to justice if it proves that he is guilty.” 

“Good o’ you,” mumbled the president. Despite this example of John’s rigid honor he could not get himself to 

like the man. John was standing beside him, thrusting his stupid face into his. 

The president pushed his chair a foot farther away and said disagreeably: “As a matter of fact we were 

thinking of searching your house. If I remember, you live in Rosebank?” 
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“Yes. And of course I shall be glad to have you search every inch of it. Or anything else I can do. I feel that I 

share fully with my twin brother in this unspeakable sin. I’ll turn over the key of my house to you at once. 

There is also a shed at the back, where Jasper used to keep his automobile when he came to see me.” He 

produced a large, rusty, old-fashioned door key and held it out, adding: “The address is 27 Humbert Avenue, 

Rosebank.” 

“Oh, it won’t be necessary, I guess,” said the president, somewhat shamed, irritably waving off the key. 

“But I just want to help somehow! What can I do? Who is—in the language of the newspapers—who is the 

detective on the case? I’ll give him any help—” 

“Tell you what you do: Go see Mr. Scandling, of the Mercantile Trust and Bonding Company, and tell him all 

you know.” 

“I shall. I take my brother’s crime on my shoulders—otherwise I’d be committing the sin of Cain. You are 

giving me a chance to try to expiate our joint sin, and, as Brother Jeremiah Bodfish was wont to say, it is a 

blessing to have an opportunity to expiate a sin, no matter how painful the punishment may seem to be to the 

mere physical being. As I may have told you I am an accepted member of the Soul Hope Fraternity, and 

though we are free from cant and dogma it is our firm belief—” 

Then for ten dreary minutes John Holt sermonized; quoted forgotten books and quaint, ungenerous elders; 

twisted bitter pride and clumsy mysticism into a fanatical spider web. The president was a churchgoer, an 

ardent supporter of missionary funds, for forty years a pew-holder at St. Simeon’s Church, but he was 

alternately bored to a chill shiver and roused to wrath against this self-righteous zealot. 

When he had rather rudely got rid of John Holt he complained to himself: “Curse it, I oughtn’t to, but I must 

say I prefer Jasper the sinner to John the saint. Uff! What a smell of damp cellars the fellow has! He must 

spend all his time picking potatoes. Say! By thunder, I remember that Jasper had the infernal nerve to tell me 

once that if he ever robbed the bank I was to call John in. I know why, now! John is the kind of egotistical 

fool that would muddle up any kind of a systematic search. Well, Jasper, sorry, but I’m not going to have 

anything more to do with John than I can help!” 

John had gone to the Mercantile Trust and Bonding Company, had called on Mr. Scandling, and was now 

wearying him by a detailed and useless account of Jasper’s early years and recent vices. He was turned over 

to the detective employed by the bonding company to find Jasper. The detective was a hard, noisy man, who 

found John even more tedious. John insisted on his coming out to examine the house in Rosebank, and the 

detective did so—but sketchily, trying to escape. John spent at least five minutes in showing him the shed 

where Jasper had sometimes kept his car. 

He also attempted to interest the detective in his precious but spotty books. He unlocked one section of the 

case, dragged down a four-volume set of sermons and started to read them aloud. 

The detective interrupted: “Yuh, that’s great stuff, but I guess we aren’t going to find your brother hiding 

behind those books!” 
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The detective got away as soon as possible, after insistently explaining to John that if they could use his 

assistance they would let him know. 

“If I can only expiate—” 

“Yuh, sure, that’s all right!” wailed the detective, fairly running toward the gate. 

John made one more visit to Vernon that day. He called on the chief of city police. He informed the chief that 

he had taken the bonding company’s detective through his house; but wouldn’t the police consent to search it 

also? He wanted to expiate— The chief patted John on the back, advised him not to feel responsible for his 

brother’s guilt and begged: “Skip along now—very busy.” 

As John walked to the Soul Hope meeting that evening dozens of people murmured that it was his brother 

who had robbed the Lumber National Bank. His head was bowed with the shame. At the meeting he took 

Jasper’s sin upon himself, and prayed that Jasper would be caught and receive the blessed healing of 

punishment. The others begged John not to feel that he was guilty—was he not one of the Soul Hope brethren 

who alone in this wicked and perverse generation were assured of salvation? 

On Thursday, on Saturday morning, on Tuesday and on Friday John went into the city to call on the president 

of the bank and the detective. Twice the president saw him, and was infinitely bored by his sermons. The third 

time he sent word that he was out. The fourth time he saw John, but curtly explained that if John wanted to 

help them the best thing he could do was to stay away. 

The detective was “out” all four times. 

John smiled meekly and ceased to try to help them. Dust began to gather on certain candy boxes on the lower 

shelf of his bookcase, save for one of them, which he took out now and then. Always after he had taken it out 

a man with faded brown hair and a wrinkled black suit, signing himself R. J. Smith, would send a fair-sized 

money order from the post office at South Vernon to John Holt, at Rosebank—as he had been doing for more 

than six months. These money orders could not have amounted to more than twenty-five dollars a week, but 

that was even more than an ascetic like John Holt needed. By day John sometimes cashed these at the 

Rosebank post office, but usually, as had been his custom, he cashed them at his favorite grocery when he 

went out in the evening. 

In conversation with the commuter neighbor who every evening walked about and smoked an after-dinner 

cigar in the yard at the right John was frank about the whole lamentable business of his brother’s defalcation. 

He wondered, he said, if he had not shut himself up with his studies too much, and neglected his brother. The 

neighbor ponderously advised John to get out more. John let himself be persuaded, at least to the extent of 

taking a short walk every afternoon and of letting his literary solitude be disturbed by the delivery of milk, 

meat and groceries. He also went to the public library, and in the reference room glanced at books on Central 

and South America—as though he was planning to go south, some day. 

But he continued his religious studies. It may be doubted if previous to the embezzlement John had worked 

very consistently on his book about Revelation. All that the world had ever seen of it was a jumble of 

quotations from theological authorities. Presumably the crime of his brother shocked him into more 
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concentrated study, more patient writing. For during the year after his brother’s disappearance—a year in 

which the bonding company gradually gave up the search and came to believe that Jasper was dead—John 

became fanatically absorbed in somewhat nebulous work. The days and nights drifted together in meditation 

in which he lost sight of realities, and seemed through the clouds of the flesh to see flashes from the towered 

cities of the spirit. 

It has been asserted that when Jasper Holt acted a rôle he veritably lived it. No one can ever determine how 

great an actor was lost in the smug bank teller. To him were imperial triumphs denied, yet was he not without 

material reward. For playing his most subtle part he received ninety-seven thousand dollars. It may be that he 

earned it. Certainly for the risk entailed it was but a fair payment. Jasper had meddled with the mystery of 

personality, and was in peril of losing all consistent purpose, of becoming a Wandering Jew of the spirit, a 

strangled body walking. 

IV 

The sharp-pointed willow leaves had twisted and fallen, after the dreary rains of October. Bark had peeled 

from the willow trunks, leaving gashes of bare wood that was a wet and sickly yellow. Through the denuded 

trees bulked the solid stone back of John Holt’s house. The patches of earth were greasy between the tawny 

knots of grass stems. The bricks of the walk were always damp now. The world was hunched up in this 

pervading chill. 

