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Scientists identify a protein that switches on allergic itching 

By Nick Lavars 

 

Scientists have discovered a new mechanism that drives allergic itches 

ternavskaia.o@gmail.com/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Incessant itching is a harsh and problematic reality for eczema sufferers, causing all sorts of problems that can 

range from skin infections to trouble sleeping. Scientists investigating the biological processes behind the 

condition have uncovered a protein in the skin they say acts as a switch for itch-related neurons, offering a 

potential new target in the ongoing search for more effective treatments. 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://depositphotos.com/218680512/stock-photo-closeup-men-itching-and-scratching.html
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A number of factors can cause outbreaks for eczema sufferers, including irritants, reactions to certain foods, 

and allergies. The itching sensation, which often goes with other symptoms such as dryness and redness, is 

driven by neurons in the skin, which take their cues from sensory cells based at the root of the spinal nerves. 

Researchers at North Carolina State University have been examining this pathway through experiments on 

mice, in which they chemically induced cases of eczema. When exposing the animals to common allergens 

such as dust mites, the scientists observed an increase in a skin protein called periostin, which served to 

greatly exacerbate the itch response. 

“We have found that periostin, a protein that is produced abundantly in skin as part of an allergic response, 

can interact directly with sensory neurons in the skin, effectively turning on the itch response,” says Santosh 

Mishra, lead author of a paper. “Additionally, we identified the neuronal receptor that is the initial connection 

between periostin and itch response.” 

The receptor protein, called αvβ3, is expressed in the skin's sensory neurons and acts as the connector for 

periostin in driving the increased itch response. The team found that by switching off the receptor, they could 

break this important chain and “significantly” reduce the severity of the itching. 

“Periostin and its receptor connect the skin directly to the central nervous system,” Mishra says. “We have 

identified the first junction in the itch pathway associated with eczema. If we can break that connection, we 

can relieve the itch.” 

The research was published in the journal Cell Reports. 

Source: North Carolina State University 

We recommend 

Magnetic skin ensures the force is with you 

by King Abdullah University of Science and Technology, TechXplore.com 

Artificial skin could help rehabilitation and enhance virtual reality 

by Ecole Polytechnique Federale de Lausanne, TechXplore.com 

First fully integrated flexible electronics made of magnetic sensors and organic circuits 

by Leibniz Institute for Solid State and Materials Research, TechXplore.com 

Video: Computer scientists put some skin in the game of visual effects 

by University of British Columbia, TechXplore.com 

https://www.cell.com/cell-reports/pdf/S2211-1247(20)30350-8.pdf
https://news.ncsu.edu/2020/04/periostin-allergic-itch/
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-11-magnetic-skin.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-09-artificial-skin-virtual-reality.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2020-01-fully-flexible-electronics-magnetic-sensors.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2017-05-video-scientists-skin-game-visual.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
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ShareBackup could keep data in the fast lane 

by Rice University, TechXplore.com 

Team develops bimodal 'electronic skin' 

by Helmholtz Association of German Research Centres, TechXplore.com 

 

https://newatlas.com/medical/protein-switch-allergic-itching-

eczema/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=356844d248-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_08_08_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-356844d248-

92970593 

  

https://techxplore.com/news/2018-08-sharebackup-fast-lane.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-10-team-bimodal-electronic-skin.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/medical/protein-switch-allergic-itching-eczema/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=356844d248-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_08_08_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-356844d248-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/protein-switch-allergic-itching-eczema/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=356844d248-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_08_08_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-356844d248-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/protein-switch-allergic-itching-eczema/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=356844d248-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_08_08_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-356844d248-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/protein-switch-allergic-itching-eczema/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=356844d248-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_08_08_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-356844d248-92970593
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A Letter from Quarantine 

“A person in my state of health should not have such miseries to bear.” 

By John Keats 

 

View of the Bay of Naples, by Giuseppe Canella, nineteenth century. Minneapolis Institute of Art, Bequest 

of Professor Alfred Moir. 

In the weeks ahead, as the world continues to reckon with and respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, we will 

feature voices from the past who told stories that rhyme with the one unfolding before us—stories dealing 

with quarantine, unfathomable deaths, isolation, dread, and attempts to find community when the rest of the 

world feels far away. 

 

In September 1820 twenty-four-year-old John Keats, along with his friend Joseph Severn, a painter, fled 

England and headed to Rome, hoping that the air would ease his worsening tuberculosis symptoms. When his 

https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/contributors/keats
https://collections.artsmia.org/art/113904/view-of-the-bay-of-naples-giuseppe-canella
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ship, the Maria Crowther, reached Naples at sunrise on October 21, an unforeseen ten-day limbo was forced 

upon him, the ship stuck in the harbor under quarantine. Those on land feared that those aboard had brought 

the typhus outbreak in London with them. Keats suffered from the discomforts of bad air and digestion and 

watched the busy traffic of the harbor, tiny ships competing with large ones for space. He listened to the 

bustle of Naples, the sounds of faraway songs, conversation, and laughter crashing into one another. And, as 

he later wrote his friend Charles Armitage Brown on November 30, he “summoned up more puns, in a sort of 

desperation, in one week than in any year of my life.” While quarantined Keats wrote a letter to the mother of 

his fiancée, Fanny Brawne, sending along a brief message to Fanny that would be his last words to her. And, 

after leaving the ship and venturing into Naples, he wrote to Brown—who happened to be the Brawnes’ 

neighbor at Wentworth Place in Hampstead—still fretting over Fanny. Keats died in February 1821, never 

returning to England. 

 

John Keats, by Joseph Severn, c. 1821. © 

National Portrait Gallery, London. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/travel/coronavirus-essay-mayes-keats.html
http://keats-poems.com/keatss-last-letter-to-charles-armitage-brown-rome-november-30-1820/
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October 24, 1820 

My dear Mrs. Brawne— 

A few words will tell you what sort of a passage we had, and what situation we are in, and few they must be 

on account of the quarantine, our letters being liable to be opened for the purpose of fumigation at the health 

office. We have to remain in the vessel ten days and are at present shut in a tier of ships. The sea air has been 

beneficial to me about to as great an extent as squally weather and bad accommodations and provisions has 

done harm. So I am about as I was. Give my love to Fanny and tell her, if I were well there is enough in this 

port of Naples to fill a quire of paper—but it looks like a dream—every man who can row his boat and walk 

and talk seems a different being from myself. I do not feel in the world. It has been unfortunate for me that 

one of the passengers is a young lady in a consumption—her imprudence has vexed me very much—the 

knowledge of her complaints—the flushings in her face, all her bad symptoms have preyed upon me—they 

would have done so had I been in good health. Severn now is a very good fellow but his nerves are too strong 

to be hurt by other people’s illnesses—I remember Rice1 wore me in the same way in the Isle of Wight—I 

shall feel a load off me when the lady vanishes out of my sight. It is impossible to describe exactly in what 

state of health I am—at this moment I am suffering from indigestion very much, which makes such stuff of 

this letter. I would always wish you to think me a little worse than I really am; not being of a sanguine 

disposition I am likely to succeed. If I do not recover your regret will be softened—if I do your pleasure will 

be doubled. I dare not fix my mind upon Fanny, I have not dared to think of her. The only comfort I have had 

that way has been in thinking for hours together of having the knife she gave me put in a silver case—the hair 

in a locket—and the pocketbook in a gold net. Show her this. I dare say no more. Yet you must not believe I 

am so ill as this letter may look, for if ever there was a person born without the faculty of hoping I am he. 

Severn is writing to Haslam,2 and I have just asked him to request Haslam to send you his account of my 

health. O what an account I could give you of the Bay of Naples if I could once more feel myself a citizen of 

this world—I feel a spirit in my brain would lay it forth pleasantly—O what a misery it is to have an intellect 

in splints! My love again to Fanny—tell Tootts I wish I could pitch her a basket of grapes—and tell Sam the 

fellows catch here with a line a little fish much like an anchovy, pull them up fast. Remember me to Mr. and 

Mrs. Dilke3—mention to Brown that I wrote him a letter at Portsmouth which I did not send and am in doubt 

if he ever will see it. 

Yours sincerely and affectionate, 

John Keats 

 

https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine#fn1
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine#fn2
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine#fn3
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Bay of Naples, for Rogers’ Italy, by J.M.W. Turner, 1826. Photograph © Tate (CC-BY-NC-ND 3.0). 

November 1, 1820 

My dear Brown— 

Yesterday we were let out of quarantine, during which my health suffered more from bad air and the stifled 

cabin than it had done the whole voyage. The fresh air revived me a little, and I hope I am well enough this 

morning to write to you a short calm letter;—if that can be called one, in which I am afraid to speak of what I 

would fain dwell upon. As I have gone thus far into it, I must go on a little;—perhaps it may relieve the load 

of wretchedness which presses upon me. The persuasion that I shall see her no more will kill me. My dear 

Brown, I should have had her when I was in health, and I should have remained well. I can bear to die—I 

cannot bear to leave her. Oh, God! God! God! Everything I have in my trunks that reminds me of her goes 

through me like a spear. The silk lining she put in my traveling cap scalds my head. My imagination is 

horribly vivid about her—I see her—I hear her. There is nothing in the world of sufficient interest to divert 

me from her a moment. This was the case when I was in England; I cannot recollect, without shuddering, the 

time that I was a prisoner at Hunt’s, and used to keep my eyes fixed on Hampstead all day. Then there was a 

good hope of seeing her again—Now!—O that I could be buried near where she lives! I am afraid to write to 

her—to receive a letter from her—to see her handwriting would break my heart—even to hear of her anyhow, 

to see her name written, would be more than I can bear. My dear Brown, what am I to do? Where can I look 

for consolation or ease? If I had any chance of recovery, this passion would kill me. Indeed, through the 

whole of my illness, both at your house and at Kentish Town, this fever has never ceased wearing me out. 
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When you write to me, which you will do immediately, write to Rome (poste restante)—if she is well and 

happy, put a mark thus +; if—— 

Remember me to all. I will endeavor to bear my miseries patiently. A person in my state of health should not 

have such miseries to bear. Write a short note to my sister, saying you have heard from me. Severn is very 

well. If I were in better health I would urge your coming to Rome. I fear there is no one can give me any 

comfort. Is there any news of George? O that something fortunate had ever happened to me or my brothers!—

then I might hope,—but despair is forced upon me as a habit. My dear Brown, for my sake be her advocate 

forever. I cannot say a word about Naples; I do not feel at all concerned in the thousand novelties around me. 

I am afraid to write to her—I should like her to know that I do not forget her. Oh, Brown I have coals of fire 

in my breast—it surprises me that the human heart is capable of containing and bearing so much misery. Was 

I born for this end? God bless her, and her mother, and my sister, and George, and his wife, and you, and all! 

Your ever affectionate friend, 

John Keats 

 

1 Keats had spent a month with his ailing friend James Rice the year before. ↩ 

2 William Haslam was another member of Keats’ circle of friends. ↩ 

3 Charles Wentworth Dilke and his wife Maria also lived at Wentworth Place. ↩ 

  

Read the other entries in our series: Heinrich Heine, George Eliot, Samuel Pepys, Willa 

Cather, Lucretius, Thomas Mann, Jack London, Alessandro Manzoni, Giovanni Boccaccio, Frances Hodgson 

Burnett, Daniel Defoe, François Rabelais, and Robert Louis Stevenson. 

CONTRIBUTOR 

John Keats 

Maligned by his contemporaries as one of the “cockney” poets because he had been born the son of a livery 

stable keeper, John Keats went on to publish fifty-four poems, among them Endymion, “Ode on a Grecian 

Urn,” and “Ode to a Nightingale.” One autumn evening several weeks before his twenty-first birthday in 

1816, Keats was introduced to George Chapman’s translation of Homer by a friend; at ten o’clock the next 

morning, the friend received “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer,” considered among the finest English 

sonnets. He toured the Lake District in 1818, during which time signs of tuberculosis manifested, and by 1820 

he had difficulty writing because of the disease. He died in Rome at the age of twenty-five in 1821. 

https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine 

https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine#ref1
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine#ref2
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine#ref3
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/riot-dead
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/emergency-medical-services
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/viral-news
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/trapped-ship-during-pandemic
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/trapped-ship-during-pandemic
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/nature-plagues
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/death-and-depravity-venice
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/apocalypse-then
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/simulated-plague
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/entertaining-isolation
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/what-desolation
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/what-desolation
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/defoe-does-diy
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/sovereign-powers
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/any-place-good-enough-live-life
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/contributors/keats
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/contributors/homer
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/letter-quarantine
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Emily Gould on how (and why) to keep writing when writing feels pointless  

 

April 9, 2020 

 

 

In October of 2016, I finally managed to submit and sell a draft of the novel I’d been working on 

intermittently for years. By the time the editor got his revisions back to me, Trump had been 

inaugurated. I hadn’t looked at or even thought about the manuscript between November and January, 

but when I finally got the nerve to open the document, I was struck over and over again by how 

irrelevant and stupid every aspect of it was. I wanted to cancel the book and give the money back. If I 

couldn’t make myself care about these fictional people’s non-timely problems, how could I expect 

anyone else to? 

 

For narrative purposes, it would be better if this story ended with me scrapping that book and writing a 

new one. This imaginary novel would be the perfect book for April 2020 either because of the way it 

captured the texture of life in 2016 America, or because its plot, with eerie prescience, paralleled our 

current crisis. 

 

Unfortunately I have done neither of those things: Perfect Tunes still takes place between 2001 and 

2015, and it has no particular relevance to living in quarantine during a global pandemic. Whether or 

not it’s a good or interesting novel is not relevant to this essay; I am just here to describe how I 

convinced myself to keep working on it until it was finished. 

 

 

1. Move the goalposts or remove them entirely 

 

We read a lot about writers who have a “butt in chair” philosophy, who crank out a minimum of 1,000 

words every day rain or shine. If you are one of them, I am genuinely happy for you — and for me, 

because I get to read your books on a regular basis. But I’m also here to reassure people who don’t 

work this way that they are not alone. Sometimes it’s impossible to get writing done, especially for 

those of us who have other work to do, including care work for our children or parents. And 

sometimes, like now, the world is so in flux that our brains are filled with static and we can’t hear our 

own thoughts. At these times, surviving daily life is enough to occupy every corner of our 

consciousness. 

 

I interviewed Susan Choi right before she won the National Book award for Trust Exercise and was 

shocked and thrilled to hear her say that she felt like she would never write again. I knew that she 

would, but I also knew that she was being honest; she really felt that way. 
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What to do while this is happening, besides (inevitably) feeling stymied, hopeless, guilty, worthless? 

The first trick is to redefine what might qualify as “working on your writing.” A month or two after the 

birth of my second son, I told my therapist that I was frustrated at my inability to write — “I can’t even 

read a novel, much less write one!” She pointed out to me that I could change my goal, for the moment, 

from “write a novel” to “read a novel.” 

 

This might sound obvious, but reading fiction with focused attention is a skill. We all do a lot of other 

kinds of reading all the time: hurriedly skimming for information and amusement, sorting through 

emails for action items. Honing the skill of reading fiction counts as work when you can’t work. It just 

does.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Eliminate the possibility of an audience 

 

This is very specific to my own crazy brain, but I’m sharing it in case I’m not alone in having had my 

writing practice irretrievably warped by the internet and the attention economy. When I’m just getting 

back into writing after a period of not-writing, I tend to want a lot of immediate attention for my 

efforts. I gravitate to writing things that I know a lot of people will read and respond to, such as tweets 

or newsletter posts with a lot of simple declarative sentences and jokes about my mental health (hi!). 

These things do technically qualify as "writing," but they do not pay the bills or further my long-term 

goal of writing books. In order to get my brain back in the place it needs to be in order to do the grunt 

work of producing sentences that will take four to seven years to see the light of day, and which very 

likely will be rearranged, changed beyond recognition or cut entirely through no fault of their own, I 

have to trick myself into doing some writing that’s share-proof. 

 

The main way I do this is by keeping a dream journal. No one will ever read my dream journal because 

I will never be tempted to make it public. It’s boring and it makes no sense. I don’t try to make the 

sentences good. But writing down my dreams makes me open a word document and start typing 

descriptive sentences, which tricks me into thinking that writing is easy. It’s like putting on gym 

clothes: sometimes, like one in five times, it leads to exercising. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 525  june 2020 

 

13 

 

 

 

5 books to reread whenever you forget that books are good 

 

RECOMMENDED BY EMILY GOULD 

 

Dodie Smith, I Capture the Castle 

Nancy Mitford, The Pursuit of Love 

Alan Hollinghurst, The Line of Beauty 

Curtis Sittenfeld, Prep 

Romy Ashby, The Cutmouth Lady 

  

 

3. The “why” part 

 

Why indeed? Why do any of this? Why are you even reading this? We’re all doomed! 

 

I have been thinking, though, about how what was going on in the world when some of my favorite 

novels were written and published doesn’t automatically correspond to the worlds within them — and 

what that might mean for us now. 

 

Last night, for example, I fell asleep listening to an audiobook version of Dodie Smith’s I Capture The 

Castle, which has been one of my favorite novels to reread since I was a teenager. Its marriage plot is 

familiar — two sisters, living in genteel poverty, must attempt to win the hearts of the new tenants of a 

neighboring castle in order to rescue their family — but this turns out to be a façade. It’s actually 

(sorry) a kunstleroman, the story of its narrator, Cassandra Mortmain, coming into her own as a writer 

by keeping a diary. I loved it as a teenaged diary-keeper and I love it now even more as an adult. I love 

how Smith subtly conveys the way her heroine’s perceptions change as she leaves childhood behind. 

 

Dodie Smith wrote this book — her first! — during World War Two, when the London of Cassandra’s 

dreamy adventures in tea-shops and boutiques was being firebombed nightly, leaving people killed or 

hurt and traumatized beyond recognition. 

 

How did Smith create this timeless book while the world she was describing was in the process of 

being violently destroyed? Maybe she consciously intended to memorialize the England of the 1930s, 

and to preserve it. Or maybe she had no conscious intentions, and simply wrote the book that was hers 

https://literaryhub.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=a45d91c796&e=752dcb11dd
https://literaryhub.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=ee40ce6e30&e=752dcb11dd
https://literaryhub.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=30478ed967&e=752dcb11dd
https://literaryhub.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=105f685ca7&e=752dcb11dd
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to write at that moment. 

 

Novels pile up; they can seem like a nuisance, frivolous at best and at worst a self-indulgent way of 

avoiding a reality we’d rather not countenance. But it’s worth remembering that they are also the best 

technology we have for transmitting one person’s consciousness directly into another’s. Even if it 

seems unrealistic, or self-important, or just delusional, the act of writing implies that someone in the 

future will read what we’re currently in the process of writing. That future can only exist if we believe 

in it now. 
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"I want everyone I know to read this book" - Elif Batuman 

 

 

https://literaryhub.us9.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=7f7068817d&e=752dcb11dd 

  

https://literaryhub.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=7f7068817d&e=752dcb11dd
https://literaryhub.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=5d9b50f912e18fb44e8d7b091&id=7f7068817d&e=752dcb11dd


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 525  june 2020 

 

15 

A minimal theory of ideology for the post-COVID-19 world. (1) 

Jesús Zamora Bonilla April 8, 2020 
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Ideology is a concept that has always made me feel a bit perplexed. I have thought a lot about this question in 

the last weeks, when comparing the reactions and suggestions of different people about the shocking events 

the world is now involved into. Why do people have so much disparate ideas about the facts and about the 

best policy in face of them? Why do people are so ‘sentimentally’ attached to their opinions? Why is 

‘ideology’ so influential even when thinking about something so terrible and world-encompassing? I am 

referring to the sense in which we typically talk about someone’s ‘ideology’ as something that (a) distorts the 

image of the world he or she has, but (b) the ’cause’ or ‘reason’ why she or he has that ideology is because 

having it is, in a way, ‘promotes his/her material interests’. For, after all, wouldn’t be systematically better for 

you having a non-distorted image of the facts, no matter what your interests are? Of course, there can be cases 

in which having a false belief happens to be beneficial for you, like when, say, having faith in a medicine that 

objectively has a low rate of success helps you to recover with a little higher probability. But it is suspicious 

that there can be cases in which having a totally distorted view of the world that surrounds you is better for 

your interests than knowing it more accurately. 

Another important, and not unrelated, aspect of ideologies is that (c) they consist in ‘views of the world’ in 

which the factual and the valorative are intimately intermingled; in a sense, one sees the world through the 

lens of his or her values (political, social, moral, aesthetical, religious, etc.). Point (c) clashes to some extent 

with point (b), because it may happen that having the values you have is in some cases detrimental for you 

(like when Greenland’s Norsemen contempt towards the ‘savages’ Inuit prevent the former to benefit from the 

latter’s know-how about living in a colder climate, if we accept Jared Diamond’s narrative in Collapse 1). 

And hence, there is also the possibility of one’s having something like an inefficient ideology from his/her 

own point of view. This would bring the concept of ideology closer to the more scientifically reasonable 

concept of ‘cognitive bias’: ideology would just be a cluster of biases, and its treatment would be the same, 

i.e., trying to de-bias our minds, both individually and collectively. 

But I think that, very frequently, we do not assume that somebody’s ideology is ‘just a bias’, as a kind of 

optical illusion, but that ideologies play an important causal role in defending or attacking some political and 

economic interests, and so ideologies are usually fueled in a totally intentional ways (through education, mass 

media, culture, social networks, etc.) to an extent in which ‘mere biases’ are not. And so we come back to our 

original quandary: how can it be that having wrong ideas is better for people than having objective 

information? 

In order to clarify my perplexity, let me portray very sketchily the question of knowledge and belief as I see 

it. We, humans, live thanks to our coordinated actions; our live is a continuous answering, or trying to answer, 

to questions that have the general form ‘what to do?’. We live within a sea of what-to-does, so to say. A what-

to-do contains three essential elements: circumstances, action and valuation. For it can be analysed as having 

the form ‘how will circumstances change, if we do such and such, and how good that will be?’. An action is, 

amongst other things, something that changes our circumstances in some way (or so we try to do). So, in 

order to efficiently guide our actions we need four types of knowledge (that I suggest to call ‘descriptive’, 

‘praxeologic’, ‘predictive’ and ‘evaluative’): first, we need to know what the current circumstances are; 

second, we need to know what are the actions available to us; third, we need to know what will probably 

happen (how circumstances will change) if we perform each one of those possible actions; and fourth, we 

need to know how good or bad the new circumstances will be. Having wrong beliefs about any of these three 

elements will lead us to circumstances that are not the ones we want (or will do it more frequently than when 

we act on the basis of right beliefs; by the way, by ‘wrong’ beliefs I just mean believing that X is the case 

when X is not the case, and accordignly for ‘right’ beliefs). (Another marginal note: perhaps many people 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/04/08/a-minimal-theory-of-ideology-for-the-post-covid-19-world-1/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6655-1
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would prefer not to include my ‘evaluative knowledge’ as a kind of cognition, but just as a statement of our 

‘preferences’ or ‘values’; I am happy with that, if you prefer so, but I also think that one may be wrong about 

his/her evaluations, particularly the prospective ones: it can be the case that you do not enjoy something as 

much as you guess you would). 

There is another important concept that I have mentioned but I have said nothing yet about it: actions are 

(most usually) coordinated. What this means is, in the first place, that the consequences (the change in 

circumstances) that are relevant to take into account are (most usually) not the consequences of my activity 

alone, but the way in which the actions of many people at approximately the same time affect the current 

circumstances. And, in the second place, that the evaluation of the new circumstances is a plural evaluation: it 

is how I, and you, and you, and them… evaluate the situation, and most often the preferences of one 

individual will not coincide with those of others. And, by the way, there is also the question that the beliefs of 

different individuals about many of the other three types of knowledge can, and usually will be different. As 

you know, this web has dealt several times with the problem of combining different and conflicting 

preferences, so I will not insist now too much on this. 

Hence, where can something like ‘ideology’ enter into the fourfold division of knowledge I have suggested? 

One obvious place is ‘evaluative knowledge’: people simply have different values and preferences. But I 

wouldn’t say this makes that type of knowledge necessarily ‘ideological’, because it just could amount to 

‘objective (i.e., non-ideological, non-distorting) knowledge of your own values and preferences (and of those 

of other people)’. One may have, of course, an ‘ideologically-distorted knowledge’ of his/her own values, as 

the Marxist-Sartrean concept of ‘false consciousness’ or ‘bad faith’ might entail; I mean, one may think, for 

example, that he/she is pursuing noble goals, while in fact is only pursuing his/her own greed. And perhaps 

this is one of the main domains of our slippery concept: ideology is something that helps you to justify your 

actions before yourself or others, even if a more objective analysis and evaluation of them would show that 

they are not as justifiable as you pretend. 

But I guess that this is not enough: when we speak of someone’s ideology, it is not only about his or 

her values (real or fake, conscious or unconscious) that we are talking about, but also about his or her factual 

beliefs, i.e., about the other three types of knowledge I have presented above. Your ideology does not only 

make you value things differently, but also see the world in a different way as others with different ideologies 

do. I shall explain in the next entry how I think this can be possible (to some extent). 
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A Baby Tramp 

by Ambrose Bierce 

 

If you had seen little Jo standing at the street corner in the rain, you would hardly have admired him. It was 

apparently an ordinary autumn rainstorm, but the water which fell upon Jo (who was hardly old enough to be 

either just or unjust, and so perhaps did not come under the law of impartial distribution) appeared to have 

some property peculiar to itself: one would have said it was dark and adhesive -- sticky. But that could hardly 

be so, even in Blackburg, where things certainly did occur that were a good deal out of the common. 

For example, ten or twelve years before, a shower of small frogs had fallen, as is credibly attested by a 

contemporaneous chronicle, the record concluding with a somewhat obscure statement to the effect that the 

chronicler considered it good growing-weather for Frenchmen. 

Some years later Blackburg had a fall of crimson snow; it is cold in Blackburg when winter is on, and the 

snows are frequent and deep. There can be no doubt of it -- the snow in this instance was of the colour of 

blood and melted into water of the same hue, if water it was, not blood. The phenomenon had attracted wide 

attention, and science had as many explanations as there were scientists who knew nothing about it. But the 

men of Blackburg -- men who for many years had lived right there where the red snow fell, and might be 

supposed to know a good deal about the matter -- shook their heads and said something would come of it. 

And something did, for the next summer was made memorable by the prevalence of a mysterious disease -- 

epidemic, endemic, or the Lord knows what, though the physicians didn't -- which carried away a full half of 

the population. Most of the other half carried themselves away and were slow to return, but finally came back, 

and were now increasing and multiplying as before, but Blackburg had not since been altogether the same. 

Of quite another kind, though equally 'out of the common,' was the incident of Hetty Parlow's ghost. Hetty 

Parlow's maiden name had been Brownon, and in Blackburg that meant more than one would think. 

The Brownons had from time immemorial -- from the very earliest of the old colonial days -- been the leading 

family of the town. It was the richest and it was the best, and Blackburg would have shed the last drop of its 

plebeian blood in defence of the Brownon fair fame. As few of the family's members had ever been known to 

live permanently away from Blackburg, although most of them were educated elsewhere and nearly all had 

travelled, there was quite a number of them. The men held most of the public offices, and the women were 

foremost in all good works. Of these latter, Hetty was most beloved by reason of the sweetness of her 

disposition, the purity of her character and her singular personal beauty. She married in Boston a young 

scapegrace named Parlow, and like a good Brownon brought him to Blackburg forthwith and made a man and 

a town councillor of him. They had a child which they named Joseph and dearly loved, as was then the 

fashion among parents in all that region. Then they died of the mysterious disorder already mentioned, and at 

the age of one whole year Joseph set up as an orphan. 

Unfortunately for Joseph the disease which had cut off his parents did not stop at that; it went on and 

extirpated nearly the whole Brownon contingent and its allies by marriage; and those who fled did not return. 
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The tradition was broken, the Brownon estates passed into alien hands, and the only Brownons remaining in 

that place were underground in Oak Hill Cemetery, where, indeed, was a colony of them powerful enough to 

resist the encroachment of surrounding tribes and hold the best part of the grounds. But about the ghost: 

One night, about three years after the death of Hetty Parlow, a number of the young people of Blackburg were 

passing Oak Hill Cemetery in a wagon -- if you have been there you will remember that the road to Greenton 

runs alongside it on the south. They had been attending a May Day festival at Greenton; and that serves to fix 

the date. Altogether there may have been a dozen, and a jolly party they were, considering the legacy of 

gloom left by the town's recent sombre experiences. As they passed the cemetery the man driving suddenly 

reined in his team with an exclamation of surprise. It was sufficiently surprising, no doubt, for just ahead, and 

almost at the roadside, though inside the cemetery, stood the ghost of Hetty Parlow. There could be no doubt 

of it, for she had been personally known to every youth and maiden in the party. That established the thing's 

identity; its character as ghost was signified by all the customary signs -- the shroud, the long, undone hair, 

the 'far-away look' -- everything. This disquieting apparition was stretching out its arms toward the west, as if 

in supplication for the evening star, which, certainly, was an alluring object, though obviously out of reach. 

As they all sat silent (so the story goes) every member of that party of merrymakers -- they had merrymade on 

coffee and lemonade only -- distinctly heard that ghost call the name 'Joey, Joey!' A moment later nothing 

was there. Of course one does not have to believe all that. 

Now, at that moment, as was afterward ascertained, Joey was wandering about in the sagebrush on the 

opposite side of the continent, near Winnemucca, in the State of Nevada. He had been taken to that town by 

some good persons distantly related to his dead father, and by them adopted and tenderly cared for. But on 

that evening the poor child had strayed from home and was lost in the desert. 

His after history is involved in obscurity and has gaps which conjecture alone can fill. It is known that he was 

found by a family of Piute Indians, who kept the little wretch with them for a time and then sold him -- 

actually sold him for money to a woman on one of the east-bound trains, at a station a long way from 

Winnemucca. The woman professed to have made all manner of inquiries, but all in vain: so, being childless 

and a widow, she adopted him herself. At this point of his career Jo seemed to be getting a long way from the 

condition of orphanage; the interposition of a multitude of parents between himself and that woeful state 

promised him a long immunity from its disadvantages. 

Mrs. Darnell, his newest mother, lived in Cleveland, Ohio. But her adopted son did not long remain with her. 

He was seen one afternoon by a policeman, new to that beat, deliberately toddling away from her house, and 

being questioned answered that he was 'a doin' home.' He must have travelled by rail, somehow, for three 

days later he was in the town of Whiteville, which, as you know, is a long way from Blackburg. His clothing 

was in pretty fair condition, but he was sinfully dirty. Unable to give any account of himself he was arrested 

as a vagrant and sentenced to imprisonment in the Infants' Sheltering Home -- where he was washed. 

Jo ran away from the Infants' Sheltering Home at Whiteville -- just took to the woods one day, and the Home 

knew him no more for ever. 

We find him next, or rather get back to him, standing forlorn in the cold autumn rain at a suburban street 

corner in Blackburg; and it seems right to explain now that the raindrops falling upon him there were really 

not dark and gummy; they only failed to make his face and hands less so. Jo was indeed fearfully and 

wonderfully besmirched, as by the hand of an artist. And the forlorn little tramp had no shoes; his feet were 
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bare, red, and swollen, and when he walked he limped with both legs. As to clothing -- ah, you would hardly 

have had the skill to name any single garment that he wore, or say by what magic he kept it upon him. That he 

was cold all over and all through did not admit of a doubt; he knew it himself. Anyone would have been cold 

there that evening; but, for that reason, no one else was there. How Jo came to be there himself, he could not 

for the flickering little life of him have told, even if gifted with a vocabulary exceeding a hundred words. 

From the way he stared about him one could have seen that he had not the faintest notion of where (nor why) 

he was. 

Yet he was not altogether a fool in his day and generation; being cold and hungry, and still able to walk a little 

by bending his knees very much indeed and putting his feet down toes first, he decided to enter one of the 

houses which flanked the street at long intervals and looked so bright and warm. But when he attempted to act 

upon that very sensible decision a burly dog came browsing out and disputed his right. Inexpressibly 

frightened, and believing, no doubt (with some reason, too), that brutes without meant brutality within, he 

hobbled away from all the houses, and with grey, wet fields to right of him and grey, wet fields to left of him -

- with the rain half blinding him and the night coming in mist and darkness, held his way along the road that 

leads to Greenton. That is to say, the road leads those to Greenton who succeed in passing the Oak Hill 

Cemetery. A considerable number every year do not. 

Jo did not. 

