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Breathing in through the nose is an integral part of meditation and delivers virus-fighting gases to the 

lungs. triloks / Getty Images 

Inhale through your nose and exhale through your mouth. It’s not just something you do in yoga class – 

breathing this way actually provides a powerful medical benefit that can help the body fight viral infections. 

The reason is that your nasal cavities produce the molecule nitric oxide, which chemists abbreviate NO, that 

increases blood flow through the lungs and boosts oxygen levels in the blood. Breathing in through the nose 

delivers NO directly into the lungs, where it helps fight coronavirus infection by blocking the replication of 

the coronavirus in the lungs. But many people who exercise or engage in yoga also receive the benefits 

of inhaling through the nose instead of the mouth. The higher oxygen saturation of the blood can make one 

feel more refreshed and provides greater endurance. 

I am one of three pharmacologists who won the Nobel Prize in 1998 for discovering how nitric oxide is 

produced in the body and how it works. 

The role of nitric oxide in the body 

https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/photo/couple-meditating-at-park-royalty-free-image/1193844429?adppopup=true
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nitric_oxide
http://doi.org/10.1086/425357
https://doi.org/10.1128/JVI.79.3.1966-1969.2005
https://doi.org/10.1128/JVI.79.3.1966-1969.2005
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-201X.1996.557321000.x
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/1998/ignarro/facts/
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Nitric oxide is a widespread signaling molecule that triggers many different physiological effects. It is also 

used clinically as a gas to selectively dilate the pulmonary arteries in newborns with pulmonary hypertension. 

Unlike most signaling molecules, NO is a gas in its natural state. 

NO is produced continuously by the 1 trillion cells that form the inner lining, or endothelium, of the 100,000 

miles of arteries and veins in our bodies, especially the lungs. Endothelium-derived NO acts to relax the 

smooth muscle of the arteries to prevent high blood pressure and to promote blood flow to all organs. Another 

vital role of NO is to prevent blood clots in normal arteries. 

In addition to relaxing vascular smooth muscle, NO also relaxes smooth muscle in the airways – trachea and 

bronchioles – making it easier to breathe. Another type of NO-mediated smooth muscle relaxation occurs in 

the erectile tissue (corpus cavernosum), which results in penile erection. In fact, NO is the principal mediator 

of penile erection and sexual arousal. This discovery led to the development and marketing of sildenafil, trade 

name Viagra, which works by enhancing the action of NO. 

Other types of cells in the body, including circulating white blood cells and tissue macrophages, produce 

nitric oxide for antimicrobial purposes. The NO in these cells reacts with other molecules, also produced by 

the same cells, to form antimicrobial agents to destroy invading microorganisms including bacteria, parasites 

and viruses. As you can see, NO is quite an amazing molecule. 

Nitric oxide gas as an inhaled therapy 

Since NO is a gas, it can be administered with the aid of specialized devices as a therapy to patients by 

inhalation. Inhaled NO is used to treat infants born with persistent pulmonary hypertension, a condition in 

which constricted pulmonary arteries limit blood flow and oxygen harvesting. 

Inhaled NO dilates the constricted pulmonary arteries and increases blood flow in the lungs. As a result, the 

red blood cell hemoglobin can extract more lifesaving oxygen and move it into the general circulation. 

Inhaled NO has literally turned blue babies pink and allowed them to be cured and to go home with mom and 

dad. Before the advent of inhaled NO, most of these babies died. 

Inhaled NO is currently in clinical trials for the treatment of patients with COVID-19. Researchers are hoping 

that three principal actions of NO may help fight covid: dilating the pulmonary arteries and increasing blood 

flow through the lungs, dilating the airways and increasing oxygen delivery to the lungs and blood, and 

directly killing and inhibiting the growth and spread of the coronavirus in the lungs. 

How nitric oxide kills viruses 

In an in vitro study done in 2004 during the last SARS outbreak, experimental compounds that release NO 

increased the survival rate of nucleus-containing mammalian cells infected with SARS-CoV. This 

suggested that NO had a direct antiviral effect. In this study, NO significantly inhibited the replication cycle 

of SARS-CoV by blocking production of viral proteins and its genetic material, RNA. 

In a small clinical study in 2004, inhaled NO was effective against SARS-CoV in severely ill patients with 

pneumonia. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endothelium
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-201X.1996.557321000.x
https://doi.org/10.1161/hh0801.089861
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biological_functions_of_nitric_oxide
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM199201093260203
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJM199201093260203
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/fda-approves-viagra
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0199998
https://doi.org/10.1097/ALN.0000000000002579
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT04338828?term=nitric+oxide&cond=COVID&draw=2&rank=1
https://www.healio.com/news/primary-care/20200520/evidence-mounts-supporting-inhaled-nitric-oxide-as-covid19-treatment
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijid.2004.04.012
https://doi.org/10.1086/425357
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The SARS CoV, which caused the 2003/2004 outbreak, shares most of its genome with SARS CoV-2, the 

virus responsible for COVID-19. This suggests that inhaled NO therapy may be effective for treating patients 

with COVID-19. Indeed, several clinical trials of inhaled NO in patients with moderate to severe COVID-19, 

who require ventilators, are currently ongoing in several institutions. The hope is that inhaled NO will prove 

to be an effective therapy and lessen the need for ventilators and beds in the ICU. 

The sinuses in the nasal cavity, but not the mouth, continuously produce NO. The NO produced in the nasal 

cavity is chemically identical to the NO that is used clinically by inhalation. So by inhaling through the nose, 

you are delivering NO directly into your lungs, where it increases both airflow and blood flow and keeps 

microorganisms and virus particles in check. 

While anxiously awaiting the results of the clinical trials with inhaled NO, and the development of an 

effective vaccine against COVID-19, we should be on guard and practice breathing properly to maximize the 

inhalation of nitric oxide into our lungs. Remember to inhale through your nose; exhale through your mouth. 