As melancholy as the sick earth seemed the man who in a slaty twilight paced the willow walk. His step was 

slack, his lips moved with the intensity of his meditation. Over his wrinkled black suit and bleak shirt bosom 

was a worn overcoat, the velvet collar turned green. He was considering. 

“There’s something to all this. I begin to see—I don’t know what it is I do see! But there’s lights—

supernatural world that makes food and bed seem ridiculous. I am—I really am beyond the law! I made my 

own law! Why shouldn’t I go beyond the law of vision and see the secrets of life? But I sinned, and I must 

repent—some day. I need not return the money. I see now that it was given me so that I could lead this life of 

contemplation. But the ingratitude to the president, to the people who trusted me! Am I but the most 

miserable of sinners, and as the blind? Voices—I hear conflicting voices—some praising me for my courage, 

some rebuking—” 

He knelt on the slimy black surface of a wooden bench beneath the willows, and as dusk clothed him round 

about he prayed. It seemed to him that he prayed not in words but in vast confusing dreams—the words of a 

language larger than human tongues. When he had exhausted himself he slowly entered the house. He locked 

the door. There was nothing definite of which he was afraid, but he was never comfortable with the door 

unlocked. 

By candle light he prepared his austere supper—dry toast, an egg, cheap green tea with thin milk. As 

always—as it had happened after every meal, now, for eighteen months—he wanted a cigarette when he had 

eaten, but did not take one. He paced into the living room and through the long still hours of the evening he 

read an ancient book, all footnotes and cross references, about The Numerology of the Prophetic Books, and 

the Number of the Beast. He tried to make notes for his own book on Revelation—that scant pile of sheets 

covered with writing in a small finicky hand. Thousands of other sheets he had covered; through whole nights 
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he had written; but always he seemed with tardy pen to be racing after thoughts that he could never quite 

catch, and most of what he had written he had savagely burned. 

But some day he would make a masterpiece! He was feeling toward the greatest discovery that mortal men 

had encountered. Everything, he had determined, was a symbol—not just this holy sign and that, but all 

physical manifestations. With frightened exultation he tried his new power of divination. The hanging lamp 

swung tinily. He ventured: “If the arc of that moving radiance touches the edge of the bookcase, then it will 

be a sign that I am to go to South America, under an entirely new disguise, and spend my money.” 

He shuddered. He watched the lamp’s unbearably slow swing. The moving light almost touched the bookcase. 

He gasped. Then it receded. 

It was a warning; he quaked. Would he never leave this place of brooding and of fear—which he had thought 

so clever a refuge? He suddenly saw it all. 

“I ran away and hid in a prison! Man isn’t caught by justice—he catches himself!” 

Again he tried. He speculated as to whether the number of pencils on the table was greater or less than five. If 

greater, then he had sinned; if less, then he was veritably beyond the law. He began to lift books and papers, 

looking for pencils. He was coldly sweating with the suspense of the test. 

Suddenly he cried “Am I going crazy?” 

He fled to his prosaic bedroom. He could not sleep. His brain was smoldering with confused inklings of 

mystic numbers and hidden warnings. 

He woke from a half sleep more vision haunted than any waking thought, and cried: “I must go back and 

confess! But I can’t! I can’t, when I was too clever for them! I can’t go back and let them win. I won’t let 

those fools just sit tight and still catch me!” 

It was a year and a half since Jasper had disappeared. Sometimes it seemed a month and a half; sometimes 

gray centuries. John’s will power had been shrouded with curious puttering studies; long heavy-breathing 

sittings with the ouija board on his lap, midnight hours when he had fancied that tables had tapped and 

crackling coals had spoken. Now that the second autumn of his seclusion was creeping into winter he was 

conscious that he had not enough initiative to carry out his plans for going to South America. The summer 

before he had boasted to himself that he would come out of hiding and go south, leaving such a twisty trail as 

only he could make. But—oh, it was too much trouble. He hadn’t the joy in play-acting which had carried his 

brother Jasper through his preparations for flight. 

He had killed Jasper Holt, and for a miserable little pile of paper money he had become a moldy recluse! 

He hated his loneliness, but still more did he hate his only companions, the members of the Soul Hope 

Fraternity—that pious shrill seamstress, that surly carpenter, that tight-lipped housekeeper, that old shouting 

man with the unseemly frieze of whiskers. They were so unimaginative. Their meetings were all the same; the 
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same persons rose in the same order and made the same intimate announcements to the Deity that they alone 

were his elect. 

At first it had been an amusing triumph to be accepted as the most eloquent among them, but that had become 

commonplace, and he resented their daring to be familiar with him, who was, he felt, the only man of all men 

living who beyond the illusions of the world saw the strange beatitude of higher souls. 

It was at the end of November, during a Wednesday meeting at which a red-faced man had for a half hour 

maintained that he couldn’t possibly sin, that the cumulative ennui burst in John Holt’s brain. He sprang up. 

He snarled: “You make me sick, all of you! You think you’re so certain of sanctification that you can’t do 

wrong. So did I, once! Now I know that we are all miserable sinners—really are! You all say you are, but you 

don’t believe it. I tell you that you there, that have just been yammering, and you, Brother Judkins, with the 

long twitching nose, and I—I—I, most unhappy of men, we must repent, confess, expiate our sins! And I will 

confess right now. I st-stole—” 

Terrified he darted out of the hall, and hatless, coatless, tumbled through the main street of Rosebank, nor 

ceased till he had locked himself in his house. He was frightened because he had almost betrayed his secret, 

yet agonized because he had not gone on, really confessed, and gained the only peace he could ever know 

now—the peace of punishment. 

He never returned to Soul Hope Hall. Indeed for a week he did not leave his house, save for midnight 

prowling in the willow walk. Quite suddenly he became desperate with the silence. He flung out of the house, 

not stopping to lock or even close the front door. He raced uptown, no topcoat over his rotting garments, only 

an old gardener’s cap on his thick brown hair. People stared at him. He bore it with a resigned fury. 

He entered a lunch room, hoping to sit inconspicuously and hear men talking normally about him. The 

attendant at the counter gaped. John heard a mutter from the cashier’s desk: “There’s that crazy hermit!” 

All of the half dozen young men loafing in the place were looking at him. He was so uncomfortable that he 

could not eat even the milk and sandwich he had ordered. He pushed them away and fled, a failure in the first 

attempt to dine out that he had made in eighteen months; a lamentable failure to revive that Jasper Holt whom 

he had coldly killed. 

He entered a cigar store and bought a box of cigarettes. He took joy out of throwing away his asceticism. But 

when, on the street, he lighted a cigarette it made him so dizzy that he was afraid he was going to fall. He had 

to sit down on the curb. People gathered. He staggered to his feet and up an alley. 

For hours he walked, making and discarding the most contradictory plans—to go to the bank and confess; to 

spend the money riotously and never confess. 

It was midnight when he returned to his house. 
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Before it he gasped. The front door was open. He chuckled with relief as he remembered that he had not 

closed it. He sauntered in. He was passing the door of the living room, going directly up to his bedroom, when 

his foot struck an object the size of a book, but hollow sounding. He picked it up. It was one of the booklike 

candy boxes. And it was quite empty. Frightened he listened. There was no sound. He crept into the living 

room and lighted the lamp. 