They found him there the next morning, very wet, very cold, but no longer hungry. He had apparently entered 

the cemetery gate -- hoping, perhaps, that it led to a house where there was no dog -- and gone blundering 

about in the darkness, falling over many a grave, no doubt, until he had tired of it all and given up. The little 

body lay upon one side, with one soiled cheek upon one soiled hand, the other hand tucked away among the 

rags to make it warm, the other cheek washed clean and white at last, as for a kiss from one of God's great 

angels. It was observed -- though nothing was thought of it at the time, the body being as yet unidentified -- 

that the little fellow was lying upon the grave of Hetty Parlow. The grave, however, had not opened to receive 

him. That is a circumstance which, without actual irreverence, one may wish had been ordered otherwise 
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Another possible use for coffee grounds: Biodegradable plastic 

By Ben Coxworth 

 

There's no shortage of used coffee grounds – and they're full of cellulose 

ImagePixel/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

We've been hearing more and more about eco-friendly biodegradable plastics, made from cellulose 

nanofibers. Although those fibers are typically harvested from wood waste, new research shows that they 

could also be obtained from mega-plentiful used coffee grounds. 

Cellulose is the most abundant organic compound on Earth. Among other places, it's found in the cell walls of 

plants – it's what allows plant leaves and stems to be as strong as they are. 
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Coffee grounds also aren't exactly in short supply, with the International Coffee Organization estimating that 

over 6 million tons (5.4 million tonnes) are produced worldwide annually. Some of them are composted, 

while others may someday be put to use in substances such as carbon capture materials, biofuels, or road 

materials. That said, for now at least, most coffee grounds still end up being dumped in landfills. 

Led by Assoc. Prof. Izuru Kawamura, scientists at Yokohama National University decided to see if the waste 

product could instead be used as a source of cellulose nanofibers. Coffee grounds certainly showed promise, 

as approximately half of their weight and volume is made up of cellulose. 

The researchers utilized a previously-developed process known as catalytic oxidation, in which a catalyst was 

used to oxidize the ground beans' cell walls. When the resulting cellulose nanofibers were analyzed, they were 

found to have a desirable uniform structure. They also integrated well with polyvinyl alcohol, which is a 

polymer used in the production of biodegradable plastics – and the scientists already have an idea for what 

one of the first coffee-plastic products might be. 

"Now, more and more restaurants and cafes have been banned from using single-use straws," says Kawamura. 

"Following that movement, we aim to make a transparent disposal coffee cup and straw with an additive 

comprising cellulose nanofibers from spent coffee grounds." 

A paper on the research was recently published in the journal Cellulose. 

Source: Yokohama National University via EurekAlert 
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powered transportation, and the marine environment. 
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Big with Dawn 

 

 

 

Katie Condon  

 

https://poets.us20.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e329a0cb6f08842f08a05d822&id=f5b044057a&e=29a6ecd6d1
https://poets.us20.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e329a0cb6f08842f08a05d822&id=26a10a2523&e=29a6ecd6d1
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Yesterday: me, a stone, the river, 

a bottle of Jack, the clouds 

with unusual speed crept by. 

A man was in the middle of me. 

I was humbled. 

Not by him. The earth, 

with its unusual speed, 

went from dawn to dusk to dawn. 

Just like that. The light 

every shade of gold. Gold. I’m 

greedy for it. Light is my currency. 

I am big with dawn. So hot & so 

pregnant with the fire I stole. 

By pregnant I mean everything 

you see is of me. Daylight 

is my daughter. Dusk, my lover’s 

post-pleasure face. And the night? 

Well. Look up. 

Are you ever really alone? 

 

Copyright © 2020 by Katie Condon. Originally published in Poem-a-Day on April 7, 2020 by the 

Academy of American Poets. 

Big with Dawn 
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Katie Condon  

 

 

Yesterday: me, a stone, the river, 

a bottle of Jack, the clouds 

with unusual speed crept by. 

A man was in the middle of me. 

I was humbled. 

Not by him. The earth, 

with its unusual speed, 

went from dawn to dusk to dawn. 

Just like that. The light 

every shade of gold. Gold. I’m 

greedy for it. Light is my currency. 

I am big with dawn. So hot & so 

pregnant with the fire I stole. 

By pregnant I mean everything 

you see is of me. Daylight 

is my daughter. Dusk, my lover’s 

post-pleasure face. And the night? 

Well. Look up. 

Are you ever really alone? 

 

 

Copyright © 2020 by Katie Condon. Originally published in Poem-a-Day on April 7, 2020 by 

the Academy of American Poets. 
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Subscribe to the Poem-a-Day Podcast  

   

 

 

 

 

 

“This began as a very different poem, in which the speaker argued bitterly with a specific ‘you.’ 

The essential gesture of the poem was ‘come at me, I dare you.’ In this early draft, the speaker’s 

fullness, which later became the metaphor of pregnancy, served as a source of power and thus a 

kind of defense against this ‘you.’ That first half of the poem eventually fell away when I 

realized I was most interested in exploding our inaccurate and G-Rated ideas of mothers—the 

gentle caretaker who makes good meatballs and tells you your skirt is too short—by creating a 

speaker whose swagger is fueled entirely by her sexual maternal power. We were all born from 

a mother who wielded her desire and her desired body to make us possible, and ‘Big with Dawn’ 

celebrates that fact.” 

—Katie Condon 

   

https://poets.us20.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=e329a0cb6f08842f08a05d822&id=f5b044057a&e=29a6ecd6d1 
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Stillness as a Form of Action: Tocqueville on Cataclysm as an Antidote to Cultural Complacency and a 

Catalyst for Growth 

“There are periods during which human society seems to rest… This pause is, indeed, only apparent, for time 

does not stop its course for nations any more than for [individuals]; they are all advancing every day towards 

a goal with which they are unacquainted.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Even when nothing is happening, something is happening. This is a difficult fact for the human animal to 

fathom — especially for us modern sapiens, who so ardently worship at the altar of productivity and so 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1931082545/braipick-20
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readily mistake busyness for effectiveness, for propulsion toward progress. Silence is a form of speech, Susan 

Sontag wrote, “and an element in a dialogue.” Stillness is a form of action and an element in advancement, in 

evolution, in all forward motion. 

There are certain moments, as when winter cusps into spring, when nature itself reminds us of this slippery 

elemental fact: Buds begin to spine the skeletal silhouettes of trees, withholding leaf and blossom until it is 

right, until it is safe to spill new life into the chilly air; birds, whose dinosaur bodies have spent all winter 

preparing to mate, perch silent on the bud-spined branches, all longing and unsung song. 

Waiting in the Almost by Maria Popova. 

Available as a print. 

There are certain moments in culture, too, when we must especially remember, in order to stay sane, this 

slippery elemental fact. 

Those moments and their neglected significance are what Alexis de Tocqueville (July 29, 1805–April 16, 

1859) explores in a brief, intensely insightful passage from his 1835 classic Democracy in America (public 

library). 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/06/the-aesthetic-of-silence-susan-sontag/
https://society6.com/product/waiting2733105_print?sku=s6-13638225p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1931082545/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/democracy-in-america-an-annotated-text-backgrounds-interpretations/oclc/155715172&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/democracy-in-america-an-annotated-text-backgrounds-interpretations/oclc/155715172&referer=brief_results
https://society6.com/product/waiting2733105_print?sku=s6-13638225p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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Since Tocqueville belongs to the long stretch of epochs predating Ursula K. Le Guin’s brilliant unsexing of 

the universal pronoun, I have taken the liberty (a liberty I very rarely take with historical texts, for it is often 

ahistorical to take it, but one that feels right in this case) of rehumanizing his men as individuals and people. 

He writes: 

At certain periods a nation may be oppressed by such insupportable evils as to conceive the design of 

effecting a total change in its political constitution; at other times… the existence of society itself is 

endangered. Such are the times of great revolutions… But between these epochs of misery and confusion 

there are periods during which human society seems to rest and mankind to take breath. This pause is, indeed, 

only apparent, for time does not stop its course for nations any more than for [individuals]; they are all 

advancing every day towards a goal with which they are unacquainted. 

In an analogy the physical fact of which would become the basis of Einstein’s epoch-making development of 

relativity many decades later, Tocqueville adds: 

We imagine them to be stationary only when their progress escapes our observation, as [people] who are 

walking seem to be standing still to those who run. 

Because this transformative stillness is so imperceptible, Tocqueville observes, and because it appears after 

periods of upheaval, we are apt to mistake the stillness for an end point. Nearly two centuries before 

psychologist Daniel Gilbert quipped that “human beings are works in progress that mistakenly think they’re 

finished” in his excellent inquiry into how our present illusions hinder our future happiness, Tocqueville 

admonishes against this illusion of finality, as true on the scale of individuals as it is on the scale of societies, 

nations, and civilizations: 

There are certain epochs in which the changes that take place in the social and political constitution of nations 

are so slow and imperceptible that [people] imagine they have reached a final state; and the human mind, 

believing itself to be firmly based upon sure foundations, does not extend its researches beyond a certain 

horizon. 

The great gift of such periods is that they invite us to question our certitudes, our givens, these seemingly sure 

foundations that have lulled us into complacency — for it is only by being jolted out of our complacencies, 

cultural or personal, that we ever reach beyond the horizon, toward new territories of truth, beauty, and 

flourishing. 

Complement with Thoreau on the long cycles of change, Hannah Arendt on small action as the fulcrum of our 

humanity, and a wonderful modern meditation on the art of waiting in an impatient culture, then revisit Pico 

Iyer on what Leonard Cohen taught him about the art of stillness and Pablo Neruda’s timeless ode to silence. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/17/ursula-k-le-guin-gender/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/17/ursula-k-le-guin-gender/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/11/stephon-alexander-rebecca-elson-explaining-relativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/11/stephon-alexander-rebecca-elson-explaining-relativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/18/daniel-gilbert-happiness-future-self/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/20/thoreau-social-change/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/17/hannah-arendt-human-condition-speech-action/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/17/hannah-arendt-human-condition-speech-action/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/17/jason-farman-delayed-response/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/10/pico-iyer-the-art-of-stillness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/05/28/keeping-quiet-sylvia-boorstein-reads-pablo-neruda/
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Art by Cindy Derby 

from A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader. Available as a print. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/01/tocqueville-democracy-in-america-

stillness/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-cindy-derby_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/01/tocqueville-democracy-in-america-stillness/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/01/tocqueville-democracy-in-america-stillness/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://society6.com/product/a-velocity-of-being-cindy-derby_print?curator=brainpicker
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Simple new method makes graphene "paint" possible 

By Michael Irving 

 

Researchers have found a simple way to make graphene disperse in water, paving the way for graphene-based 

inks or paints 

ktsdesign/Depositphotos 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

Graphene may be versatile, but there’s one thing it’s not all that good at – dispersing in water. Now, 

researchers at Umeå University have found a relatively simple way to do it. Graphene oxide is a different 

form of the material that can make for stable water dispersion, which can then be used as a kind of graphene 

paint. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://depositphotos.com/96199050/stock-photo-crystallized-carbon-hexagonal-system.html
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Graphene is essentially a two-dimensional sheet of carbon atoms, arranged in a hexagonal pattern. This 

deceptively simple material has a range of useful properties – it’s incredibly lightweight, thin and flexible, but 

still strong. It’s also an excellent conductor of electricity and heat, so it’s turning up in everything 

from electronics to water filters to clothing. 

Ideally, one useful way to get graphene into the right configurations could involve dispersing it in water. This 

solution could then be painted or sprayed onto a surface to make, for example, supercapacitor electrodes or 

conductive coatings. 

The problem is that graphene and similar forms of carbon, like graphite and carbon nanotubes, are 

hydrophobic, meaning they repel water. They can be made to disperse using harsh organic solvents or 

mechanical treatments, but the former is toxic and the latter can introduce defects. 

 

The team's graphene dispersions, in storage (bottom row) and after being painted onto metallic foil 

Nicolas Boulanger 

Now, the Umeå team has found a surprisingly simple way to make graphene dispersions. The secret is to use 

oxidized graphene instead, which is hydrophilic. By combining graphene oxide with particles of other 

hydrophobic carbons, such as graphene, activated graphene, porous and activated carbons, they managed to 

make stable graphene dispersions. After a few days, no material had settled at the bottom. 

https://newatlas.com/graphene-pwave-superconductor-cambridge/47500/
https://newatlas.com/graphene-membrane-microphone/40617/
https://newatlas.com/graphene-graphair-water-filter/53437/
https://newatlas.com/graphene-shoes/52020/
https://newatlas.com/materials/graphene-oxide-dispersion-paint/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=356844d248-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_08_08_20&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-356844d248-92970593#gallery:2
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In one test, the team added carbon nanotubes and tried to make supercapacitor electrodes out of the mixture. 

They applied the dispersion to metallic foil, then dried it and heated it to 200 °C (392 °F). 

“What we get in the end is a thin film of conductive electrode material with rather high surface area, good 

conductivity and excellent performance in storage of electricity in supercapacitors,” says Alexandr Talyzin, 

corresponding author of the study. “The high surface area is provided by the micrometer-sized particles of 

(for example) activated graphene, while nanotubes and thermally reduced graphene oxide provide good 

electrical contact between the particles.” 

The researchers say that this new method could be easily scaled up for industrial production. They’ve applied 

for a patent for the technique. 

The research was published in the Journal of Physical Chemistry Letters. 

Source: Umeå University 

We recommend 

Panasonic has photocatalytic water purification tech 

by Nancy Owano et al., TechXplore.com 

This Week in the British Journal of Cancer: Jul 3, 2012 

GenomeWeb, 2012 

This Week in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute: Jun 28, 2012 

GenomeWeb, 2012 

Battery recipe: Deep-fried graphene pom-poms 

by Nancy Owano et al., TechXplore.com 

Using crumpled graphene balls to make better batteries 

by Amanda Morris et al., TechXplore.com 

BioRegion Newsmakers: May 29, 2009 

GenomeWeb, 2009 

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.jpclett.0c00272
https://www.umu.se/en/news/physicists-produce-stable-water-based-graphene-dispersions_9066278/
https://techxplore.com/news/2015-01-panasonic-photocatalytic-purification-tech.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://www.genomeweb.com/archive/week-british-journal-cancer-57?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.XRvwAMdlDnc
https://www.genomeweb.com/archive/week-journal-national-cancer-institute-16?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.XRvwAMdlDnc
https://techxplore.com/news/2015-01-battery-recipe-deep-fried-graphene-pom-poms.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
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Michael Irving 

Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries the universe. 

With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing and several years experience under his belt, he joined New 

Atlas as a staff writer in 2016. 
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A Conflict Ended 

by Mary E. Wilkins Freeman 

 

A Conflict Ended first appeared in Harper's New Monthly Magazine (February, 1886). 

 

In Acton there were two churches, a Congregational and a Baptist. They stood on opposite sides of the road, 

and the Baptist edifice was a little farther down than the other. On Sunday morning both bells were ringing. 

The Baptist bell was much larger, and followed quickly on the soft peal of the Congregational with a heavy 

brazen clang which vibrated a good while. The people went flocking through the street to the irregular jangle 

of the bells. It was a very hot day, and the sun beat down heavily; parasols were bobbing over all the ladies' 

heads. 

More people went into the Baptist church, whose society was much the larger of the two. It had been for the 

last ten years — ever since the Congregational had settled a new minister. His advent had divided the church, 

and a good third of the congregation had gone over to the Baptist brethren, with whom they still remained. 

It is probable that many of them passed their old sanctuary today with the original stubborn animosity as 

active as ever in their hearts, and led their families up the Baptist steps with the same strong spiritual pull of 

indignation. 

One old lady, who had made herself prominent on the opposition, trotted by this morning with the identical 

wiry vehemence which she had manifested ten years ago. She wore a full black silk skirt, which she held up 

inanely in front, and allowed to trail in the dust in the rear. 

Some of the stanch Congregational people glanced at her amusedly. One fleshy, fair-faced girl in blue muslin 

said to her companion, with a laugh: “See that old lady trailing her best black silk by to the Baptist. Ain't it 

ridiculous how she keeps on showing out? I heard some one talking about it yesterday.” 

“Yes.” 

The girl colored up confusedly. “Oh dear!” she thought to herself. The lady with her had an unpleasant history 

connected with this old church quarrel. She was a small, bony woman in a shiny purple silk, which was 

strained very tightly across her sharp shoulder blades. Her bonnet was quite elaborate with flowers and 

plumes, as was also her companion's. In fact, she was the village milliner, and the girl was her apprentice. 

When the two went up the church steps, they passed a man of about fifty, who was sitting thereon well to one 

side. He had a singular face — a mild forehead, a gently curving mouth, and a terrible chin, with a look of 

strength in it that might have abashed mountains. He held his straw hat in his hand, and the sun was shining 

full on his bald head. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/mary-e-wilkins-freeman
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The milliner half stopped and gave an anxious glance at him; then passed on. In the vestibule she stopped 

again. 

“You go right in, Margy,” she said to the girl. “I'll be along in a minute.” 

“Where be you going, Miss Barney?” 

“You go right in. I'll be there in a minute.” 

Margy entered the audience room then, as if fairly brushed in by the imperious wave of a little knotty hand, 

and Esther Barney stood waiting until the rush of entering people was over. Then she stepped swiftly back to 

the side of the man seated on the steps. She spread her large black parasol deliberately, and extended the 

handle toward him. 

“No, no, Esther; I don't want it — I don't want it.” 

“If you're determined on setting out in this broiling sun, Marcus Woodman, you jest take this parasol of mine 

an' use it.” 

“I don't want your parasol, Esther. I —” 

“Don't you say it over again. Take it.” 

“I won't — not if I don't want to.” 

“You'll get a sunstroke.” 

“That's my own lookout.” 

“Marcus Woodman, you take it.” 

She threw all the force there was in her intense, nervous nature into her tone and look; but she failed in her 

attempt, because of the utter difference in quality between her own will and that with which she had to deal. 

They were on such different planes that hers slid by his with its own momentum; there could be no contact 

even of antagonism between them. He sat there rigid, every line of his face stiffened into an icy obstinacy. 

She held out the parasol toward him like a weapon. 

Finally she let it drop at her side, her whole expression changed. 

“Marcus,” said she, “how's your mother?” 

He started. “Pretty well, thank you, Esther.” 
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“She's out to meeting, then?” 

“Yes.” 

“I've been a-thinking — I ain't drove jest now — that maybe I'd come over an' see her some day this week.” 

He rose politely then. “Wish you would, Esther. Mother'd be real pleased, I know.” 

“Well, I'll see — Wednesday, p'rhaps, if I ain't too busy. I must go in now; they're 'most through singing.” 

“Esther —” 

“I don't believe I can stop any longer, Marcus.” 

“About the parasol — thank you jest the same if I don't take it. Of course you know I can't set out here 

holding a parasol; folks would laugh. But I'm obliged to you all the same. Hope I didn't say anything to hurt 

your feelings?” 

“Oh no! Why, no, Marcus! Of course I don't want to make you take it if you don't want it. I don't know but it 

would look kinder queer, come to think of it. Oh dear! they are through singing.” 

“Say, Esther, I don't know but I might as well take that parasol, if you'd jest as soon. The sun is pretty hot, an' 

I might get a headache. I forgot my umbrella, to tell the truth.” 

“I might have known better than to have gone at him the way I did,” thought Esther to herself, when she was 

seated at last in the cool church beside Margy. “Seems as if I might have got used to Marcus Woodman by 

this time.” 

She did not see him when she came out of church; but a little boy in the vestibule handed her the parasol, with 

the remark, “Mr. Woodman said for me to give this to you.” 

She and Margy passed down the street toward home. Going by the Baptist church, they noticed a young man 

standing by the entrance. He stared hard at Margy. 

She began to laugh after they had passed him. “Did you see that fellow stare?” said she. “Hope he'll know me 

next time.” 

“That's George Elliot; he's that old lady's son you was speaking about this morning.” 

“Well, that's enough for me.” 

“He's a real good, steady young man.” 
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Margy sniffed. 

“P'rhaps you'll change your mind some day.” 

She did, and speedily, too. That glimpse of Margy Wilson's pretty, new face — for she was a stranger in the 

town — had been too much for George Elliot. He obtained an introduction, and soon was a steady visitor at 

Esther Barney's house. Margy fell in love with him easily. She had never had much attention from the young 

men, and he was an engaging young fellow, small and bright-eyed, though with a nervous persistency like his 

mother's in his manner. 

“I'm going to have it an understood thing,” Margy told Esther, after her lover had become constant in his 

attentions, “that I'm going with George, and I ain't going with his mother. I can't bear that old woman.” 

But poor Margy found that it was not so easy to thrust determined old age off the stage, even when young 

Love was flying about so fast on his butterfly wings that he seemed to multiply himself, and there was no 

room for anything else because the air was so full of Loves. That old mother, with her trailing black skirt and 

her wiry obstinacy, trotted as unwaveringly through the sweet stir as a ghost through a door. 

One Monday morning Margy could not eat any breakfast, and there were tear stains around her blue eyes. 

“Why, what's the matter, Margy?” asked Esther, eyeing her across the little kitchen table. 

“Nothing's the matter. I ain't hungry any to speak of, that's all. I guess I'll go right to work on Mis' Fuller's 

bonnet.” 

“I'd try an' eat something if I was you. Be sure you cut that velvet straight, if you go to work on it.” 

When the two were sitting together at their work in the little room back of the shop, Margy suddenly threw 

her scissors down. “There!” said she, “I've done it; I knew I should. I've cut this velvet bias. I knew I should 

cut everything bias I touched today.” 

There was a droll pucker on her mouth; then it began to quiver. She hid her face in her hands and sobbed. 

“Oh, dear, dear, dear!” 

“Margy Wilson, what is the matter?” 

“George and I — had a talk last night. We've broke the engagement, an' it's killing me. An' now I've cut this 

velvet bias. Oh, dear, dear, dear, dear!” 

“For the land's sake, don't mind anything about the velvet! What's come betwixt you an' George?” 

“His mother — horrid old thing! He said she'd got to live with us, and I said she shouldn't. Then he said he 

wouldn't marry any girl that wasn't willing to live with his mother, and I said he wouldn't ever marry me, then. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 525  june 2020 

 

41 

If George Elliot thinks more of his mother than he does of me, he can have her. I don't care. I'll show him I 

can get along without him.” 

“Well, I don't know, Margy. I'm real sorry about it. George Elliot's a good, likely young man; but if you didn't 

want to live with his mother, it was better to say so right in the beginning. And I don't know as I blame you 

much; she's pretty set in her ways.” 

“I guess she is. I never could bear her. I guess he'll find out —” 

Margy dried her eyes defiantly and took up the velvet again. “I've spoilt this velvet. I don't see why being 

disappointed in love should affect a girl so's to make her cut bias.” 

There was a whimsical element in Margy which seemed to roll uppermost along with her grief. 

Esther looked a little puzzled. “Never mind the velvet, child; it ain't much, anyway.” She began tossing over 

some ribbons to cover her departure from her usual reticence. “I'm real sorry about it, Margy. Such things are 

hard to bear, but they can be lived through. I know something about it myself. You knew I'd had some of this 

kind of trouble, didn't you?” 

“About Mr. Woodman, you mean?” 

“Yes, about Marcus Woodman. I'll tell you what 'tis, Margy Wilson, you've got one thing to be thankful for, 

and that is that there ain't anything ridickerlous about this affair of yourn. That makes it the hardest of 

anything, according to my mind — when you know that everybody's laughing, and you can hardly help 

laughing yourself, though you feel 'most ready to die.” 

“Ain't that Mr. Woodman crazy?” 

“No, he ain't crazy; he's got too much will for his common sense, that's all, and the will teeters the sense a 

little too far into the air. I see all through it from the beginning. I could read Marcus Woodman jest like a 

book.” 

“I don't see how in the world you ever come to like such a man.” 

“Well, I s'pose love's the strongest when there ain't any good reason for it. They say it is. I can't say as I ever 

really admired Marcus Woodman much. I always see right through him; but that didn't hinder my thinking so 

much of him that I never felt as if I could marry any other man. And I've had chances, though I shouldn't want 

you to say so.” 

“You turned him off because he went to sitting on the church steps?” 

“Course I did. Do you s'pose I was going to marry a man who made a laughingstock of himself that way?” 

“I don't see how he ever come to do it. It's the funniest thing I ever heard of.” 
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“I know it. It seems so silly nobody'd believe it. Well, all there is about it, Marcus Woodman's got so much 

mulishness in him it makes him almost miraculous. You see, he got up an' spoke in that church meeting when 

they had such a row about Mr. Morton's being settled here — Marcus was awful set again' him. I never could 

see any reason why, and I don't think he could. He said Mr. Morton wa'n't doctrinal; that was what they all 

said; but I don't believe half of 'em knew what doctrinal was. I never could see why Mr. Morton wa'n't as 

good as most ministers — enough sight better than them that treated him so, anyway. I always felt that they 

was really setting him in a pulpit high over their heads by using him the way they did, though they didn't 

know it. 

“Well, Marcus spoke in that church meeting, an' he kept getting more and more set every word he said. He 

always had a way of saying things over and over, as if he was making steps out of 'em, an' raising of himself 

up on 'em, till there was no moving him at all. And he did that night. Finally, when he was up real high, he 

said, as for him, if Mr. Morton was settled over that church, he'd never go inside the door himself as long as 

he lived. Somebody spoke out then — I never quite knew who 'twas, though I suspected — an' says, ‘You'll 

have to set on the steps, then, Brother Woodman.’ 

“Everybody laughed at that but Marcus. He didn't see nothing to laugh at. He spoke out awful set, kinder 

gritting his teeth, ‘I will set on the steps fifty years before I'll go into this house if that man's settled here.’ 

“I couldn't believe he'd really do it. We were going to be married that spring, an' it did seem as if he might 

listen to me; but he wouldn't. The Sunday Mr. Morton begun to preach, he begun to set on them steps, an' he's 

set there ever since, in all kinds of weather. It's a wonder it ain't killed him; but I guess it's made him tough.” 

“Why, didn't he feel bad when you wouldn't marry him?” 

“Feel bad? Of course he did. He took on terribly. But it didn't make any difference; he wouldn't give in a 

hair's breadth. I declare it did seem as if I should die. His mother felt awfully, too — she's a real good woman. 

I don't know what Marcus would have done without her. He wants a sight of tending and waiting on; he's 

dreadful babyish in some ways, though you wouldn't think it. 

“Well, it's all over now as far as I'm concerned. I've got over it a good deal, though sometimes it makes me 

jest as mad as ever to see him setting there. But I try to be reconciled, and I get along jest as well, mebbe, as if 

I'd had him — I don't know. I fretted more at first than there was any sense in, and I hope you won't.” 

“I ain't going to fret at all, Miss Barney. I may cut bias for a while, but I shan't do anything worse.” 

“How you do talk, child!” 

A good deal of it was talk with Margy; she had not as much courage as her words proclaimed. She was 

capable of a strong temporary resolution, but of no enduring one. She gradually weakened as the days without 

her lover went on, and one Saturday night she succumbed entirely. There was quite a rush of business, but 

through it all she caught a conversation between some customers — two pretty young girls. 

“Who was that with you last night at the concert?” 
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“That — oh, that was George Elliot. Didn't you know him?” 

“He's got another girl,” thought Margy, with a great throb. 

The next Sunday night, coming out of meeting with Miss Barney, she left her suddenly. George Elliot was 

one of a waiting line of young men in the vestibule. She went straight up to him. He looked at her in 

bewilderment, his dark face turning red. 

“Good evening, Miss Wilson,” he stammered out, finally. 

“Good evening,” she whispered, and stood looking up at him piteously. She was white and trembling. 

At last he stepped forward suddenly and offered her his arm. In spite of his resentment, he could not put her to 

open shame before all his mates, who were staring curiously. 

When they were out in the dark, cool street, he bent over her. “Why, Margy, what does all this mean?” 

“Oh, George, let her live with us, please. I want her to. I know I can get along with her if I try. I'll do 

everything I can. Please let her live with us.” 

“Who's her?” 

“Your mother.” 

“And I suppose us is you and I? I thought that was all over, Margy. Ain't it?” 

“Oh, George, I am sorry I treated you so.” 

“And you are willing to let mother live with us now?” 

“I'll do anything. Oh, George!” 

“Don't cry, Margy. There — nobody's looking — give us a kiss. It's been a long time, ain't it, dear? So you've 

made up your mind that you're willing to let mother live with us?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, I don't believe she ever will, Margy. She's about made up her mind to go and live with my brother 

Edward, whether or no. So you won't be troubled with her. I dare say she might have been a little of a trial as 

she grew older.” 

“You didn't tell me.” 
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“I thought it was your place to give in, dear.” 

“Yes, it was, George.” 

“I'm mighty glad you did. I tell you what it is, dear, I don't know how you've felt, but I've been pretty 

miserable lately.” 

“Poor George!” 

They passed Esther Barney's house, and strolled along half a mile farther. When they returned, and Margy 

stole softly into the house and upstairs, it was quite late and Esther had gone to bed. Margy saw the light was 

not out in her room, so she peeped in. She could not wait till morning to tell her. 

“Where have you been?” said Esther, looking up at her out of her pillows. 

“Oh, I went to walk a little way with George.” 

“Then you've made up?” 

“Yes.” 

“Is his mother going to live with you?” 

“No, I guess not. She's going to live with Edward. But I told him I was willing she should. I've about made up 

my mind it's a woman's place to give in mostly. I s'pose you think I'm an awful fool.” 

“No, I don't; no, I don't, Margy. I'm real glad it's all right betwixt you and George. I've seen you weren't very 

happy lately.” 

They talked a little longer, then Margy said “Good night,” going over to Esther and kissing her. Being so rich 

in love made her generous with it. She looked down sweetly into the older woman's thin, red-cheeked face. “I 

wish you were as happy as I,” said she. “I wish you and Mr. Woodman could make up, too.” 

“That's an entirely different matter. I couldn't give in in such a thing as that.” 

Margy looked at her; she was not subtle, but she had just come out triumphant through innocent love and 

submission, and used the wisdom she had gained thereby. 

“Don't you believe,” said she, “if you was to give in the way I did, that he would?” 

Esther started up with an astonished air. That had never occurred to her before. “Oh, I don't believe he would. 

You don't know him; he's awful set. Besides, I don't know but I'm better off the way it is.” 
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In spite of herself, however, she could not help thinking of Margy's suggestion. Would he give in? She was 

hardly disposed to run the risk. With her peculiar cast of mind, her feeling for the ludicrous so keen that it 

almost amounted to a special sense, and her sensitiveness to ridicule, it would have been easier for her to have 

married a man under the shadow of a crime than one who was the deserving target of gibes and jests. Besides, 

she told herself, it was possible that he had changed his mind, that he no longer cared for her. How could she 

make the first overtures? She had not Margy's impulsiveness and innocence of youth to excuse her. 

Also, she was partly influenced by the reason which she had given Margy: she was not so very sure that it 

would be best for her to take any such step. She was more fixed in the peace and pride of her old-maidenhood 

than she had realized, and was more shy of disturbing it. Her comfortable meals, her tidy housekeeping, and 

her prosperous work had become such sources of satisfaction to her that she was almost wedded to them, and 

jealous of any interference. 

So it is doubtful if there would have been any change in the state of affairs if Marcus Woodman's mother had 

not died toward spring. Esther was greatly distressed about it. 

“I don't see what Marcus is going to do,” she told Margy. “He ain't any fitter to take care of himself than a 

baby, and he won't have any housekeeper, they say.” 

One evening, after Marcus's mother had been dead about three weeks, Esther went over there. Margy had 

gone out to walk with George, so nobody knew. When she reached the house — a white cottage on a hill — 

she saw a light in the kitchen window. 

“He's there,” said she. She knocked on the door softly. Marcus shuffled over to it — he was in his stocking 

feet — and opened it. 

“Good evening, Marcus,” said she, speaking first. 

“Good evening.” 

“I hadn't anything special to do this evening, so I thought I'd look in a minute and see how you was getting 

along.” 

“I ain't getting along very well; but I'm glad to see you. Come right in.” 

When she was seated opposite him by the kitchen fire, she surveyed him and his surroundings pityingly. 

Everything had an abject air of forlornness; there was neither tidiness nor comfort. After a few words she rose 

energetically. “See here, Marcus,” said she, “you jest fill up that teakettle, and I'm going to slick up here a 

little for you while I stay.” 

“Now, Esther, I don't feel as if —” 

“Don't you say nothing. Here's the teakettle. I might jest as well be doing that as setting still.” 
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He watched her in a way that made her nervous, as she flew about putting things to rights; but she said to 

herself that this was easier than sitting still, and gradually leading up to the object for which she had come. 

She kept wondering if she could ever accomplish it. When the room was in order, finally, she sat down again, 

with a strained-up look in her face. 

“Marcus,” said she, “I might as well begin. There was something I wanted to say to you tonight.” 

He looked at her, and she went on: 

“I've been thinking some lately about how matters used to be betwixt you an' me, and it's jest possible — I 

don't know — but I might have been a little more patient than I was. I don't know as I'd feel the same way 

now if —” 

“Oh, Esther, what do you mean?” 

“I ain't going to tell you, Marcus Woodman, if you can't find out. I've said full enough; more'n I ever thought I 

should.” 