 

https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-

140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%20

19%202020%20-

%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019

%202020%20-

%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us

&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic 

  

https://www.healio.com/news/primary-care/20200520/evidence-mounts-supporting-inhaled-nitric-oxide-as-covid19-treatment
https://doi.org/10.1002/ar.20782
https://www.healthline.com/health-news/heres-exactly-where-were-at-with-vaccines-and-treatments-for-covid-19
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20June%2019%202020%20-%201656015938%20edited+CID_679f041ea810e51b0d6baea9c2e2901f&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=The%20right%20way%20to%20breathe%20during%20the%20coronavirus%20pandemic
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The Middle of History: Readings on Democracy, Fascism, and the Uncertain Space Between 

Aleksandar Hemon, Timothy Snyder, Ece Temelkuran and More on What's at Stake 

By Jonny Diamond 

 

June 2, 2020 

Yesterday, around dinnertime, the President of the United States walked from the White House to 

nearby St. John’s Church for a photo op with a borrowed bible. Several minutes prior to this, police 

used tear gas and excessive force to clear peaceful protestors from the president’s path—his own 

constituents, lawfully assembled, removed by state violence. 

History, as it’s taught to most of us, feels like a series of easily demarcated turning points, arrived at via 

decades of clarifying context. But yesterday’s events in Lafayette Square do not need the fullness of 

time to be understood as a defining moment in the Presidency of Donald Trump: tear-gassing his own 

people for a photo op is as clear an articulation as any of the contempt, insecurity, and superficial 

symbolism that has thus far defined the Trump Presidency. 

We are in the middle of history as it’s happening: 2020 has given us fires, plagues, and economic 

collapse, and we are now poised at the very edge of that authoritarian nightmare many of us worried 

about on November 9, 2016, and that many more of us have been living with in their communities for 

generations. So as we plan and organize and listen and work, as we try to do everything we can to 

prevent sliding too far over that edge, we must not forget the reason for all of this: the murders of 

https://lithub.com/author/jonny-diamond/
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George Floyd and Breonna Taylor and David McAtee, and so many other countless Black Americans in 

this country’s long history of racist violence (for more on that inexhaustible subject, head here.) 

Democracy is always on the line, always at risk—as a way of organizing ourselves it is more verb than 

noun, and weakens easily when not used… Today, in America, it feels as weak as it ever has. In the 

interest of better understanding these interesting times, read on below for ideas, essays, and cautionary 

tales about fascism, authoritarianism, the criminalization of protest, and the very thin line between 

democracy and totalitarianism. 

And wherever you are, please be safe, and please try to help. 

–Jonny Diamond, Lit Hub Editor in Chief 

* 

 

“Only those safe from fascism and its practices are likely to think that there might be a benefit in 

exchanging ideas with fascists.” 

Aleksandar Hemon: fascism is not an idea to be debated, it’s a set of actions to fight. 

* 

https://lithub.com/readings-on-racism-white-supremacy-and-police-violence-in-america/
https://lithub.com/fascism-is-not-an-idea-to-be-debated-its-a-set-of-actions-to-fight/
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“The anticipatory obedience of Austrians in March 1938 taught the high Nazi leadership 

what was possible.” 

Timothy Snyder on the importance of disobedience. 

* 

 

“A window breaker is no less invested in justice than a ‘good protester,’ but the individual rights 

discourse deployable in court is not designed to defend the former.” 

Natasha Lennard on anti-fascism and the criminalization 

of protest in America. 

* 

https://lithub.com/resist-authoritarianism-by-refusing-to-obey-in-advance/
https://lithub.com/an-appeal-to-the-democratic-conscience-of-the-state-wont-get-you-far/
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“Political gridlock, corruption, unaccountable representatives, and the lack of meaningful alternatives 

incense people across the ideological spectrum.” 

Astra Taylor wonders if democracy can survive contemporary capitalism. 

* 

 

“This is the proper terminology for the air breaking into giant pieces and raining down on us as fear: 

fear of realizing that before the sun rises we might lose our country.” 

Ece Temelkuran on losing one’s democracy to a populist demagogue. 

* 

https://lithub.com/can-democracy-survive-contemporary-capitalism/
https://lithub.com/ece-temelkuran-on-erdogan-trump-and-the-banality-of-evil/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

11 

 

“A thinly scraped notion of liberty has gained the upper hand over equality.” 

Simon Reid-Henry on the thin line between democracy and fascism. 

* 

 

“The Russian political system is increasingly developing all the symptoms and features of an anti-

mainstream, retrograde authoritarianism that is indifferent to the long-term consequences of its rule, 

such as stumbling economic growth, outflow of intellect and capital, waste of valuable resources, 

burgeoning corruption, the oppressive atmosphere of militaristic and xenophobic propaganda, and so 

on.” 

Grigory Yavlinsky on how a dictator maintains his power. 

https://lithub.com/western-democracy-is-on-shaky-ground/
https://lithub.com/on-the-putin-system-how-a-dictator-maintains-his-power/
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* 

 

“Lies are no more unique to a tyrannical government than breathing is to a human being. Lying is 

simply a way to create space to keep doing what they are doing.” 

John Freeman on state misinformation and the role of the whistleblower. 

* 

 

“America has been waiting for an irrational man who promotes irrationalism, who says ‘I will never 

tell you something I do not believe,’ because what he believes supersedes truth.” 

Ariel Saramandi on the aesthetics of the American dictator. 

* 

https://lithub.com/holding-the-line-between-democracy-and-tyranny-anonymous-sources/
https://lithub.com/the-aesthetics-of-the-dictator/
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“This sense of emergency and imminent danger to the nation and the people is a result of the leader’s 

projection of friend-enemy positions and military strategies onto the intentions of his opponents.” 

Federico Finchelstein on the political art of spinning lies into myth. 

* 

 

“A society in which women are reduced to a diminished role will, I am convinced, become in the end a 

sterile and a dead society tending toward militarism.” 