The doors of the bookcase had been wrenched open. Every book had been pulled out on the floor. All of the 

candy boxes, which that evening had contained almost ninety-six thousand dollars, were in a pile; and all of 

them were empty. He searched for ten minutes, but the only money he found was one five-dollar bill, which 

had fluttered under the table. In his pocket he had one dollar and sixteen cents. John Holt had six dollars and 

sixteen cents, no job, no friends—and no identity. 

V 

When the president of the Lumber National Bank was informed that John Holt was waiting to see him he 

scowled. 

“Lord, I’d forgotten that minor plague! Must be a year since he’s been here. Oh, let him— No, hanged if I 

will! Tell him I’m too busy to see him. That is, unless he’s got some news about Jasper. Pump him, and find 

out.” 

The president’s secretary sweetly confided to John: 

“I’m so sorry, but the president is in conference just now. What was it you wanted to see him about? Is there 

any news about—uh—about your brother?” 

“There is not, miss. I am here to see the president on the business of the Lord.” 

“Oh! If that’s all I’m afraid I can’t disturb him.” 

“I will wait.” 

Wait he did, through all the morning, through the lunch hour—when the president hastened out past him—

then into the afternoon, till the president was unable to work with the thought of that scarecrow out there, and 

sent for him. 

“Well, well! What is it this time, John? I’m pretty busy. No news about Jasper, eh?” 

“No news, sir, but—Jasper himself! I am Jasper Holt! His sin is my sin.” 

“Yes, yes, I know all that stuff—twin brothers, twin souls, share responsibility—” 

“You don’t understand. There isn’t any twin brother. There isn’t any John Holt. I am Jasper. I invented an 

imaginary brother, and disguised myself— Why, don’t you recognize my voice?” 
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While John leaned over the desk, his two hands upon it, and smiled wistfully, the president shook his head 

and soothed: “No, I’m afraid I don’t. Sounds like good old religious John to me! Jasper was a cheerful, 

efficient sort of crook. Why, his laugh—” 

“But I can laugh!” The dreadful croak which John uttered was the cry of an evil bird of the swamps. The 

president shuddered. Under the edge of the desk his fingers crept toward the buzzer by which he summoned 

his secretary. 

They stopped as John urged: “Look—this wig—it’s a wig. See, I am Jasper!” 

He had snatched off the brown thatch. He stood expectant, a little afraid. 

The president was startled, but he shook his head and sighed. 

“You poor devil! Wig, all right. But I wouldn’t say that hair was much like Jasper’s!” 

He motioned toward the mirror in the corner of the room. 

John wavered to it. And indeed he saw that day by slow day his hair had turned from Jasper’s thin sleek 

blackness to a straggle of damp gray locks writhing over a yellow skull. 

He begged pitifully: “Oh, can’t you see I am Jasper? I stole ninety-seven thousand dollars from the bank. I 

want to be punished! I want to do anything to prove— Why, I’ve been at your house. Your wife’s name is 

Evelyn. My salary here was—” 

“My dear boy, don’t you suppose that Jasper might have told you all these interesting facts? I’m afraid the 

worry of this has—pardon me if I’m frank, but I’m afraid it’s turned your head a little, John.” 

“There isn’t any John! There isn’t! There isn’t!” 

“I’d believe that a little more easily if I hadn’t met you before Jasper disappeared.” 

“Give me a piece of paper. You know my writing—” 

With clutching claws John seized a sheet of bank stationery and tried to write in the round script of Jasper. 

During the past year and a half he had filled thousands of pages with the small finicky hand of John. Now, 

though he tried to prevent it, after he had traced two or three words in large but shaky letters the writing 

became smaller, more pinched, less legible. 

Even while John wrote the president looked at the sheet and said easily: “Afraid it’s no use. That isn’t 

Jasper’s fist. See here, I want you to get away from Rosebank—go to some farm—work outdoors—cut out 

this fuming and fussing—get some fresh air in your lungs.” The president rose and purred: “Now, I’m afraid I 

have some work to do.” 
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He paused, waiting for John to go. 

John fiercely crumpled the sheet and hurled it away. Tears were in his weary eyes. 

He wailed: “Is there nothing I can do to prove I am Jasper?” 

“Why, certainly! You can produce what’s left of the ninety-seven thousand!” 

John took from his ragged waistcoat pocket a five-dollar bill and some change. “Here’s all there is. Ninety-six 

thousand of it was stolen from my house last night.” 

Sorry though he was for the madman the president could not help laughing. Then he tried to look sympathetic, 

and he comforted: “Well, that’s hard luck, old man. Uh, let’s see. You might produce some parents or 

relatives or somebody to prove that Jasper never did have a twin brother.” 

“My parents are dead, and I’ve lost track of their kin—I was born in England—father came over when I was 

six. There might be some cousins or some old neighbors, but I don’t know. Probably impossible to find out, in 

these wartimes, without going over there.” 

“Well, I guess we’ll have to let it go, old man.” The president was pressing the buzzer for his secretary and 

gently bidding her: “Show Mr. Holt out, please.” 

From the door John desperately tried to add: “You will find my car sunk—” 

The door had closed behind him. The president had not listened. 

The president gave orders that never, for any reason, was John Holt to be admitted to his office again. He 

telephoned to the bonding company that John Holt had now gone crazy; that they would save trouble by 

refusing to admit him. 

John did not try to see them. He went to the county jail. He entered the keeper’s office and said quietly: “I 

have stolen a lot of money, but I can’t prove it. Will you put me in jail?” 

The keeper shouted: “Get out of here! You hoboes always spring that when you want a good warm lodging 

for the winter! Why the devil don’t you go to work with a shovel in the sand pits? They’re paying two-

seventy-five a day.” 

“Yes, sir,” said John timorously. “Where are they?” 

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day 

  

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

130 

Dostoyevsky, Just After His Death Sentence Was Repealed, on the Meaning of Life 

“To be a human being among people and to remain one forever, no matter in what circumstances, not to grow 

despondent and not to lose heart — that’s what life is all about, that’s its task.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“I mean to work tremendously hard,” the young Fyodor Dostoyevsky (November 11, 1821–February 9, 1881) 

resolved in contemplating his literary future, beseeching his impoverished mother to buy him books. At the 

age of twenty-seven, he was arrested for belonging to a literary society that circulated books deemed 

dangerous by the tsarist regime. He was sentenced to death. On December 22, 1849, he was taken to a public 

square in Saint Petersburg, alongside a handful of other inmates, where they were to be executed as a warning 

to the masses. They were read their death sentence, put into their execution attire of white shirts, and allowed 

to kiss the cross. Ritualistic sabers were broken over their heads. Three at a time, they were stood against the 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/26/dostoyevsky-poverty-ambition-success-art/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0882338978/braipick-20
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stakes where the execution was to be carried out. Dostoyevsky, the sixth in line, grew acutely aware that he 

had only moments to live. 

And then, at the last minute, a pompous announcement was made that the tsar was pardoning their lives — the 

whole spectacle had been orchestrated as a cruel publicity stunt to depict the despot as a benevolent ruler. The 

real sentence was then read: Dostoyevsky was to spend four years in a Siberian labor camp, followed by 

several years of compulsory military service in the tsar’s armed forces, in exile. He would be nearly forty by 

the time he picked up the pen again to resume his literary ambitions. But now, in the raw moments following 

his close escape from death, he was elated with relief, reborn into a new cherishment of life. 