He was an awkward man, but he rose and threw himself on his knees at her feet with all the grace of complete 

unconsciousness of action. “Oh, Esther, you don't mean, do you? — you don't mean that you'd be willing to 

— marry me?” 

“No; not if you don't get up. You look ridickerlous.” 

“Esther, do you mean it?” 

“Yes. Now get up.” 

“You ain't thinking — I can't give up what we had the trouble about, any more now than I could then.” 

“Ain't I said once that wouldn't make any difference?” 

At that he put his head down on her knees and sobbed. 

“Do, for mercy sake, stop! Somebody'll be coming in. 'Tain't as if we was a young couple.” 

“I ain't going to till I've told you about it, Esther. You ain't never really understood. In the first of it, we was 

both mad; but we ain't now, and we can talk it over. Oh, Esther, I've had such an awful life! I've looked at 

you, and — Oh, dear, dear, dear!” 

“Marcus, you scare me to death crying so.” 

“I won't. Esther, look here — it's the gospel truth: I ain't a thing again' Mr. Morton now.” 
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“Then why on earth don't you go into the meeting house and behave yourself?” 

“Don't you suppose I would if I could? I can't, Esther — I can't.” 

“I don't know what you mean by can't.” 

“Do you s'pose I've took any comfort sitting there on them steps in the winter snows an' the summer suns? Do 

you s'pose I've took any comfort not marrying you? Don't you s'pose I'd given all I was worth any time the 

last ten year to have got up an' walked into the church with the rest of the folks?” 

“Well, I'll own, Marcus, I don't see why you couldn't if you wanted to.” 

“I ain't sure as I see, myself, Esther. All I know is I can't make myself give it up. I can't. I ain't made strong 

enough to.” 

“As near as I can make out, you've taken to sitting on the church steps the way other men take to smoking and 

drinking.” 

“I don't know but you're right, Esther, though I hadn't thought of it in that way before.” 

“Well, you must try to overcome it.” 

“I never can, Esther. It ain't right for me to let you think I can.” 

“Well, we won't talk about it any more tonight. It's time I was going home.” 

“Esther — did you mean it?” 

“Mean what?” 

“That you'd marry me anyway?” 

“Yes, I did. Now do get up. I do hate to see you looking so silly.” 

Esther had a new pearl-colored silk gown, and a little mantle like it, and a bonnet trimmed with roses and 

plumes, and she and Marcus were married in June. 

The Sunday on which she came out a bride they were late at church; but late as it was, curious people were 

lingering by the steps to watch them. What would they do? Would Marcus Woodman enter that church door 

which his awful will had guarded for him so long? 

They walked slowly up the steps between the watching people. When they came to the place where he was 

accustomed to sit, Marcus stopped short and looked down at his wife with an agonized face. 
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“Oh, Esther, I've — got — to stop.” 

“Well, we'll both sit down here, then.” 

“You?” 

“Yes; I'm willing.” 

“No; you go in.” 

“No, Marcus; I sit with you on our wedding Sunday.” 

Her sharp, middle-aged face as she looked up at him was fairly heroic. This was all that she could do: her last 

weapon was used. If this failed, she would accept the chances with which she had married, and before the 

eyes of all these tittering people she would sit down at his side on these church steps. She was determined, 

and she would not weaken. 

He stood for a moment staring into her face. He trembled so that the bystanders noticed it. He actually leaned 

over toward his old seat as if wire ropes were pulling him down upon it. Then he stood up straight, like a man, 

and walked through the church door with his wife. 

The people followed. Not one of them even smiled. They had felt the pathos in the comedy. 

The sitters in the pews watched Marcus wonderingly as he went up the aisle with Esther. He looked strange to 

them; he had almost the grand mien of a conqueror. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/mary-e-wilkins-freeman/short-story/a-conflict-ended 
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Crash 

by Kay Ryan 
Issue no. 151 (Summer 1999) 

Slip is one 

law of crash 

among dozens. 

There is also 

shift— 

moving a 

granite lozenge 

to the left 

a little, 

sending down 

a cliff. 

Also toggles: 

the idle flip 

that trips 

the rails 

trains travel. 

No act 

or refusal 

to act, no 

special grip 

or triple lock 

or brake stops 

crash: crash 

quickens 

on resistance 

like a legal system 

out of Dickens. 

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not … 

listen to Natalie Shapero read this poem in our new Daily series, Poets on Couches? 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e08aa81e79&e=d538c8f2e0 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e08aa81e79&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=690c46d5e6&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e08aa81e79&e=d538c8f2e0
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Cyclodextrin-based nanosponges as a complexating agent: application in oxyresveratrol complexes 

Authors: Adrián Matencio*, Fabrizio Caldera, Gjylije Hoti and Francesco Trotta 

Dip. Di Chemica, Università di Torino, via P. Giuria 7, 10125, Torino, Italy 

* adrian.matencioduran@unito.it 

 

The last articles of one of us (Matencio) [1,2,3,4] were about the different uses of a complexing agent called 

cyclodextrin (CD), a torus-shaped oligosaccharide made up of α-(1,4) linked glucose units, the most common 

CDs being α, β and γ-CD, which contain six, seven and eight glucose units, respectively (although CD 

derivatives also exist). The applications with this commonly used matrix are significant and considerably 

https://mappingignorance.org/2017/09/25/novel-methods-chiral-separation/
https://mappingignorance.org/2018/01/03/forget-basic-science-example-concerning-solubility/
https://mappingignorance.org/2018/06/06/when-we-forget-basic-science-a-jar-is-not-a-jug/
https://mappingignorance.org/2018/10/29/when-we-forget-basic-science-seeking-the-small-details-out/
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improves bioactive compound’s characteristics such as its solubility or a controlled release. However, 

depending on the application a slower release is desirable (for example, to get a better dosage). 

Figure 1. 

Schematic structure of CD-NS 

In this sense, an interesting matrix appears after CD modifications, CD-based nanosponges (CD-NS, Fig. 1), 

which are innovative cross-linked polymer structures with a three-dimensional network 1 with a crystalline 

and amorphous structure, spherical in shape and possessing good swelling properties Some applications of 

these polymers include i) increasing the apparent solubility of poorly soluble drugs, ii) modulating drug 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/04/06/cyclodextrin-based-nanosponges-as-a-complexating-agent-application-in-oxyresveratrol-complexes/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6648-1
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release and activity, iii) protecting drugs against several agents, iv) enhancing bioactivities, v) the ability to 

absorb contaminants, vi) drug delivery, etc.. Cross-linking CDs brings benefits to CD-NSs compared with the 

respective native CDs. In general, CD-NSs are able to form complexes with a series of different molecules 

due to their structure. Another important property of CD-NSs is that they are insoluble in nature; hence they 

can be easily recovered from aqueous media and recycled. Finally, they are also no toxic 2. 

This time, we are going to speak about their capacities 34 to increase the bioactivities of oxyresveratrol 

(OXY), an stilbenoid which exhibits a wide range of biological activities, including antioxidant, antiviral, 

anti-inflammation, anti-obesity, cholesterol lowering, hepatoprotection, neuroprotection and photo-protective 

effects 5. 

Classic insoluble CD-NS [7] were used to form complexes with OXY, obtaining also a novel way to evaluate 

their apparent complexation constant (KFapp) a parameter very used for CD but not used for CD-NS due to 

technical difficulties, which makes this fact an interesting step in CD-NS field. Several approximations were 

taken into account: i) the macroscopic cavity of polymer was considered and ii) as the complex is also 

insoluble, the variation of OXY concentration on soluble part was used to obtain the complex formed, 

following a 1:1 equilibrium: 

CD-NS+ OXYCDNS-OXY 

On the other hand, the in vitro release also showed a better dosage of OXY (Fig. 2) because OXY is released 

slower from the complex. Even, the in vitro digestion (where stomach and intestinal digestion were 

considered) shower a protection of OXY thanks to complexation. These data pointed the possibility to use this 

type of polymers to increase some capacities of OXY. 
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Figure 2. In vitro release and diffusion profile of free OXY (diffusion) or complex (release/diffusion) at pH 

7.4 and 5.5 at 37 ºC. Legend: (●) Free OXY at pH 7.4, (▲) OXY loaded β-CDI 1:4 at pH 7.4 and (Δ) OXY 

loaded β-CDI 1:4 at pH 5.5. 

When we analyzed in cellulo its antiproliferative effect against cancer cell lines (Fig. 3: A Prostate, B and C 

female and male colon respectively), we obtained very interesting results: i) the complexed drug inhibited 

better the growth off the cell lines than free drug, which was in accordance with our initial hypothesis and ii) 

the female cell line (Fig. 3B) was more sensitive than male cell line (Fig. 3C), suggesting possibly a gender 

effect of OXY. But in summary, the complexed drug always presented better activities than free drug. 
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Figure 3. (A) Effect of OXY (pink) 
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and OXY loaded CD-NS (blue) and CD-NS (black) on PC-3 viability. (B) Effect of OXY (pink) and OXY 

loaded CD-NS (blue) and CD-NS (black) on HT-29 viability. (C) Effect of OXY (pink) and OXY loaded CD-

NS (blue) and CD-NS (black) on HCT-116 viability. (* p<0.05, ** p<0.01). 

In another study [7], a new type of CD-NS was used to complex also OXY but compared with Resveratrol, 

the most popular stilbene. Both stilbenes were complexed with similar strength using traditional techniques, 

as suggested the KFapp, calculated previously for insoluble CD-NSs. Among all the parameters compared, 

the photostability of complexed drugs was higher than free drugs under UV exposition but, the most 

interesting were the results of antioxidant capacity (Fig. 4) which showed an increase of the antioxidant 

capacity of the complexes than free drug at same concentration, suggesting higher accessibility of complexes 

drugs. 

Figure. 4. DPPH inhibition activity of (a) RES vs RES-NS and (b) OXY vs OXY-NS. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, 

and *** p < 0.001 indicates a significant difference between RES vs RES-NS or OXY vs OXY-NS at the 

same concentrations 

To sum up, we can conclude that the same matrix cannot be the most appropriate for different applications. In 

this case, CD-NS are a good alternative when we are looking for better dosage. On the other hand, the 

findings as a whole represent the viability of the complexation of drugs in CD-NSs and the use of OXY as an 

ingredient in nutraceutical products. 
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Helen Hamilton Gardener’s Fight Against Sexist Science 

Darwinism, Misogyny, and Education in the 19th Century 

VIA NORTON 

By Kimberly A. Hamlin 

 

Not long after her arrival in Manhattan, Helen Hamilton Gardener tried to register for science classes at 

Columbia University, not far from her apartment on 82nd Street. But in the 1880s, women could enroll only 

in the special Collegiate Course for Women, not in the University’s science classes. For the rest of her life, 

she proudly claimed to have done postgraduate work in biology at Columbia, but in reality she would have 

had to sit silently in the back of the class as an auditor. 

In the long tradition of Thomas Paine, 19th-century freethinkers viewed science as the apotheosis of rational 

thought. Gardener, a voracious reader and autodidact, joined them in enthusiastically championing science. 

Atheists and agnostics had long dismissed biblical literalism, and the new science of evolution promised to 

substantiate their critiques with evidence. At the same time, the broad-based acceptance of evolutionary 

theory helped bring the freethought movement comfortably into the mainstream. 

Freethought conventions and publications regularly celebrated Charles Darwin—especially upon his death in 

1882—and discussed the latest scientific and technological developments. Religion could not explain modern 

marvels like electricity, photography, or the telephone. Science could. Freethinkers believed that such 

advancements heralded the eventual triumph of a secular worldview. 
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For Gardener and other female freethinkers, evolutionary theory offered the additional benefit of debunking 

the Adam and Eve creation story. For generations, the lessons drawn from this myth circumscribed women’s 

opportunities, justified their ill treatment, and diminished their self-confidence. Eve was created from Adam’s 

rib to be his helpmate; thus, it was preordained that women should be subservient to men. Eve introduced sin 

into the world by eating fruit from the Tree of Knowledge; thus, women were not to be trusted and sin was 

their fault. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

For her transgression, God cursed Eve and all women after her to suffer painful childbirth and be “ruled over” 

by their husbands. But as Elizabeth Cady Stanton observed in the freethought periodical Lucifer the Light-

Bearer, “What would be the tragedy in the Garden of Eden to a generation of scientific women?  . . . Scientific 

women [would] relegate the allegory to the same class of literature as Aesop’s fables.” 

Despite feminists’ expectations that evolutionary theory would revolutionize thinking about the supposedly 

preordained differences between men and women, scientists did not welcome women into their ranks or have 

encouraging things to say about their capabilities. To the contrary, science was enlisted to explain why 

women were “naturally” unfit to enter college, the professions, and public life. 

The contrast between what science offered women in theory and how it was deployed by some male scientists 

inspired Gardener to probe the nature of science itself. Just a few years after she had challenged the (mostly) 

all-male preserve of the church for its foundational misogyny, she went on to the second most powerful all-

male preserve—science—and confronted the masculine bias at its core. 

* 

In seeking admittance to Columbia University, Gardener entered the most heated women’s rights debate of 

the late 19th century: should women go to college? After the Civil War, more and more women had begun 

enrolling in colleges because there were no longer enough men to fill the seats or enough men to marry. But 

educators and medical experts feared the consequences of this unprecedented social experiment. In particular, 

they worried that higher education would “unsex” women. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

The debate over whether or not women should go to college was shaped by the best-selling book Sex in 

Education, or a Fair Chance for the Girls (1873), written by Harvard professor and physician Edward Clarke. 

According to Clarke, the physical strain of menstruation was so taxing that it should preclude higher 

education. Women who dared to go to college while menstruating risked becoming infertile. 

Science was enlisted to explain why women were “naturally” unfit to enter college, the professions, and 

public life. 

Pioneering doctor Mary Putnam Jacobi debunked Clarke’s thesis with what was then the largest and most 

comprehensive study of menstruation, but Clarke simply shifted tactics and began arguing that women should 

not go to college because of the structure of their brains. Women’s brains, he asserted in his next book The 
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Building of a Brain (1874), were fundamentally different from men’s and thus not suited for higher education 

or careers. 

To substantiate his arguments about sex differences in brains, Clarke turned to the work of William A. 

Hammond, the former surgeon general of the U.S. Army and past president of the American Neurological 

Association. Hammond claimed to have treated scores of young women who had had their nervous systems 

“woefully disturbed” in the effort to master subjects that “could not possibly be of use to them,” such as 

“algebra, geometry, and spherical trigonometry.” Hammond came to believe that teaching women the same 

subjects as men—especially science and math—overtaxed their delicate systems and led to mental 

breakdown. 

After years of study, Hammond claimed that there were nearly 20 physiological differences distinguishing the 

brains of men from those of women. Male brains, he declared in Popular Science Monthly, weighed more, 

had higher specific gravity, and had better developed frontal regions. These distinctions supposedly revealed 

why men excelled in intellectual and professional pursuits and women did not. As a result of their differential 

brain structure, women, according to Hammond, should stick with subjects relevant to their job as mothers—

such as music, painting, and literature. 

Gardener was an avid reader of Popular Science Monthly, and she puzzled over Hammond’s article, “Brain-

Forcing in Childhood,” published in the April 1887 edition. She had repeatedly asserted that science had 

propelled women’s gains thus far, and here science (like the Bible) was being used to naturalize women’s 

permanent inferiority. Something did not jibe. Hammond cataloged sex differences in brains as if these were 

well-known, established facts. 

But Gardener believed that Hammond worked from the unquestioned assumption that women were naturally 

inferior to men and based his research on substantiating this premise, rather than interrogating the premise 

itself. In other words, Hammond had his own Garden of Eden story. What was new in this retelling was the 

claim that female inferiority could be measured by scales and microscopes. Fine, Gardener demanded, let’s 

measure. 

Undaunted by Hammond’s superior status in the scientific community, Gardener decided she would set the 

record straight. As a woman, she lacked a degree, a laboratory, and the ability to study brain specimens 

herself. So she wrote down a list of 20 questions—Do the brains of infants differ by sex? If so, were these 

differences observable by sight? If yes, did these differences increase with age? Was there “unanimity of 

opinion” among scientists about these questions?—and sent them to the leading neurologists and brain 

anatomists in New York City. 

She then queried the man she had heard was the nation’s premier neurologist, Edward C. Spitzka, the former 

president of the New York Neurological Association and the man who would soon found the American 

Anthropometric Society, to collect and examine the brains of accomplished individuals. Having “previously 

discovered that even brain anatomists are subject to the spell of good clothes,” Gardener put on her “best 

gown” and went to meet the esteemed doctor. 

Though Spitzka did not support women’s rights, he was committed to modern scientific methods. His office 

was filled with all sorts of specimens, microscopes, and journals to which most people lacked access. 
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According to Gardener, Spitzka, unlike Hammond, was “too thoroughly scientific to allow his hereditary bias 

to color his statements of facts on this or any subject.” Spitzka confirmed that, contrary to Hammond’s 

assertions, it was impossible to differentiate brains by sex. Gardener and Spitzka became lifelong friends. 

After having collected a wealth of data and immersed herself in the subject, Gardener rebutted Hammond’s 

findings with a letter to the editor in the June issue of Popular Science Monthly. Hammond’s theory about sex 

differences in brains, she charged, was based on “assumption and prejudice,” not “scientific facts and 

discoveries.” 

Gardener challenged Hammond to a public test. She would provide 20 brains from Spitzka’s collection, and if 

Hammond could distinguish them by sex, she would concede. Hammond refused. He countered, smugly, that 

calculating averages, not examining individual brains, was the way “all such determinations are made by 

those who know what they are about.” He dismissed Gardener’s challenge as resulting from the “defective 

logical power” so “characteristic of most female minds.” 

Not only would a sample of male brains always weigh, on average, more than female brains, Hammond dared 

Gardener to find just one female brain that exceeded 53 ounces, a mark of greatness met by several eminent 

men. Gardener and Hammond sparred in the pages of Popular Science Monthly for the next several months. 

In October, the editors declared the debate over and granted Hammond the last word. 

Gardener’s brain essays attracted international attention. Even scientists took note of her research and 

intellectual creativity. The Physicians’ and Surgeons’ Investigator republished her findings “with pleasure,” 

boasting that this “talented young woman has bearded the lion in his den . . . the investigations set on foot by 

Miss Gardener open up an entirely new field, in which we hope she will continue her work.” 

At the same time, Gardener’s Men, Women, and Gods continued to sell so well that it had recently appeared 

in a new edition. Yet the unrelenting stress of life as a reforming lecturer and writer with no steady paycheck 

drained Gardener. Since settling in New York, her husband Charles Smart’s income and health proved even 

more unstable than Gardener’s, exacerbating the couple’s struggles. 

What’s more, her brother Alfred Chenoweth died in November 1887, leaving Gardener with just one 

remaining sibling—Kate, with whom she was not in contact—to link her to the long chain of ancestral 

Chenoweths. In late 1887, Gardener, now 34 years old, suffered a health breakdown. This one lasted several 

months. The physical and emotional strain of becoming and performing Helen Hamilton Gardener had 

overwhelmed her. 

In December, the conclusion of her first full year in New York, The Truth Seeker reported that Gardener was 

“too ill to respond to invitations to lecture, or to conduct correspondence.” The paper proclaimed that “her 

heart is in the cause of liberty, but her body is too feeble to bear her to the front.” When she recovered, the 

editors promised, “her voice will again be heard throughout the land.” And indeed it would. Not six months 

later, Gardener would deliver the speech that defined her career. 

* 
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Gardener spent  the winter of 1887 as “an invalid confined to her room in New York,” according to one 

colleague. But in early 1888, an enticing invitation from her friend Elizabeth Cady Stanton, whom she had 

come to know on the freethought lecture circuit, hastened her return to the podium. 

Born in 1815, Stanton was nearly the same age that Gardener’s mother would have been. Gardener revered 

her as a role model and lovingly referred to her as “Mother Superior.” Stanton had been active in reform work 

since before Gardener was born—famously co-organizing the 1848 Women’s Rights Convention at Seneca 

Falls, New York, and drafting the meeting’s Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions, which demanded, 

among other reforms, women’s right to vote. 

Long considered the century’s most prominent feminist thinker, Stanton’s fearless writings about the 

misogyny undergirding marriage, religion, and social customs shared much in common with Gardener’s. But 

by the late 1880s, Stanton’s outspoken critiques of the Bible met with increasing resistance within the 

National Woman’s Suffrage Association (NWSA), the group she cofounded and led with Susan B. Anthony. 

Stanton was looking for new allies, and she found an enthusiastic one in Gardener. 

The Woman’s Bible was very similar in scope to Gardener’s Men, Women, and Gods, and Gardener was one 

of a small handful of eager Revising Committee members. 

Together with Anthony, Stanton was planning a historic international gathering of leading women from 

western Europe and North America—the biggest ever held in the United States—to take place during the 

spring of 1888 in Washington, D.C. For what they called the International Council of Women (ICW), Stanton 

and Anthony aimed to bring together “all women of light and learning . . . all associations of women in trades, 

professions and reforms, as well as . . . those advocating political rights.” 

Ultimately, women representing fifty organizations and eight countries converged in Washington on March 

25th for the elaborate eight-day event. President Grover Cleveland welcomed the group, and a number of 

senators held receptions in their honor. Many attendees stayed on an extra day to address legislators in 

Congress, emphasizing that suffrage was the ultimate goal of the proceedings and of the women’s rights 

movement. 

The ICW was organized under the auspices of the NWSA, one of two national suffrage groups competing for 

priority in the 19th century. In organizing the ICW, Stanton and Anthony hoped to shore up their preeminence 

by celebrating the 40th anniversary of the Seneca Falls Women’s Rights Convention, a decision that obscured 

the movement’s earlier roots in abolition and the accomplishments of their rival group, the American Woman 

Suffrage Association (AWSA). As savvy organizers, Stanton and Anthony believed that for their cause to 

prevail, they also had to shape their own legacies, even to the point of compiling the movement’s history 

themselves. 

Stanton, Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage had just completed step one of this mission by writing the first 

three volumes of the History of Woman Suffrage, which detailed the accomplishments of the NWSA and 

marginalized the AWSA (which worked for the vote on a state-by-state basis and was headquartered in 

Boston). Stanton and Anthony saw the ICW as the next phase of their legacy project. 
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According to historian Lisa Tetrault, the ICW “worked to bring the women’s movement in line behind the 

story Stanton and Anthony had given ten exhausting years to constructing” in the History of Woman Suffrage. 

The two aging leaders hoped that a shared origins narrative would move female reformers, who by then 

disagreed on many issues and strategies, toward the singular goal of securing a federal suffrage amendment. 

 

Stanton had an additional motive. She also wanted to use the ICW to entice women to join her Woman’s 

Bible Revising Committee, a project to compile and provide commentary on all sections of the Bible that 

mention women. Stanton had long voiced anticlerical and anti-orthodox sentiments, and after finishing the 

suffrage histories, she turned her full attention to The Woman’s Bible. Believing this to be her most 

significant contribution to women’s rights, Stanton had begun inviting women to her Bible project as early as 

1882, but she was having a hard time securing Revising Committee members. Most of the women she 

approached over the years turned her down, their rejection letters producing, in her words, “a most varied and 

amusing bundle of manuscripts.” 

The Woman’s Bible was very similar in scope to Gardener’s Men, Women, and Gods, and Gardener was one 

of a small handful of eager Revising Committee members. When Stanton first approached her in the summer 

of 1886, Gardener gladly accepted, declaring, “I consider this a most important proposal.” If the two busy 

women could “ever stay on the same side of the Atlantic long enough,” Gardener promised, “we will join 
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hands and do the work.” Gardener agreed to chair the historical committee, and she provided regular updates 

about the project to interested readers of The Truth Seeker. But she understood that her true job was to “bring 

the wit” to The Woman’s Bible. 

Stanton’s hopes of securing a large cadre of Revising Committee members at the ICW never came to fruition. 

What the gathering revealed instead was that the vast majority of female reformers remained deeply religious 

even though they held divergent beliefs about denominations and doctrines. Foreshadowing the book’s later 

reception among suffragists, The Woman’s Bible generated only controversy at the ICW. 

__________________________________ 

 

From Free Thinker. Used with the permission of the publisher, W.W. Norton and Company. Copyright © 

2020 by Kimberly A. Hamlin. 
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A Descent Into the Maelstrom 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

Illustration for Edgar Allan Poe's story Descent into the Maelstrom by Harry Clarke (1889-1931), published 

in 1919. It is an exemplar work in the genre of Dark Romanticism 

 

 

The ways of God in Nature, as in Providence, are not as our ways ; nor are the models that we frame any way 

commensurate to the vastness, profundity, and unsearchableness of His works, which have a depth in them 

greater than the well of Democritus. 

Joseph Glanville. 
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WE had now reached the summit of the loftiest crag. For some minutes the old man seemed too much 

exhausted to speak. 

"Not long ago," said he at length, "and I could have guided you on this route as well as the youngest of my 

sons ; but, about three years past, there happened to me an event such as never happened to mortal man - or at 

least such as no man ever survived to tell of - and the six hours of deadly terror which I then endured have 

broken me up body and soul. You suppose me a very old man - but I am not. It took less than a single day to 

change these hairs from a jetty black to white, to weaken my limbs, and to unstring my nerves, so that I 

tremble at the least exertion, and am frightened at a shadow. Do you know I can scarcely look over this little 

cliff without getting giddy ?" 

The "little cliff," upon whose edge he had so carelessly thrown himself down to rest that the weightier portion 

of his body hung over it, while he was only kept from falling by the tenure of his elbow on its extreme and 

slippery edge - this "little cliff" arose, a sheer unobstructed precipice of black shining rock, some fifteen or 

sixteen hundred feet from the world of crags beneath us. Nothing would have tempted me to within half a 

dozen yards of its brink. In truth so deeply was I excited by the perilous position of my companion, that I fell 

at full length upon the ground, clung to the shrubs around me, and dared not even glance upward at the sky - 

while I struggled in vain to divest myself of the idea that the very foundations of the mountain were in danger 

from the fury of the winds. It was long before I could reason myself into sufficient courage to sit up and look 

out into the distance. 

"You must get over these fancies," said the guide, "for I have brought you here that you might have the best 

possible view of the scene of that event I mentioned - and to tell you the whole story with the spot just under 

your eye." 

"We are now," he continued, in that particularizing manner which distinguished him - "we are now close upon 

the Norwegian coast - in the sixty-eighth degree of latitude - in the great province of Nordland - and in the 

dreary district of Lofoden. The mountain upon whose top we sit is Helseggen, the Cloudy. Now raise yourself 

up a little higher - hold on to the grass if you feel giddy - so - and look out, beyond the belt of vapor beneath 

us, into the sea." 

I looked dizzily, and beheld a wide expanse of ocean, whose waters wore so inky a hue as to bring at once to 

my mind the Nubian geographer's account of the Mare Tenebrarum . A panorama more deplorably desolate 

no human imagination can conceive. To the right and left, as far as the eye could reach, there lay outstretched, 

like ramparts of the world, lines of horridly black and beetling cliff, whose character of gloom was but the 

more forcibly illustrated by the surf which reared high up against its white and ghastly crest, howling and 

shrieking forever. Just opposite the promontory upon whose apex we were placed, and at a distance of some 

five or six miles out at sea, there was visible a small, bleak-looking island ; or, more properly, its position was 

discernible through the wilderness of surge in which it was enveloped. About two miles nearer the land, arose 

another of smaller size, hideously craggy and barren, and encompassed at various intervals by a cluster of 

dark rocks. 

The appearance of the ocean, in the space between the more distant island and the shore, had something very 

unusual about it. Although, at the time, so strong a gale was blowing landward that a brig in the remote offing 

lay to under a double-reefed trysail, and constantly plunged her whole hull out of sight, still there was here 
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nothing like a regular swell, but only a short, quick, angry cross dashing of water in every direction - as well 

in the teeth of the wind as otherwise. Of foam there was little except in the immediate vicinity of the rocks. 

"The island in the distance," resumed the old man, "is called by the Norwegians Vurrgh. The one midway is 

Moskoe. That a mile to the northward is Ambaaren. Yonder are Islesen, Hotholm, Keildhelm, Suarven, and 

Buckholm. Farther off - between Moskoe and Vurrgh - are Otterholm, Flimen, Sandflesen, and Stockholm. 

These are the true names of the places - but why it has been thought necessary to name them at all, is more 

than either you or I can understand. Do you hear anything ? Do you see any change in the water ?" 

We had now been about ten minutes upon the top of Helseggen, to which we had ascended from the interior 

of Lofoden, so that we had caught no glimpse of the sea until it had burst upon us from the summit. As the old 

man spoke, I became aware of a loud and gradually increasing sound, like the moaning of a vast herd of 

buffaloes upon an American prairie; and at the same moment I perceived that what seamen term the chopping 

character of the ocean beneath us, was rapidly changing into a current which set to the eastward. Even while I 

gazed, this current acquired a monstrous velocity. Each moment added to its speed - to its headlong 

impetuosity. In five minutes the whole sea, as far as Vurrgh, was lashed into ungovernable fury ; but it was 

between Moskoe and the coast that the main uproar held its sway. Here the vast bed of the waters, seamed and 

scarred into a thousand conflicting channels, burst suddenly into phrensied convulsion - heaving, boiling, 

hissing - gyrating in gigantic and innumerable vortices, and all whirling and plunging on to the eastward with 

a rapidity which water never elsewhere assumes except in precipitous descents. 

In a few minutes more, there came over the scene another radical alteration. The general surface grew 

somewhat more smooth, and the whirlpools, one by one, disappeared, while prodigious streaks of foam 

became apparent where none had been seen before. These streaks, at length, spreading out to a great distance, 

and entering into combination, took unto themselves the gyratory motion of the subsided vortices, and seemed 

to form the germ of another more vast. Suddenly - very suddenly - this assumed a distinct and definite 

existence, in a circle of more than a mile in diameter. The edge of the whirl was represented by a broad belt of 

gleaming spray ; but no particle of this slipped into the mouth of the terrific funnel, whose interior, as far as 

the eye could fathom it, was a smooth, shining, and jet-black wall of water, inclined to the horizon at an angle 

of some forty-five degrees, speeding dizzily round and round with a swaying and sweltering motion, and 

sending forth to the winds an appalling voice, half shriek, half roar, such as not even the mighty cataract of 

Niagara ever lifts up in its agony to Heaven. 

The mountain trembled to its very base, and the rock rocked. I threw myself upon my face, and clung to the 

scant herbage in an excess of nervous agitation. 

"This," said I at length, to the old man - "this can be nothing else than the great whirlpool of the Maelstrm." 

"So it is sometimes termed," said he. "We Norwegians call it the Moskoe-strm, from the island of Moskoe in 

the midway." 

The ordinary accounts of this vortex had by no means prepared me for what I saw. That of Jonas Ramus, 

which is perhaps the most circumstantial of any, cannot impart the faintest conception either of the 

magnificence, or of the horror of the scene - or of the wild bewildering sense of the novel which confounds 

the beholder. I am not sure from what point of view the writer in question surveyed it, nor at what time ; but it 
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could neither have been from the summit of Helseggen, nor during a storm. There are some passages of his 

description, nevertheless, which may be quoted for their details, although their effect is exceedingly feeble in 

conveying an impression of the spectacle. 

"Between Lofoden and Moskoe," he says, "the depth of the water is between thirty-six and forty fathoms ; but 

on the other side, toward Ver (Vurrgh) this depth decreases so as not to afford a convenient passage for a 

vessel, without the risk of splitting on the rocks, which happens even in the calmest weather. When it is flood, 

the stream runs up the country between Lofoden and Moskoe with a boisterous rapidity ; but the roar of its 

impetuous ebb to the sea is scarce equalled by the loudest and most dreadful cataracts ; the noise being heard 

several leagues off, and the vortices or pits are of such an extent and depth, that if a ship comes within its 

attraction, it is inevitably absorbed and carried down to the bottom, and there beat to pieces against the rocks ; 

and when the water relaxes, the fragments thereof are thrown up again. But these intervals of tranquility are 

only at the turn of the ebb and flood, and in calm weather, and last but a quarter of an hour, its violence 

gradually returning. When the stream is most boisterous, and its fury heightened by a storm, it is dangerous to 

come within a Norway mile of it. Boats, yachts, and ships have been carried away by not guarding against it 

before they were within its reach. It likewise happens frequently, that whales come too near the stream, and 

are overpowered by its violence; and then it is impossible to describe their howlings and bellowings in their 

fruitless struggles to disengage themselves. A bear once, attempting to swim from Lofoden to Moskoe, was 

caught by the stream and borne down, while he roared terribly, so as to be heard on shore. Large stocks of firs 

and pine trees, after being absorbed by the current, rise again broken and torn to such a degree as if bristles 

grew upon them. This plainly shows the bottom to consist of craggy rocks, among which they are whirled to 

and fro. This stream is regulated by the flux and reflux of the sea - it being constantly high and low water 

every six hours. In the year 1645, early in the morning of Sexagesima Sunday, it raged with such noise and 

impetuosity that the very stones of the houses on the coast fell to the ground." 