A good journalist understands that facism can happen anywhere, anytime: on the writing of Dorothy 

Thompson. 

https://lithub.com/on-the-revisionist-histories-at-the-heart-of-fascist-populism/
https://lithub.com/a-good-journalist-understands-that-fascism-can-happen-anywhere-anytime/
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* 

 

“Sabotage of national institutions, laws, standards, and the greater good has been accepted as part of 

the new normal, which is staggeringly far from normal.” 

Rebecca Solnit on the silent coup of November, 2016. 

* 

 

“The first appeal of a fascist or prematurely fascist movement is 

an appeal against the intruders.” 

On Donald Trump, and Umberto Eco’s 14 ways of spotting a fascist. 

* 

https://lithub.com/rebecca-solnit-the-coup-has-already-happened/
https://lithub.com/umberto-eco-on-donald-trump-14-ways-of-looking-at-a-fascist/
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“While he can stand against clubs and fists, the narrator cannot fight the normalization of the 

discourse that legitimizes this violence. Reason cannot combat paranoia, fear, and a quasi-religious 

fixation on blood and soil.” 

Philip Ó Ceallaigh on Romania’s descent into fascism. 

* 

 

“Racists seek to shore up their intolerance with a perfunctory condemnation of the Holocaust as 

absolute evil, even as they stoke up xenophobia, separate families at the border, turn a blind eye to 

murder and let migrants drown.” 

https://lithub.com/fake-news-and-the-rise-of-fascism-in-the-1920s/
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Never again what? Giacamo Lichtner on Primo Levi. 

 

Jonny Diamond 

Jonny Diamond is the Editor in Chief of Literary Hub. He lives in Kingston, NY, with his 

son. @JonnyDiamond,  JonnyDiamond.me 

https://lithub.com/the-middle-of-history-readings-on-democracy-fascism-and-the-uncertain-space-

between/  

https://lithub.com/never-again-what-on-the-hard-questions-primo-levis-still-asking/
https://lithub.com/author/jonny-diamond/
https://twitter.com/JonnyDiamond
https://www.jonnydiamond.me/
https://lithub.com/the-middle-of-history-readings-on-democracy-fascism-and-the-uncertain-space-between/
https://lithub.com/the-middle-of-history-readings-on-democracy-fascism-and-the-uncertain-space-between/
https://lithub.com/author/jonny-diamond/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

17 

A Rap on Race: Margaret Mead and James Baldwin’s Rare Conversation on Forgiveness and the 

Difference Between Guilt and Responsibility 

“We’ve got to be as clear-headed about human beings as possible, because we are still each other’s only 

hope.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

NOTE: This is the first installment in a multi-part series covering Mead and Baldwin’s historic 

conversation. Part 2 focuses on identity, race, and the immigrant experience; part 3 on changing one’s 

destiny; part 4 on reimagining democracy for a post-consumerist culture. 

On the evening of August 25, 1970, Margaret Mead (December 16, 

1901–November 15, 1978) and James Baldwin (August 2, 1924–December 1, 1987) sat together on a 

stage in New York City for a remarkable public conversation about such enduring concerns as identity, 

power and privilege, race and gender, beauty, religion, justice, and the relationship between the 

intellect and the imagination. By that point, Baldwin, forty-six and living in Paris, was arguably the 

world’s most famous living poet, and an enormously influential voice in the civil rights dialogue; Mead, 

who was about to turn seventy, had become the world’s first celebrity academic — a visionary 

anthropologist with groundbreaking field experience under her belt, who lectured at some of the best 

cultural institutions and had a popular advice column in Redbook magazine. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/a-rap-on-race/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/26/margaret-mead-james-baldwin-a-rap-on-race-2/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/10/a-rap-on-race-james-baldwin-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/04/10/a-rap-on-race-james-baldwin-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/05/06/a-rap-on-race-james-baldwin-margaret-mead-4/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/13/james-baldwin-the-artists-struggle-for-integrity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/margaret-mead/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0718109295/braipick-20
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Art by Wendy MacNaughton for Brain Pickings 

They talked for seven and a half hours of brilliance and bravery over the course of the weekend, 

bringing to the dialogue the perfect balance of similarity and difference to make it immensely 

simulating and deeply respectful. On the one hand, as a white woman and black man in the first half of 

the twentieth century, they had come of age through experiences worlds apart. On the other, they had 

worlds in common as intellectual titans, avid antidotes to the era’s cultural stereotypes, queer people 

half a century before marriage equality, and unflinching celebrators of the human spirit. 

Besides being a remarkable and prescient piece of the cultural record, their conversation, the transcript 

of which was eventually published as A Rap on Race (public library), is also a bittersweet testament to 

one of the recurring themes in their dialogue — our tendency to sideline the past as impertinent to the 

present, only to rediscover how central it is in understanding the driving forces of our world and 

harnessing them toward a better future. This forgotten treasure, which I dusted off shortly after 

Ferguson and the Eric Garner tragedy, instantly stopped my breath with its extraordinary timeliness 

— the ideas with which these two remarkable minds tussled in 1970 had emerged, unsolved and 

unresolved, to haunt and taunt us four decades later with urgency that can no longer be evaded or 

denied. 

http://wendymacnaughton.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0718109295/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/rap-on-race/oclc/140398&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0718109295/braipick-20
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Although some of what is said is so succinctly brilliant that it encapsulates the essence of the issue — at 

one point, Baldwin remarks: “We’ve got to be as clear-headed about human beings as possible, because 

we are still each other’s only hope.” — this is nonetheless a conversation so complex, so dimensional, so 

wide-ranging, that to synthesize it in a single article or highlight a single dominant theme would be to 

instantly flatten it and strip it of power. Instead, I am going to do something I’ve never done in nearly a 

decade of Brain Pickings — explore this immensely valuable cultural artifact in a multi-part series 

examining a specific viewpoint from this zoetrope of genius in each installment, beginning with Mead 

and Baldwin’s tapestry of perspectives on forgiveness, the difference between guilt and responsibility, 

and the role of the past in understanding the present and building a more dignified future. 