 

Portrait of Fyodor Dostoyevsky by Vasily Perov, 1871 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0882338978/braipick-20
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He poured his exultation into a stunning letter to his brother Mikhail, penned hours after the staged execution 

and found in the first volume of the out-of-print collection of his complete correspondence, the 1988 

treasure Dostoevsky Letters (public library). 

A century before Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl offered his hard-won assurance that “everything can be 

taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any given set of 

circumstances,” Dostoyevsky writes: 

Brother! I’m not despondent and I haven’t lost heart. Life is everywhere, life is in us ourselves, not outside. 

There will be people by my side, and to be a human being among people and to remain one forever, no matter 

in what circumstances, not to grow despondent and not to lose heart — that’s what life is all about, that’s its 

task. I have come to recognize that. The idea has entered my flesh and blood… The head that created, lived 

the higher life of art, that recognized and grew accustomed to the higher demands of the spirit, that head has 

already been cut from my shoulders… But there remain in me a heart and the same flesh and blood that can 

also love, and suffer, and pity, and remember, and that’s life, too! 

Art by Shaun Tan from A Velocity of Being: 

Letters to a Young Reader. Available as a print. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0882338978/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/fyodor-dostoevsky-complete-letters-vol-1-1832-1859/oclc/181725931&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/26/viktor-frankl-mans-search-for-meaning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/26/viktor-frankl-mans-search-for-meaning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/03/26/viktor-frankl-mans-search-for-meaning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-shaun-tan1729661_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-shaun-tan1729661_print?curator=brainpicker
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Still, even through this elation, the animating force of his being — his identity as a writer — grounds him into 

a depth of despair. “Can it be that I’ll never take pen in hand?” he asks in sullen anticipation of the next four 

years at the labor camp. “If I won’t be able to write, I’ll perish. Better fifteen years of imprisonment and a pen 

in hand!” But he quickly recovers his electric gratitude for the mere fact of being alive and, reassuring his 

brother not to grieve for him, continues: 

I haven’t lost heart, remember that hope has not abandoned me… After all I was at death’s door today, I lived 

with that thought for three-quarters of an hour, I faced the last moment, and now I’m alive again! 

Art by Margaret C. Cook from 

a rare 1913 edition of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 

In a beautiful testament to the elemental fact that when all the static of our self-righteousness dies down, what 

remains between good people is only love, he writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/i-do-not-know-what-it-is-except-that-it-is-grand-and-that-it-is-happiness_print?sku=s6-8967947p4a1v45?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/i-do-not-know-what-it-is-except-that-it-is-grand-and-that-it-is-happiness_print?sku=s6-8967947p4a1v45?curator=brainpicker
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If anyone remembers me with malice, and if I quarreled with anyone, if I made a bad impression on anyone 

— tell them to forget about that if you manage to see them. There is no bile or spite in my soul, I would like 

to so love and embrace at least someone out of the past at this moment. 

[…] 

When I look back at the past and think how much time was spent in vain, how much of it was lost in 

delusions, in errors, in idleness, in the inability to live; how I failed to value it, how many times I sinned 

against my heart and spirit — then my heart contracts in pain. Life is a gift, life is happiness, each moment 

could have been an eternity of happiness. Si jeunesse savait! [If youth knew!] 

Art by Jean-Pierre Weill from The Well of Being. 

Half a century before Oscar Wilde penned his extraordinary letter about suffering as a force of transformation 

and transcendence from prison, where he was interned for having loved whom he loved, Dostoyevsky adds: 

Now, changing my life, I’m being regenerated into a new form. Brother! I swear to you that I won’t lose hope 

and will preserve my heart and spirit in purity. I’ll be reborn for the better. That’s my entire hope, my entire 

consolation. 

Life in the casemate has already sufficiently killed off in me the needs of the flesh that were not completely 

pure; before that I took little care of myself. Now deprivations no longer bother me in the slightest, and 

therefore don’t be afraid that material hardship will kill me. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/26/the-well-of-being-jean-pierre-weill/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/07/patti-smith-reads-oscar-wilde-de-profundis/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/07/patti-smith-reads-oscar-wilde-de-profundis/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/26/the-well-of-being-jean-pierre-weill/
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Having spent years in material privation myself — though never, mercifully, nearly to the extent Dostoyevsky 

endured — and being always grateful for how those times annealed me, how they made me less afraid of 

poverty and hardship, more willing to take risks others might not, to take less materially secure paths in life 

(one resulting in the birth of Brain Pickings), I can’t help but wonder how much this harrowing experience 

fomented Dostoyevsky’s extraordinary perseverance as an artist against the tides of convention and the 

constant specter of poverty. It certainly reverberates throughout Notes from the Underground, Crime and 

Punishment, and especially The Brothers Karamazov; it certainly informed his ideas about the meaning of 

life, set forth decades later in the guise of a dream, and inspired his insistence upon the existential duty of 

seeing the goodness in people “despite the abundance of all sorts of wretches.” 

Complement with a young neurosurgeon on the meaning of life as he faces his death and Walt Whitman 

on what makes life worth living, then revisit Anna — the love of Dostoyevsky’s life, who saved him from 

poverty and debtor’s prison — on the secret to a happy marriage. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/05/dostoyevsky-execution-

life/?mc_cid=9dda4e713e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/11/dostoyevsky-dream/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/11/dostoyevsky-dream/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/02/dostoyevsky-good-fellows/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/02/dostoyevsky-good-fellows/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/13/when-breath-becomes-paul-kalanithi/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/15/anna-dostoyevsky-reminiscences-marriage/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/05/dostoyevsky-execution-life/?mc_cid=9dda4e713e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/05/dostoyevsky-execution-life/?mc_cid=9dda4e713e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Garbage in New York’s subway system offers easy meals for rats. AP Photo/Bebeto Matthews 

Better rat control in cities starts by changing human behavior 
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We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under a Creative Commons license. 

Republish this article 

For centuries, rats have thrived in cities because of human behavior. In response, humans have blamed the 

rats and developed techniques for poisoning them. 

We research urban rat populations and recognize that rats spread disease. But they are fascinating creatures 

that think, feel and show a high level of intelligence. Public concerns about rat poison harming wildlife are 

growing – a trend that we believe could eventually lead to rodenticide bans in many parts of the world. 

Without poison as an option, humans will need other rat control methods. 

Rats’ many negative traits are well known. They are among the most detrimental invasive animals in cities. 

Urban rats are like disease sponges, congregating in the foulest reaches, where they pick up harmful 

pathogens. They carry the antibiotic-resistent MRSA (methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus pseudintermedius). 

Inside the rat gut, MRSA can interact with other diseases like ingredients in a mixing bowl, creating newer 

bugs that can be transported from septic systems into homes. 

But common approaches to managing rats often fail to address the most important factor contributing to 

infestations: humans and the prolific quantities of food that they waste. The more research we do on rats 

in New York City and worldwide, the more we realize that rat behaviors contribute less to infestations than do 

humans. 

Piles of trash near large homeless camps in Los Angeles encourage rats and the diseases they carry. 