In regard to the depth of the water, I could not see how this could have been ascertained at all in the 

immediate vicinity of the vortex. The "forty fathoms" must have reference only to portions of the channel 

close upon the shore either of Moskoe or Lofoden. The depth in the centre of the Moskoe-strm must be 

immeasurably greater ; and no better proof of this fact is necessary than can be obtained from even the 

sidelong glance into the abyss of the whirl which may be had from the highest crag of Helseggen. Looking 

down from this pinnacle upon the howling Phlegethon below, I could not help smiling at the simplicity with 

which the honest Jonas Ramus records, as a matter difficult of belief, the anecdotes of the whales and the 

bears; for it appeared to me, in fact, a self-evident thing, that the largest ship of the line in existence, coming 

within the influence of that deadly attraction, could resist it as little as a feather the hurricane, and must 

disappear bodily and at once. 

The attempts to account for the phenomenon - some of which, I remember, seemed to me sufficiently 

plausible in perusal - now wore a very different and unsatisfactory aspect. The idea generally received is that 

this, as well as three smaller vortices among the Ferroe islands, "have no other cause than the collision of 

waves rising and falling, at flux and reflux, against a ridge of rocks and shelves, which confines the water so 

that it precipitates itself like a cataract ; and thus the higher the flood rises, the deeper must the fall be, and the 

natural result of all is a whirlpool or vortex, the prodigious suction of which is sufficiently known by lesser 

experiments." - These are the words of the Encyclopdia Britannica. Kircher and others imagine that in the 

centre of the channel of the Maelstrm is an abyss penetrating the globe, and issuing in some very remote part - 

the Gulf of Bothnia being somewhat decidedly named in one instance. This opinion, idle in itself, was the one 

to which, as I gazed, my imagination most readily assented ; and, mentioning it to the guide, I was rather 
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surprised to hear him say that, although it was the view almost universally entertained of the subject by the 

Norwegians, it nevertheless was not his own. As to the former notion he confessed his inability to 

comprehend it ; and here I agreed with him - for, however conclusive on paper, it becomes altogether 

unintelligible, and even absurd, amid the thunder of the abyss. 

"You have had a good look at the whirl now," said the old man, "and if you will creep round this crag, so as to 

get in its lee, and deaden the roar of the water, I will tell you a story that will convince you I ought to know 

something of the Moskoe-strm." 

I placed myself as desired, and he proceeded. 

"Myself and my two brothers once owned a schooner-rigged smack of about seventy tons burthen, with which 

we were in the habit of fishing among the islands beyond Moskoe, nearly to Vurrgh. In all violent eddies at 

sea there is good fishing, at proper opportunities, if one has only the courage to attempt it ; but among the 

whole of the Lofoden coastmen, we three were the only ones who made a regular business of going out to the 

islands, as I tell you. The usual grounds are a great way lower down to the southward. There fish can be got at 

all hours, without much risk, and therefore these places are preferred. The choice spots over here among the 

rocks, however, not only yield the finest variety, but in far greater abundance ; so that we often got in a single 

day, what the more timid of the craft could not scrape together in a week. In fact, we made it a matter of 

desperate speculation - the risk of life standing instead of labor, and courage answering for capital. 

"We kept the smack in a cove about five miles higher up the coast than this ; and it was our practice, in fine 

weather, to take advantage of the fifteen minutes' slack to push across the main channel of the Moskoe-strm, 

far above the pool, and then drop down upon anchorage somewhere near Otterholm, or Sandflesen, where the 

eddies are not so violent as elsewhere. Here we used to remain until nearly time for slack-water again, when 

we weighed and made for home. We never set out upon this expedition without a steady side wind for going 

and coming - one that we felt sure would not fail us before our return - and we seldom made a mis-calculation 

upon this point. Twice, during six years, we were forced to stay all night at anchor on account of a dead calm, 

which is a rare thing indeed just about here ; and once we had to remain on the grounds nearly a week, 

starving to death, owing to a gale which blew up shortly after our arrival, and made the channel too boisterous 

to be thought of. Upon this occasion we should have been driven out to sea in spite of everything, (for the 

whirlpools threw us round and round so violently, that, at length, we fouled our anchor and dragged it) if it 

had not been that we drifted into one of the innumerable cross currents - here to-day and gone to-morrow - 

which drove us under the lee of Flimen, where, by good luck, we brought up. 

"I could not tell you the twentieth part of the difficulties we encountered 'on the grounds' - it is a bad spot to 

be in, even in good weather - but we made shift always to run the gauntlet of the Moskoe-strm itself without 

accident ; although at times my heart has been in my mouth when we happened to be a minute or so behind or 

before the slack. The wind sometimes was not as strong as we thought it at starting, and then we made rather 

less way than we could wish, while the current rendered the smack unmanageable. My eldest brother had a 

son eighteen years old, and I had two stout boys of my own. These would have been of great assistance at 

such times, in using the sweeps, as well as afterward in fishing - but, somehow, although we ran the risk 

ourselves, we had not the heart to let the young ones get into the danger - for, after all is said and done, it was 

a horrible danger, and that is the truth. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 525  june 2020 

 

69 

"It is now within a few days of three years since what I am going to tell you occurred. It was on the tenth day 

of July, 18-, a day which the people of this part of the world will never forget - for it was one in which blew 

the most terrible hurricane that ever came out of the heavens. And yet all the morning, and indeed until late in 

the afternoon, there was a gentle and steady breeze from the south-west, while the sun shone brightly, so that 

the oldest seaman among us could not have foreseen what was to follow. 

"The three of us - my two brothers and myself - had crossed over to the islands about two o'clock P. M., and 

had soon nearly loaded the smack with fine fish, which, we all remarked, were more plenty that day than we 

had ever known them. It was just seven, by my watch , when we weighed and started for home, so as to make 

the worst of the Strm at slack water, which we knew would be at eight. 

"We set out with a fresh wind on our starboard quarter, and for some time spanked along at a great rate, never 

dreaming of danger, for indeed we saw not the slightest reason to apprehend it. All at once we were taken 

aback by a breeze from over Helseggen. This was most unusual - something that had never happened to us 

before - and I began to feel a little uneasy, without exactly knowing why. We put the boat on the wind, but 

could make no headway at all for the eddies, and I was upon the point of proposing to return to the anchorage, 

when, looking astern, we saw the whole horizon covered with a singular copper-colored cloud that rose with 

the most amazing velocity. 

"In the meantime the breeze that had headed us off fell away, and we were dead becalmed, drifting about in 

every direction. This state of things, however, did not last long enough to give us time to think about it. In less 

than a minute the storm was upon us - in less than two the sky was entirely overcast - and what with this and 

the driving spray, it became suddenly so dark that we could not see each other in the smack. 

"Such a hurricane as then blew it is folly to attempt describing. The oldest seaman in Norway never 

experienced any thing like it. We had let our sails go by the run before it cleverly took us ; but, at the first 

puff, both our masts went by the board as if they had been sawed off - the mainmast taking with it my 

youngest brother, who had lashed himself to it for safety. 

"Our boat was the lightest feather of a thing that ever sat upon water. It had a complete flush deck, with only a 

small hatch near the bow, and this hatch it had always been our custom to batten down when about to cross 

the Strm, by way of precaution against the chopping seas. But for this circumstance we should have foundered 

at once - for we lay entirely buried for some moments. How my elder brother escaped destruction I cannot 

say, for I never had an opportunity of ascertaining. For my part, as soon as I had let the foresail run, I threw 

myself flat on deck, with my feet against the narrow gunwale of the bow, and with my hands grasping a ring-

bolt near the foot of the fore-mast. It was mere instinct that prompted me to do this - which was undoubtedly 

the very best thing I could have done - for I was too much flurried to think. 

"For some moments we were completely deluged, as I say, and all this time I held my breath, and clung to the 

bolt. When I could stand it no longer I raised myself upon my knees, still keeping hold with my hands, and 

thus got my head clear. Presently our little boat gave herself a shake, just as a dog does in coming out of the 

water, and thus rid herself, in some measure, of the seas. I was now trying to get the better of the stupor that 

had come over me, and to collect my senses so as to see what was to be done, when I felt somebody grasp my 

arm. It was my elder brother, and my heart leaped for joy, for I had made sure that he was overboard - but the 

next moment all this joy was turned into horror - for he put his mouth close to my ear, and screamed out the 

word ' Moskoe-strm! ' 
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"No one ever will know what my feelings were at that moment. I shook from head to foot as if I had had the 

most violent fit of the ague. I knew what he meant by that one word well enough - I knew what he wished to 

make me understand. With the wind that now drove us on, we were bound for the whirl of the Strm, and 

nothing could save us ! 

"You perceive that in crossing the Strm channel, we always went a long way up above the whirl, even in the 

calmest weather, and then had to wait and watch carefully for the slack - but now we were driving right upon 

the pool itself, and in such a hurricane as this! 'To be sure,' I thought, 'we shall get there just about the slack - 

there is some little hope in that' - but in the next moment I cursed myself for being so great a fool as to dream 

of hope at all. I knew very well that we were doomed, had we been ten times a ninety-gun ship. 

"By this time the first fury of the tempest had spent itself, or perhaps we did not feel it so much, as we 

scudded before it, but at all events the seas, which at first had been kept down by the wind, and lay flat and 

frothing, now got up into absolute mountains. A singular change, too, had come over the heavens. Around in 

every direction it was still as black as pitch, but nearly overhead there burst out, all at once, a circular rift of 

clear sky - as clear as I ever saw - and of a deep bright blue - and through it there blazed forth the full moon 

with a lustre that I never before knew her to wear. She lit up every thing about us with the greatest 

distinctness - but, oh God, what a scene it was to light up! 

"I now made one or two attempts to speak to my brother - but, in some manner which I could not understand, 

the din had so increased that I could not make him hear a single word, although I screamed at the top of my 

voice in his ear. Presently he shook his head, looking as pale as death, and held up one of his finger, as if to 

say 'listen! ' 

"At first I could not make out what he meant - but soon a hideous thought flashed upon me. I dragged my 

watch from its fob. It was not going. I glanced at its face by the moonlight, and then burst into tears as I flung 

it far away into the ocean. It had run down at seven o'clock! We were behind the time of the slack, and the 

whirl of the Strm was in full fury! 

"When a boat is well built, properly trimmed, and not deep laden, the waves in a strong gale, when she is 

going large, seem always to slip from beneath her - which appears very strange to a landsman - and this is 

what is called riding, in sea phrase. Well, so far we had ridden the swells very cleverly ; but presently a 

gigantic sea happened to take us right under the counter, and bore us with it as it rose - up - up - as if into the 

sky. I would not have believed that any wave could rise so high. And then down we came with a sweep, a 

slide, and a plunge, that made me feel sick and dizzy, as if I was falling from some lofty mountain-top in a 

dream. But while we were up I had thrown a quick glance around - and that one glance was all sufficient. I 

saw our exact position in an instant. The Moskoe-Strm whirlpool was about a quarter of a mile dead ahead - 

but no more like the every-day Moskoe-Strm, than the whirl as you now see it is like a mill-race. If I had not 

known where we were, and what we had to expect, I should not have recognised the place at all. As it was, I 

involuntarily closed my eyes in horror. The lids clenched themselves together as if in a spasm. 

"It could not have been more than two minutes afterward until we suddenly felt the waves subside, and were 

enveloped in foam. The boat made a sharp half turn to larboard, and then shot off in its new direction like a 

thunderbolt. At the same moment the roaring noise of the water was completely drowned in a kind of shrill 

shriek - such a sound as you might imagine given out by the waste-pipes of many thousand steam-vessels, 

letting off their steam all together. We were now in the belt of surf that always surrounds the whirl ; and I 
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thought, of course, that another moment would plunge us into the abyss - down which we could only see 

indistinctly on account of the amazing velocity with which we wore borne along. The boat did not seem to 

sink into the water at all, but to skim like an air-bubble upon the surface of the surge. Her starboard side was 

next the whirl, and on the larboard arose the world of ocean we had left. It stood like a huge writhing wall 

between us and the horizon. 

"It may appear strange, but now, when we were in the very jaws of the gulf, I felt more composed than when 

we were only approaching it. Having made up my mind to hope no more, I got rid of a great deal of that terror 

which unmanned me at first. I suppose it was despair that strung my nerves. 

"It may look like boasting - but what I tell you is truth - I began to reflect how magnificent a thing it was to 

die in such a manner, and how foolish it was in me to think of so paltry a consideration as my own individual 

life, in view of so wonderful a manifestation of God's power. I do believe that I blushed with shame when this 

idea crossed my mind. After a little while I became possessed with the keenest curiosity about the whirl itself. 

I positively felt a wish to explore its depths, even at the sacrifice I was going to make ; and my principal grief 

was that I should never be able to tell my old companions on shore about the mysteries I should see. These, no 

doubt, were singular fancies to occupy a man's mind in such extremity - and I have often thought since, that 

the revolutions of the boat around the pool might have rendered me a little light-headed. 

"There was another circumstance which tended to restore my self-possession ; and this was the cessation of 

the wind, which could not reach us in our present situation - for, as you saw yourself, the belt of surf is 

considerably lower than the general bed of the ocean, and this latter now towered above us, a high, black, 

mountainous ridge. If you have never been at sea in a heavy gale, you can form no idea of the confusion of 

mind occasioned by the wind and spray together. They blind, deafen, and strangle you, and take away all 

power of action or reflection. But we were now, in a great measure, rid of these annoyances - just us death-

condemned felons in prison are allowed petty indulgences, forbidden them while their doom is yet uncertain. 

"How often we made the circuit of the belt it is impossible to say. We careered round and round for perhaps 

an hour, flying rather than floating, getting gradually more and more into the middle of the surge, and then 

nearer and nearer to its horrible inner edge. All this time I had never let go of the ring-bolt. My brother was at 

the stern, holding on to a small empty water-cask which had been securely lashed under the coop of the 

counter, and was the only thing on deck that had not been swept overboard when the gale first took us. As we 

approached the brink of the pit he let go his hold upon this, and made for the ring, from which, in the agony of 

his terror, he endeavored to force my hands, as it was not large enough to afford us both a secure grasp. I 

never felt deeper grief than when I saw him attempt this act - although I knew he was a madman when he did 

it - a raving maniac through sheer fright. I did not care, however, to contest the point with him. I knew it 

could make no difference whether either of us held on at all ; so I let him have the bolt, and went astern to the 

cask. This there was no great difficulty in doing ; for the smack flew round steadily enough, and upon an even 

keel - only swaying to and fro, with the immense sweeps and swelters of the whirl. Scarcely had I secured 

myself in my new position, when we gave a wild lurch to starboard, and rushed headlong into the abyss. I 

muttered a hurried prayer to God, and thought all was over. 

"As I felt the sickening sweep of the descent, I had instinctively tightened my hold upon the barrel, and closed 

my eyes. For some seconds I dared not open them - while I expected instant destruction, and wondered that I 

was not already in my death-struggles with the water. But moment after moment elapsed. I still lived. The 

sense of falling had ceased ; and the motion of the vessel seemed much as it had been before, while in the belt 
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of foam, with the exception that she now lay more along. I took courage, and looked once again upon the 

scene. 

"Never shall I forget the sensations of awe, horror, and admiration with which I gazed about me. The boat 

appeared to be hanging, as if by magic, midway down, upon the interior surface of a funnel vast in 

circumference, prodigious in depth, and whose perfectly smooth sides might have been mistaken for ebony, 

but for the bewildering rapidity with which they spun around, and for the gleaming and ghastly radiance they 

shot forth, as the rays of the full moon, from that circular rift amid the clouds which I have already described, 

streamed in a flood of golden glory along the black walls, and far away down into the inmost recesses of the 

abyss. 

"At first I was too much confused to observe anything accurately. The general burst of terrific grandeur was 

all that I beheld. When I recovered myself a little, however, my gaze fell instinctively downward. In this 

direction I was able to obtain an unobstructed view, from the manner in which the smack hung on the inclined 

surface of the pool. She was quite upon an even keel - that is to say, her deck lay in a plane parallel with that 

of the water - but this latter sloped at an angle of more than forty-five degrees, so that we seemed to be lying 

upon our beam-ends. I could not help observing, nevertheless, that I had scarcely more difficulty in 

maintaining my hold and footing in this situation, than if we had been upon a dead level ; and this, I suppose, 

was owing to the speed at which we revolved. 

"The rays of the moon seemed to search the very bottom of the profound gulf ; but still I could make out 

nothing distinctly, on account of a thick mist in which everything there was enveloped, and over which there 

hung a magnificent rainbow, like that narrow and tottering bridge which Mussulmen say is the only pathway 

between Time and Eternity. This mist, or spray, was no doubt occasioned by the clashing of the great walls of 

the funnel, as they all met together at the bottom - but the yell that went up to the Heavens from out of that 

mist, I dare not attempt to describe. 

"Our first slide into the abyss itself, from the belt of foam above, had carried us a great distance down the 

slope ; but our farther descent was by no means proportionate. Round and round we swept - not with any 

uniform movement - but in dizzying swings and jerks, that sent us sometimes only a few hundred yards - 

sometimes nearly the complete circuit of the whirl. Our progress downward, at each revolution, was slow, but 

very perceptible. 

"Looking about me upon the wide waste of liquid ebony on which we were thus borne, I perceived that our 

boat was not the only object in the embrace of the whirl. Both above and below us were visible fragments of 

vessels, large masses of building timber and trunks of trees, with many smaller articles, such as pieces of 

house furniture, broken boxes, barrels and staves. I have already described the unnatural curiosity which had 

taken the place of my original terrors. It appeared to grow upon me as I drew nearer and nearer to my dreadful 

doom. I now began to watch, with a strange interest, the numerous things that floated in our company. I must 

have been delirious - for I even sought amusement in speculating upon the relative velocities of their several 

descents toward the foam below. 'This fir tree,' I found myself at one time saying, 'will certainly be the next 

thing that takes the awful plunge and disappears,' - and then I was disappointed to find that the wreck of a 

Dutch merchant ship overtook it and went down before. At length, after making several guesses of this nature, 

and being deceived in all - this fact - the fact of my invariable miscalculation - set me upon a train of 

reflection that made my limbs again tremble, and my heart beat heavily once more. 
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"It was not a new terror that thus affected me, but the dawn of a more exciting hope. This hope arose partly 

from memory, and partly from present observation. I called to mind the great variety of buoyant matter that 

strewed the coast of Lofoden, having been absorbed and then thrown forth by the Moskoe-strm. By far the 

greater number of the articles were shattered in the most extraordinary way - so chafed and roughened as to 

have the appearance of being stuck full of splinters - but then I distinctly recollected that there were some of 

them which were not disfigured at all. Now I could not account for this difference except by supposing that 

the roughened fragments were the only ones which had been completely absorbed - that the others had entered 

the whirl at so late a period of the tide, or, for some reason, had descended so slowly after entering, that they 

did not reach the bottom before the turn of the flood came, or of the ebb, as the case might be. I conceived it 

possible, in either instance, that they might thus be whirled up again to the level of the ocean, without 

undergoing the fate of those which had been drawn in more early, or absorbed more rapidly. I made, also, 

three important observations. The first was, that, as a general rule, the larger the bodies were, the more rapid 

their descent - the second, that, between two masses of equal extent, the one spherical, and the other of any 

other shape , the superiority in speed of descent was with the sphere - the third, that, between two masses of 

equal size, the one cylindrical, and the other of any other shape, the cylinder was absorbed the more slowly. 

Since my escape, I have had several conversations on this subject with an old school-master of the district ; 

and it was from him that I learned the use of the words 'cylinder' and 'sphere.' He explained to me - although I 

have forgotten the explanation - how what I observed was, in fact, the natural consequence of the forms of the 

floating fragments - and showed me how it happened that a cylinder, swimming in a vortex, offered more 

resistance to its suction, and was drawn in with greater difficulty than an equally bulky body, of any form 

whatever. 

"There was one startling circumstance which went a great way in enforcing these observations, and rendering 

me anxious to turn them to account, and this was that, at every revolution, we passed something like a barrel, 

or else the yard or the mast of a vessel, while many of these things, which had been on our level when I first 

opened my eyes upon the wonders of the whirlpool, were now high up above us, and seemed to have moved 

but little from their original station. 

"I no longer hesitated what to do. I resolved to lash myself securely to the water cask upon which I now held, 

to cut it loose from the counter, and to throw myself with it into the water. I attracted my brother's attention 

by signs, pointed to the floating barrels that came near us, and did everything in my power to make him 

understand what I was about to do. I thought at length that he comprehended my design - but, whether this 

was the case or not, he shook his head despairingly, and refused to move from his station by the ring-bolt. It 

was impossible to reach him; the emergency admitted of no delay ; and so, with a bitter struggle, I resigned 

him to his fate, fastened myself to the cask by means of the lashings which secured it to the counter, and 

precipitated myself with it into the sea, without another moment's hesitation. 

"The result was precisely what I had hoped it might be. As it is myself who now tell you this tale - as you see 

that I did escape - and as you are already in possession of the mode in which this escape was effected, and 

must therefore anticipate all that I have farther to say - I will bring my story quickly to conclusion. It might 

have been an hour, or thereabout, after my quitting the smack, when, having descended to a vast distance 

beneath me, it made three or four wild gyrations in rapid succession, and, bearing my loved brother with it, 

plunged headlong, at once and forever, into the chaos of foam below. The barrel to which I was attached sunk 

very little farther than half the distance between the bottom of the gulf and the spot at which I leaped 

overboard, before a great change took place in the character of the whirlpool. The slope of the sides of the 

vast funnel became momently less and less steep. The gyrations of the whirl grew, gradually, less and less 
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violent. By degrees, the froth and the rainbow disappeared, and the bottom of the gulf seemed slowly to 

uprise. The sky was clear, the winds had gone down, and the full moon was setting radiantly in the west, 

when I found myself on the surface of the ocean, in full view of the shores of Lofoden, and above the spot 

where the pool of the Moskoe-strm had been . It was the hour of the slack - but the sea still heaved in 

mountainous waves from the effects of the hurricane. I was borne violently into the channel of the Strm, and 

in a few minutes was hurried down the coast into the 'grounds' of the fishermen. A boat picked me up - 

exhausted from fatigue - and (now that the danger was removed) speechless from the memory of its horror. 

Those who drew me on board were my old mates and daily companions - but they knew me no more than 

they would have known a traveller from the spirit-land. My hair which had been raven-black the day before, 

was as white as you see it now. They say too that the whole expression of my countenance had changed. I told 

them my story - they did not believe it. I now tell it to you - and I can scarcely expect you to put more faith in 

it than did the merry fishermen of Lofoden." 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/a-descent-into-the-maelstrom  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/a-descent-into-the-maelstrom
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Virginia Woolf on Finding Beauty in the Uncertainty of Time, Space, and Being 

Calibration and consolation for those moments when it seems impossible that we should ever again 

recompose the world’s broken fragments into a harmonious whole. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“How should we like it were stars to burn with a passion for us we could not return?” asked W.H. Auden 

in one of the greatest poems ever written — a subtle, playful, poignant meditation on what it takes to go on 

living — to go on making poems and symphonies and equations, to go on loving — when faced with 

something so much vaster than we are, so beyond our control and so rife with uncertainty, be it the chance-

governed universe enfolding us or the sovereign cosmos of another heart. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/04/janna-levin-w-h-auden-the-more-loving-one/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1710624086/braipick-20
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A generation before him, Virginia Woolf (January 25, 1882–March 28, 1941) — another subtle illuminator of 

the human spirit in its cosmic dimensions — shone a sidewise gleam on the blunt edge of that eternal question 

of how to live with, and perhaps even find beauty, in the elemental uncertainty of time, space, and being — a 

question suddenly sharpened at times of especial uncertainty. 

Art by Nina Cosford from the illustrated biography of Virginia Woolf 

In one of the most ravishing passages from her 1927 masterwork To the Lighthouse (public library | free 

ebook) — the most autobiographical of her novels — Woolf writes: 

What after all is one night? A short space, especially when the darkness dims so soon, and so soon a bird 

sings, a cock crows, or a faint green quickens, like a turning leaf, in the hollows of the wave. Night, however, 

succeeds to night. The winter holds a pack of them in store and deals them equally, evenly, with indefatigable 

fingers. They lengthen; they darken. Some of them hold aloft clear planets, plates of brightness. The autumn 

trees, ravaged as they are, take on the flesh of tattered flags kindling in the doom of cool cathedral caves 

where gold letters on marble pages describe death in battle and how bones bleach and burn far away in Indian 

sands. The autumn trees gleam in the yellow moonlight, in the light of harvest moons, the light which 

mellows the energy of labour, and smooths the stubble, and brings the wave lapping blue to the shore. 

In the breaking waves, Woolf finds a staggering emblem of our struggle to hold the larger wholeness in view, 

in faith, when our worlds come momentarily disworlded: 

It seems impossible that their calm should ever return or that we should ever compose from their fragments a 

perfect whole or read in the littered pieces the clear words of truth. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/12/virginia-woolf-alkayat-cosford/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1710624086/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/to-the-lighthouse-the-waves/oclc/39677862&referer=brief_results
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.176580/page/n1/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.176580/page/n1/mode/2up
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/12/virginia-woolf-alkayat-cosford/
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Radiating from Woolf’s gorgeous words is the reminder that all states of mind, all territories of feeling, even 

those that feel most unsurvivable — perhaps especially those that feel most unsurvivable — are merely 

moments in time, and yet they are not islanded in the river of being but belong with the rest of the current, the 

current that springs from the selfsame source as our capacity for beauty, for transcendence, for experiencing 

ourselves as “the thing itself”: 

The nights now are full of wind and destruction; the trees plunge and bend and their leaves fly helter skelter 

until the lawn is plastered with them and they lie packed in gutters and choke rain pipes and scatter damp 

paths. Also the sea tosses itself and breaks itself, and should any sleeper fancying that he might find on the 

beach an answer to his doubts, a sharer of his solitude, throw off his bedclothes and go down by himself to 

walk on the sand, no image with semblance of serving and divine promptitude comes readily to hand bringing 

the night to order and making the world reflect the compass of the soul. The hand dwindles in his hand; the 

voice bellows in his ear. Almost it would appear that it is useless in such confusion to ask the night those 

questions as to what, and why, and wherefore, which tempt the sleeper from his bed to seek an answer. 

 

Art by Margaret C. Cook for a rare 1913 edition of Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/the-tender-and-growing-night_framed-print?sku=s6-8967291p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-tender-and-growing-night_framed-print?sku=s6-8967291p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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If you have survived your life so far without reading To the Lighthouse, and suddenly find yourself with new 

orders of time, space, and being on your hands, this might be the moment to savor Woolf’s timeless treasure 

— the kind of book that leaves you feeling nothing less than reborn. Complement this particular fragment 

with an antidote to helplessness and disorientation from the great humanistic philosopher and psychologist 

Erich Fromm, then revisit Woolf on being ill, why we read, what it means to be an artist, the relationship 

between loneliness and creativity, and her transcendent account of a total solar eclipse. 

 

Art by Margaret C. Cook for a rare 1913 edition of Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/03/virginia-woolf-to-the-

lighthouse/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1710624086/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/22/erich-fromm-revolution-of-hope/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/06/virginia-woolf-on-being-ill/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/01/23/virginia-woolf-genius-and-ink-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/16/virginia-woolf-loneliness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/16/virginia-woolf-loneliness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/virginia-woolf-eclipse/
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
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/03/virginia-woolf-to-the-lighthouse/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/03/virginia-woolf-to-the-lighthouse/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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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Save the Words 

 

LORRAINE BOISSONEAULT 

 

Class starts with a prayer, but there’s no Jesus, no Muhammad, no saints or Abrahamic God. And no English. 

Reciting “Lavina’s Prayer” requires a handout that everyone falteringly reads from, guided by Joey 

Awonohopay, the director of the Menominee Language and Culture Commission. A soft-spoken man in his 

late forties, Joey’s dressed informally for this elders’ speaking class, in jeans and a sweatshirt. He wears 

rectangular glasses with tiny animals cut out of the earpieces, and his long hair is pulled into a ponytail. 

Seated beside him is a white-haired woman named Marie, who recently turned ninety-three and holds the 

distinction of being one of the five people left in the world who grew up speaking Menominee. Marie reads 

each line out loud for the rest of the class. When she occasionally stumbles over the written words, Joey 

guides her through the pronunciation. 

It’s late October on the Menominee Reservation, in northeastern Wisconsin. Through the windows of the 

Language and Cultural Commission office, you can see snow crinkle the shadowed edges of the forest. Cars 

in the parking lot wear icy crusts. Inside, once the prayer is over, Joey announces it’s time to eat. People stand 

to serve themselves rice casserole and cake and cobbler and ice cream, a plethora of treats for Halloween. The 

walls and whiteboards are adorned with handwritten signs on neon construction paper, almost all in 

Menominee, though in one corner, a series of colorful posters with animals features English: wisdom, love, 

respect, and courage. 

Joey grew up with grandparents and great-aunts and great-uncles who spoke the language fluently, but 

English remained his primary language. It was taught in schools, spoken by his family members, ever-present 

in the media. After high school, Joey went off to the tribe’s technical college. For almost a decade, he was a 

metalworker, until he fell off an overhanging conveyor, seriously injuring his lower back. 

https://believermag.com/contributor/lorraine-boissoneault/
https://believermag.com/contributor/lorraine-boissoneault/
https://believermag.com/
https://believermag.com/
https://believermag.com/logger/
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Although Joey still walks with a slight limp, he did eventually heal enough to get back on his feet. But the 

injury was life-changing in another way. He realized he’d “drifted further than seemed possible in ten years” 

from his traditional upbringing, he explained. That was when he decided to stay on the reservation and work 

for the tribe. His turn toward education began when a local tribal school contacted him to ask if he would 

teach an after-school program on singing and drumming. Then came an apprenticeship to learn Menominee 

from elders, then a stint teaching it to middle school students, and finally, his rise to his current position as 

director of the Language and Culture Commission, where he is charged with overseeing the tribe’s language 

and culture revitalization efforts. 

Which is how, on this snowy late-fall afternoon, Joey finds himself leading twelve adults for the elders’ 

speaking class—though there’s really no age limit, as participants range from twentysomething to 

ninetysomething. The attendees, myself included, dutifully attempt to recite the strings of words printed on 

different worksheets. There’s a “Ghost Supper” story and a “Fall” story and a list of questions and commands 

and a few phrases for introducing oneself. Mesek —— mamāceqtaw newīhswan: “—— is my Indian 

name.” Mōhkomān eneq ‘s pas āēc——: “in English it means ——.” I meet a friendly woman named Dolly, 

who is actually a member of the Prairie Band Potawatomi tribe but attends these classes as part of her 

coursework on indigenous languages. Seated next to me is Dennis Kenote, an older man in a forest green 

baseball cap with native veteran navy stitched in yellow above the brim. Dennis taught Menominee in local 

schools and, eager to help, points out details as we move through the worksheets. He says that adding -saeh to 

the end of a noun makes it diminutive. Animals, insects, balls, and kettles are all considered animate nouns, 

and colors used to describe them require a certain form to reflect that animacy. Adding -et to the end of a verb 

turns the sentence into a question. Kahnap is a term of respect used for people who have passed away and can 

be used only for this purpose. 

The words feel like smooth pebbles in the mouth, but some of them are so long that they tumble out. Like 

many other languages in the Algonquian family, Menominee is polysynthetic: words are built of multiple 

parts that reflect not only tense but also whether the noun is animate or inanimate, if a verb is transitive or 

intransitive, if an object is one person or two or many. A theme of today’s lesson is the difficulty of wrapping 

an English-language brain around Menominee. 

At the conclusion of the two-hour lesson, one woman asks how to say “Merry Christmas.” Joey nods and gets 

up from his seat. At the whiteboard he uses a brown marker to write in a sideways scrawl: Onānekosenon 

sāēsōs kēs otahtaset: “Be happy Jesus was born.” It’s a makeshift translation by elders who didn’t 

traditionally practice Christianity, he explains. 

The class is just a small part of the full-time work that occupies Joey and his colleague Ron Muqsahkwat 

Corn Jr. In a single week, their small office has hosted guests from the Bad River Ojibwe tribe; worked with 

language immersion trainees who are finishing their eighteen-month program, which includes lessons on 

history, culture, and education, as well as speaking the language; helped local teachers create lesson plans 

around the cultural history of deer processing (“Two of my kids have deer fur allergies,” one teacher noted); 

provided a demonstration of VR headsets that will be used by students to play Menominee language games; 

and agreed to give a presentation at a school located nearly an hour away. 