 

As they bring up their shared heartbreak over the bombing in Birmingham that killed four black girls 

at Sunday school a month after Martin Luther King’s famous letter on justice and nonviolent 

resistance, Mead and Baldwin arrive at one of the most profound ongoing threads of this long 

conversation — the question of guilt, responsibility, and the crucial difference between the two in 

assuring a constructive rather than destructive path forward: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/18/martin-luther-king-letter-from-birmingham-city-jail
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/18/martin-luther-king-letter-from-birmingham-city-jail
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0718109295/braipick-20
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MEAD: There are different ways of looking at guilt. In the Eastern Orthodox faith, everybody shares 

the guilt of creatureliness and the guilt for anything they ever thought. Now, the Western Northern-

European position and the North American position on the whole is that you’re guilty for things that 

you did yourself and not for things that other people did. 

[…] 

BALDWIN: The police in this country make no distinction between a Black Panther or a black lawyer 

or my brother or me. The cops aren’t going to ask me my name before they pull the trigger. I’m part of 

this society and I’m in exactly the same situation as anybody else — any other black person — in it. If I 

don’t know that, then I’m fairly self-deluded… What I’m trying to get at is the question of 

responsibility. I didn’t drop the bomb [that killed four black school girls in Birmingham]. And I never 

lynched anybody. Yet I am responsible not for what has happened but for what can happen. 

MEAD: Yes, that’s different. I think the responsibility for what can happen, which in a sense is good 

guilt — which is sort of a nonsensical term — 

BALDWIN: Yes, but I know what you mean. It’s useful guilt. 

MEAD: Responsibility. It is saying I am going to make an effort to have things changed. But to take the 

responsibility for something that was done by others — 

BALDWIN: Well, you can’t do that. 

Mead illustrates the perils of confusing responsibility and guilt with an exquisite example from her own 

life as a mother, from the time in the mid-1940s when she was heading a university initiative to foster 

cross-racial and cross-ethnic relationships: 

MEAD: I was walking across the Wellesley campus with my four-year-old, who was climbing pine trees 

instead of keeping up with me. 

I said, “You come down out of that pine tree. You don’t have to eat pine needles like an Indian.” So she 

came down and she asked, “Why do the Indians have to eat pine needles?” I said, “To get their Vitamin 

C, because they don’t have any oranges.” She asked, “Why don’t they have any oranges?” Then I made 

a perfectly clear technical error; I said, “Because the white man took their land away from them.” She 

looked at me and she said, “Am I white?” I said, “Yes, you are white.” “But I didn’t took their land away 

from them, and I don’t like it to be tooken!” she shouted. 

Now if I had said, “The early settlers took their land away,” she would have said, “Am I an early 

settler?” But I had made a blanket racial category: the white man. It was a noble sentiment, but it was 

still racial sentiment. 

With an eye to this demand for responsibility in the present rather than guilt over the past, the 

conversation once again reveals its contemporary poignancy: 
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MEAD: The kids say — and they’re pretty clear about it — that the future is now. It’s no use 

predicting about the year 2000. 

BALDWIN: No. 

MEAD: It’s what we do this week that matters. 

BALDWIN: Exactly. 

MEAD: That’s the only thing there is; there isn’t any other time. 

 

A 1573 painting by Portuguese artist, historian, and philosopher Francisco de Holanda, a student of 

Michelangelo’s, from Michael Benson’s book Cosmigraphics: Picturing Space Through Time. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/31/cosmigraphics-michael-benson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/31/cosmigraphics-michael-benson/
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They revisit the subject of guilt, with its perilous religious roots, and the complexities of forgiveness in 

discussing the crime of slavery: 

BALDWIN: I, at the risk of being entirely romantic, think that is the crime which is spoken in the 

Bible, the sin against the Holy Ghost which cannot be forgiven. And if that is true — 

MEAD: Then we’ve nowhere to go. 

BALDWIN: No, we have atonement. 

MEAD: Not for the sin against the Holy Ghost. 

BALDWIN: No? 

MEAD: I mean, after all, you were once a theologian. 

BALDWIN: I was once a preacher, yes indeed. 

MEAD: And the point about the sin against the Holy Ghost is that — 

BALDWIN: It is that it cannot be forgiven. 

MEAD: So if you state a crime impossible of forgiveness you’ve doomed everyone. 

[…] 

Look, there have been millions of crimes committed against humanity. Millions! Now, why is one crime 

more important than another? 

BALDWIN: No, my point precisely is that one crime is not more important than another and that all 

crimes must be atoned for. 

MEAD: All right, all crimes… But when you talk about atonement you’re talking about people who 

weren’t born when this was committed. 

BALDWIN: No, I mean the recognition of where one finds one’s self in time or history or now. I mean 

the recognition. After all, I’m not guiltless, either. I sold my brothers for my sisters — 

[…] 

MEAD: I will not accept any guilt for what anybody else did. I will accept guilt for what I did myself. 

[…] 
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BALDWIN: We both have produced, all of us have produced, a system of reality which we cannot in 

any way whatever control; what we call history is perhaps a way of avoiding responsibility for what has 

happened, is happening, in time. 

This is a conversation underpinned by a profound baseline mutual respect and punctuated by 

wonderfully sweet in-the-moment manifestations of it — Mead and Baldwin frequently repeat each 

other’s words in a gesture of validation, and even bicker amicably about not letting the other be too 

self-effacing (“If I’m bright at all, and that’s debatable,” Baldwin says in one aside, and Mead quickly 

interjects, “It’s not very debatable.” “It’s very debatable to me,” Baldwin counters. “Well, permit 

somebody else to do the debating,” she quips affably.) But they have no reservations about voicing, if 

courteously, ideological disagreement — which is what makes the conversation so rich, stimulating, and 

full of wisdom. One of the most moving instances of this dynamic emerges when they return to their 

divergent views on guilt and responsibility, only to discover under the surface divergence profound 

common ground: 

MEAD: Did you bomb those little girls in Birmingham? 