Concerns about rat poison 

On Jan. 4, 2020, Malibu, California banned rodenticides due to their harmful effects on nontarget wildlife, 

such as mountain lions. This came after the California Assembly passed a bill to ban rodenticides statewide; 

the measure died in the State Senate, but could reappear this year. 

If curbs on use of rat poison start to spread, communities will need other ways to manage infestations. Rats 

cost the world’s economy billions of dollars yearly, mostly from contaminating food in warehouses, 

restaurants and home kitchens. The costs of illnesses vectored by rats are unknown because medical providers 

treat many sicknesses without knowing what caused them. As human populations become increasingly 

clustered in cities, these effects could increase. 

https://smmirror.com/2020/01/santa-monica-mountains-may-soon-be-rat-poison-free/
https://getpocket.com/explore/item/the-case-for-leaving-city-rats-alone
https://video.nationalgeographic.com/video/news/0000014f-0e8c-deef-a9ef-2eae5d8c0000
https://doi.org/10.1093/jue/juz009
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2016.1762
https://smmirror.com/2020/01/santa-monica-mountains-may-soon-be-rat-poison-free/
https://califesciences.org/rat-poison-ban-trapped-state-senate-2019/
http://dx.doi.org/10.5038/2164-0866.1.1.2
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Meanwhile, climate change is shortening winter seasons that limit rat reproduction. Globalization, climate 

change and inability to use rodenticides could result in a “perfect storm” of vulnerability to rodents on a scale 

humans have not experienced since the Middle Ages. 

 

 

World Animal News@WorldAnimalNews 

Breaking! Two More #MountainLions Die Of #Rodenticide #Poisoning As Bill Aimed At Banning Use Of 

Certain #RatPoisons In CA Sits In The #Senate Appropriations  

 

READ MORE: https://worldanimalnews.com/breaking-two-more-mountain-lions-

die-of-rodenticide-poisoning-as-bill-aimed-at-banning-use-of-certain-rat-poison-in-ca-sits-in-the-senate-

appropriations-committee/ … 

https://www.carbonbrief.org/powerful-evidence-global-warmings-effect-seasons-found-troposphere
https://twitter.com/WorldAnimalNews
https://twitter.com/WorldAnimalNews
https://twitter.com/hashtag/MountainLions?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Rodenticide?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Poisoning?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/RatPoisons?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Senate?src=hash
https://t.co/1cIhF7Rwnx
https://t.co/1cIhF7Rwnx
https://t.co/1cIhF7Rwnx
https://twitter.com/WorldAnimalNews
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27 people are talking about this 

A food-focused approach 

Research shows that to address this problem effectively, people must start by understanding the ecology of 

wild rodents. Rats adapt to human food sources and reproduce at remarkable rates. If enough food is present, 

a single Norway rat (Rattus norvegicus) can give birth to up to 12 pups in a litter. And each well-fed pup 

could give birth to 12 pups of its own in as few as six weeks. 

We believe the key to controlling rats is appreciating a key point: Because rats have short life spans of one to 

two years and reproduce often, they adapt quickly to changing environments. In our view, until people change 

their behavior, they may fail at controlling rat numbers. 

https://twitter.com/WorldAnimalNews/status/1181994915120570368
https://twitter.com/WorldAnimalNews/status/1181994915120570368
http://www.suaire.sua.ac.tz:8080/xmlui/handle/123456789/1138
http://www.suaire.sua.ac.tz:8080/xmlui/handle/123456789/1138
https://twitter.com/WorldAnimalNews/status/1181994915120570368/photo/1


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

140 

Current mechanisms for rat control are more reactive than proactive. Urban hygiene has become big business 

for exterminators, but does little to control rat populations. 

A typical approach is to take action once rodent populations are high enough that their presence cannot be 

ignored. But rats are mostly nocturnal, small and elusive, so they typically are noticed only after their 

numbers are already high. 

This reactive approach makes any control measures – excluding rats from buildings and feeding sites, setting 

poison baits, introducing predators, asphyxiating them with dry ice (frozen carbon dioxide) or treating them 

with immuno-contraceptives – comparable to putting a bandage on a cancer. 

Changing deeply ingrained urban habits 

In our lab, we study the scents that rats prefer. As nocturnal animals, rats have poor vision and rely on 

olfaction to identify potential mates, habitats and food sources. 

 

Molly, a rat in the authors’ study, wearing a GPS tag. Determining what scents rats are attracted to could aid 

the development of rat control tools. Michael Parsons, Author provided 

Rats’ dietary habits are predictable. In Brooklyn, New York, they eat pizza, bagels and beer. In Paris they 

consume croissants, butter and cheese. Whatever local tastes people prefer, rats eat. Interrupt the continuous 

food supply and the rat population will drop. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/22/nyregion/rat-infestation-nyc.html
https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/rats-and-cats
https://www.popularmechanics.com/science/animals/a19842321/dry-ice-is-a-citys-newest-weapon-against-rats/
http://dx.doi.org/10.4014/jmb.1901.01067
https://images.theconversation.com/files/315548/original/file-20200214-11011-1mbcjel.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/315548/original/file-20200214-11011-1mbcjel.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/315548/original/file-20200214-11011-1mbcjel.png?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Many city dwellers eat when they are busy, stuck in traffic or otherwise on the run. They drop wastes, such as 

grease-soaked napkins and hot dog buns, onto streets, playgrounds and subway tracks. Even highly 

conscientious people may hastily toss uneaten food and wrappers onto the top of an overflowing rubbish bin 

when they are stressed for time. 

People who are working and caring for families do not take time to think about what unseen rats are doing. 

But our research convinces us that society can learn to stop feeding rats inadvertently. Pest management 

professionals, academics, policymakers and citizens can all help advance this goal, because people can 

radically change the ways in which they handle and dispose of food. 

Hire people to secure garbage 

We believe that giving people incentives to create sanitary environments is an effective and socially 

progressive strategy. Here is one example: Because so much of the rat problem in New York City is driven by 

curbside garbage sitting outdoors overnight, we suggest hiring unemployed or homeless individuals as 

evening sentinels. They would move garbage bags from the curbside into guarded common areas and then 

return them to the curb for early morning collections. 

Some cities could establish citizen rat patrols that would train residents to identify and notify property owners 

when they detect that rats are present. The typical indicators are barely noticeable openings appearing around 

buildings, or dark grease stains on sidewalks, parks or undeveloped lots. This approach eliminates the social 

stigma often associated with rats by showing people how to take proactive steps before an infestation 

develops. 

Neuroscientist Kelly Lambert taught rats to drive miniature cars in order to study neuroplasticity and learning 

skills. 

Rats cause very expensive problems, but they also are surprisingly engaging animals that exhibit human-like 

qualities, such as remorse and empathy. Scientists have trained them to drive tiny cars. As evidence that rats 

are thinking, feeling beings accumulates, we expect that it could make many communities more reluctant to 

poison them. 