“We’re like the bottleneck,” Ron tells me during a rare quiet moment in the office. At one point, Menominee 

was spoken by thousands of people throughout the region that came to be called Wisconsin. Now it’s a 

Herculean effort to teach the language to a new generation before the last fluent speakers die out. 
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Known to his coworkers and friends as Ronco, the charismatic thirty-seven-year-old may be the most visible 

face of the Menominee language revitalization effort. He appeared in a PBS Wisconsin Education video series 

in 2012, talking about his effort to raise his youngest daughter entirely in Menominee. That particular 

undertaking proved challenging to do on his own; the language changes dramatically depending on who is 

speaking to whom. His daughter became proficient in nouns and commands, but she really needed a whole 

group of people speaking the language to understand the fluctuating verb forms. More recently, Ron gave a 

TEDx Talk about his work. And in mid-2019 he was the keynote speaker for the Indigenous Language 

Institute’s tenth annual symposium, held in Santa Fe, New Mexico. But all of these efforts are just what the 

outside world sees. Here on the reservation, Ron, like Joey, is sending emails, teaching classes, building 

lesson plans, finding publishers to print Menominee-language books, looking for ways to update Menominee 

vocabulary to reflect climate change, and being hospitable to visitors who drop by—including journalists. 

“If we didn’t do what we’re doing now,” he says, “the language would’ve effectively died with us.” 

 

“The first step . . . towards teaching the Indians the mischief and folly of continuing in their barbarous 

practices is to teach them the English language.” Former congressman John Atkins was the commissioner of 

Indian Affairs when he offered this assessment, in 1887. He added, “The impossibility of civilizing the 

Indians of this country in any other tongue other [sic] than our own would seem to be obvious.” 

Before Columbus arrived in the Caribbean and initiated centuries of genocide, before foreign settlers carried 

new diseases across a continent, before warfare and subjugation and broken treaties and forced removals, 

North America was filled with languages. Scholars estimate well over two thousand were spoken, and they 

fell into hundreds of different families. Just as French and Italian and Portuguese are Romance languages—

descendants of Latin—Menominee shares roots with several dozen other languages in the Algonquian family. 

Algonquian languages would have been among the first encountered by Europeans. In the seventeenth 

century, their speakers stretched from the East Coast; to the south, to what later became North Carolina; to the 

north, to what would be named Canada; to the west, beyond the Great Lakes. There was Shawnee and 

Mi’kmaq and Massachusett and Powhatan, Blackfoot and Miami-Illinois and Cree and Ojibwe. For someone 

to be multilingual was the norm, not the exception. 

Today, Canada, the United States, and Greenland are home to 256 languages collectively. According to data 

from the Catalogue of Endangered Languages, about 200 of these are endangered. A precise definition 

of endangered is complicated; a language can have several hundred thousand speakers above the age of sixty, 

such as Breton, a Celtic language spoken in France; or it can have a handful of speakers who are actively 

transmitting the words to the next generation, like Menominee. In both cases, the languages in question are 

considered at risk of disappearing, and so are classified as endangered. 

The circumstances that led to so much language loss in North America vary from one tribe to another, but 

there are common threads. Discrimination and disenfranchisement led to cycles of poverty. A concerted effort 

by the federal government to assimilate Native people into the dominant culture was espoused by Richard 
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Henry Pratt in the late 1800s, who preached “kill the Indian in him, and save the man.” Pratt founded the first 

residential school in 1879, which led to a countrywide system of boarding schools filled with Native children 

who were often stolen from their families and forced to abandon their languages and cultures. 

For the Menominee, this particular form of trauma arrived in 1883, with the Saint Joseph’s Indian Industrial 

School, operated by the Bureau of Catholic Indian Missions and the Bureau of Indian Affairs on the edge of 

the reservation. School policy dictated that the students be kept from seeing their families, such that even 

siblings were separated in different wings of the building. Many tried to run away, since the school wasn’t far 

from their homes. Those who spoke their native language were punished with soap in the mouth or physical 

abuse. The school remained open until 1952; it wasn’t until 2012 that a memorial was finally held for one 

twelve-year-old girl who was beaten to death by a nun when the school was still up and running. 

Ada Deer, a Menominee elder and activist, recounted her experience of wanting to learn the language from 

her father and not understanding why he wouldn’t teach her. “He wanted to protect me from the bad 

experiences he had had in boarding school when they tried to make the children stop speaking Menominee. 

So in his mind, the language was tied to the pain he had known. He thought if I spoke it, if people knew I was 

Menominee, they might hurt me like they hurt him… It was so painful for the older generation that they 

wanted to spare their children what they suffered, all because they could speak their own language.” 

Cherokee Nation activist, writer, and language apprentice Rebecca Nagle notes that the United States 

government spent nearly three billion dollars on the national Indian boarding school infrastructure over four 

decades. Today, it offers only twelve million dollars annually in language revitalization grants that tribes can 

apply for. This is how it says, We’re sorry. 

 

Where does language go when it isn’t traveling through the air? Sometimes its speakers carve its words into 

stone or shell or bone, and time buries those traces beneath layers of earth, to be found centuries later by 

people who won’t know how to read them. Other times it’s passed on in stories, words from new languages 

patching the gaps between what has been remembered and what has been forgotten. And still other times the 

language is preserved in the parchment documents of settlers, stored like botanical specimens so it can be 

studied and pulled apart. 

All those words in their many forms are shadows of the living language. 

A few months before my trip to the Menominee Reservation, in July 2019, Miami University, in Oxford, 

Ohio, hosted the National Breath of Life Archival Institute for Indigenous Languages conference. That 

weeklong workshop marked a moment when those shadows of language began obtaining solid mass. The 

conference, co-directed by linguists Daryl Baldwin and Gabriela Pérez Báez, welcomed fourteen people from 

five Native communities—the Menominee; Oneida; Hanis, Milluk, Siuslaw; Nisenan; and Numa—to learn an 

innovative new software program built to help with language revitalization. While Joey and Ron were 

working in Wisconsin to spin the thread of their language through speaking workshops, other Menominee 

speakers had traveled here to complete a different kind of work: organizing documents, vocabulary lists, 
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stories recorded by linguist Leonard Bloomfield, and audio recordings of elders. If language is a phoenix, 

these types of documentation form the ashes from which the words can be reborn. 

Around the room, conference participants sat before computer screens, toggling between Excel spreadsheets 

and the database they were attempting to use. A whiteboard by the door featured greetings in the participants’ 

languages—Pōsōh from the Menominee team. Round tables shared by professional linguists, indigenous 

language learners, and a handful of proficient speakers were covered by laptops and software manuals. 

The story of every language is different: some have dozens of living speakers, or hundreds, or none. Whatever 

the state of their language, here all were engaged in a headache-inducing struggle to keep the languages from 

disappearing: poring over old texts and audio transcripts to transfer vocabulary into the new database. Some 

wore headphones. Many paused from time to time to confer with their neighbors. 

The challenge of rebuilding a language that’s been suppressed for decades is not simple. It is something of a 

Hydra, but its ravenous heads must be nourished rather than massacred. First, you have to assess the state of 

things—how many people speak the language, and at what level. If any speakers remain, you rush to record 

their words. Next comes the work of exhaling those words back into the world—training new teachers to 

educate young students, producing lesson plans, crafting multimedia resources, like books or smartphone 

apps. Then you have to enlist linguists to provide grammatical analyses and produce dictionaries. And if no 

one speaks the language anymore, you must excavate archival materials to provide the foundation for the 

language’s renewal. All of this work must be done by individuals who often have little training or financial 

support. 

Daryl Baldwin, director of the Myaamia Center at Miami University, is intimately acquainted with the beast 

that is language revitalization. (The university takes its name from the traditional territory of the Miami tribe 

of Oklahoma, with which the school now has a strong reciprocal relationship, thanks in part to the Myaamia 

Center acting as a home base for tribal students.) A member of the tribe, Baldwin had access to the Myaamia 

language only in the form of old family records and letters. There are no audio recordings of past speakers, 

the last of whom died sometime in the middle of the twentieth century. It was considered “dead” by linguists 

(thanks to successful revitalization efforts like Baldwin’s, the term used today is dormant, to reflect the 

possibility that people will begin speaking it again). Bringing back Myaamia was a combined effort by 

Baldwin, linguist David Costa, and Miami Tribe elected official Julie Olds, as well as many others. The 

revitalization work required poring through grammars and dictionaries assembled by French Jesuit 

missionaries of the 1700s and amateur ethnographers of the 1800s and 1900s. The manuscripts were mostly 

handwritten, and all the transcribers used their own idiosyncratic spellings to encode Myaamia. Reading the 

oldest papers also required a knowledge of archaic French. 

“Those pages are so scary to look at,” Baldwin told me. But he and all the others bent themselves to the task. 

To make the unwieldy information more manageable, in 2012 they began working with computer engineers at 

Miami University to develop the Miami-Illinois Digital Archive (MIDA). They sought to eliminate the need 

to work directly from the manuscript pages themselves, which were often organized in such a way that 

valuable information was lost. For example, one word recorded in the 1700s by French Jesuit priest Jean-

Antoine Robert LeBoullenger was alaamatayi, described by him as meaning “before being born in his/her 

mother’s womb.” Modern linguists realized the word was an adverb meaning “in utero.” But in 

LeBoullenger’s dictionary, the word didn’t appear anywhere near the word for “womb.” Instead, it was listed 
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under the word “before.” “This is a fairly typical example,” wrote Baldwin, Costa, and computer engineer 

Douglas Troy in a 2016 article for the journal Language Documentation & Conservation. “Hundreds of 

interesting vocabulary items often lurk in places where they cannot be ‘looked up’ in any way until the 

manuscript is available in a searchable database.” 

As more manuscripts were transcribed onto spreadsheets that could be uploaded to MIDA, the database 

became a tool not only for piecing Myaamia back together and studying its complex grammar, but also for 

learning the language. Community members could use the archive almost like a dictionary. 

As the Miami tribe embarked on its quest, many other language groups around the country were engaged in 

similar work. By the mid-1990s, the National Breath of Life organization was hosting multiday workshops in 

California and Washington, DC, offering indigenous people the opportunity to access records stored in old 

archives at different institutions. These pages held the words of their ancestors—and also offered a way to 

move forward with their language revitalization. Pérez Báez, who was working for the Smithsonian 

Institution at the time, hosted a Breath of Life 1.0 conference on four occasions, welcoming 117 community 

researchers from fifty-five language groups into the museum’s stacks. 

But as it had for the Miami tribe, organizing all of the archival information into a database remained a 

problem each group had to solve for itself. Having seen the benefits of MIDA, Baldwin wondered if they 

could make the database applicable to any indigenous language. This was the inspiration for Breath of Life 

2.0; the summer of 2019 marked its debut. Participants were learning to use a modified version of MIDA 

called ILDA: the Indigenous Language Digital Archive. Over the course of five days, they moved data into 

spreadsheets, then into the database, where it would be accompanied by the digitized original sources: a JPEG 

of an old manuscript page, a PDF of a vocabulary list, an MP3 of elders speaking. All the forms a language 

can take were organized in one place, and all of them were easily searchable. 

Pérez Báez recently conducted a survey on global language revitalization efforts. The 245 responses she 

received revealed that one-fifth of the languages being worked on were dormant. For Baldwin, this comes as 

no surprise: more than half the world’s known languages are spoken by fewer than five thousand people each. 

In the coming years, ever more people will need archive-based revitalization tools like ILDA. With the Breath 

of Life 2.0 conference, they’re laying the groundwork for future learners and researchers. 

 

At the end of five long days participating in Breath of Life 2.0, the participants assembled, looking tired and 

triumphant. They had wrestled with intractable software, chased down words, cut up sentences, and filtered 

them into spreadsheets. Now came the chance to share what they had learned and what remained opaque. 

Daniel Grignon, Luke Besaw, and Monica Macaulay went to the front of the room to discuss their progress on 

Menominee documents. Back in Wisconsin, the two young men had been trainees in the language immersion 

program. Daniel was set to graduate at the end of 2019, and Luke had finished the program a couple years 

earlier, and had recently earned a BA in linguistics from the University of Wisconsin, Madison. Monica, a 
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linguist who has worked on Menominee for more than twenty years, planned to use ILDA for organizing all 

the past ethnographic work done on Menominee. 

Luke began the presentation with a long speech in Menominee. Tall and thin, with long, dark hair, he spoke 

with the quiet confidence of someone who feels comfortable in his own language. Switching to English, he 

told the audience about the issues of orthography they had run into: a word written as metartar had all of them 

stumped for a while. There are no r’s in Menominee. Once they listened to the audio file alongside the written 

record, the answer emerged. Whoever had transcribed the word metātah—“ten”—must’ve heard an r where 

none existed. This became something silly to riff on throughout the week. “Sahkow is nine, so ninety 

is sarcow metartar,” Luke explained, to laughter. 

Such levity was welcome amid the frustrations and challenges of the week. So much of revitalization requires 

burrowing into near-indecipherable documents, wondering if anyone will ever really speak the language 

again, if the possibility of language renewal is worth the thankless effort. There are so few resources 

available. Forget being paid wages: plenty of people engaged in this work don’t even have office space. But at 

this conference, attendees were united in some version of the same battle, even if the words were different and 

each circumstance unique. 

One breath is a tiny unit of life, taking perhaps ten seconds on the long end. One word is a tiny fragment of 

language. But each word that’s moved from a file into a spreadsheet and then onto ILDA contributes to a 

larger landscape, one in which a language can become vibrant again. 

 

Three months later, back on the Menominee reservation, Luke finds himself wrangling toddlers rather than 

morphemes. Despite his excitement over ILDA, after returning to the reservation he was asked to replace 

another teacher in the immersion day care. The job entails feeding, cleaning, teaching, and playing with a 

pack of two- and three-year-olds, conversing with them exclusively in Menominee. If all goes well, this will 

mark the first time in ninety years that children will grow up bilingual in Menominee and English. 

The work is a daily challenge, but it becomes especially complicated on Halloween. By midmorning, the ten 

children are already dressed in thoroughly modern costumes—Disney princesses Anna and Elsa, Captain 

America, Spider-Man, Sheriff Woody from Toy Story. They bundle into jackets and hats to walk into the 

frigid air. A few blocks away from the day care is a parking lot filled with cars decorated with streamers, and 

adults are passing out candy. Some of the adults are costumed as well: Dracula and skeletons and one in an 

inflatable T-Rex suit next to a Jurassic Park display. 

I can’t help but wonder if there’s a word for “dinosaur” in Menominee. 

For Luke, the creativity necessary for this kind of outing is part of the fun of the job. Throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, fluent Menominee speakers invented words for “blacksmith” and 

“automobile” and “refrigerator.” Luke especially appreciates the word for “giraffe,” which translates as 

“animal with long neck and spots.” Living languages constantly evolve in response to the environment in 
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which they’re spoken; maybe someday one of these little kids will be so proficient in their language that 

they’ll have no problem coming up with vocabulary for a world saturated by new technology: translations of 

“meme” and “tweetstorm” and yet-to-be-invented slang. 

Kids from the nearby elementary school slowly filter through the parking lot, hefting grocery bags of treats. 

The toddlers from the immersion day care cling to their trio of instructors, jamming mini Snickers and Capri 

Suns into their jacket pockets. Noses running, cheeks turning pink, the kids are mostly quiet as they take in 

the brightly colored chaos. Adults wish the kids “Happy Halloween!” and inquire over their favorite candies. 

Out here, there’s no avoiding the fact that their world is Anglophone. 

But once everyone has been herded into the day care classroom, they transition back into Menominee. 

English-speaking teachers who work in other parts of the building must knock on the door and wait if they 

want to speak to the day care teachers. One poster in the room shows the Menominee alphabet; another has 

illustrations of clouds and sun and rain, labeled with the terms in Menominee. Unlike in many day cares, there 

are few books to be found; one is a laminated collection of color words. Every bit of multimedia the teachers 

want to use, they’ve had to make for themselves. 

Luke helps to get the toddlers out of their winter gear while his two colleagues divvy up the candy and 

instruct the children to take their seats around a table. One of them, a young woman named Naneque Electa 

Jo-Marie LaTender, with dark hair and a horseshoe crab tattooed on her chin and throat, is especially 

animated in talking with the kids. She addresses each individually, asking them to point to different body 

parts before handing them juice pouches. Luke passes out popcorn that’s been stuffed into plastic gloves, 

pretending each package is his own hand and asking the kids for a high-five. Not a word of English escapes 

anyone’s lips, including the toddlers’. 

Soon, Luke plans on applying to become the curriculum director, who oversees all the Menominee language 

teachers, from the immersion day care to high school. But for now, there are so few who have gone through 

the language-trainee program that everyone has to be willing to jump into the day care classroom at a 

moment’s notice. 

This means lots of chasing down kids and playing games, but also talking to the other day care teachers 

exclusively in Menominee, so the children can hear how grown-ups speak to one another. In this kind of 

classroom, something like ILDA would certainly come in handy. Just think: if Luke had an app on his phone, 

he could pull up the database to look up anything. But there’s so much else to do each day; only a handful of 

people even know how to use ILDA, and they’re all too busy to upload more records to the database. Bringing 

ILDA into the classroom is a dream for another day. Opportunities to introduce the toddlers to new 

vocabulary slip by constantly. 

 

My visit coincides with the second anniversary of the first Menominee immersion classroom, which opened 

its doors in 2017 with eight babies ranging from six weeks to ten months old. In the beginning, Ron and Joey 

both helped out, assisted by the first batch of language trainees, who had just finished their eighteen-month 
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course in language, history, Menominee culture, and education. Luke was among that group, and for everyone 

the pressure was enormous. Not only did they need to learn a new set of vocabulary—words for “poop” and 

“diaper” and “breastfeeding”—but the staff was still so small that no one could afford to take time off or even 

sick days. Almost as soon as the second group of trainees began their classes, they were tasked as subs in the 

day care. 

That’s when Naneque found herself in the classroom, armed with the fragments of Menominee she’d learned 

over years of sporadic language education. Teaching was the one profession she’d always said she would 

never enter. But at eighteen, when she was home from college, at the Institute of American Indian Arts in 

New Mexico, Naneque applied for the second cohort of language immersion trainees. Being accepted to the 

program transformed her life. Here she is, three years later, working to teach small children their language—

though she considers herself more an auntie than an educator. 

“Our room is chiefly getting them to be physically, emotionally, mentally independent,” she tells me later, in 

the teachers’ lounge. “Children haven’t been raised in their traditional languages, especially indigenous 

people, for a long time. So there’s no question as to why this is important on a lot of different levels.” 

Even more important than language proficiency is adaptability, because there’s no clear plan for what they’re 

doing besides to “keep moving forward.” She’s picking up more and more of the language each day, learning 

how to interact with the babies as they grow into toddlers, hearing them say their first words in Menominee, 

teaching them to mimic longer phrases, then listening with astonishment and delight as they assemble 

grammatically correct sentences all on their own. More recently, the explosion of words and independent 

thoughts comes so regularly that the teachers can’t take note of everything. On the rare occasion when she’s 

accidentally slipped into English, the children go quiet. They don’t understand her in that context. To them, 

she is only a Menominee speaker—despite having studied the language intensively for just three years. 

At the end of 2019, there are two day care rooms, with sixteen children in all: one for babies, one for toddlers. 

A third cohort of language immersion trainees finished their work at the end of November and will help to 

open a third room. The new group is nervous about the responsibility they’ll soon be shouldering—what if 

they forget a word? What if they accidentally speak English in front of the kids?—but all along they’ve been 

repeating the mantra “fun and easy,” they tell me. Of course, it’s not easy, but if they think too hard about the 

stakes, it feels overwhelming. By the time this next class graduates, twenty-two adult Menominee tribal 

members will have gone through the language training program. Two more eighteen-month programs, taught 

by Ron, are still being planned. Once those are done, Ron hopes to change the instruction method to 

something less intensive and more like an internship. They plan to keep expanding the immersion day care 

and maybe even open a dual-language elementary school. The project can seem daunting, and everyone I met 

seemed to be constantly alternating between feeling invigorated and exhausted. But in the four years since 

Ron was hired to help Joey rebuild the language, their progress has been notable, especially among the 

toddlers who are now growing up with the language.  

Recently, one of the language trainees created a lesson plan that involved teaching the toddlers to identify 

four local fish by their Menominee species names. Ron remembers thinking, OK, well this might be a little 

advanced for babies, but he simply reminded the trainee to have his teaching outcomes in mind. Sure enough, 

within two days the children could point to pictures of the different fish based on commands given in 

Menominee. Then they could say the words themselves and use them correctly within sentences. 
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“I came to the conclusion that the only thing that really limits these kids is us, by what we expose them to,” 

Ron says. 

Something similar occurred earlier this year, when Joey was out in the woods with his granddaughter, who 

attends the immersion day care. As they walked around the puddles of snowmelt, past some trees that had 

been cut before the winter, they saw a green-brown blur. “Look at the frog!” Joey said to her in Menominee. 

She looked at the creature, looked back at him, and tugged on his shirt. “No, Papa,” she corrected him. 

“That’s a bullfrog.” She had identified the proper species, in Menominee, at age two. 

 

How do you quantify the value of speaking your own traditional language? 

Ron told me that throughout his adulthood, people questioned his commitment to what seemed to be a dying 

language. He had learned Menominee through happenstance: meeting the right elders as a child, then in high 

school through another elder. He’d eschewed a postsecondary education to keep studying the language. 

Friends and family worried it was a waste of time. How was learning Menominee supposed to get him a job, 

or pay his bills, or allow him to support his kids? 

And yet it has. It has brought him to teaching positions at the high school, and then at the local college and the 

University of Wisconsin-Green Bay.  It has earned him his current position at the Menominee Language and 

Culture Commission. It has given him an identity, a life’s purpose. He shared the language with his five 

children as they grew up, although they didn’t become fully fluent; languages are reliant on an entire 

community of speakers. But now his grandson is in the immersion day care; every day, he speaks Menominee 

with his friends and teachers.  

“In our communities, we hear a lot of these ideas like historical trauma,” Ron says. “I want to see the other 

side, where we don’t have to hold that up, where it’s like a scar gone by.” An elder once explained the 

importance of the language using the actual structure of Menominee as a metaphor. There are animate and 

inanimate nouns, and the body is animate—but only because it holds a soul. Without the soul, there is no 

animacy. Language, this elder instructed, was the soul of the Menominee people. Without it, they would 

become inanimate. 

One of Ron’s friends from another tribe had his own way of putting it: They aren’t the ones saving their 

languages. Their languages were saving them. 

At the Breath of Life 2.0 conference in Ohio, an attendee had reflected on the same question. Jerome Viles, a 

member of the Confederated Tribe of Siletz Indians who’s working on the Nuu-wee-ya’ language, helped 

other participants learn how to use ILDA. He had been training himself on the software for a year already, as 

his language had been chosen as a test case to see if the database could work for languages other than Miami. 

Quiet but self-assured, Jerome spent the week hopping around the conference room to answer questions and 

monitor the participants’ work. He is a linguist for his tribe, doing the type of grammatical analysis that a 

layperson may never understand but which informs education efforts.  
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“The world that our community’s language [Nuu-wee-ya’] was used in has been under attack for one hundred 

and fifty, one hundred and sixty years,” he explained. “So I’d like to see a world where people see the value 

of speaking their language, have the resources to speak their language, have the physical places to speak their 

language: the community support.” 

So many people talk about “dead” and “endangered” languages, but those terms have never felt right to him. 

They’re just another way of feeding into the stereotype of the “disappearing Indian.” But Native people are 

still here, and their languages still exist. Jerome thinks linguists should also forgo the term “endangered.” 

Instead, he prefers “waiting language.” 

“It gives you an action to do,” he said. “The language is waiting. What I need to do is pick it up.” 

THIS STORY HAS BEEN SUPPORTED BY THE SOLUTIONS JOURNALISM NETWORK, A 
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Aerial, Wild Pine 

 

 

 

Elise Paschen  

 

A flare of russet, 

green fronds, surprise 

of flush against 

the bare grey cypress 

in winter woods. 

Cardinal wild pine, 

quill-leaf airplant 

or dog-drink-water. 

Spikes of bright bloom– 

exotic plumage. 

How they contour 

against the trunk. 

https://poets.us20.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e329a0cb6f08842f08a05d822&id=08947df1fd&e=29a6ecd6d1
https://poets.us20.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e329a0cb6f08842f08a05d822&id=9cc6e73201&e=29a6ecd6d1
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I miss that closeness 

against my skin, 

milky expression. 

Before they latched, 

their grief revealed 

in such a flash. 

Seekers of light, 

poised acrobats. 

Over the wetlands 

a snail kite skims 

tallgrass, then swoops 

to scoop the apple 

snail in curved bill. 

The provenance 

of names, of raptor 

and prey, the beak, 

like a trap door, 

unhinging flesh. 

The way two beings 

create a space 

for one another— 

the bud to branch, 

tongue against nipple. 
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How they contour 

against the trunk. 

I miss that closeness 

against my skin, 

milky expression. 

Before they latched, 

their grief revealed 

in such a flash. 

Seekers of light, 

poised acrobats. 

Over the wetlands 

a snail kite skims 

tallgrass, then swoops 

to scoop the apple 

snail in curved bill. 

The provenance 

of names, of raptor 

and prey, the beak, 

like a trap door, 

unhinging flesh. 

The way two beings 

create a space 

for one another— 

the bud to branch, 

tongue against nipple. 
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“During this period of social distancing and staying home, I appreciate each encounter with the 

natural world. I am grateful to remember the time last winter when I wrote this poem. We were 

visiting my aunt, who is in her nineties, down south, and took a hike through the wetlands. This 

poem is about the interrelationships in nature. It’s about how we connect with each other.” 

—Elise Paschen 
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A Bad Business 

by Anton Chekhov 

WHO goes there?" 

No answer. The watchman sees nothing, but through the roar of the wind and the trees distinctly hears 

someone walking along the avenue ahead of him. A March night, cloudy and foggy, envelopes the earth, and 

it seems to the watchman that the earth, the sky, and he himself with his thoughts are all merged together into 

something vast and impenetrably black. He can only grope his way. 

"Who goes there?" the watchman repeats, and he begins to fancy that he hears whispering and smothered 

laughter. "Who's there?" 

"It's I, friend . . ." answers an old man's voice. 

"But who are you?" 

"I . . . a traveller." 

"What sort of traveller?" the watchman cries angrily, trying to disguise his terror by shouting. "What the devil 

do you want here? You go prowling about the graveyard at night, you ruffian!" 

"You don't say it's a graveyard here?" 

"Why, what else? Of course it's the graveyard! Don't you see it is?" 

"O-o-oh . . . Queen of Heaven!" there is a sound of an old man sighing. "I see nothing, my good soul, nothing. 

Oh the darkness, the darkness! You can't see your hand before your face, it is dark, friend. O-o-oh. . ." 

"But who are you?" 

"I am a pilgrim, friend, a wandering man." 

"The devils, the nightbirds. . . . Nice sort of pilgrims! They are drunkards . . ." mutters the watchman, 

reassured by the tone and sighs of the stranger. "One's tempted to sin by you. They drink the day away and 

prowl about at night. But I fancy I heard you were not alone; it sounded like two or three of you." 

"I am alone, friend, alone. Quite alone. O-o-oh our sins. . . ." 

The watchman stumbles up against the man and stops. 

"How did you get here?" he asks. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov
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"I have lost my way, good man. I was walking to the Mitrievsky Mill and I lost my way." 

"Whew! Is this the road to Mitrievsky Mill? You sheepshead! For the Mitrievsky Mill you must keep much 

more to the left, straight out of the town along the high road. You have been drinking and have gone a couple 

of miles out of your way. You must have had a drop in the town." 

"I did, friend . . . Truly I did; I won't hide my sins. But how am I to go now?" 

"Go straight on and on along this avenue till you can go no farther, and then turn at once to the left and go till 

you have crossed the whole graveyard right to the gate. There will be a gate there. . . . Open it and go with 

God's blessing. Mind you don't fall into the ditch. And when you are out of the graveyard you go all the way 

by the fields till you come out on the main road." 

"God give you health, friend. May the Queen of Heaven save you and have mercy on you. You might take me 

along, good man! Be merciful! Lead me to the gate." 

"As though I had the time to waste! Go by yourself!" 

"Be merciful! I'll pray for you. I can't see anything; one can't see one's hand before one's face, friend. . . . It's 

so dark, so dark! Show me the way, sir!" 

"As though I had the time to take you about; if I were to play the nurse to everyone I should never have 

done." 

"For Christ's sake, take me! I can't see, and I am afraid to go alone through the graveyard. It's terrifying, 

friend, it's terrifying; I am afraid, good man." 

"There's no getting rid of you," sighs the watchman. "All right then, come along." 

The watchman and the traveller go on together. They walk shoulder to shoulder in silence. A damp, cutting 

wind blows straight into their faces and the unseen trees murmuring and rustling scatter big drops upon them. 

. . . The path is almost entirely covered with puddles. 

"There is one thing passes my understanding," says the watchman after a prolonged silence -- "how you got 

here. The gate's locked. Did you climb over the wall? If you did climb over the wall, that's the last thing you 

would expect of an old man." 

"I don't know, friend, I don't know. I can't say myself how I got here. It's a visitation. A chastisement of the 

Lord. Truly a visitation, the evil one confounded me. So you are a watchman here, friend?" 

"Yes." 

"The only one for the whole graveyard?" 
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There is such a violent gust of wind that both stop for a minute. Waiting till the violence of the wind abates, 

the watchman answers: 

"There are three of us, but one is lying ill in a fever and the other's asleep. He and I take turns about." 

"Ah, to be sure, friend. What a wind! The dead must hear it! It howls like a wild beast! O-o-oh." 

"And where do you come from?" 

"From a distance, friend. I am from Vologda, a long way off. I go from one holy place to another and pray for 

people. Save me and have mercy upon me, O Lord." 

The watchman stops for a minute to light his pipe. He stoops down behind the traveller's back and lights 

several matches. The gleam of the first match lights up for one instant a bit of the avenue on the right, a white 

tombstone with an angel, and a dark cross; the light of the second match, flaring up brightly and extinguished 

by the wind, flashes like lightning on the left side, and from the darkness nothing stands out but the angle of 

some sort of trellis; the third match throws light to right and to left, revealing the white tombstone, the dark 

cross, and the trellis round a child's grave. 

"The departed sleep; the dear ones sleep!" the stranger mutters, sighing loudly. "They all sleep alike, rich and 

poor, wise and foolish, good and wicked. They are of the same value now. And they will sleep till the last 

trump. The Kingdom of Heaven and peace eternal be theirs." 

"Here we are walking along now, but the time will come when we shall be lying here ourselves," says the 

watchman. 

"To be sure, to be sure, we shall all. There is no man who will not die. O-o-oh. Our doings are wicked, our 

thoughts are deceitful! Sins, sins! My soul accursed, ever covetous, my belly greedy and lustful! I have 

angered the Lord and there is no salvation for me in this world and the next. I am deep in sins like a worm in 

the earth." 

"Yes, and you have to die." 

"You are right there." 

"Death is easier for a pilgrim than for fellows like us," says the watchman. 

"There are pilgrims of different sorts. There are the real ones who are God-fearing men and watch over their 

own souls, and there are such as stray about the graveyard at night and are a delight to the devils. . . Ye-es! 

There's one who is a pilgrim could give you a crack on the pate with an axe if he liked and knock the breath 

out of you." 

"What are you talking like that for?" 
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"Oh, nothing . . . Why, I fancy here's the gate. Yes, it is. Open it, good man. 

The watchman, feeling his way, opens the gate, leads the pilgrim out by the sleeve, and says: 

"Here's the end of the graveyard. Now you must keep on through the open fields till you get to the main road. 

Only close here there will be the boundary ditch -- don't fall in. . . . And when you come out on to the road, 

turn to the right, and keep on till you reach the mill. . . ." 

"O-o-oh!" sighs the pilgrim after a pause, "and now I am thinking that I have no cause to go to Mitrievsky 

Mill. . . . Why the devil should I go there? I had better stay a bit with you here, sir. . . ." 

"What do you want to stay with me for?" 

"Oh . . . it's merrier with you! . . . ." 

"So you've found a merry companion, have you? You, pilgrim, are fond of a joke I see. . . ." 

"To be sure I am," says the stranger, with a hoarse chuckle. "Ah, my dear good man, I bet you will remember 

the pilgrim many a long year!" 

"Why should I remember you?" 

"Why I've got round you so smartly. . . . Am I a pilgrim? I am not a pilgrim at all." 

"What are you then?" 

"A dead man. . . . I've only just got out of my coffin. . . . Do you remember Gubaryev, the locksmith, who 

hanged himself in carnival week? Well, I am Gubaryev himself! . . ." 

"Tell us something else!" 

The watchman does not believe him, but he feels all over such a cold, oppressive terror that he starts off and 

begins hurriedly feeling for the gate. 

"Stop, where are you off to?" says the stranger, clutching him by the arm. "Aie, aie, aie . . . what a fellow you 

are! How can you leave me all alone?" 

"Let go!" cries the watchman, trying to pull his arm away. 