BALDWIN: I’m responsible for it. I didn’t stop it. 

MEAD: Why are you responsible? Didn’t you try to stop it? Hadn’t you been working? 

BALDWIN: It doesn’t make any difference what one’s tried. 

MEAD: Of course it makes a difference what one’s tried. 

BALDWIN: No, not really. 

MEAD: This is the fundamental difference. You are talking like a member of the Russian Orthodox 

Church… “We are all guilty. Because some man suffers, we are all murderers.” 

BALDWIN: No, no, no. We are all responsible. 

MEAD: Look, you are not responsible. 

BALDWIN: That blood is also on my hands. 

MEAD: Why? 

BALDWIN: Because I didn’t stop it. 

MEAD: Is the blood of somebody who is dying in Burma today on your hands? 

BALDWIN: Yes, yes. 
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MEAD: Because you didn’t stop that? That’s what I mean by the Russian Orthodox position, that all of 

us are guilty of all that has been done or thought — 

BALDWIN: Yes. 

MEAD: And I will not accept it. I will not. 

BALDWIN: “For whom the bell tolls.” … It means everybody’s suffering is mine. 

MEAD: Everybody’s suffering is mine but not everybody’s murdering, and that is a very different 

point. I would accept everybody’s sufferings. I do not distinguish for one moment whether my child is 

in danger or a child in Central Asia. But I will not accept responsibility for what other people do 

because I happen to belong to that nation or that race or that religion. I do not believe in guilt by 

association. 

BALDWIN: But, Margaret, I have to accept it. I have to accept it because I am a black man in the 

world and I am not only in America… I have a green passport and I am an American citizen, and the 

crimes of this Republic, whether or not I am guilty of them, I am responsible for. 

MEAD: But you see, I think there is a difference. I am glad I am an American because I think we can 

do more harm than any other country on this earth at the moment, so I would rather be inside the 

country that could do the most harm. 

BALDWIN: In the eye of the hurricane. 

MEAD: In the eye of the hurricane, because I think I may be able to do more good there. 

[…] 

We are responsible for that. That we are responsible for those unborn children, black, white, yellow, 

red-green, as the Seventh-Day Adventists say — all of them. We agree completely on that. 

Now, is it necessary at this moment in history … for someone who is black to take a different stance in 

relation to the past although we take the same stance in relation to the future? Now it may be. You see, 

the question I was raising earlier is that maybe in order to act one has to take a different stance. 

BALDWIN: … Now, a thousand years from now it will not matter; that is perfectly true. A thousand 

years ago it was worse; that is perfectly true. I am not responsible for that. I am responsible for now. 

MEAD: Now. 
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Discus chronologicus, a German depiction of time from the early 1720s; found in Cartographies of 

Time. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/02/07/cartographies-of-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/02/07/cartographies-of-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/02/07/cartographies-of-time/
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Reflecting on “that peculiar chemistry which we call time,” Baldwin stresses “the necessity of the long 

view” — something triply necessary today, amid our epidemic of short-termism — and considers the 

relationship between the past and the present in making sense of responsibility: 

BALDWIN: A man’s life doesn’t encompass even half a thousand years. And whether or not I like it, I 

am responsible for something which is happening now and fight as hard as I can for the life of 

everybody on this planet now. 

[…] 

MEAD: The more one wants to be an activist the narrower the time is. 

BALDWIN: Precisely! Precisely! 

MEAD: What the kids say … if you cut out all the past — 

BALDWIN: You can’t. 

[…] 

They are acting in the past. They don’t know it. It takes a long time to realize that there is a past… It 

takes a long time to understand anything at all about what we call the past — and begin to be liberated 

from it. Those kids are romantic, not even revolutionaries. At least not yet. They don’t know what 

revolution entails. They think everything is happening in the present. They think they are the present. 

They think that nothing ever happened before in the whole history of the world. 

They return to this dance between past and present a few hours later: 

BALDWIN: We are responsible — 

MEAD: For the future. For the present and the future. 

BALDWIN: If we don’t manage the present there will be no future. 

As someone who thinks a great deal about the interplay of hope and cynicism, I was particularly moved 

by Baldwin’s de facto disclaimer to the whole question of demanding responsibility from others: 

BALDWIN: A great deal of what I say just leaves me open, I suppose, to a vast amount of 

misunderstanding. A great deal of what I say is based on an assumption which I hold and don’t always 

state. You know my fury about people is based precisely on the fact that I consider them to be 

responsible, moral creatures who so often do not act that way. But I am not surprised when they do. I 

am not that wretched a pessimist, and I wouldn’t sound the way I sound if I did not expect what I 

expect from human beings, if I didn’t have some ultimate faith and love, faith in them and love for 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/16/the-history-manifesto-guldi-armitage/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/hope-cynicism/
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them. You see, I am a human being too, and I have no right to stand in judgment of the world as 

though I am not a part of it. What I am demanding of other people is what I am demanding of myself. 

The enactment of this moral optimism, Baldwin argues and Mead agrees, is in the hands of the future 

generations — those generations to which, half a century later, you and I belong — which lends their 

conversation extraordinary poignancy: 

BALDWIN: The world is scarcely habitable for the conscious young… There is a tremendous national, 

global, moral waste. 

MEAD: I know. 

BALDWIN: And the question is, How can it be arrested? That’s the enormous question. Look, you and 

I both are whatever we have become, and whatever happens to us now doesn’t really matter. We’re 

done. It’s a matter of the curtain coming down eventually. But what should we do about the children? 