In our view, since rats are deeply rooted in human society, people need to understand how their own actions 

encourage rat behavior. We want to encourage brainstorming about this issue and help identify the most 

promising ways to manage urban rat problems effectively and humanely. 

https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-

129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%

204%202020%20-

%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020

%20-

%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavi

or 

https://patch.com/new-york/west-village/west-village-rat-academy-scheduled-prevent-pesky-rodents
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QQZYrWodt6k
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.aal0366
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2007.02.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2007.02.015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1210789
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2220721-scientists-have-trained-rats-to-drive-tiny-cars-to-collect-food/
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
https://theconversation.com/better-rat-control-in-cities-starts-by-changing-human-behavior-129232?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20March%204%202020%20-%201552114829+Version+A+CID_37f454c773c8d4839a03169b41f189c2&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Better%20rat%20control%20in%20cities%20starts%20by%20changing%20human%20behavior
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VIA BASIC BOOKS 

On the Storylines That Kept Early Humans Alive 

Gaia Vince Considers the Adaptive Urgency of Storytelling 

By Gaia Vince 

 

In firelight at the edge of the ocean above the wave-slapped sand, a man is singing to me and not to me. He is 

rising and crouching, to-ing and fro-ing in the flickering light, his black skin disappearing into the night and 

his body paint gleaming brilliantly, until I am awestruck in the presence of a dancing, writhing spirit creature 

with flailing arms, rhythmically stamping feet, and flashing eyes and teeth. He sings and strikes painted sticks 

as his feet slam into the red earth, vibrating the warm ground beneath us. A decorated teenager blows music 

into the buzzing didgeridoo, and the elder dances more wildly, throwing back his head and clawing the air in a 

chaotic yet contained rhythm. The fire crackles and others around me are joining in the song, hitting sticks 

and shaking dried seedpods. Hours pass and the Yolngu elder is still dancing and singing. He will sing all 

night long until the morning star rises. 

He is singing the story of Creation. It’s about the Dreamtime, when the first people were carried to Australia 

by the creator spirit, Barnumbirr, on journeys across land and sea. As she flew, Barnumbirr—known to us as 

Venus, or the morning star—sang a song of her journey, describing the landmarks on her route and telling the 

story of the beginning, of genesis. The song, the dance, the ceremonial body paint are entrancing, imprinting a 

vivid, lived impression on my mind. The rhythm of the stamping, the clapsticks, drumming, and didgeridoo, 

https://www.basicbooks.com/titles/gaia-vince/transcendence/9780465094912/
https://lithub.com/author/gaiavince/
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the flashing firelight, the repetitive haunting song, the sense of a meaningful, shared experience—it is 

unforgettable. And indeed, songs like this haven’t been forgotten. They have been taught, learned, and passed 

down the generations for thousands of years. Perhaps for 60,000 years, since the first people arrived in 

Australia. They are the songlines. 

* 

Stories like the songlines are oral archives of cultural knowledge that bind their collaborators together through 

shared cultural reference, subtly redefining the parameters of family or society. Each Aboriginal group has its 

own unique songlines, detailing their laws, ceremonies, duties, and responsibilities, as well as their spiritual 

ancestors and landscape. Songlines are also living, story-bound maps—they are the invisible pathways that 

crisscross Australia. Melodic variance, artworks, and dance are used to describe landmarks, trees, rocky 

protrusions, creatures, weather patterns, and waterholes—often with reference to the constellations above. 

This allows songlines to transcend the many different language groups. If you know the song, you can find 

your way from one end of a track to another: each musical phrase is a map reference, “a memory bank for 

finding one’s way about the world,” as Bruce Chatwin wrote in his seminal study. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

This explains the prevalence and importance of human stories: they work as collective memory banks, storing 

detailed cultural information encoded in narrative. Stories help cultural knowledge to linger in the collective 

memory long enough to accumulate and evolve, and they provide a reliable, energy-efficient way of 

transmitting complex, context-rich cultural information widely. As human culture evolved in complexity, 

storytelling became more than a vital cultural adaptation—our brains evolved with reflexive use of narrative 

as part of our cognition. Stories shaped our minds, our societies, and our interaction with the environment. 

Stories save our lives. 

Cultural techniques, passed down through the generations in songlines, led to flourishing human populations 

across Australia. 

It was a relatively small band of pioneering Australians that landed on the continent some 65,000 years ago, 

spreading rapidly, establishing thriving clans and communities, learning to make their unique environment 

work for their survival. They used firestick farming and made complex tools, including fishing harpoons and 

hunting spears, from multiple materials. Clans moved frequently, following the changing dry and rainy 

seasons, traveling between waterholes and other resources, mapping the land intimately as they went. Stories 

are a useful technology for learning, recalling, and teaching. As one Aboriginal elder explains: “We have no 

books, our history is in the land. We learned from our grandmothers and grandfathers as they showed us these 

sacred sites, told us the stories, sang and danced with us the Tjukurpa (the Dreaming Law). We remember it 

all in our minds, our bodies and feet as we dance the stories. We continually recreate the Tjukurpa.” The 

cultural techniques, passed down through the generations in songlines, led to flourishing human populations 

across Australia. 

Storytelling is an inherently social enterprise—it relies on people sharing a mental commons, agreeing 

together to suspend reality and explore a virtual space-time. Although the songlines allow Aboriginal groups 

to differentiate from each other, they also, crucially, function as a unifying factor. These extraordinary oral 
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maps of stories, land, people, and culture are not only essential to indigenous identity, they very likely saved 

the Aboriginal people from extinction. 

Around 20,000 years ago, a trenchant ice age devastated Australia’s environment. On the other side of the 

planet, the Eurasian ice sheet extended 4,500 kilometers across, and on its own lowered global sea levels by 

20 meters, locking up so much water that rains failed across the world. As the droughts became more severe, 

conditions became impossible for many mammals: Australia’s giant marsupials all died out during this time, 

and the human population crashed by 60 percent. Those groups that managed to cling on were increasingly 

isolated in geographically distant refugia across the vast continent. And the situation persisted for thousands 

of years. Small, isolated populations experiencing incredibly challenging environmental conditions deliver the 

classic ingredients for an extinction: with the gene pool not being sufficiently refreshed, devastating mutations 

creep in and weaken the population. 

What should have been an evolutionary dead end—a human population isolated from the rest of the world’s 

people for tens of thousands of years, then split into tiny, isolated groups—did not result in local extinction. 

How did Aboriginal Australians survive, when so many other big animals died out? 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Songlines saved them. During this period, facing especially harsh environmental challenges, people had to 

rely to a far greater extent on specialized knowledge to find the resources they needed and navigate different 

environments. Grinding stones dating to this ice age period reveal that people were already skilled in 

processing ngardu, and the discovery of adult molars with specific wear patterns point to people processing 

fibers to make fishing nets. These multistep, complex techniques had to have been stored in the collective 

memory bank, and passed on—even when such information was useless, when there was no ngardu growing 

in the area a group was living, for example—to be recalled, as a lifesaver, perhaps generations later. 

And the songlines also helped ensure there was a healthy population to host this cultural information, rather as 

our “selfish genes” drive their own propagation. Throughout the terrible ice age, songlines and the rituals they 

describe helped tribes cope with isolation, and isolation helped the stories and rituals survive. Without an 

influx of different people with different ideas, there’s less pressure for a culture to change. However, because 

songlines could be universally understood, they also allowed for some intergroup connectedness—songlines 

operated as mating networks, allowing for the necessary genetic exchange that ensures diversity and staves 

off extinction. Songlines kept the cultural and gene pools healthy, enabling ice age Aboriginal culture to find 

a balance between being separated and connected, which had eluded the other large mammals. As the climate 

warmed and the continent became more habitable, Aboriginal populations flourished. There were around a 

million people living in 300 different language groups by the seventeenth century. 