"Sto-op! I bid you stop and you stop. Don't struggle, you dirty dog! If you want to stay among the living, stop 

and hold your tongue till I tell you. It's only that I don't care to spill blood or you would have been a dead man 

long ago, you scurvy rascal. . . . Stop!" 
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The watchman's knees give way under him. In his terror he shuts his eyes, and trembling all over huddles 

close to the wall. He would like to call out, but he knows his cries would not reach any living thing. The 

stranger stands beside him and holds him by the arm. . . . Three minutes pass in silence. 

"One's in a fever, another's asleep, and the third is seeing pilgrims on their way," mutters the stranger. 

"Capital watchmen, they are worth their salary! Ye-es, brother, thieves have always been cleverer than 

watchmen! Stand still, don't stir. . . ." 

Five minutes, ten minutes pass in silence. All at once the wind brings the sound of a whistle. 

"Well, now you can go," says the stranger, releasing the watchman's arm. "Go and thank God you are alive!" 

The stranger gives a whistle too, runs away from the gate, and the watchman hears him leap over the ditch. 

With a foreboding of something very dreadful in his heart, the watchman, still trembling with terror, opens the 

gate irresolutely and runs back with his eyes shut. 

At the turning into the main avenue he hears hurried footsteps, and someone asks him, in a hissing voice: "Is 

that you, Timofey? Where is Mitka?" 

And after running the whole length of the main avenue he notices a little dim light in the darkness. The nearer 

he gets to the light the more frightened he is and the stronger his foreboding of evil. 

"It looks as though the light were in the church," he thinks. "And how can it have come there? Save me and 

have mercy on me, Queen of Heaven! And that it is." 

The watchman stands for a minute before the broken window and looks with horror towards the altar. . . . A 

little wax candle which the thieves had forgotten to put out flickers in the wind that bursts in at the window 

and throws dim red patches of light on the vestments flung about and a cupboard overturned on the floor, on 

numerous footprints near the high altar and the altar of offerings. 

A little time passes and the howling wind sends floating over the churchyard the hurried uneven clangs of the 

alarm-bell. . . . 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/a-bad-business 

https://americanliterature.com/author/anton-chekhov/short-story/a-bad-business


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 525  june 2020 

 

100 

CABINET OF CURIOSITIES 

Pompeii Mania in the Era of Romanticism 

Nothing appealed more perfectly to the Romantic sensibility than the mix of horror and awe evoked by a 

volcano erupting. 

 

The Last Day of Pompeii by Karl Brullov 

  

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Amelia Soth 

  

https://daily.jstor.org/column/cabinet-of-curiosities/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Karl_Brullov_-_The_Last_Day_of_Pompeii_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/amelia-soth/
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March 26, 2020 
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In 1787, Goethe climbed the slopes of Mount Vesuvius and stood gazing into the smoking crater. In his diary, 

he recorded with disappointment that the freshest lava was already five days old, and that the volcano neither 

belched flame nor pelted him with stones. 

The idea was to feel convincingly close to annihilation. 

It seems like an odd thing to wish for, but a truly terrifying experience of Vesuvius was one of the most 

coveted souvenirs of the European Grand Tour. To commemorate their trips, tourists decked themselves out 

in lava jewelry and commissioned paintings of the volcano in eruption, preferably with dramatic, glowing 

streams of lava running down the sides. The idea was to feel convincingly close to annihilation. Goethe 

wasn’t satisfied until he summited again, this time into a storm of blazing ash: 

A violent thundering toned forth from its deepest abyss, then stones of larger and smaller sizes were showered 

into the air by thousands, and enveloped by clouds of ashes… We soon stood on the brink of the vast chasm, 

the smoke of which, although a gentle air was bearing it away from us, unfortunately veiled the interior of the 

crater, which smoked all round from a thousand crannies… of a sudden the thunder pealed aloud… we rushed 

down and reached the foot of the hill, together with the drizzling ashes, which pretty thickly covered our 

heads and shoulders. 

Goethe described his narrow escape in a note to a friend, which carried a tangible souvenir of the adventure: 

the cover of the letter was “stained with smoke, in testimony of its having been with me on Vesuvius.” In 

1631, Vesuvius burst back to life, after a long period of dormancy. 

Just over a century later, in the mid-1700s, the remains of Pompeii were identified for the first time. The 

coincidence struck many with an eerie sense of predestination: the rediscovery of the buried city, lying in wait 

for a thousand years, had been heralded by the reawakening of its destroyer. It was the beginning of the 

Romantic era, and nothing appealed more perfectly to the Romantic sensibility than the mix of horror and awe 

evoked by the spectacle of the smoking mountain looming over the ash-choked city. 

As Pompeii tourism boomed, people of all stripes were busily employed in the process of bringing the City of 

the Dead back to life. Novelists reanimated the tormented victims of Pompeii, turning them into heroes and 

villains, so that tourists wandering through the ruins might point to an ash-covered body and exclaim: “Look, 

it’s Calenus from The Last Days of Pompeii!” Local authorities developed a habit of staging excavations to 

impress visiting dignitaries: they would choose a few interesting antiquities, scatter a layer of dust over them, 

and then uncover them theatrically before the honored guest. 

https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=419334385204394&display=popup&href=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fpompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism%2F&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fpompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism%2F
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fpompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism%2F&text=Pompeii+Mania+in+the+Era+of+Romanticism&via=JSTOR_Daily
mailto:?subject=Pompeii%20Mania%20in%20the%20Era%20of%20Romanticism&body=Nothing%20appealed%20more%20perfectly%20to%20the%20Romantic%20sensibility%20than%20the%20mix%20of%20horror%20and%20awe%20evoked%20by%20a%20volcano%20erupting.%0D%0A%0D%0A%20Read%20More:%20https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fpompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism%2F
javascript:window.print()
https://warburg.sas.ac.uk/pdf/ndn460b2788755.pdf
https://daily.jstor.org/pompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism/?utm_term=Pompeii%20Mania%20in%20the%20Era%20of%20Romanticism&utm_campaign=jstordaily_04022020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23162549?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents?mag=pompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41378488?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents?mag=pompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/hlq.2015.78.1.61?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents?mag=pompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism
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Why did the tourists flock to Pompeii? It seems that a city frozen in the moment of catastrophe is grimmer 

than a living city, but also, strangely, more intimate. The prime sites of Rome—the Forum, the Colosseum, 

the Pantheon—are all testaments to imperial power. Pompeii’s monuments, on the other hand, are 

accidental testaments to the banal: centuries-old loaves of bread, still waiting in their ovens, bowls of 

carbonized eggs, ready to be cracked. In Pompeii, the past feels both more vividly alive, and more 

disturbingly dead. 

By the Victorian era, Pompeii was more alive than ever. In fact, it was metastasizing. Miniature faux-

Pompeiis began to spring up all around Europe and North America. In London, you could stroll through a 

reproduction of a Pompeiian house in the Crystal Palace. In New York, you could spend the evening in Coney 

Island watching a “pyrodrama” of the destruction of Pompeii, with an imitation Vesuvius spewing fireworks 

for the grand finale. And in cities around the world, you could take in a panorama: a 360-degree view of 

Vesuvius painted around the inside of a circular tower—an experience which was, according to Blackwood’s 

Magazine, far superior to the real deal: 

Panoramas are among the happiest contrivances for saving time and expense in this age of contrivances. What 

cost a couple of hundred pounds and half a year half a century ago, now costs a shilling and a quarter of an 

hour. Throwing out of the old account the innumerable miseries of travel, the insolence of public 

functionaries, the roguery of innkeepers, the visitations of banditti, charged to the muzzle with sabre, pistol, 

and scapulary, and the rascality of the custom-house officers, who plunder, passport in hand, the indescribable 

desagremens of Italian cookery, and the insufferable annoyances of that epitome of abomination, an Italian 

bed. 

Perhaps the strangest attempt to export the Pompeiian experience, however, was Sir William 

Hamilton’s Vesuvian Apparatus—a bizarre device that seems to have been, at once, a scientific instrument, a 

parlor-entertainment, and an early precursor to the motion picture. 

Weekly Newsletter 

Principio del formulario 

Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

Subscribe
 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

Final del formulario 

It was a cabinet fronted with a transparent painting of Vesuvius, and joined at the back to a kind of clockwork 

mechanism. When wound up and lit from behind, the apparatus presented a kind of proto-film: A rotating 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/42622751?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents?mag=pompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/29737292?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents?mag=pompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism
http://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/pompeii/entertainments.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4621590?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents?mag=pompeii-mania-in-the-era-of-romanticism
https://books.google.com/books?id=GeIRAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA365&lpg=PA365&dq#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=GeIRAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA365&lpg=PA365&dq#v=onepage&q&f=false
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cylinder behind the translucent pane sent fluttering light through the image, making the volcano seen to 

stream glowing lava. Then a mallet would strike a concealed drum, letting off a convincingly 

volcanic BOOM! 

Suddenly, the viewer was transported from the safety of their drawing room to the slopes of Vesuvius. Like 

Goethe on the mountaintop, they experienced the pleasure of being overawed. The miniature Vesuvius was a 

machine for producing a fleeting moment of the sublime. 
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This Is Chance: The Story of the 1964 Alaska Earthquake and the Remarkable Woman Who 

Magnetized People into Falling Together as Their World Fell Apart 

“What is safety, anyway? How can you predict where or when tragedy will occur? You can only learn to live 

with it and make the best of it when it happens.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

We might spend our lives trying to discern where we end and the rest of the world begins, but we save them 

by experiencing ourselves — our selves, each individual self — as “the still point of the turning world,” to 

borrow T.S. Eliot’s lovely phrase from one of the greatest poems ever written. And yet that point is pinned to 

a figment — our fundamental creaturely sense of reality is founded upon the illusion of absolute rest. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/11/18/t-s-eliot-reads-burnt-norton/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/19/alan-lightman-searching-for-stars/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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On March 27, 1964 — Good Friday — thousands of selves in Anchorage, Alaska came unpinned from their 

most elemental certitudes about reality, about safety, about the thousand small sanities by which we bestill 

this turning world to make it livable. 

At 5:36PM, as the afternoon sun was slipping lazily toward the horizon — that quiet daily assurance that the 

Earth moves intact on its steady axis along its unfaltering orbital path — street lights began swaying, then 

flying. The pavement beneath them accordioned, then gaped open, swallowing cars and spitting them back up. 

Walls came unseamed and reseamed before disbelieving eyes that had not yet computed, for it was beyond 

the computational power of everyday consciousness, what was taking place. 

Buildings rippled “up and down in sections, just like a caterpillar,” in one observer’s recollection, before 

ripping apart and crumbling completely like the brittle simulacra of safety that buildings are. Inside them, 

books toppled from their shelves to take rapid turns levitating from the floor, flames engulfed school science 

labs as chemicals crumpled together, and cast-iron pots of moose stew jumped off kitchen stoves. 

The city’s electric grid was snapped and uprooted — in the below-freezing cold, in the descending dusk, all 

power went out. 

Photograph by Genie Chance, taken immediately after the earthquake hit. (Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon 

Mooallem.) 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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When people tried running for their lives, they found their basic biped function furloughed — the Earth 

hurled each step back at them, tossing their center of gravity like a marble around a child’s cupped hand. 

Water levels jumped as far away as South Africa. I picture my grandparents’ well in Bulgaria undulating in 

the middle of the night as they slept heavily under their Rhodope wool blankets, having celebrated my 

mother’s second birthday in the hours before Anchorage came unborn. 

At 9.2 on the Richter Scale, the earthquake was more powerful than any previously measured — so violent 

that, as one seismologist phrased it, “it made the earth ring like a bell.” Just as the collision of two black holes 

ripples the fabric of spacetime with such brutality that it rings a gravitational wave, two tectonic plates had 

been in slow-motion collision for millennia, building up pressure that finally, on that early-spring afternoon, 

rang the planet itself and discomposed Anchorage into a level of trauma that would devastate the community, 

then jolt it into discovering its own entirely unfathomed wellsprings of resilience, solidarity, and generosity. 

Photograph by Genie Chance, taken immediately after the earthquake hit. (Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon 

Mooallem.) 

Driving to the local bookstore with one of her three children was a woman who would emerge as the unlikely 

hero not only of the community’s survival but of its transformation through tragedy. As their world fell apart, 

she would magnetize people into falling together. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/25/black-hole-blues-janna-levin-joseph-weber/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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Genie Chance with dahlias, Alaska. (Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon Mooallem.) 

Genie Chance (January 24, 1927–May 17, 1998) is the protagonist of Jon Mooallem’s uncommonly 

wonderful book This Is Chance!: The Shaking of an All-American City, A Voice That Held It 

Together (public library). Driving the heart of this scrupulously researched and sensitively told story about a 

singular event at a particular time in a particular place is the timeless, universal pulse-beat of assurance, 

suddenly rendered timely to the point of prophetic — the assurance that comes from the lived record of 

communities surviving cataclysms even more savaging than our own and emerging from them stronger, more 

closely knit, more human. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/this-is-chance-the-shaking-of-an-all-american-city-and-the-voice-that-held-it-together/oclc/1145967693&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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Photograph by Genie Chance, taken immediately after the earthquake hit. (Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon 

Mooallem.) 

In 1964, Anchorage had barely nursed its first generation of city-born citizens and Alaska itself had only just 

become a state five years earlier. The town existed, Mooallem writes, as “a blotch of Western civilization in 

the middle of emptiness,” on a patch of land “often disregarded as a kind of free-floating addendum to the rest 

of America.” Culture itself was in a state of disorientation — months earlier, JFK’s assassination and The 

Feminine Mystique had shaken the world with their respective dissolutions of certitudes. Anchorage was 

hungry to pin itself on the map, to self-create an identity and then to assert it with the fiery impatience of a 

teenager undergoing the developmental stage of individuation — a city that, in one visitor’s account, “reached 

aggressively and greedily to grasp the future, impatient with any suggestion that such things take time.” 

Mooallem writes: 

That determination made it difficult for those who lived in Anchorage to recognize how indifferently the city 

they were building could be knocked down — to imagine that, early one Friday evening, the very ground 

beneath them might rear up and shake their town like “a dog shaking an animal he’s killed,” as one man later 

described it. Even while the earth was moving, the ferocious strangeness of what was happening to 

Anchorage was hard for people to internalize or accept. Buildings keeled off their foundations, slumped in on 

themselves, split in half or sunk. Four-foot-high ground waves rolled through the roads as though the 

pavement were liquid. A city of infallible right angles buckled and bent. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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It wasn’t as though, before the quake, people in Anchorage pictured these things happening and dismissed 

them as impossible; they just never pictured them. They couldn’t. More to the point: Why would they? Like 

all of us, they looked around and registered what they saw as stable and permanent: a world that just was. 

Genie Chance reporting on a military exercise. (Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon Mooallem.) 

But there are moments when the world we take for granted instantaneously changes; when reality is abruptly 

upended and the unimaginable overwhelms real life. We don’t walk around thinking about that instability, but 

we know it’s always there: at random, and without warning, a kind of terrible magic can switch on and 

scramble our lives. 

When the earthquake churned its terrible magic over Anchorage, Genie Chance — who described herself as 

“one of those people with an insatiable curiosity who wants to understand in depth what someone else is 

doing, thinking, or talking about” — was working as a part-time reporter for the local radio station, KENI. 

Part-time but triple-throttle: When she wasn’t racing on her daily rounds to the police station and the 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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courthouse to report on local crime and punishment, she flew with the air patrol on wilderness rescue 

missions, trailed army units during Arctic training exercises, captured life on crab boats and in Inuit villages, 

forewitnessed death on nuclear missile testing sites, and had to be dissuaded from climbing a fire ladder with 

her tape recorder during a building fire while she was recovering from pneumonia. 

Genie Chance coming home from work. (Photograph Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon Mooallem.) 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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All of this she did before rushing home to make dinner for her three children and their father. But she 

inhabited these two radically different worlds as one extraordinary, integrated self — “a woman who bore the 

conspicuous burden of always being fully and unflaggingly herself,” in Mooallem’s lovely phrasing — a self 

outside its time and place, for being a working mother rather than a housewife was already countercultural 

enough, but being a working mother of unstoppable ambition covered her path with the shrapnel of shock and 

the indictments of arrogance with which women’s confident competence is often repudiated. 

She was the only female newscaster in the state and little seemed to have changed in the century-some since 

Margaret Fuller became America’s first female news correspondent during a major upheaval as she 

was paving the way for what we now call feminism. Once, after Genie spent three days reporting on the 

search effort for a major airplane crash off the coast of Alaska, NBC’s national newscast came calling for her 

coverage, but requested that a man be sent to redo all of her interviews for a more authoritative air on the air. 

But her persistent dedication to this essential community-building work soon eclipsed the dismissal and 

established her as the trusted voice on the radio — trust that threaded the community as a lifetime in the wake 

of the catastrophe, as fifty-two aftershocks shook the city after the initial rupture. Mooallem writes: 

As Anchorage staggered to its feet, each person, or cluster of people, was cut off from everyone else. There 

was no way to know exactly what had happened, or how thoroughly their world had been jumbled. 

This feeling of vulnerability saturated the city. One man, discovering he’d fallen to the sandy bottom of a pit, 

explained, “You just wonder, ‘Where are you?’ You don’t know if anybody else is alive. Maybe you’re the 

last man.” Another remembered taking stock of the erratic transfiguration of his neighborhood and assuming 

that no other part of Anchorage could possibly have gotten hit so badly. Others made the opposite 

assumption: that the devastation they couldn’t see must be far worse. Both assumptions provoked loneliness. 

Each generated a slightly different species of despair. 

It was reassuring, then, to hear another voice on the radio, talking to you — especially a familiar voice like 

Genie’s. It urged your imagination outward, encouraged you to picture other people, still out there, listening 

to the radio, too. 

That voice had risked her own life in the determination to serve — having ensured her family’s safety, she 

had raced back downtown as buildings collapsed around her to assess what was actually going on and how 

she could help. She had seen things one never forgets — incomprehensible objects that mere hours ago had 

been bodies animated by human lives and loves and favorite songs — and she had discerned her task: to 

inform without alarming, to comfort without deluding, to be the steady hand in the small of the back guiding 

the buckle-kneed and the disoriented survivors toward safety, toward sanity, toward some version of sense-

making amid the senseless ruin of their reality. 

Genie Chance quickly grasped what our modern media have failed to grasp again and again in times of crisis: 

that past a certain tipping point of quantity, past a certain threshold of reliability, past a certain pitch level of 

delivery, facts cease to constellate into information and instead become slippery corpuscles saturating a fog of 

fright. Genie Chance’s job was choice — she had to perform that taxing calculus of moral judgment, that 

ultimate curatorial task of choosing what facts to broadcast and what to withhold in order to render people 

maximally equipped to protect themselves and minimally inclined toward panic, which she knew would 

hinder all rescue and recovery efforts in what was going to be days, weeks, possibly months of people trapped 

together in a crippled city. “Mass hysteria would have meant total destruction,” she would later recount. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/05/margaret-fuller-figuring/
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Photograph by Genie Chance, taken immediately after the earthquake hit. (Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon 

Mooallem.) 

Stationing herself at Anchorage’s Public Safety Building as night fell on the powerless city, she began 

working with the police chief, the fire chief, and various officials. As soon as KENI was back on the air with 

a generator, she began broadcasting the essentials of survival: where to take shelter, how to purify snow for 

drinking water. She instructed people to limit the use of candles to the bare minimum of necessity — candles 

were a fire hazard, the city had just evaded a conflagration by what seemed like a miracle, and the water 

supply system was too savaged to fight a fire outbreak. 

She then began collating eyewitness accounts to give people an accurate picture of what had just unworlded 

them, careful to convey the gravity of the situation without details so gruesome that people would lose hope, 

still performing the impossible informational acrobatics at the balance-point on the beam between paralysis 

and panic. Mooallem writes: 

Information was a form of comfort. Each stunned, eye-witness account on the radio that night appeared to 

help people in Anchorage find the contours of this sinister abstraction they were living through — and to 

locate their places in it. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 525  june 2020 

 

113 

Genie Chance (Photograph Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon Mooallem.) 

Within hours, Genie Chance had become the city’s first public information officer. But she soon became 

something more. Distressed people began turning up at her makeshift desk, bearing the impossible weight of 

not knowing whether their loved ones were dead or alive. Recognizing the psychological emergency beyond 

the physical first aid, Genie Chance became the human hub of a vast network of need and began broadcasting 

these trembling-hearted messages. 

“A message to Clyde Wythe at Homer: Your daughter is OK.” 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0525509917/braipick-20
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“We have received a call from Joe Fernbeck who said that he’d gotten word on his radio from the oil crews at 

Beluga and Tyonek. They want their families to know that they are all OK.” 

“We have a message reporting that an elderly lady at 216 East Eighth Avenue who lives alone. We have no 

name on her, but we do have a request for somebody in that neighborhood to please check and see if the sweet 

lady is all right.” 

Mooallem writes: 

You could hear the potential death toll in the city gradually ticking down. And with each small declaration of 

survival that aired, you could imagine a constellation of affirming flames slowly lighting the emptiness 

outside. 

The words of one listener from the remote community of Clam Gulch bellow across space, time, and situation 

with especially poignancy and relevance today: 

It made us who were fortunate realize that no matter what powerful forces nature unleashes, it also releases 

similar forces in our men and women to cope with them. 

By Monday, as Anchorage began stumbling to its feet amid heavy snow and below-freezing temperatures, 

Genie Chance observed from the airwaves: 

Tension is showing on the faces of a proud people. The realization that the Good Friday earthquake will have 

long-range repercussions on the entire state is beginning to strike at their hearts. 

She took it upon herself to steady those hearts. How she did that — how she was in a position to help in the 

first place, having risen in radio across the personal abyss of depression and the cultural barriers of sexism; 

how her public service paved the way for her election to the Alaska Senate; how it illuminated what Martin 

Luther King, Jr. had so poetically termed a year earlier our “inescapable network of mutuality” and how it 

still illuminates the timeless centripetal forces holding communities together into something larger and more 

alive than coexisting individuals — that and a great, largehearted deal more is what Mooallem explores in the 

rest of This Is Chance!, which he ends with a gorgeous glimpse of Genie Chance’s animating spirit. 

The week following the earthquake, when her mother wrote from Texas beseeching her to send the children 

there for safety, Genie had a decision to make — a decision that might have appeared simple to a person of 

less penetrating vision into the innermost pillars of survival. Beneath that surface simplicity, which rests upon 

a view of safety as physical security, Genie Chance fathomed the layers of complexity: The very notion of 

physical security had just been unmasked as an illusion in the first place, in any place; but beneath it, she 

suddenly saw, there lay a stratum of psychological and emotional security from which we mine the building 

blocks of our only reliable human shelter. She wrote back to her mother: 

I must admit that during that first dark, cold night, as I began to understand the tremendous scope of the 

problems that would be facing us in the months and years to come, I toyed with the idea of sending the 

children out on a plane to stay with you until everything settled down. Working there in the headquarters, 

where the reports were coming in from the survey teams throughout the city, I realized that there could 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/18/martin-luther-king-letter-from-birmingham-city-jail/
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possibly be a real health hazard for some time to come. I realized that the schools might not be able to resume 

for an indefinite period of time. It looked for a few hours as if the damage had been so extensive to all utilities 

and streets that even a semblance of normal life could not be resumed for weeks or months. 

Photograph by Genie Chance, taken immediately after the earthquake hit. (Courtesy of Jan Blankenship — 

her daughter — and Jon Mooallem.) 

 

[…] 

But this was just a fleeting thought in a weary mind. I would have been ashamed of myself had it not been for 

the next thought that came so swiftly: We must be together… That night I saw strain, heavy hearts, and fear in 

people separated from their loved ones by the sudden disaster… As long as we are together, we are confident 

of the future… 

That Good Friday night I knew that we had survived miraculously. And for this reason, there must be a 

purpose to our lives. Apparently the children must sense this, too. For they have remained calm. They have 

been fully aware of the emergency, but they have not feared. We are proud that they are such dependable, 
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responsible youngsters. I would not undermine their confidence in the future — in themselves — by sending 

them away for safety. 

What is safety, anyway? How can you predict where or when tragedy will occur? You can only learn to live 

with it and make the best of it when it happens. These children have learned this — and they are all the better 

for it. They were in the midst of devastation. And they feel that they are a part of the tremendous task ahead in 

rebuilding this land we love… The children are not afraid. Their father and I are not afraid. Please, don’t you 

fear for us. 

Genie Chance, 1964. (Courtesy Jan Blankenship and Jon Mooallem.) 

Mooallem — who previously composed the beautiful, bittersweet, and surprisingly buoyant ecological 

elegy Wild Ones — reflects on the disquieting confrontation with the nature of reality that the earthquake 

thrust upon the world it shattered, and wrests from the disquietude the kernel of a larger truth that makes 

reality not only bearable but beautiful: 

What is safety, anyway? Genie seemed to be conceding how randomly our lives are jostled and spun around; 

that nothing is fixed; that even the ground we stand on is in motion. Underneath us, there is only instability. 

Beyond us, there’s only chance.But she’d also recognized a way of surviving such a world. It was what Genie 

had created in Anchorage that weekend by talk- ing on the radio, and what she planned to stay focused on 

now: not an antidote to that unpredictability, exactly, but at least a strategy for withstanding it, for wringing 

meaning from a life we know to be unsteady and provisional. The best she and her family could do was to 

hold on to one another. 

Our force for counteracting chaos is connection                                          

.https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/30/this-is-chance-genie-chance-jon-

mooallem/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/05/16/wild-ones-jon-mooallem/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/30/this-is-chance-genie-chance-jon-mooallem/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/30/this-is-chance-genie-chance-jon-mooallem/?mc_cid=45735c8063&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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A Bird of Bagdad 

by O. Henry 

 

Without a doubt much of the spirit and genius of the Caliph Harun Al Rashid descended to the Margrave 

August Michael von Paulsen Quigg. 

Quigg's restaurant is in Fourth Avenue--that street that the city seems to have forgotten in its growth. Fourth 

Avenue--born and bred in the Bowery--staggers northward full of good resolutions. 

Where it crosses Fourteenth Street it struts for a brief moment proudly in the glare of the museums and cheap 

theatres. It may yet become a fit mate for its high-born sister boulevard to the west, or its roaring, polyglot, 

broad-waisted cousin to the east. It passes Union Square; and here the hoofs of the dray horses seem to 

thunder in unison, recalling the tread of marching hosts--Hooray! But now come the silent and terrible 

mountains--buildings square as forts, high as the clouds, shutting out the sky, where thousands of slaves bend 

over desks all day. On the ground floors are only little fruit shops and laundries and book shops, where you 

see copies of "Littell's Living Age" and G. W. M. Reynold's novels in the windows. And next--poor Fourth 

Avenue!--the street glides into a mediaeval solitude. On each side are shops devoted to "Antiques." 

Let us say it is night. Men in rusty armor stand in the windows and menace the hurrying cars with raised, 

rusty iron gauntlets. Hauberks and helms, blunderbusses, Cromwellian breastplates, matchlocks, creeses, and 

the swords and daggers of an army of dead-and-gone gallants gleam dully in the ghostly light. Here and there 

from a corner saloon (lit with Jack-o'-lanterns or phosphorus), stagger forth shuddering, home-bound citizens, 

nerved by the tankards within to their fearsome journey adown that eldrich avenue lined with the bloodstained 

weapons of the fighting dead. What street could live inclosed by these mortuary relics, and trod by these 

spectral citizens in whose sunken hearts scarce one good whoop or tra-la-la remained? 

Not Fourth Avenue. Not after the tinsel but enlivening glories of the Little Rialto--not after the echoing drum-

beats of Union Square. There need be no tears, ladies and gentlemen; 'tis but the suicide of a street. With a 

shriek and a crash Fourth Avenue dives headlong into the tunnel at Thirty-fourth and is never seen again. 

Near the sad scene of the thoroughfare's dissolution stood the modest restaurant of Quigg. It stands there yet if 

you care to view its crumbling red-brick front, its show window heaped with oranges, tomatoes, layer cakes, 

pies, canned asparagus--its papier-mch lobster and two Maltese kittens asleep on a bunch of lettuce--if you 

care to sit at one of the little tables upon whose cloth has been traced in the yellowest of coffee stains the trail 

of the Japanese advance--to sit there with one eye on your umbrella and the other upon the bogus bottle from 

which you drop the counterfeit sauce foisted upon us by the cursed charlatan who assumes to be our dear old 

lord and friend, the "Nobleman in India." 

Quigg's title came through his mother. One of her ancestors was a Margravine of Saxony. His father was a 

Tammany brave. On account of the dilution of his heredity he found that he could neither become a reigning 

potentate nor get a job in the City Hall. So he opened a restaurant. He was a man full of thought and reading. 

The business gave him a living, though he gave it little attention. One side of his house bequeathed to him a 

https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry
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poetic and romantic adventure. The other gave him the restless spirit that made him seek adventure. By day he 

was Quigg, the restaurateur. By night he was the Margrave--the Caliph--the Prince of Bohemia--going about 

the city in search of the odd, the mysterious, the inexplicable, the recondite. 

One night at 9, at which hour the restaurant closed, Quigg set forth upon his quest. There was a mingling of 

the foreign, the military and the artistic in his appearance as he buttoned his coat high up under his short-

trimmed brown and gray beard and turned westward toward the more central life conduits of the city. In his 

pocket he had stored an assortment of cards, written upon, without which he never stirred out of doors. Each 

of those cards was good at his own restaurant for its face value. Some called simply for a bowl of soup or 

sandwiches and coffee; others entitled their bearer to one, two, three or more days of full meals; a few were 

for single regular meals; a very few were, in effect, meal tickets good for a week. 

Of riches and power Margrave Quigg had none; but he had a Caliph's heart--it may be forgiven him if his 

head fell short of the measure of Harun Al Rashid's. Perhaps some of the gold pieces in Bagdad had put less 

warmth and hope into the complainants among the bazaars than had Quigg's beef stew among the fishermen 

and one-eyed calenders of Manhattan. 

Continuing his progress in search of romance to divert him, or of distress that he might aid, Quigg became 

aware of a fast-gathering crowd that whooped and fought and eddied at a corner of Broadway and the 

crosstown street that he was traversing. Hurrying to the spot he beheld a young man of an exceedingly 

melancholy and preoccupied demeanor engaged in the pastime of casting silver money from his pockets in the 

middle of the street. With each motion of the generous one's hand the crowd huddled upon the falling largesse 

with yells of joy. Traffic was suspended. A policeman in the centre of the mob stooped often to the ground as 

he urged the blockaders to move on. 

The Margrave saw at a glance that here was food for his hunger after knowledge concerning abnormal 

working of the human heart. He made his way swiftly to the young man's side and took his arm. "Come with 

me at once," he said, in the low but commanding voice that his waiters had learned to fear. 

"Pinched," remarked the young man, looking up at him with expressionless eyes. "Pinched by a painless 

dentist. Take me away, flatty, and give me gas. Some lay eggs and some lay none. When is a hen?" 

Still deeply seized by some inward grief, but tractable, he allowed Quigg to lead him away and down the 

street to a little park. 

There, seated on a bench, he upon whom a corner of the great Caliph's mantle has descended, spake with 

kindness and discretion, seeking to know what evil had come upon the other, disturbing his soul and driving 

him to such ill-considered and ruinous waste of his substance and stores. 

"I was doing the Monte Cristo act as adapted by Pompton, N. J., wasn't I?" asked the young man. 

"You were throwing small coins into the street for the people to scramble after," said the Margrave. 

"That's it. You buy all the beer you can hold, and then you throw chicken feed to-- Oh, curse that word 

chicken, and hens, feathers, roosters, eggs, and everything connected with it!" 
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"Young sir," said the Margrave kindly, but with dignity, "though I do not ask your confidence, I invite it. I 

know the world and I know humanity. Man is my study, though I do not eye him as the scientist eyes a beetle 

or as the philanthropist gazes at the objects of his bounty--through a veil of theory and ignorance. It is my 

pleasure and distraction to interest myself in the peculiar and complicated misfortunes that life in a great city 

visits upon my fellow-men. You may be familiar with the history of that glorious and immortal ruler, the 

Caliph Harun Al Rashid, whose wise and beneficent excursions among his people in the city of Bagdad 

secured him the privilege of relieving so much of their distress. In my humble way I walk in his footsteps. I 

seek for romance and adventure in city streets--not in ruined castles or in crumbling palaces. To me the 

greatest marvels of magic are those that take place in men's hearts when acted upon by the furious and diverse 

forces of a crowded population. In your strange behavior this evening I fancy a story lurks. I read in your act 

something deeper than the wanton wastefulness of a spendthrift. I observe in your countenance the certain 

traces of consuming grief or despair. I repeat--I invite your confidence. I am not without some power to 

alleviate and advise. Will you not trust me?" 