We are responsible; so far as we are responsible at all, our responsibility lies there, toward them. We 

have to assume that we are responsible for the future of this world. 

MEAD: That’s right. 

BALDWIN: What shall we do? How shall we begin it? How can it be accomplished? How can one 

invest others with some hope? 

MEAD: Then we come to a point where I would say it matters to know where we came from. That it 

matters to know the long, long road that we’ve come through. And this is the thing that gives me hope 

we can go further. 

A Rap on Race is spectacular and pause-giving in its entirety — the kind of perspective-normalizing 

read that reminds us both how far we’ve come and how much further we have yet to go, equipping us 

with that delicate balance of outrage and hope that translates into the very moral courage necessary for 

building a more just and noble world. Complement it with Baldwin on the artist’s responsibility to 

society and Mead on the root of racism. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-

baldwin/?mc_cid=bb7f16bbe8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0718109295/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/20/james-baldwin-the-creative-process/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/20/james-baldwin-the-creative-process/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/12/05/margaret-mead-hate-racism-law-enforcement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-baldwin/?mc_cid=bb7f16bbe8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-baldwin/?mc_cid=bb7f16bbe8&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Send in the clones 

April 1st, 2019 | Issue One Hundred Twenty-Four 

A REPORT FROM TULARE COUNTY, CALIFORNIA, WHERE A ROGUE CONSERVATION 

OUTFIT IS FIGHTING TO SAVE THE SEQUOIA FROM CLIMATE CHANGE 

DISCUSSED 

Outlaw Forestry, Champion Trees, Blood-and-Soil Nativism, Traveling Far and Climbing High, Tarzan-like 

Oriental Bittersweet Vines, Jim, a.k.a. Tree Machine, A Natural History of North American Trees, Two 

Retirees from South Bend, The Single Most Evocatively Californian Act of Arborism Ever Committed, Perfect 

pH 

 

by James Pogue 

 

Carole Barraud 

Last November I drove to a private grove in the southern Sierra Nevada to meet the Archangel Ancient Tree 

Archive, a band of renegade foresters working to clone and move the big trees north, out of their native range, 

to cooler and wetter climates. I was skeptical of this, because I had spent the last few years very invested in 

California’s native-plant movement, which holds that genetics is tied to place for a reason, and that human 

meddling in natural processes like species migration often leads to disaster. But I decided to join Archangel 

anyway, just outside the Sequoia National Forest, where some of the world’s top tree climbers would be 

hoisting volunteers hundreds of feet up a sequoia. This was the fun part. The work involved taking cuttings 

and green plant tissue to grow into clones, before planting them in places like Eugene, Oregon—almost six 

hundred miles north—where Archangel had resettled two thousand sequoia seedlings earlier in the month. 

Few scientists would agree with their approach—human-assisted migration is an idea that goes more or less 

directly against decades’ worth of environmentalist thinking in the US, which has generally held a 

preservationist ideal that would see plants and animals living how and where they did before 1492. “Assisted 

colonization is tantamount to ecological roulette,” the prominent ecologists Anthony Ricciardi and Daniel 

Simberloff wrote in Trends in Ecology and Evolution, in 2009, “and should probably be rejected as a sound 

conservation strategy by the precautionary principle.” 

Yet the idea has persisted, and gained new currency as the threats of climate change become clearer. Activists 

called the Torreya Guardians, for example, are working to save the Florida torreya—one of the most critically 

endangered conifers in the world—by planting it far outside of its tiny north Florida range, where the tree has 

been afflicted by a mysterious fungal blight. The US Forest Service’s recovery plan for the tree is restricted to 

its native but damaged habitat. 

https://believermag.com/product/april-may-2018/
https://believermag.com/contributor/james-pogue/
https://believermag.com/contributor/james-pogue/
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I came to Camp Nelson, about thirty miles from Fresno up Highway 190 and the Tule Canyon, to visit a so-

called “lost grove,” away from the tourists who beat the paths in the more famous stands. I found a cross 

between a throwback botanical expedition and a religious camp revival, with children hugging gigantic trees, 

some adults whispering as though they were in a temple, and others talking in almost alchemical language 

about the habits of flora. “See all this dust,” an old man said as I got out of the car. “The trees eat rock dust.” 

 

It was the first time I’d seen a sequoia on private land. The US Forest Service, which manages 80 percent of 

the West’s forestlands, barred Archangel from collecting on its grounds after The New York Times and The 

Washington Post covered the attempts by the group’s founders, David Milarch and Terry Mock, to clone the 

Methuselah bristlecone pine, the oldest tree in the world, and one whose location is supposed to be kept 

secret. The Forest Service, Mock later told me, found the resulting photos highly objectionable. The seventy-

year-old Milarch, a large and charismatic chain smoker and big talker, has become over the last few decades a 

messianic figure to a band of true believers. But Mock—a wiry, inquisitive sixty-eight-year-old who seemed 

as shy about talking to reporters as Milarch was tired of it—once ran a native-plant business, and immediately 
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understood why I’d been curious to come. He became my guide to a very new way of thinking about place, 

plants, genetics, and the future of the world. 

“You came to the wrong place if you have that native dogma,” he told me at the grove. “It’s a crisis. You 

gotta try something.” 

* 

“To see the Bigtrees you must travel far and climb high,” wrote California forester Donald Culross Peattie, in 

what could easily be the greatest field-guide entry ever written, at the start of his Natural History of North 

American Trees, first published in 1953. From San Francisco or Los Angeles, you cross the Central Valley, 

and then begin the slow rise up the gentle western slope of the Sierra, which ascends at an easy 2 percent 

grade along the lush west flank and drops off like a shorn cliff from the bare crags of the eastern peaks. “Up 

through groves of Black Oak and Blue” you go, in a landscape I think is the most perfect on earth—a place 

arid enough that bugs and mold are usually only minor nuisances, but spotted with springs and creeks to drink 

from, and where summers are invigoratingly dry and warm without being oppressive and winters are snowy 

and magical without feeling menacing or inescapable—and then past cedars so big that Peattie admonishes 

the uninitiated not to confuse them with sequoias, which grow at altitudes between five thousand and seven 

thousand feet, and which, once seen, cannot be mistaken for anything else. 