Stories allow us to mentally explore different future scenarios without expending time and energy. 

As human groups spread across the world, experiencing environmental and social challenges, our stories 

guided and bound us—and as our societies grew in complexity, our stories have evolved and adapted in 

concert, giving us the mental technology to navigate our physical and social environment as it expands from 

our immediate surroundings to the globalized world. We still use well-known stories—reduced to cultural 

maxims—to guide us, warning of “the boy who cried wolf” or to “look before you leap.” Storymaps, too, may 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

145 

have been widely used in the past—it has been proposed that Homer’s Odyssey is a poetic, easily 

remembered map of the Mediterranean. And there are hints that elephants use elements of storymapping, too. 

Like human brains, elephant brains are oversized for their bodies, and evolution has favored those individuals 

that are most adept at communicating and cooperating with enhanced memory. The matriarchs of the herds, 

like human grandmothers, remember remote waterholes from longago droughts that will save the rest. 

Stories are a powerful survival adaptation because they don’t just allow us to travel back in time with our 

memories, they also allow us to mentally explore different future scenarios without expending time and 

energy. They act as virtual-world thought-experiments that enable us to trial risky or difficult permutations 

and store the outcomes. We do this intuitively all the time: we can imagine traveling the route to two different 

water sources and weigh up which is the better option without needing to make both journeys in person. 

__________________________________ 

 

Excerpted from Transcendence: How Humans Evolved through Fire, Language, Beauty, and Time by Gaia 

Vince. Copyright © 2019. Available from Basic Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. 

AboriginalAustraliaBasic BooksevolutionGaia VinceSonglinesStoriestranscendence 

https://www.basicbooks.com/titles/gaia-vince/transcendence/9780465094912/
https://lithub.com/tag/aboriginal/
https://lithub.com/tag/australia/
https://lithub.com/tag/basic-books/
https://lithub.com/tag/evolution/
https://lithub.com/tag/gaia-vince/
https://lithub.com/tag/songlines/
https://lithub.com/tag/stories/
https://lithub.com/tag/transcendence/
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Gaia Vince 

Gaia Vince, the author of Transcendence: How Humans Evolved through Fire, Language, Beauty, and 

Time, is a science writer and broadcaster. In 2015, she was the first woman to win the Royal Society Insight 

Investment Science Book prize solo for her debut, Adventures in the Anthropocene. She has held senior 

editorial posts at Nature and New Scientist, and writes for Science, the Guardian, and others. She lives in 

London. 

 

https://lithub.com/on-the-storylines-that-kept-early-humans-alive/ 
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Dead tyrants, foiled dreams and failed states: How Arab literature captures the spirit of the times 

Khalid Hajji 

Published date: 7 February 2020 10:11 UTC|Last update: 3 days 10 hours ago 

Powerful novels provide a spectacle of our weaknesses, failures, foiled dreams, slain tyrants and frustrated 

reformers 

What is happening in the Arab world, in countries such as Algeria, Sudan and Lebanon? Is it a revolution that 

portends better times, or a mere passing cloud in a tenacious sky that perpetuates the existing balance of 

power?  

Unfortunately, while we are subjected to an endless flow of social media images showing us what is 

happening in this part of the world, we cannot rely on social sciences to understand why things are happening, 

or how to ensure they won’t happen again.  

https://www.middleeasteye.net/users/khalid-hajji


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 517  march 2020 

 

148 

The continuous acceleration of social change, to borrow German sociologist Hartmut Rosa’s argument, makes 

it impossible for us to trace the problems to a single phenomenon, blurring our vision of past and future. Only 

literature can better capture the mood of Arab societies, unweaving the narratives of their peoples and 

conveying their aspirations.  

Demise of literary heroism 

Literature, however, does not seem capable of standing its ground in the age of digital communication and 

endless information. Gone are the days when Arab readers would rally around or against one writer, or 

identify themselves with a poetic expression to designate the path of action. The digital age has brought about 

the demise of literary heroism. With the triumph of digital communication, writing is no longer the privilege 

of the talented few.  

It requires a perspicacious reader to identify works of literature that stand out above the masses. With the 

profusion of texts on the web, readers feel the urge to browse, while losing the habit of reading long literary 

texts. No wonder some of the best and most pertinent novels on the Arab context go unnoticed, from Walid 

Saif’s Multaqa al-Barhain (Where the Two Seas Meet), to Amin Maalouf’s Les Desorientes (The 

Disoriented), to Yasmina Khadra’s Qu’attendent Les Singes (What are the Monkeys Waiting for?). 

 

Portraits of the three Arab novelists Walid Saif, Amin Maalouf and Yasmina Khadra (Illustration by Saad) 

https://www.amazon.ca/D%C3%89SORIENT%C3%89S-AMIN-MAALOUF/dp/2253174815
https://www.amazon.ca/Quattendent-singes-Yasmina-Khadra/dp/2266253883
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What unites the three novelists - beyond the difference in language - is an unmistakable craving for the art of 

narration, a certain kind of cultural passion for oral storytelling that is still common in the Arab world. 

Despite all shades of narrative style, their novels betray a belief that the Arab world is history; it does not 

make history, and consequently cannot yield any type of heroism. 

Saif does not conceal his disdain for the present Arab reality, placing his main characters in a bygone 

historical setting. The Arab world is dismissed from the outset as being mediaeval, crawling with 

sultans, slavers, captives and maidens. The reader is given to think that without the backdrop of the Dark 

Ages, it would not be possible to shape the profile of the characters and antagonists, nor to grasp the nature of 

the plotting.  

It is not far-fetched to conclude that the main message behind Saif’s novel is that cultural survival from the 

pre-modern era is the primary constituent of the current Arab reality, testifying to the decay and loss of Arab 

societies.  

Battle for power and control 

Behind the subtlety of words and elegance of style, Saif’s novel reveals an unhealthy relationship between a 

sultan whose privilege and right is to order and command, a captive maiden whose duty is to obey, and a 

scholar intent on fomenting revolution. The story might be a reference to the hideous condition of a society in 

which the forces of despotism and enlightenment vie for power and control over the souls and bodies of the 

people.  

The ideal of merging these three entities into a harmonious unity seems unattainable at first glance. Yet, as 

events unfold, the feeling grows that a historical symbiosis is possible. The beautiful captive maiden, who 

stands for the people, succeeds in convincing both the sultan - her master and father of her future child - and 

the scholar, her lover, of the need for common action.  

Every word, sentence, metaphor, monologue and dialogue contributes to conjuring up such a mystical union, 

which is badly needed in the Arab world today 

Hope reaches its apotheosis when the scholar, after becoming disillusioned about the future of revolution, sets 

off on a journey through a desolate land to reconcile himself with the sultan. The captive, who in the 

meantime has become the sultan’s beloved one, cannot but delight at the prospect of such a reconciliation, 

dreaming of a future world in which political power and the power of enlightenment coordinate efforts for 

societal peace and prosperity. 