"Gee, how you talk!" exclaimed the young man, a gleam of admiration supplanting for a moment the dull 

sadness of his eyes. "You've got the Astor Library skinned to a synopsis of preceding chapters. I mind that old 

Turk you speak of. I read 'The Arabian Nights' when I was a kid. He was a kind of Bill Devery and Charlie 

Schwab rolled into one. But, say, you might wave enchanted dishrags and make copper bottles smoke up coon 

giants all night without ever touching me. My case won't yield to that kind of treatment." 

"If I could hear your story," said the Margrave, with his lofty, serious smile. 

"I'll spiel it in about nine words," said the young man, with a deep sigh, "but I don't think you can help me 

any. Unless you're a peach at guessing it's back to the Bosphorus for you on your magic linoleum." 

THE STORY OF THE YOUNG MAN AND THE HARNESS MAKER'S RIDDLE 

"I work in Hildebrant's saddle and harness shop down in Grant Street. I've worked there five years. I get $18 a 

week. That's enough to marry on, ain't it? Well, I'm not going to get married. Old Hildebrant is one of these 

funny Dutchmen--you know the kind--always getting off bum jokes. He's got about a million riddles and 

things that he faked from Rogers Brothers' great-grandfather. Bill Watson works there, too. Me and Bill have 

to stand for them chestnuts day after day. Why do we do it? Well, jobs ain't to be picked off every Anheuser 

bush-- And then there's Laura. 

"What? The old man's daughter. Comes in the shop every day. About nineteen, and the picture of the blonde 

that sits on the palisades of the Rhine and charms the clam-diggers into the surf. Hair the color of straw 

matting, and eyes as black and shiny as the best harness blacking--think of that! 

"Me? well, it's either me or Bill Watson. She treats us both equal. Bill is all to the psychopathic about her; and 

me?--well, you saw me plating the roadbed of the Great Maroon Way with silver to-night. That was on 

account of Laura. I was spiflicated, Your Highness, and I wot not of what I wouldst. 

"How? Why, old Hildebrandt says to me and Bill this afternoon: 'Boys, one riddle have I for you gehabt 

haben. A young man who cannot riddles antworten, he is not so good by business for ein family to provide--is 

not that--hein?' And he hands us a riddle--a conundrum, some calls it--and he chuckles interiorly and gives 
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both of us till to-morrow morning to work out the answer to it. And he says whichever of us guesses the 

repartee end of it goes to his house o' Wednesday night to his daughter's birthday party. And it means Laura 

for whichever of us goes, for she's naturally aching for a husband, and it's either me or Bill Watson, for old 

Hildebrant likes us both, and wants her to marry somebody that'll carry on the business after he's stitched his 

last pair of traces. 

"The riddle? Why, it was this: 'What kind of a hen lays the longest? Think of that! What kind of a hen lays the 

longest? Ain't it like a Dutchman to risk a man's happiness on a fool proposition like that? Now, what's the 

use? What I don't know about hens would fill several incubators. You say you're giving imitations of the old 

Arab guy that gave away--libraries in Bagdad. Well, now, can you whistle up a fairy that'll solve this hen 

query, or not?" 

When the young man ceased the Margrave arose and paced to and fro by the park bench for several minutes. 

Finally he sat again, and said, in grave and impressive tones: 

"I must confess, sir, that during the eight years that I have spent in search of adventure and in relieving 

distress I have never encountered a more interesting or a more perplexing case. I fear that I have overlooked 

hens in my researches and observations. As to their habits, their times and manner of laying, their many 

varieties and cross-breedings, their span of life, their--" 

"Oh, don't make an Ibsen drama of it!" interrupted the young man, flippantly. "Riddles--especially old 

Hildebrant's riddles--don't have to be worked out seriously. They are light themes such as Sim Ford and Harry 

Thurston Peck like to handle. But, somehow, I can't strike just the answer. Bill Watson may, and he may not. 

To-morrow will tell. Well, Your Majesty, I'm glad anyhow that you butted in and whiled the time away. I 

guess Mr. Al Rashid himself would have bounced back if one of his constituents had conducted him up 

against this riddle. I'll say good night. Peace fo' yours, and what-you-may-call-its of Allah." 

The Margrave, still with a gloomy air, held out his hand. 

"I cannot express my regret," he said, sadly. "Never before have I found myself unable to assist in some way. 

'What kind of a hen lays the longest? It is a baffling problem. There is a hen, I believe, called the Plymouth 

Rock that--" 

"Cut it out," said the young man. "The Caliph trade is a mighty serious one. I don't suppose you'd even see 

anything funny in a preacher's defense of John D. Rockefeller. Well, good night, Your Nibs." 

From habit the Margrave began to fumble in his pockets. He drew forth a card and handed it to the young 

man. 

"Do me the favor to accept this, anyhow," he said. "The time may come when it might be of use to you." 

"Thanks!" said the young man, pocketing it carelessly. "My name is Simmons." 

* * * * * * 
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Shame to him who would hint that the reader's interest shall altogether pursue the Margrave August Michael 

von Paulsen Quigg. I am indeed astray if my hand fail in keeping the way where my peruser's heart would 

follow. Then let us, on the morrow, peep quickly in at the door of Hildebrant, harness maker. 

Hildebrant's 200 pounds reposed on a bench, silver-buckling a raw leather martingale. 

Bill Watson came in first. 

"Vell," said Hildebrant, shaking all over with the vile conceit of the joke-maker, "haf you guessed him? 'Vat 

kind of a hen lays der longest?'" 

"Er--why, I think so," said Bill, rubbing a servile chin. "I think so, Mr. Hildebrant--the one that lives the 

longest-- Is that right?" 

"Nein!" said Hildebrant, shaking his head violently. "You haf not guessed der answer." 

Bill passed on and donned a bed-tick apron and bachelorhood. 

In came the young man of the Arabian Night's fiasco--pale, melancholy, hopeless. 

"Vell," said Hildebrant, "haf you guessed him? 'Vat kind of a hen lays der longest?'" 

Simmons regarded him with dull savagery in his eye. Should he curse this mountain of pernicious humor--

curse him and die? Why should-- But there was Laura. 

Dogged, speechless, he thrust his hands into his coat pockets and stood. His hand encountered the strange 

touch of the Margrave's card. He drew it out and looked at it, as men about to be hanged look at a crawling 

fly. There was written on it in Quigg's bold, round hand: "Good for one roast chicken to bearer." 

Simmons looked up with a flashing eye. 

"A dead one!" said he. 

"Goot!" roared Hildebrant, rocking the table with giant glee. "Dot is right! You gome at mine house at 8 

o'clock to der party." 

https://americanliterature.com/author/o-henry/short-story/a-bird-of-bagdad  
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Consult different news sources so you don’t get caught in the filter bubble 

Invited Researcher April 1, 2020 

Author: Martha Villabona works at Centro Nacional de Innovación e Investigación Educativa (CNIIE) of the 

Spanish Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, where she coordinates the area of multiple literacies 

 

Photo: Enrico Carcasci / Unsplash 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/invited-researcher/
http://www.educacionyfp.gob.es/educacion/mc/cniie/inicio.html
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When we perform Google searches, most of us assume that we all see the same results and that the first ones 

to appear are the most relevant from links to other pages. However, this is not the case. Since 2009, Google’s 

algorithm has provided results that are better for you. This personalization of pre-selected and implicit 

information from the Internet is called “bubble filter” by Pariser 1. Specifically, the term describes how 

Internet search engines work. They analyze individual data points and create different sets of information that 

present each individual. This may mean that people’s beliefs, whether false or not, persist because they do not 

find other information that makes them think otherwise, i.e. search engines do not help you change your mind 

because they offer you the personalized information. There is a extreme consequence of the bubble filter that 

is the echo chamber. This occurs when you are exposed to the same information over and over again 

reinforcing and amplifying your beliefs without any information to counteract them. 

Despite the above, the choice of media is wide variable and this allows people to access a variety of media 

and information sources that offer different perspectives. Apart from digital news environments, traditional 

media such as television, radio and newspapers can also promote bubble filtering or create echo chambers; 

however the Internet makes it easier for both phenomena to persist, even though it is also the space where the 

most diverse information is offered. 

There are a number of factors that influence the existence of the bubble filter such as personality, 

demographic variables (age and gender) and ideology. This has been demonstrated by a study 2 that analyzed 

the influence of these factors in the decision about which and how many news sources were used to obtain 

information. For this reason, the authors conducted a survey of 1681 people, 557 men and 1124 women, aged 

between 12 and 81, to check that the number of news sources consumed and the consumption of online news 

is associated with the persistence of the bubble filter and echo chambers. In terms of ideology, the study 

proposes to analyse the ideological attitude of right-wing authoritarianism in which people tend to adhere to 

conventional values; they are submissive to the group’s authorities and do not tolerate people transgressing 

conventional values. It seems plausible that people with this ideology engage in selective consumption of 

news. To assess aspects of personality, the authors used Goldberg’s 5-factor model: extroversion (extroverted 

character), agreeableness (altruistic and cooperative), conscientiousness (organized, persistent), neuroticism 

(anxious, worried, emotionally unstable), and openness to experience (curious and self-awareness). 

Regarding news sources, participants were asked if they watched television, read the printed press, listened to 

the radio or went to online news websites and social networks. Regarding news sources, they were asked how 

often they watched or read. Once the survey was completed, participants were divided into three groups. One 

group consisted of participants who only used news feeds from social networking sites; another group 

consisted of those who used news channels from social networks and online news websites and the last group 

only used offline news channels. 

The results of the study were that age correlated significantly with the number of news sources consumed in 

total: higher age, higher Conscientiousness, and lower Neuroticism. In relation to gender, it was showed to be 

higher in men as well as openness. However, the ideology was negative because participants only use news 

sources that support their beliefs. Similarly, the group that only consumed news on offline channels had 

higher scores on accountability and lower scores on neuroticism compared to the other two groups. With 

regard to the neuroticism factor, anxious and concerned people tend to consume only online news and are 

therefore more likely to get caught up in the filter bubble and echo chambers. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/04/01/consult-different-news-sources-so-you-dont-get-caught-in-the-filter-bubble/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6640-1
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/04/01/consult-different-news-sources-so-you-dont-get-caught-in-the-filter-bubble/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6640-2
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This study has limitations, but it supports the results of other studies that indicate that extroversion, 

conscientiousness, gender and age are associated with the probability of reading news only on social networks 

with the consequent risk of ending up in a bubble or echo chamber or not. 

Most people do not know what kind of information is collected and analyzed about them on the Internet, and 

each of them may be living in their own personalized bubble (Pariser, 2011). When we put a certain TV 

channel, we are making a decision about which information filter we want to use. However, we do not make a 

decision when custom filters are in place on the Internet. According to the results of the study, we should 

consult different sources if we want to obtain truthful and objective information and not get stuck in the 

bubble filter. 
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Action Painting 

by Timothy Liu 
Issue no. 144 (Fall 1997) 

A canvas we cannot stretch across the frame 

nor staple down to fact: a ladder leaning 

against an awning, workers pitching tar 

on the roof of a church packed each week 

with swine—a chain of pearls dangling 

off the limbs of an artificial tree 

where boy scouts gather in a tool shack, 

jacking off to the sounds of Perry Como 

on a karaoke machine—a televised priest 

gesticulating wildly at the pulpit again. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

more poems by Timothy Liu in issue no. 144? 

“The Eastern Long Island Painters” by Patsy Southgate, published in issue no. 21, Spring-Summer 

1959? 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=d8ba69a752&e=d538c8f2e0 
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Falling in Love With (and In) the Library 

Sara Martin on Discovering the Philadelphia Free Library's Digital Resources... From the Inside 

By Sara Martin 

 

April 7, 2020 

I moved to Philadelphia in August of 2019 and applied for every job the Free Library of Philadelphia posted 

until they hired me in February as their new Outreach Specialist. In my interview I remember exclaiming, the 

library is too good to be true! and then clarifying that I did not, in fact, have a library science degree. 

I fell in love with libraries while dating a poet who treated the library like it was Wayne manor and he was the 

orphaned inheritor. Our dates mostly occurred there; he’d invite me to lunch on the second floor and pull 

sandwich-making supplies out of his backpack like they were bootleg DVDs. The poet technically lived in a 

garage in Iowa City, so the library was his sanctuary (and his bathroom, often his bedroom). 

My interactions with libraries up until that point had occurred with reluctance, and mostly involved printing 

concert tickets. I’d thought of the library as a last resort, a given option for reflection, information, and 

community that wasn’t all that impressive. My emotional affair with the library and its affectless generosity 

began when I stopped texting the poet to see where he had posted up. I wanted my search through the stacks 

https://lithub.com/author/saramartin/
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to go on as long as it possibly could. It was an awakening akin to an exquisite hike after a sickly 

hibernation—the library a wilderness I had previously taken for granted. 

Eventually, my relationship with the poet fizzled to a confusing $50.70 Venmo payment in the middle of the 

night three years after we stopped speaking, but my love for libraries remains unwavering. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

My first week working for the Free Library of Philadelphia coincided with their transition to a fine-free 

institution. They announced this change on February 14th as their Valentine to the city and named libraries 

like Chicago, San Francisco, and Denver as inspirations for their decision. They cited decades of data 

demonstrating that fines weren’t actually making people get to the library with their materials on time; they 

were merely deterring them from using the library after the initial accrual of fines. 

Besides denying people access to new materials, there are many other problems with the late fee system. 

There are the literal bills of course, but there’s also the stress fines provoke, and the strife they cause between 

librarians and patrons. Libraries in New York, Ohio and Virginia have even resorted to a debt collection 

agency called Unique Management Services that specializes in “gentle nudge” library fee recovery. Late fees 

also historically, disproportionately affect children and teenagers. Minors are often encumbered by late fees 

because of their lack of transportation and funds, and the because of older family members using their cards. 

Some cities that haven’t abolished late fees have implemented creative strategies to help patrons settle their 

bills. Libraries in Queens and Baltimore have events called “Read Down Your Fees,” where kids can receive 

credit towards their fines through reading. Libraries in Nashville, Kansas City and Provincetown help patrons 

reduce their fines in exchange for canned goods during holiday food drives. My favorite fine reduction 

technique comes from St. John Fischer’s College, where students explored the library’s website and digital 

resources and provided feedback about its usability to library staff in exchange for fine forgiveness. 

Let’s consider that libraries are more reflections of their patrons than the patrons are reflections of the library.  

While the Free Library of Philadelphia isn’t the first major library system in the country to do away with 

fines, the change is in keeping with the library’s history of making dramatic changes to their model in order to 

successfully refocus their mission of furthering literacy and cultivating curiosity. When I started as the 

library’s Outreach Specialist I still didn’t understand why it was called the Free Library of Philadelphia and 

had assumed for months that it was just one of those redundant phrases like ATM machine. I avoided using its 

proper name as if it was a sandwich called The Soho Boho that I wanted to eat but didn’t want to say out loud. 

But on my first day working for the library I was taken on a terrific tour by the head of security (and 

accomplished shipwreck diver) Bobby Endoo, and I learned that the title is actually an artifact from the 

library’s transition from a for-profit subscription model to a public lending system in the early 20th century. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Having a membership to a library in 1850 was kind of like having a membership to the Guggenheim 

nowadays. Up until the end of the 19th century, most libraries in the United States required memberships or 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 525  june 2020 

 

128 

collateral from nonmembers to access materials and children’s departments didn’t even exist until well into 

the 20th century, after a public model became the norm. 

These membership libraries originated in Philadelphia thanks to the rise in demand for novels. Benjamin 

Franklin and his friends started the Philadelphia Library Company to create spaces where literary fiction and 

other non-religious texts could be accessed. Over the next hundred years, the demand for public lending 

libraries spread due to the popularity of Peterborough Library in New Hampshire, the very first public library, 

and Boston Public Library, which was the largest free institution in the country at the time. Philadelphia 

followed suit in 1894 with donations from the philanthropists Dr. William Pepper (unfortunately no 

connection to the soda) and the patron saint of libraries (and monopolies), John Carnegie, who liked to 

inscribe, let there be light on the libraries that he funded. 

Learning the history of this institution has made me realize that libraries actually want to change all the time. 

People who work for libraries are not interested in insisting on a system that isn’t reaching anyone; they think 

of libraries as living documents. Libraries change as the public demonstrates what is not working for them 

and expresses desires for access to new literacies. This is the ultimate goal of the library: to keep evaluating 

and redirecting in pursuit of knowledge. 

In the century between becoming a public library and a fine-free institution, the Free Library of Philadelphia 

has continuously examined and developed its programs and offerings. In the last five years alone, the Free 

Library has begun offering its cardholders musical instruments and gym equipment to check out. They have 

built a teaching kitchen and offer daily classes that span from celebrations of Congolese cuisine to sandwich 

making for teenagers to nutrition classes for high-risk adults to breakdowns of food access points around the 

city. The Free Library has also figured out how to combine literacies such as teaching language classes 

alongside cooking classes to jump-start practical applications of a second language. The library desperately 

wants to know what you need, want, are curious about and they are better at delivering those things when you 

use their resources and tell them what else you’d like access to. 

When I first began writing this piece, public libraries were not closed across the country because of Covid-19. 

When it was clear that a shutdown was inevitable, I pivoted from promoting the Reading Olympics to a crash 

course on promoting our digital resources. What I discovered through this shift is that the library has been 

keeping up with our digital habits all along. 

Librarians, program managers and outreach specialists literally spend their days trying to read the minds of 

their communities. 

I have been completely astounded by the amount of materials that people can access from home with their 

library cards, have fallen in love with this institution all over again and taken a good, scrutinizing look at my 

comfortable streaming subscriptions. For those who don’t have a library card right now, many libraries—

including Los Angeles Public and Houston Public—are allowing people to sign up for library cards online 

and are granting access to digital materials immediately. Other libraries, New York City included, who are 

unable to issue new library cards right now, are still coming up with solutions for its residents by diverting the 

library curious to accommodating services like SimplyE, a free app with access to hundreds of thousands of e-

books. 
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I propose we use this time at home as an opportunity to reacquaint ourselves with our library’s digital 

resources and actually reckon with what is freely available to us. Let’s consider that libraries are more 

reflections of their patrons than the patrons are reflections of the library. As you evaluate and embrace your 

library’s digital resources, their streaming services, e-book availabilities, music databases and remote learning 

resources for kids, acknowledge if there is something that you wish was there that isn’t there. Librarians, 

program managers and outreach specialists literally spend their days trying to read the minds of their 

communities and the more that people actually use these services and identify gaps in them, the more 

accommodating they become. 

The worst thing that can happen to libraries, both the physical and digital spaces, is that they underperform, 

are perceived as unwanted and are unable to continue procuring funds for new resources. It might take more 

of an unlearning than we realize to become true library people because it goes against the way 

that everything else works but this is a time for creating new habits, evolving and redirecting ourselves in 

pursuit of knowledge (and sanity) just like the library has been doing for centuries. 

Free LibrarylibrariesLovePhiladelphiapublic librariesromance 

 

 

 

 

 

Sara Martin 
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be found in The Seattle Review. She teaches at Montclair State University. 
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A Bread and Butter Miss 

by H.H. Munro (SAKI) 

 

"Starling Chatter and Oakhill have both dropped back in the betting," said Bertie van Tahn, throwing the 

morning paper across the breakfast table. 

"That leaves Nursery Tea practically favourite," said Odo Finsberry. 

"Nursery Tea and Pipeclay are at the top of the betting at present," said Bertie, "but that French horse, Le Five 

O'Clock, seems to be fancied as much as anything. Then there is Whitebait, and the Polish horse with a name 

like some one trying to stifle a sneeze in church; they both seem to have a lot of support." 

"It's the most open Derby there's been for years," said Odo. 

"It's simply no good trying to pick the winner on form," said Bertie; "one must just trust to luck and 

inspiration." 

"The question is whether to trust to one's own inspiration, or somebody else's. _Sporting Swank_ gives Count 

Palatine to win, and Le Five O'Clock for a place." 

"Count Palatine--that adds another to our list of perplexities. Good morning, Sir Lulworth; have you a fancy 

for the Derby by any chance?" 

"I don't usually take much interest in turf matters," said Sir Lulworth, who had just made his appearance, "but 

I always like to have a bet on the Guineas and the Derby. This year, I confess, it's rather difficult to pick out 

anything that seems markedly better than anything else. What do you think of Snow Bunting?" 

"Snow Bunting?" said Odo, with a groan, "there's another of them. Surely, Snow Bunting has no earthly 

chance?" 

"My housekeeper's nephew, who is a shoeing-smith in the mounted section of the Church Lads' Brigade, and 

an authority on horseflesh, expects him to be among the first three." 

"The nephews of housekeepers are invariably optimists," said Bertie; "it's a kind of natural reaction against 

the professional pessimism of their aunts." 

"We don't seem to get much further in our search for the probable winner," said Mrs. de Claux; "the more I 

listen to you experts the more hopelessly befogged I get." 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hh-munro-saki
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"It's all very well to blame us," said Bertie to his hostess; "you haven't produced anything in the way of an 

inspiration." 

"My inspiration consisted in asking you down for Derby week," retorted Mrs. de Claux; "I thought you and 

Odo between you might throw some light on the question of the moment." 

Further recriminations were cut short by the arrival of Lola Pevensey, who floated into the room with an air of 

gracious apology. 

"So sorry to be so late," she observed, making a rapid tour of inspection of the breakfast dishes. 

"Did you have a good night?" asked her hostess with perfunctory solicitude. 

"Quite, thank you," said Lola; "I dreamt a most remarkable dream." 

A flutter, indicative of general boredom; went round the table. Other people's dreams are about as universally 

interesting as accounts of other people's gardens, or chickens, or children. 

"I dreamt about the winner of the Derby," said Lola. 

A swift reaction of attentive interest set in. 

"Do tell us what you dreamt," came in a chorus. 

"The really remarkable thing about it is that I've dreamt it two nights running," said Lola, finally deciding 

between the allurements of sausages and kedgeree; "that is why I thought it worth mentioning. You know, 

when I dream things two or three nights in succession, it always means something; I have special powers in 

that way. For instance, I once dreamed three times that a winged lion was flying through the sky and one of 

his wings dropped off, and he came to the ground with a crash; just afterwards the Campanile at Venice fell 

down. The winged lion is the symbol of Venice, you know," she added for the enlightenment of those who 

might not be versed in Italian heraldry. "Then," she continued, "just before the murder of the King and Queen 

of Servia I had a vivid dream of two crowned figures walking into a slaughter-house by the banks of a big 

river, which I took to be the Danube; and only the other day--" 

"Do tell us what you've dreamt about the Derby," interrupted Odo impatiently. 

"Well, I saw the finish of the race as clearly as anything; and one horse won easily, almost in a canter, and 

everybody cried out 'Bread and Butter wins! Good old Bread and Butter.' I heard the name distinctly, and I've 

had the same dream two nights running." 

"Bread and Butter," said Mrs. de Claux, "now, whatever horse can that point to? Why--of course; Nursery 

Tea!" 

She looked round with the triumphant smile of a successful unraveller of mystery. 
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"How about Le Five O'Clock?" interposed Sir Lulworth. 

"It would fit either of them equally well," said Odo; "can you remember any details about the jockey's 

colours? That might help us." 

"I seem to remember a glimpse of lemon sleeves or cap, but I can't be sure," said Lola, after due reflection. 

"There isn't a lemon jacket or cap in the race," said Bertie, referring to a list of starters and jockeys; "can't you 

remember anything about the appearance of the horse? If it were a thick-set animal, this bread and butter 

would typify Nursery Tea; and if it were thin, of course, it would mean Le Five O'Clock." 

"That seems sound enough," said Mrs. de Claux; "do think, Lola dear, whether the horse in your dream was 

thin or stoutly built." 

"I can't remember that it was one or the other," said Lola; "one wouldn't notice such a detail in the excitement 

of a finish." 

"But this was a symbolic animal," said Sir Lulworth; "if it were to typify thick or thin bread and butter surely 

it ought to have been either as bulky and tubby as a shire cart-horse; or as thin as a heraldic leopard." 

"I'm afraid you are rather a careless dreamer," said Bertie resentfully. 

"Of course, at the moment of dreaming I thought I was witnessing a real race, not the portent of one," said 

Lola; "otherwise I should have particularly noticed all helpful details." 

"The Derby isn't run till to-morrow," said Mrs. de Claux; "do you think you are likely to have the same dream 

again to-night? If so; you can fix your attention on the important detail of the animal's appearance." 

"I'm afraid I shan't sleep at all to-night," said Lola pathetically; "every fifth night I suffer from insomnia, and 

it's due to-night." 

"It's most provoking," said Bertie; "of course, we can back both horses, but it would be much more 

satisfactory to have all our money on the winner. Can't you take a sleeping-draught, or something?" 

"Oakleaves, soaked in warm water and put under the bed, are recommended by some," said Mrs. de Claux. 

"A glass of Benedictine, with a drop of eau-de-Cologne--" said Sir Lulworth. 

"I have tried every known remedy," said Lola, with dignity; "I've been a martyr to insomnia for years." 

"But now we are being martyrs to it," said Odo sulkily; "I particularly want to land a big coup over this race." 

"I don't have insomnia for my own amusement," snapped Lola. 
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"Let us hope for the best," said Mrs. de Claux soothingly; "to-night may prove an exception to the fifth-night 

rule." 

But when breakfast time came round again Lola reported a blank night as far as visions were concerned. 

"I don't suppose I had as much as ten minutes' sleep, and, certainly, no dreams." 

"I'm so sorry, for your sake in the first place, and ours as well," said her hostess; "do you think you could 

induce a short nap after breakfast? It would be so good for you--and you _might_ dream something. There 

would still be time for us to get our bets on." 

"I'll try if you like," said Lola; "it sounds rather like a small child being sent to bed in disgrace." 

"I'll come and read the _Encyclopaedia Britannica_ to you if you think it will make you sleep any sooner," 

said Bertie obligingly. 

Rain was falling too steadily to permit of outdoor amusement, and the party suffered considerably during the 

next two hours from the absolute quiet that was enforced all over the house in order to give Lola every chance 

of achieving slumber. Even the click of billiard balls was considered a possible factor of disturbance, and the 

canaries were carried down to the gardener's lodge, while the cuckoo clock in the hall was muffled under 

several layers of rugs. A notice, "Please do not Knock or Ring," was posted on the front door at Bertie's 

suggestion, and guests and servants spoke in tragic whispers as though the dread presence of death or sickness 

had invaded the house. The precautions proved of no avail: Lola added a sleepless morning to a wakeful 

night, and the bets of the party had to be impartially divided between Nursery Tea and the French Colt. 

"So provoking to have to split out bets," said Mrs. de Claux, as her guests gathered in the hall later in the day, 

waiting for the result of the race. 

"I did my best for you," said Lola, feeling that she was not getting her due share of gratitude; "I told you what 

I had seen in my dreams, a brown horse, called Bread and Butter, winning easily from all the rest." 

"What?" screamed Bertie, jumping up from his sea, "a _brown_ horse! Miserable woman, you never said a 

word about it's being a brown horse." 

"Didn't I?" faltered Lola; "I thought I told you it was a brown horse. It was certainly brown in both dreams. 

But I don't see what the colour has got to do with it. Nursery Tea and Le Five O'Clock are both chestnuts." 

"Merciful Heaven! Doesn't brown bread and butter with a sprinkling of lemon in the colours suggest anything 

to you?" raged Bertie. 

A slow, cumulative groan broke from the assembly as the meaning of his words gradually dawned on his 

hearers. 
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For the second time that day Lola retired to the seclusion of her room; she could not face the universal looks 

of reproach directed at her when Whitebait was announced winner at the comfortable price of fourteen to one. 

 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hh-munro-saki/short-story/a-bread-and-butter-miss 
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In 2014, Mary Caley, a retired JCPenney manager living in a condo in Laguna Hills, California, turned to her 

husband, George, with a proposal. Mary and George were addicted to Tiny House Nation, the reality TV 

show in which mediagenic people downsize, theatrically, into 200-square-foot cottages. What if they were to 

rid themselves of the burden of decades of possessions, Mary suggested, and move into a tiny house? At first, 

George resisted. The couple had three sons and three granddaughters, and he liked having a home large 

enough for the family to gather in. But Mary was dying of breast cancer, and she was the love of his life. That 

winter, they decided to look for tiny houses in Colorado, where Mary could buy pot for pain relief. Mary’s 

sister, who with her husband had been roped into the plan, went along. 

One afternoon they all followed a scenic road to the mountain village of Woodland Park and came across a 

nine-acre lot on a wooded hillside with a few cute little cottages set at the base. The land was owned by a pair 

of real estate developers who aspired to turn it into a tiny-house village but hadn’t found any takers. One of 

them, Pete LaBarre, drove them up the hill, to where two lots sat side by side with views of Pikes Peak in the 

distance. The following spring, the couples leased the two lots from LaBarre and his business partner, Matt 

Fredell, bought matching 399-square-footers for just over $70,000 apiece, and installed a white picket fence 

around their shared yard. The houses were so small and close together that one sister could peer into the 

other’s window and see what was on television. 

LaBarre and Fredell had paid $660,000 for the rutted, derelict hillside two years earlier, in 2013. The land had 

previously been occupied by an old motel and RV park for the transient and indigent; it was notorious around 

town because, in 2001, a group of escaped prisoners had been discovered hiding there, disguising themselves 

as missionaries by blasting Christian music. The land went into foreclosure in 2009, then sat unused for years, 

sliding into disrepair. After they bought it, LaBarre and Fredell cleaned it up, divided it into vacant RV lots, 

and renamed it Peak View Park, after Pikes Peak. No one took much interest. That’s when LaBarre and 

Fredell, feeling like they needed a gimmick, decided to rebrand the place as a neighborhood of tiny houses. 

They ordered three models from a builder in Texas, dropped them by the roadside, and waited for something 

to happen. A couple of months later, the Caleys drove through. 

Mary’s and her sister’s houses were undeniably enchanting, with their gingerbread dimensions and sylvan 

surroundings, and LaBarre started bringing reporters and window-shoppers around for visits. When he and 

Fredell attended the first annual Tiny House Jamboree, held in Colorado Springs, they noticed that some of 

the tiny-house models on display—minuscule 100- and 200-footers—were selling for close to $100,000. That 

evening, LaBarre and Fredell prepared flyers advertising a sale for far less than that, with a photo of a 

resident’s porch and its view of the mountains. By the end of that year, they had sold two additional tiny 

houses, to people they’d met at the Jamboree. The following year, they added thirteen more homes; there are 

now more than fifty. 

LaBarre is an amiable sixty-four-year-old with a hippie-next-door image that belies his devotion to the free 

market. He lives with his wife in a 2,600-square-foot house, where they raised five children. Though he 

doesn’t opt for tiny-home living himself, LaBarre is enthusiastic about the trend. He told me, “I think what’s 

happened with this group of people is they’ve said, ‘Home is important, but it’s not that important. It doesn’t 

define who we are. It just allows us to live and fulfill one piece of the hierarchy of needs.’” 

Modest homes have existed for as long as people have sought shelter, but the tiny house—typically defined as 

a dwelling of 399 square feet or less, often built on a trailer, that functions as a miniature version of a regular 

house—is supposed to represent a deliberate design choice. The version of tiny living that is glamorized on 
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TV and that appears in curated Instagram accounts features images of young, yogic, flannel-wearing couples 

lazing about in delicious little spaces. The lifestyle encompasses camper vans, tree houses, sailboats, RVs, 

and yurts, but the tiny house is its original, and most appealing, form. If you live in a trailer or a cramped 

apartment, you’re assumed to be indigent; if you choose a tiny house, which costs about the same amount for 

less space, you’re making an aesthetic, even moral, statement about living well in an age of excess. 

And yet the most surprising aspect of the tiny-house phenomenon might be that, while the lifestyle has never 

been more visible, real-life tiny-house dwellers are hard to find. Fewer than ten thousand of the homes are 

estimated to exist nationwide. The impracticalities of tiny living—shoebox-sized sinks, closetless rooms—can 

be daunting, but it’s not only that. There are also legal obstacles. In most states, houses built on a foundation 

must be at least 400 square feet. To get around that, builders have taken to putting tiny houses on wheels and 

building them to the less restrictive codes that apply to RVs. But many states and cities bar RVs from being 

parked in one place year-round. Also, when you buy a tiny house, the house is all you get; you have to either 

buy the land to put it on, use someone else’s for free, or find a landlord willing to lease land to you. 

Around the time of LaBarre and Fredell’s entrepreneurial gambit, the discrepancy between the realities of tiny 

living and its on-screen representations had generated a great deal of confusion. Inspired by HGTV and 

Pinterest, people would set out to buy tiny houses, only to learn that tiny living, in the real world, is 

supremely hard. LaBarre and Fredell weren’t aware of this state of affairs, but, as it happened, they were 

poised to benefit from it. Their land had been used as a full-time RV park for years, long before a county 

ordinance banned it, and LaBarre argued that it should be grandfathered in for that use, including for tiny 

houses, and won. In building their tiny-living community, they might not have known what they were doing, 

but they happened to be among the only ones doing it. 