Here are some things you can learn from Peattie: sequoias are, of course, the largest of all trees, and the most 

massive freestanding organisms in the world. They live as long as three thousand five hundred years, longer 

than all trees but the Chilean alerce and the bristlecone pine, which grows east of here, over the Sierra crest 

and across the Owens Valley. I like to stand at certain vantage points in the Sierras and imagine that I can 

look north to the three-thousand-year-old Bennett juniper, west to the sequoias, east to the bristlecones, and 

south to the ancient clonal stands of Mojavean creosote bush, and be somehow at the center of a circle of 

inexplicable, primordial genetic wisdom. 

You will never find a lonely old-growth sequoia, because they live in groves, of which only seventy or so still 

survive. You don’t have to be a mystic to think that this is because they are sociable old trees—we are only 

now learning how plants communicate underground and through aerosols they emit, and in a sequoia grove it 

doesn’t take long to notice they are working together to form a special environment: a grove provides an airy 

break from the denser, darker, and more juvenile west-slope forest; it is a place where “the bright world,” as 

Peattie puts it, “is never shut away.” This means that sunlight and snow reach all the way to the forest floor; a 

thirty-foot snowdrift looks like “a mere anklet” on a tree that grows nearly three hundred feet high and can 

have a hundred-foot circumference. 

But now the mighty may fall: more than one hundred million California evergreens have expired in the last 

decade, mostly in the southern and central Sierra, where the sequoias live. They have been killed by drought, 

heat, insect infestations, and inscrutably complex interactions between these. The trees are part of a trend of 

mass die-offs that has quietly been sweeping the world, from a surge of tree mortality in Siberia, to the 

billions of trees that died after a drought in the Amazon in 2010, to an unexplained collapse of monumental 

African baobab trees over recent years. Die-offs in the US have been just as widespread, from the old-growth 

forests of Hawaii, to the yellow cedars of Alaska, to the woodlands of Massachusetts, to the southwest, where 

350 million piñon trees died from drought in 2002 and 2003. We don’t know enough about what causes 

disasters like these, much less how to prevent those that may come soon. “Given the high degree of 
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uncertainty in our understanding of how forest species and stands adapt to rapid change,” James S. Clark, the 

lead author of a major study of forest mortality, said in 2016, “it’s going to be difficult to anticipate the type 

of forests that will be here in twenty to forty years.” The study found that nearly all American forests, even 

the seemingly moist and cool eastern woodlands, are in danger of mass death or decline. 

These die-offs are both a result and a driver of climate change: twenty-five percent of global carbon emissions 

is currently absorbed by the photosynthetic processes of forests, and preserving and growing forestlands 

around the world is one of the central pillars of the Paris Agreement. But forests are also at the heart of a 

horrific feedback loop—warming causes tree die-offs, which then fuels more warming: British Columbia 

recently went from being a net carbon absorber to an emitter, after the majority of the province’s lodgepole 

pines died suddenly from beetle infestations. 

Many forests cannot adapt quickly enough. The sequoias once thrived across the intermountain West but, for 

4,500 years, have seen their refuge shrink to a narrow band in the Sierras, where they drink from the once-

reliable spring snowmelt, and sprout in the dusty mineral soil. They’re so deeply tied to the place, and the 

place is so deeply tied to them, that it’s hard to imagine the big trees living anywhere else. 

I have spent a lot of time thinking about the sequoia’s connection to place, because of a nonprofit called the 

Arroyo Seco Foundation, where I help operate a nursery dedicated to the plants that grow in the minute part 

of the world drained by the Arroyo, a tributary of the Los Angeles River. I had always believed it self-evident 

that, in an ideal world, the Arroyo basin would be populated only by plants that evolved to grow in its climate 

and decomposed-granite soils, building a home for the microorganisms, pollinators, birds, and mammals that 

in turn enliven these soils, inseminate the flowers, spread the seeds, and generally work with the plants to 

create an ecosystem that’s whole and healthy. 

But in the summer of 2018, I watched as native plants were scorched in a matter of hours, as the thermometer 

at our Pasadena nursery rose to 118 degrees, and mature, theoretically drought-tolerant sages desiccated so 

abruptly that they didn’t even have time to shed their fragrant leaves, as they usually do—they just died. I 

found this very upsetting, and I began to wonder whether the plants I considered to be native were still the 

ones best suited to this landscape, and what it even means to have a native habitat in a state where more than 

half of the state’s plant species could soon disappear from the vast majority of the lands they now inhabit, 

hemmed in to redoubts where they’ll be ever more at risk from fire and climate change. This would be 

especially troubling here: California has more, much more, botanical diversity than any other state. Its 

topography is so diverse that species have been able to survive in isolated niches, like the one the sequoias 

occupy. And California’s climate has protected them. The state is among a group of climatic regions that have 

become cradles of biodiversity—relatively gentle, Mediterranean-type zones that provide a refuge “because 

they are some of the only nontropical regions [that] have been able to avoid historical periods of either 

desertification or glaciation,” as biogeographer Lesley Lancaster put it. 

But for how long? A drastic portion of California’s plants may go extinct without some kind of intervention. 

And since we have already intervened on the climate that these plants depend on, perhaps it’s silly to think of 

a pure, untouched nature. Silly—and uncomfortable. I began to wonder about how we apply the idea of 

nativeness to humans. This seemed rich, in a country where we have done our damnedest to extirpate the 

native population, and where blood-and-soil nativism among the whites who displaced them led to the 

election of Donald Trump, whose policies make it all the more impossible to address the environmental 

cataclysm wreaking destruction upon the plants of California. These questions are not actually new: the great 
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evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould dismissed the notion of native superiority as “romantic drivel” in 

1997. Alwin Seifert, a German botanist once described as “one of the leading landscape architects of National 

Socialism,” took the idea to a grotesque extreme, writing in 1929 that he “wanted to bring garden art into the 

struggle”—in other words, to use native plants to fight rootless cosmopolitan globalists. I still loved my native 

plants, but an ecology that embraces the jumbled world as it is seemed worth exploring. 