Every word, sentence, metaphor, monologue and dialogue contributes to conjuring up such a mystical union, 

which is badly needed in the Arab world today.  

Unfortunately, these cherished prospects sound too good to be true. Everything around the captive maiden 

starts crumbling to pieces. First, the scholar - with whom she entertained the hope of a revolution that would 

ameliorate the conditions of society - falls victim to perfidious murderers, who decapitate him and bring his 

head to the castle in hopes of ingratiating themselves to the sultan. Then the sultan dies, killed in a fight 

against a group of mutineers.  
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While fleeing the city with the sultan’s child in her womb and grief in her bosom, the maiden is asked by a 

faithful servant and companion about their destination. “We will know it once we have reached it,” she says. 

A world in shambles 

Behind this answer is a glimpse of a new Arab world in which hopes for a better tomorrow - where rulers 

work in concert with enlightened elites for the welfare and security of their people - have given way to fear 

and disarray. The death of both the sultan and the scholar brings about loss of destination and loss of control 

over destiny. It is a world in shambles. 

This vision of a lost Arab society is also brilliantly conjured up in Maalouf’s novel, which views the conflicts 

that have racked Arab societies, especially Lebanon, from the perspective of a historian in exile. With the 

benefit of historical hindsight and geographical distance, the narrator Adam can indulge in the expression of a 

wide variety of situations, relations and emotions otherwise difficult to put into words.  
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Every word, sentence, metaphor, monologue and dialogue contributes to conjuring up such a mystical union 

(Illustration by Saad) 

Blending feelings of love, hate, friendship and betrayal, he preserves the idea of a factional world given over 

to irresponsibility and unaccountability, along with an incurably strong emotional longing for past moments 

of peaceful coexistence, when the accommodation of “otherness” was possible.  

Adam’s fate is suspended between life and death, “just like his country, like the whole planet, and like all of 

us who continue to live on borrowed time”, says Dolores, who is constantly at his bedside. In a hypothetical 

epilogue that Adam might have composed in his mind before the car accident that left him in a coma, there is 

a vague reference to “delight in levantine delicacy and serene tenderness”, “a rediscovered appetite for life” 

and “reasons to pursue the fight”.  

Yet, the meaning behind these words won’t be known for certain unless Adam regains consciousness. Despite 

the modicum of hope supplied in his epilogue, he cannot claim heroism.   

Message of truth 

Even more captivating than the story and fate of the Lebanese expatriate Adam are the correspondences and 

conversations between his childhood friends. Through them, Maalouf reveals the existing factional rifts, the 

insurmountable clash of beliefs and the heated debates within a wounded Lebanese society. In perhaps the 

most captivating, thought-provoking passage, Maalouf offers an overarching message of truth.  

 

The best Middle East books of the year - picked by Middle East Eye writers 

Read More » 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/discover/middle-east-books-of-the-year-pick-2019
https://www.middleeasteye.net/discover/middle-east-books-of-the-year-pick-2019
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The vision of a lost Arab society is brilliantly conjured up in Maalouf’s novel about Lebanon (Illustration by 

Saad) 

To a question about “why faith occupies a big place in this region of the world”, Maalouf answers through the 

words of one of his characters that such a statement is only a myth, and that the truth is exactly the contrary: 

“Here, in the Levant, we don’t care about beliefs, but rather about belonging.” 

Maalouf succeeds in translating the impressions gathered during Adam’s visit to his childhood country, into 

unprecedented insights into the reality of the Arab world. Contrary to the commonly asserted belief that 

spirituality is the fulcrum of Middle Eastern societies, belonging is featured as the element that takes 

precedence over belief.  

Maalouf’s novel thus opens the way to the introduction of radically new attitudes, calling into question the 

validity of Middle Easterners’ self-perception as a strong spiritual entity. It enhances the impression of things 

falling apart, raising awareness of the necessity to criticise the dominant forms of religiosity in the Arab world 

as an important step to escape the current deadlock. 
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Paper tigers 

Khadra’s novel, meanwhile, is set in today’s Algeria, under the rule of a despotism that ignores even how it 

came into being. In a reply to a young inspector’s rebuke over a serious injustice inflicted on innocent people, 

Haj Saad Hamerlaine, the almighty old tyrant, says: “It is no one’s mistake; we are only what the others want 

us to be … I didn’t ask to become a despot.” 

In an attempt to absolve himself of moral responsibility, he adopts a line of defence that reduces tyranny and 

despotism to a mere matter of hierarchy. “There has never been a tyrant, inspector,” says the old despot. 

“Tyrants are only the hallucinogenic effect of our small and big acts of cowardice.” 

When the old despot strives to free himself from the grip of the inspector, the latter hits him in the face with 

the flat side of a shovel. Despotism is now submitted to the same humiliation to which it used to submit 

others. The inspector reminds Hamerlaine: “The world functions according to a vulgar balance of power. The 

master of the situation is the cudgel, not the one who holds it.” And in the name of all Algerians, he pierces 

the heart of the despot, of despotism.  

In Khadra’s novel, despotism is portrayed as a paper tiger. It does not take much to discover how its fearsome 

power is a mere outward appearance. The title suggests that an act of daring, of courage, could reveal the 

weakness of tyranny, and that wiping it off the face of earth is the only worthwhile decision to take.  

After the killing of Hamerlaine, the inspector feels a burning in his lower belly, and ultimately realises it is an 

erection. After a long period of overwhelming despair and depression, he has recovered his virility and 

become a man again - “healed, a whole, and alive”.   

Beyond the Arab Renaissance 

The instigative tone of Khadra’s novel provokes oppressed people to reconsider the balance of power between 

despotism and the need for freedom. In light of recent developments in Algeria, it presents a crucial step 

towards overcoming the strongholds of fear, and a precursor to a new heroism. 

Acclaimed as capable of incarnating the voice of a generation reduced to silence by despotism, Khadra’s 

literary masterpiece testifies to the power of a new type of literature, capable of picking up where Arab 

Renaissance projects left off. 

The same can be said of the novels by Saif and Maalouf. The exquisiteness and the delicacy of ideas 

expressed in these novels open a new mindscape, one freed from the hegemonic discourses of both 

“Zeropean” and passeist ideologies. It offers us a spectacle of our weaknesses, failures, foiled dreams, missed 

opportunities, unheroic deeds, failed states, dead tyrants and frustrated reformers. In so doing, it spurs Arab 

readers into acceptance of themselves as a decisive step in the path towards change.  

For the new Arab society to regain its moral bearings, it must have enough poetic fervour to allow for the 

expression of the troubled relationship between power, reason and people 
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It is tempting to say that Saif, Maalouf, Khadra and other novelists of their ilk are producing a kind of 

literature that tends to moralise the will of their Arab readers by relating it to an increased awareness that 

there is no "charming" Arab story to be told to the world. They persuade us to consider giving the post-Arab-

Renaissance world a foundation in the doubts that assail us today.  

They tell us that in order for the new Arab society to regain its moral bearings, it must have enough poetic 

fervour to allow for the expression of the troubled relationship between power, reason and people; the blurred 

lines between believing and belonging; and the true, ugly nature of despotism.  

Even when they put us face to face with our failures to meet the requirements of the spirit of the times and of 

the changing world, they invite us to redefine heroism - to replace ancient beliefs as the agency of change.  
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