* 

The forefather of the modern tiny-house movement is an artist named Jay Shafer, who built a 96-square-foot 

cabin for himself in 1999. At the time, he was in his early thirties and working as an adjunct art professor at 

the University of Iowa. “My first tiny house was the product of me not being able to earn enough money to 

build a big house or afford much more than very basic rent,” he told me. As a leader of the nascent 

movement, though, he tended to elide that detail from his narrative. Instead, he described his lifestyle as a 

Thoreauvian quest for transcendence through radical simplicity. “When I first started doing it, I wanted to 

appeal to the broadest possible audience,” he said. “The term affordable housing has such a bad rap.” 

Shafer didn’t invent small houses; he invented a sales pitch for them. After he built his house, he founded 

what’s recognized as the first tiny-house company. Tumbleweed Tiny House Company sold plans that people 

could use to build their own little houses. In 2007, Shafer and one of his houses appeared on The Oprah 

Winfrey Show. In one scene, he stood in a narrow shower stall and cheerfully hoisted a composting toilet next 

to his head to demonstrate how little, really, need be asked of a bathroom. Next, viewers toured a lofted 

bedroom with a three-and-a-half-foot ceiling, and a kitchen whose sink delivered water from an upside-down 

jug. Oprah’s voice-over came on—“For Jay, living small is mostly about personal happiness”—and then the 

camera cut to Shafer again, hunched over the sink with a toothbrush in his mouth. 

After the Oprah episode, interest in tiny-house culture took off. Shafer drove along the West Coast in a 

pickup, towing a tiny house and stopping to give workshops. Design magazines started featuring the houses. 

Many offered space-saving tricks that were clever, if impractical for quotidian use: a dining table that 
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transformed into a bed, a bed that could be stowed under the kitchen floor, a side hatch that opened up into a 

barbecue grill. An article about a young couple moving into a 300-square-foot house made its way to Jon 

Feld, the senior vice president of original programming and production for HGTV and the FYI Network. “I 

said, ‘What is this? Like a cabin?’” he recalled. He and his people did some research. “We all quickly got 

educated that it’s not a cabin at all, that this is a huge movement and we needed to jump on board.” In 2014, 

the FYI Network launched Tiny House Nation, about people searching for tiny dream houses. (In a typical 

episode, the buyer describes a utopian vision of tininess, then spends the rest of the episode stressing that the 

available options are too cramped.) Since then, Feld has also developed Love Yurts, Tiny House Arrest, Tiny 

House Hunters, Tiny House Builders, Tiny Paradise, and Tiny Luxury, among other shows. The programs 

don’t get into details like getting loans, finding land, or hooking up utilities, which, as far as problems go, are 

more vexing but less fun to watch than downsizing a shoe collection. 

The ubiquity of tiny houses on-screen and their rareness in the real world have together had a Baudrillardian 

effect on public perception, creating the inaccurate impression that the movement is populated by privileged 

influencers who are insensitive to the fact that most people living in small spaces are forced into them by 

economic hardship. Perhaps as a result, over the past couple of years there has been some cultural backlash 

against tiny houses. “‘Going tiny’ implies that the person who is moving into a tiny house is doing so to 

escape their previous life of excess: They are coming from one place and going to another,” Doree Shafrir 

wrote in a much-shared BuzzFeed article. “This has made it, by definition, a middle-class movement…. And 

so the tiny house movement has an inherent privilege built in: Going tiny is a choice.” 

However, most tiny-house residents are not particularly well-off. While the poorest people tend not to buy 

tiny houses—purchasing any home requires capital—tiny living is popular among the widening group of 

working-class Americans who might have owned a traditional home a generation ago but have found 

themselves with bank statements or credit histories that have made that choice impracticable. Many are older, 

single women. The median price of a home in the US is $220,000, which most people finance with a 

mortgage. Tiny homes usually sell for $40,000 to $90,000 without land, and buyers typically pay cash or 

finance them with a property loan. 

After he pioneered the tiny-living trend, Jay Shafer married, had two sons, and moved into a conventional 

house, keeping a tiny one in the backyard as a showroom and office space. Since then, he’s fallen on hard 

times. He left Tumbleweed after a dispute with his business partner, went through an uncongenial divorce, 

and finally became homeless. “I’m now living in a pigpen,” he told me—a shed, shared with pigs, in a 

friend’s salvage yard. Lately, though, he’s been designing a new home, and this time he’s embracing the 

affordable-housing angle: “I’m not going to let myself live on the streets ever again, so I designed a one-

thousand-dollar house.” That’s the cost of the shell; the rest, including appliances, will add on thousands 

more. To turn a profit, Shafer figures he’ll sell the house for a bit under $10,000. It measures 50 square feet. 

* 

One warm afternoon last winter, LaBarre drove me up a steep, ribbon-like road shaded by Ponderosa pines. 

The houses at Peak View Park were planted a couple of yards apart, on a slant, like cars in an angled parking 

lot. They were diverse in style—a log cabin, a refurbished shipping container, Craftsman-style bungalows—

but unified by an appealing minimalism. Several of them looked down through the pines onto the four-lane 

state road connecting Colorado Springs to the ski resorts. On the far side of the road was a Walmart; beyond 
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that rose Pikes Peak. To lease a piece of this land, most residents paid $500 to $600 a month. Utilities were 

included; the house itself was not. 

The people of Peak View did not, on the whole, resemble the young aesthetes who appear on HGTV. The 

hundred-plus residents included a school bus driver, a baker, retirees, and children. Courtney Cunard, a forty-

year-old aesthetician, had been raised in trailer parks around Los Angeles by a single mother who died when 

she was thirteen; she had promised herself she would own a home one day, but her mortgage applications kept 

getting rejected. She had been living on friends’ couches and in an aunt’s garage before discovering Peak 

View’s alternative route to homeownership. Much of her furniture, like a wine rack affixed to the wall, had 

been custom-built by her boyfriend to fit in her new house; her desk, in a lofted office, stood a foot and a half 

off the floor. Down the street from Cunard, Anna Lawler, a retired office manager, lived with her fifteen-year-

old granddaughter, Malissa; Anna had moved them to Pike View from Fontana, California, to escape the 

influence of drugs and gangs. A regular mattress wouldn’t fit up the stairs to Malissa’s room, so they bought 

one of those mattresses from the Internet that come rolled up in a box, then chucked it up from the living 

room. 

Mary Caley, who had been a sort of matron figure for the community, died two years ago. One morning, 

LaBarre took me to visit George. He was a stout, bespectacled man with a rascally sense of humor—“our 

little Ewok,” one of the neighbors affectionately called him. He answered the door with a little dog leaping at 

his heels and a breathing tube dangling from his nostrils; he’d just gotten out of the hospital after a bout of 

pneumonia, and he was still pale and short of breath. We sat in his living room, which was, of course, small, 

but nonetheless accommodated a flat-screen TV, a dog bed, and a pair of recliners. Every surface was covered 

with clutter: hand lotion, medicine, remote controls, playing cards, ziplock bags full of odds and ends. 

It’d been a bad year for George—not only was he mourning Mary, he’d also fallen out with her sister, who 

still lived next door—but he’d found a surprising source of support in the other neighbors, with whom he’d 

become close. A group of them called themselves First Street, because they’d been the first ones to move into 

the neighborhood. When Mary died, a couple of neighbors held a memorial service at their fire pit, and a 

bunch of First Streeters showed up. George had been thinking about moving back to Laguna Hills, but he’d 

gotten used to his little space and his group of friends. Mary had wanted her ashes scattered, but George 

decided to keep them in a round, pinkish-silver urn. “There she sits, on a ledge out there,” he said, pointing to 

a windowsill overlooking Pikes Peak. “So she’s still got the view.” 

George’s friends the Bohatches were part of the First Street group. The family of four lived in a 399-square-

foot cabin-style house. There was Julie, a stay-at-home mother and former Montessori teacher; her husband, 

Mike, a search engine optimization specialist; Brynn, their fifteen-year-old daughter; and Nova, their three-

year-old granddaughter, whom they had adopted from an older daughter. One night four years ago, Julie and 

Mike had been watching tiny-living TV in their rented house in Michigan, and Julie had joked that they 

should buy a little house of their own. They had been thinking of moving back to Colorado, Brynn’s 

birthplace and the setting of some of their happiest times. A couple of days later, Mike said, “You know, 

there’s a tiny-home park in Woodland Park.” Julie balked at first. She would have to give up her king-size 

bed. Plus, she and Mike were both pushing fifty, with a complicated parenting situation; most of the families 

they’d seen on TV were younger and smaller. 

Mike was serious, though—their last homeowning experience had ended in disaster. During the housing bust, 

they’d drained their retirement savings to try to hold on to a 3,000-square-foot house in Colorado Springs, but 
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it had still been foreclosed. “We can throw down another three hundred thousand dollars on a home, or we 

could do it for under one hundred thousand dollars,” he told Julie. “We wouldn’t have to be slaves to the 

house, work and work and work, like we did before, because we’ve got to worry about our mortgage payment 

for the next thirty years.” Julie had been dreaming of buying a log cabin. She started researching tinies with a 

woodsy look. 

In September of 2015, Julie and Mike toured Peak View. It wasn’t much to look at—a big, sloped patch of 

reddish-brown dirt, with only a couple of tiny houses, including the Caleys’—but LaBarre and Fredell 

described their vision of a neighborhood filled with homes and attractive landscaping. Julie ordered a house 

with a log exterior from a builder in Alabama for $87,000 plus $8,000 in shipping. To prepare for the move, 

she taped off a 100-square-foot space in the living room of their Michigan house and made everyone discard 

their belongings until their remaining possessions, along with their own four bodies, fit inside. The following 

June, the family packed up and moved. 

In their new house, Mike and Julie sleep in a lofted bedroom up a set of stairs from the living room. The girls 

share a room on the main floor that is inventively divided into vertical instead of horizontal halves. The top 

half belongs to Brynn, the teenager, who sleeps on a lofted twin bed and has decorated the ceiling and the tops 

of the walls with manga-style pencil drawings; Nova, the preschooler, fills the bottom half with stuffed 

animals. Private life in a tiny house is more psychic than spatial. When Nova needs a time-out, she sits on the 

stairs with her hands in her lap. When Julie wants to be alone, she retreats to her loft, puts on a pair of 

headphones, and listens to meditation music. “You just have to make your own room,” she told me. 

“Mentally, go to your happy place.” 

Julie’s mom, Sandra, joined them at Peak View last year. She had lived for years in San Jose in a mobile-

home community for people aged fifty-five and older. She owned a double-wide trailer, but her rent on the 

land underneath kept rising—it’d reached $1,000 a month—and the area was getting rougher; a neighbor 

she’d often greeted had been killed. At Julie’s urging, she sold her trailer and paid $74,000 in cash for a house 

on a lot up the hill. At the time I visited, she was couchsurfing around First Street while her utilities and 

insulation were being installed. 

Julie had warned Sandra to declutter. She’d suggested limiting her belongings to fifteen plastic bins; instead, 

as far as Julie could tell, Sandra had shown up with fifteen hundred of them. “You just wait till you start 

getting things out of storage,” Julie told her mother one afternoon, as we sat together in her living room. “I’m 

just going to stand there and go like this,” she said, shaking her head in exaggerated disappointment. 

* 

Nationwide, the homeownership rate is at its lowest point since 1965, for reasons that boil down mostly to 

finances. Housing is too expensive; credit standards are stricter than they’ve been in years; millennials have 

too much student debt to save toward a down payment. And yet, according to Fannie Mae, 82 percent of 

renters report that they’d like to buy a home someday. Homeownership remains central to our understanding 

of what it means to be successful. Many of the tiny-house dwellers I met had been renting before their move, 

and those who had owned homes had downsized at least in part for financial reasons. Among the available 

options, they’d chosen tiny houses, because where trailers, motor homes, and apartments suggest financial 

hardship, tiny houses are associated with positive traits: freedom, iconoclasm, sustainability. “Mary used to 

get upset when I called it a trailer,” George said. “I told her, ‘If we do get a tornado, everything’s going to be 
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gone except the frame.’ She just didn’t like the idea of it being a trailer. She said, ‘It’s a tiny home.’” The tiny 

house has managed to become a form of affordable housing that doubles as a status symbol. It’s one version 

of the American dream that feels attainable. 

Because of this, tiny houses might offer one solution to the country’s housing crisis. Affordable-housing 

advocates in several cities have been building tiny-house villages for the homeless. After Denver banned 

“urban camping”—sleeping outside with tarps, sleeping bags, or tents—advocates for the homeless built a 

community of tiny homes that housed fifteen people. Cole Chandler, who helped lead the effort, told me that 

people living on the streets often asked him why the government criminalized them for being homeless but 

also prevented them from constructing makeshift shelters for themselves in a city short on affordable housing. 

“Obviously, there are all kinds of answers to that: zoning, building codes, health, and safety,” he told me. 

“But one of the biggest reasons is that a modern American city, especially a growing one, is obsessed with 

property values.” In regulating land use, cities seem to prioritize the generation of wealth over the social 

good. Indigent people, whether they’re sleeping in parks, tents, or housing projects, are not good for one’s 

Zillow Zestimate. But the faddishness of tiny houses allowed Chandler and his co-organizers to put a positive 

spin on their project and, not incidentally, lower their costs. Builders donated materials; Denverites 

volunteered their time to put the homes together; a local nonprofit allowed the use of its land at no cost. 

Besides addressing homelessness, some developers hope that affordable tiny-house neighborhoods like Peak 

View can offer an upscale take on the much-maligned trailer park. They believe tiny houses could be less 

prone to not-in-my-backyard-ism than other flavors of affordable housing. While poverty has traditionally 

been concentrated in big cities and rural areas, it has fanned out to smaller cities and suburbs, where big 

apartment blocks might not be a feasible, or desirable, solution to the housing crunch; perhaps tiny houses 

could make sense in some of those places. Communities like Peak View have already appeared in Florida, 

Texas, and California. In 2014, Spur, Texas, population 1,318, declared itself America’s first tiny-house-

friendly town, offering to sell little plots of land for $500 each. New York City mayor Bill de Blasio even 

mentioned tiny houses as an option in a housing plan published in 2017. 

Esther Sullivan, a sociologist at the University of Colorado, Denver, who researches manufactured housing, 

told me that mobile homes are the biggest source of nonsubsidized affordable housing, but that mobile-home 

parks have been shutting down and their residents have been evicted as landlords find more profitable and 

popular uses for the land, such as turning it into subdivisions. I asked Sullivan if she sees potential for tiny 

houses to become a widespread form of affordable housing—maybe they could fill the gap left by shut-down 

mobile-home communities. Sullivan was skeptical. She pointed out that mobile homes usually measure at 

least 1,000 square feet, and are about the same price as a tiny house. Instead of persuading people to move 

into smaller spaces, she said, she’d rather that we destigmatize mobile homes: “It’s not equitable to ask 

people, because they’re poor, to live in less than 800 square feet, while the rest of us live in homes that are 

more and more square feet every decade.” 

George, Julie, and Sandra, like the people they’d seen on TV, felt they’d made a liberating choice. Renting an 

apartment was a nonstarter for all of them—they valued having a place of their own. Buying tiny homes had 

freed them from the financial pressures of owning a larger home, as well as from the stigma and perceived 

danger of living in a trailer park. Julie wanted to be a full-time mother; Sandra appreciated taking weekend 

trips to the mountains without stressing about the price of gas. By taking matters into their own hands they 

felt capable, even noble. The First Streeters weren’t holding out for a world in which people were paid well 
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enough, and housing was affordable enough, that they could live in a place larger than 399 square feet without 

worrying about their future. 

* 

One afternoon, Sandra and I drove up the hill to check out the progress on her house; the setup was taking 

longer than she’d expected, and she worried that it would be New Year’s before she could move in. She was 

anxious and annoyed. We found the handyman outside the house, getting ready to leave. He had still not 

installed insulation, but he reassured her that she could move in anyhow. “You’re not going to freeze to death 

or nothing,” he promised. 

Leasing someone else’s land for your tiny house, as people do at Pike View, means depending on the 

landlords for at least part of your maintenance—LaBarre and Fredell’s rule is that, after the initial setup, 

they’re responsible from the ground down, and tenants are responsible from the ground up—and knowing that 

your monthly rent, unlike a fixed-rate mortgage, can and likely will rise over time. Landlords aside, there are 

other hassles. Tiny houses have none of the benefits of real estate investments. Banks don’t sell mortgages for 

tiny houses, so buyers have to take out property loans at a much higher interest rate. And without land, tiny 

houses have no property value, so as an investment they resemble cars more than houses: they depreciate. 

Of course, for most people, buying a home is not only about building wealth. It also represents security, 

independence, permanence, belonging. Courtney Cunard, the aesthetician, told me that she loved being able to 

paint her walls whatever colors she wanted; soon, she would marry her boyfriend—the one who built her 

wine rack—and he would move to the park and buy another tiny house, where his children could stay during 

visits. Anna Lawler, the retiree who is raising her granddaughter, was relieved to no longer have to share 

walls with unscrupulous neighbors. April Drake, who lives down the street from the Bohatches with her 

partner, Michelle, sent a group text to her neighbors one evening. She was cooking up some dinner and 

lighting their bonfire. By six o’clock, the usual crowd had gathered around a hot, hissing fire, snacking on 

popcorn. They caught up: on Sandra’s moving woes, a cruise a bunch of them had taken together, remodeling 

plans, politics, neighborhood gossip. The friends envisioned themselves as an extended family. When George 

was ill, they’d alternated stocking his fridge, and when Sandra was waiting for her house to be set up, they’d 

each put her up. Over the past month, the neighbors had banded together into an informal neighborhood 

association so they could approach LaBarre and Fredell with collective problems. As the bonfire sparked and 

began to die, April and Michelle invited me to see their place. Though it was small, it was comfortable: the 

heat was up, the soup was warming on the stove, the couch was plump and inviting. “With everything else 

going on in the world,” Michelle said—earlier in the evening, most everyone had been commiserating about 

Trump—“we are really, truly blessed here.” 

In October, LaBarre told me that he and Fredell, pleased with their success in Peak View, are planning to 

break ground on another site nearby, where they will build houses themselves instead of selling them on 

behalf of outside builders. The homes will be 500 square feet and set on foundations; they plan to market 

them as “small houses” and sell them for $115,000, including land. Peak View has seen some turnover—

Anna had a health scare and returned with her granddaughter to California to be closer to relatives, and 

Mary’s sister moved to Florida—but George, Julie, Sandra, and their friends remain. Jay Shafer, the tiny-

house forefather, moved into his fifty-square-footer, which ended up costing him $5,000. “It’s much cleaner 

than the pigpen,” he told me in an email. Meanwhile, competition continues to grow in the market he helped 

pioneer. Two years ago, Clayton and Cavco, two of the biggest producers of manufactured homes, launched 
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tiny-house lines. The Clayton Saltbox, which at 452 square feet stretches the definition of a tiny house, sells 

for $130,000 and features quartz countertops and nine-and-a-half-foot ceilings. As for Tumbleweed, the 

company founded by Jay Shafer, an RV dealer recently bought a majority stake in it. 

Still, even the highest-profile builders acknowledge that it’s not clear when, or even if, the tiny house will 

become a mainstream form of affordable housing. Some of the most lucrative markets for tiny houses are 

resorts that rent them out to tourists, and upper-middle-class homeowners who style tiny houses as guest 

cottages or second homes. Living tiny is the easiest sell, it seems, for people who want a temporary vacation 

from living large. 

Last winter, my husband and I took a trip to WeeCasa, in Lyons, Colorado, which describes itself as “the 

world’s largest tiny house resort.” For years, we’d lived in a series of apartments in San Francisco and New 

York with a median size of about 700 square feet, but four years ago we moved to Fort Collins, Colorado, and 

bought a 2,500-square-foot house on a quarter-acre lot. Having seen how the residents of Peak View Park 

live, I wanted to know how we’d manage. For $155 a night, we booked two nights in the Boulder, a 135-

square-foot unit with charming details like a couch made out of a recycled door. When we showed up, though, 

the resort was in distress; there had been a cold snap, and the pipes had frozen underneath several houses, 

including the one we’d reserved. An employee scrolled through the WeeCasa website to show me some other 

options, and I asked about a sleek 240-square-footer with a full-size fridge and a tub. “Oh, this one’s toast,” 

he said. “I watched the hot water heater explode before my eyes.” 

He didn’t appear fazed; tiny houses, it seems, malfunction fairly often. Because they are so often built on 

wheels, and with an uninsulated undercarriage, the pipes are susceptible to freezing unless the houses are 

surrounded with skirting. (The homes at Peak View are generally skirted.) My husband and I ended up in one 

of the resort’s basic models, a little pine-walled dwelling with an anemic heater, a single hot plate, a mini-

fridge, and such limited storage space that the dishes were kept under the sink next to the trash can. The only 

way to get from one side of the living room to the other was to crawl across a bed; we supposed we could fold 

the bed up against the wall, but then there’d be no place to sit. 

That evening, my husband stood on the ladder leading to the second, lofted bed—there wasn’t room to stand 

anywhere else—and said, in a small, flat voice, “This is our vacation.” We hadn’t accounted for how vexing a 

house this size could be on a purely athletic level: all this ladder-mounting and ducking and pretzeling of 

one’s limbs just to get through a couple of hours without sprains. The next morning, though, WeeCasa 

upgraded us to a more spacious unit, complete with a functional heater, a little couch, and a more reasonable 

kitchen. We sat at the dining counter with takeout burritos; we squeezed onto the couch, shoulder to shoulder, 

with our magazines; we settled into bed with Better Call Saul. It all felt quite charming and snug. But then, 

there was much we were able to avoid, too, during a two-night stay: cooking, washing clothes, chasing our 

toddler. “See, we’d have no problem living like this,” my husband said in the morning, and then, because we 

could, we went home. 

Vauhini Vara is a writer in Colorado. 

https://believermag.com/small-world/ 

  

https://believermag.com/small-world/
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Effective mathematical modelling of fractional-diffusion in cardiac electrophysiology 

ByBCAM   

Photo: Jude Beck / Unsplash 

The Hodgkin-Huxley model for the generation of the nerve action potential is one of the most successful 

mathematical models of a complex biological process that has ever been formulated. Alan Hodgkin and 

Andrew Huxley described the model in 1952 to explain the ionic mechanisms underlying the initiation and 

propagation of action potentials in the squid giant axon. The typical Hodgkin–Huxley model treats each 

component of an excitable cell as an electrical element resulting in a set of nonlinear differential equations 

that approximates the electrical characteristics of excitable cells such as neurons and cardiac myocytes. It is a 

continuous-time dynamical system. Hodgkin and Huxley received the 1963 Nobel Prize in Physiology or 

Medicine for this work. 

The starting point of the original Hodgkin-Huxley model is that the nerve membrane of the squid giant axon 

contains three different types of ion channels. Cardiac electrophysiological modelling dates back to classical 

works based on this Hodgkin-Huxley formalism looking for balance-laws for ion transport across the cell 

membrane of cardiac excitable cells. Due to the extreme complexity of cardiac tissue and its intrinsic 

nonlinear dynamics, mathematical and computational modelling played (and continue to play) a crucial role in 

unveiling multiscale emerging phenomena and explaining both regular, and irregular behaviour, up to the 

description of life-threatening arrhythmias and fibrillation patterns. 

Open questions remain: the early prediction of fibrillation onset based on microscale tissue features is an 

example. One general approach is to go down to the finer details: accounting at the subcellular level for the 

effect of localized extracellular electrical fields. Another one is generalizing the concept of diffusivity at the 

macroscopic scale through the introduction of nonlinear porous-medium-based operators. A third way is using 

non-local fractional calculus-based operators. 

Fractional calculus, generalizing classical differentiation concepts and account-ing for long-range interactions 

and system memory effects, has been considered asa possible modelling approach for various phenomena in a 

variety of fields. Space-fractional differential operators allow accounting for the multi-scale nature of the 

observed phenomenon, without the need of a detailed resolution of the spatial scale all the way down to the 

microscopic level. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/06/01/effective-mathematical-modelling-of-fractional-diffusion-in-cardiac-electrophysiology/#author
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Squid_giant_axon
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Bueno-Orovio et al. 1 have shown that a fractional model can be interpreted as a smooth transition from the 

case of a perfectly homogeneous medium to a domain with increasing degree of heterogeneity as the order of 

the fractional operator decreases. In addition to offering a valid biophysical justification for the use of space-

fractional operators in the study of cardiac tissue electrophysiology dynamics, their work provides promising 

results: by comparing numerical tests with and without space-fractional diffusion against a set of selected 

experimental data they have shown that the non-local model can often capture better than the local 

counterpart important features of the observed data. Nevertheless, the proposed approach relied on some 

simplifying assumptions and did not investigate (or simply did not highlight) some important features of the 

spatio-temporal dynamics obtained as a result of the underlying non-locality assumption. 

Now, a new study 2 addresses some key features of the non-local diffusion operator focusing on the intrinsic 

spatio-temporal coupling of such a complex excitable media as cardiac tissue. 

The researchers provide a series of classical tests for the experimental-based model tuning, showing that the 

introduction of non-local operators definitely affects the overall predictive power of the model in terms of 

purely spatial, temporal, and spatio-temporal features. An extensive computational study in terms of genetic 

algorithm parameter tuning constraining the model dynamics to reproduce the correct physiological 

conduction velocity is also produced. 

The scientists stress the importance of considering boundary conditions as a critical unsolved problem within 

the last 60 years of literature in computational cardiology. In this context, they perform a preliminary 

numerical investigation on the effect of boundary conditions in one-dimensional domains on two determining 

factors in the study of arrhythmias and alternans dynamics, namely, on spatial dispersion of action potential 

duration and on model electrotonic couplings. They find that the imposition of simplified boundary conditions 

in the non-local settings hinders the reliability and the predictive power of the models themselves. 

Even though care ought to be taken in the selection of the ionic description, that is likely to require an ad 

hoc reparametrisation in the fractional setting, the researchers conclude that a properly tuned 

phenomenological model might become an extremely powerful tool, offering several computational 

advantages because of its simplified description. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may be copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research 

paper. 
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study Communications in Nonlinear Science and Numerical 

Simulation doi: 10.1016/j.cnsns.2019.105152 ↩ 

  

  

  

written by 
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BCAM, The Basque Centre for Applied Mathematics, is the research center on applied mathematics created 

with the support of the Basque Government and the University of the Basque Country. It performs 

interdisciplinary research in the frontiers of mathematics, training and attracting talented scientists in the 

process. 
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Time Was 

by Paul Kane 

Issue no. 127 (Summer 1993) 

Still, I must not forget that I once managed  

                  to put these things into writing.   

                                            — Blanchot  

When the high-pitched sounds of the August continuo 

circulated like breezes through the immovable heat, 

time was a single leaf drifting upwards, then down. 

In the emptying out, the vacating of routine, 

the laboring fullness came to pass, and became, 

in passing, what went before and never came again: 

the bellflower, blue against the lichened rock, 

the sudden oriole in the cherry tree, 

the offhand remark indelible in the mind. 

In the morning within the morning, in the midnight 

within the noon, word echoed within word— 

while the mockingbird sang a palindrome of time. 

Between the background of the body, and the fore- 

shortened space of speech, we lived in the middle distance 

where time was, and was not—where we are living still. 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=84d81bc0f5&e=d538c8f2e0
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Could the origin of our Solar System be related to the Sagittarius dwarf galaxy? 

ASTROPHYSICS 

 

ByTomás Ruiz-Lara   

Everything is connected. Are you familiar with the butterfly effect? According to this idea small changes 

could have dramatic consequences. Well, I have been thinking about this lately as one question was forming 

in my mind: Could it be that the ultimate answer to why I am writing this blog post is intimately related to the 

Sagittarius dwarf galaxy? It might be, but I do not want to make of this scientific post a Science Fiction story, 

so let’s move to the facts and then we will play a bit with our imagination. 

In previous posts I have already written about the research that we are carrying out – making use of Gaia data 

at the Instituto de Astrofísica de Canarias (IAC). Even if you are not familiar with those posts, I am convinced 

you have heard of Gaia. Gaia is the ESA (European Space Agency) space mission that is revolutionizing the 

knowledge on our Galaxy, the Milky Way. Because you know that the “blurry, cloudy” thing that sometimes 

you can see from dark skies is the disc of a spiral galaxy seen from inside, don’t you? Indeed, almost 

everything you can see with your eyes is part of the Milky Way, with the only exception of the Andromeda 

galaxy… another galaxy 😉 Back to Gaia! In April 2018, the Gaia team released information on brightness, 

positions, and much more information for more than a billlion stars in our Galaxy. It could be compared to 

knowing what everyone is doing in a given moment. As you can imagine, that would be a gold mine for 

sociologists, right? Well, Gaia is the particular gold mine for galactic archaeologists. 

Right after this data release, we started to delve into this astonishing dataset and were able to unveil the early 

chain of events shaping our Milky Way 1. But this was just the start. In an article that has been recently 

published in Nature Astronomy 2, we obtained the most detailed star formation history ever gathered of the 

disc of the Milky Way. In other words, we have been able to characterize the rate at which stars have been 

formed in our Galaxy since its very formation up to now. How is that possible? Nope, sorry to disappoint you, 

but the answer does not imply time travel. Stars are considered galactic fossil records. In the same way an 

archaeologist can infer the way of living or the customs of ancient civilizations through old pieces of pottery, 

astrophysicists can unravel the past history of a galaxy through the analysis of its stellar populations. In this 

particular case, we exploit the fact that stars do not emit light randomly, but in a precise way determined by 

their masses, chemical composition and evolutionary phase. As such, we have been able to obtain stellar age 

distributions in a volume of nearly 6500 light-years around our Sun, from which the evolutionary history of 

the Milky Way was sketched. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/astrophysics/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/05/27/could-the-origin-of-our-solar-system-be-related-to-the-sagittarius-dwarf-galaxy/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/05/27/could-the-origin-of-our-solar-system-be-related-to-the-sagittarius-dwarf-galaxy/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6833-1
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Figure 1: Star formation history of the sphere of 6500 light-years of radius around the Sun. Time is in the x-

axis and the rate of star formation is depicted in the y-axis. Note the presence of four distinct star forming 

events. Credit: Ruiz-Lara et al. (2020). 

Our Galaxy started forming stars around 13.5 billion years ago (in a configuration far from the current one) in 

a fierce manner and gradually decreased to the rate of nearly 1 star per year. However, on top of this 

predictable behaviour, we found evidence suggesting that violent star formations were triggered 5-6, 2 and 1 

billion years ago as well as recently. Something dramatic should have happened at that point to estimulate 

such bursts of star formation. It was then when we decided to put the Milky Way in a global context because, 

as we know, our Galaxy is not isolated and external effects are able to alter the conditions of an otherwise 

quiescent system. 
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Figure 2: Artistic representation of the Sagittarius dwarf galaxy in its current approximation to the Milky 

Way. Credit: Gabriel Pérez Díaz, SMM (IAC) 

It is known that massive galaxies as our own grow via the merging of small systems called dwarf galaxies. In 

fact, in 1994, one of such small systems was discovered in the direction of the Sagittarius constellation, right 

in the process of merging with our Milky Way 3. Nowadays, through the combination of a careful 

characterisation of the position and movements of stars in the so-called Sagittarius dwarf galaxy, its 

surroundings and powerful theoretical modelling, we know that Sagittarius nearly collided with the Milky 

Way in three other occasions: 1, 2, and 5-6 billion years ago, precisely coinciding with the bursts of star 

formation reported in our analysis. Thus, the present work suggests that Sagittarius, in its repeated approaches 

to our Galaxy, was able to destabilize its equilibrium triggering recurrent star forming events. 

But this is not all. Back to the speculation and the question that I have been pondering lately and remember, 

science and imagination is a powerful combination pushing our knowledge to its limits. “Shortly after the first 

approach of Sagittarius to our Galaxy, right before calm recovered its throne in the Milky Way, one last star 

was forged from the collapse of a huge cloud of dust: our Sun. However, it was not until 4.7 billion years 

passed that this very instant in the history of our planet was unveiled. Because, my dear friends, everything 

that surrounds us, each and every one of our memories, everyone we know and love, is nothing but the 

outcome of such a cosmic moment in which Sagittarius formed a part of our lives”. Did the first approach of 

Sagittarius to our Galaxy really trigger the formation of our Sun? So far this is pure speculation, an extract 

from a potential Science Fiction story. Fortunately, this is the power of Science, the ability to test our wildest 

ideas while moving towards a full understanding of the Universe around us. 

Simulation showing the drastic episodes of star formation produced by the approach and interaction of the 

Sagittarius dwarf galaxy with the Milky Way. Credit: Sagittarius orbital evolution adapted from David R. 

Law (Dunlap Institute, University of Toronto). Gabriel Pérez Díaz, SMM (IAC). 
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