* 

This was on my mind as I drove up from Los Angeles to meet Milarch and Mock when, high up in the 

canyon, a spark plug blew out of the engine of my 4Runner and slammed against the inside of the hood. I lost 

power, and the revolting smoke from my truck blended with the haze from a wildfire up ahead. Two 

construction workers offered me a ride to a mountain lodge. Inside, the cheerful proprietor greeted me as 

though she’d been waiting for me—which in fact was the case. “You come up here much?” she asked. I said I 

did. “Then you know that people know everything that goes on up here,” she said. “I’ve known you were 

broken-down for half an hour already. You’re here for the tree people. Hop in my truck. I’ll take you.” 

This is one of the two sides of Sierra life, which can be inhospitable—not to say deadly—for the nosy, but 

which lacks the proud wariness that characterizes so much of the rest of the rugged West. It’s still the heart of 

California, so it’s impossible to forget that, in the scheme of things, we’re all from somewhere else. 

She dropped me outside the tavern in Camp Nelson, population 187, where I used a satellite-linked phone to 

arrange a thirty-four-mile tow back to Porterville, and then went to find the “tree people,” as everyone seemed 

to be calling them. The vaulted Camp Nelson lodge was deserted save for a paunchy, gray-bearded man 

splayed regally in a picnic chair. I asked if he knew David Milarch. “Milarch,” he said slowly. “I’ve heard of 

him.” He invited me to sit down. “Smoke from the fire is clearing,” he said, indicating with a wave a five-

thousand-acre burn that was being attacked by a helicopter just over the ridge. I sensed that this was David 

Milarch, and I apologized for missing our meeting time, explaining the problems with my rig. His responses 

seemed to speak as much to the world as to me. “Yep… this right here is the middle of it,” he said, meaning 

that in an unprovable and unscientific way, this land of little rivers and big trees, which were drying up and 

possibly dying, was an epicenter of the calamity that was sweeping California. “Trees are the answer, in the 

end,” he said. “They make this place.” And he was hopeful. “We collected sequoia cones last year. And those 

seeds had a fucking 90 percent success rate. Can you imagine something that’s four thousand years old being 

that viable? And that’s just to make one seedling to replace itself. So those are pretty good odds.” 

“The point is you just never, never, never, never give up,” an amazingly fit and tan man in his fifties 

explained to me when I asked about Archangel’s propagation methods. His name was Jim Clark, but he 

preferred to go by Tree Machine. I wanted—thinking of myself as a fellow nurseryman and all—to see what 

Archangel’s lab back in Grand Rapids, Michigan, was like, and Tree Machine was glad to the point of 

bursting to show me. He presented a spiral notebook where he’d bound their deck. I was amazed by how 

large, pristine, and efficient it looked, like the futuristic sorts of labs where cannabis companies do their 

experiments these days. “The secret ingredient to our success is patience,” he explained. “It takes a long time, 

and you can’t hurry the process up. You just have to be there with the stuff day after day after day.” He turned 

the page to an image of a tiny cutting, only a few millimeters of young growth. 
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“This is the magic; this is the future,” he said. “This is where you can take a very small amount of material 

and put it in a sterile environment, perfect nutrition, perfect light, perfect humidity, perfect pH, and they grow 

up perfectly because they got perfect conditions, no competing organisms.” 

The slide showed a bunch of glass jars, each with a bit of green inside and a small layer of activated carbon to 

absorb castaway compounds. Plants poop waste just like humans do; the carbon gives the infant trees a kind 

of diaper that absorbs the excreta. 

“These baby-food jars each have, like, four to six trees in there,” he said. “So you take two hundred, multiply 

by four to six in this space, through three or four shelves.” That was a lot of trees. They could, in a sense, 

propagate exponentially. “The sequoia seed itself is like the size of a grass seed,” he continued. “It’s tiny, and 

it produces this thing. I know, the power of DNA, huh?” I was enthralled. Micropropagation has actually been 

around since the early twentieth century, but it remains an obscure, expensive, and complicated operation at 

scale. It also raises serious questions about how much cloning, exactly, is too much: all the trees created from 

those millimeters of green would be genetic copies of the source tree, with the same genetic potential that 

helped the parent tree to grow into an ancient champion, but also with all its idiosyncratic frailties. And all 

those baby trees would carry the genetic mutations that would have accumulated in the source tree over the 

centuries, some of which would likely be problematic. This question of mutations is often posed to the 

Archangel group. “There’s probably some truth to the evolution of the DNA,” Mock later told me. “But that 

also means there’s truth that these organisms can age incredibly successfully.” 

Tree Machine flipped the page. “Now you’re going to see the results,” he said. The roots on the clones were 

thick and luscious. They made me audibly gasp—they were as thick as the tiny trunks on the infant trees. “Oh 

yeah, buddy,” he said with a grin. “These are pushing the lid, and the roots are wrapping around the whole 

thing. The Milarchs”—David and his sons, Jared and Jake—“are just so good at this. We joke about how they 

could get a Popsicle stick to push roots.” 

He flipped to the last slide, a photo of Milarch. “We’re in the shade of a thousand-year-old cedar grove.” He 

turned to a volunteer named Don, a retired ophthalmologist from Indiana and a devoted acolyte. “You were 

there. I took a picture of David, and look at the light.” Milarch seemed washed out by light, while others in 

the photo appeared much darker. These two straitlaced midwestern men with crew cuts seemed to be 

suggesting that the cedars had cast a halo around this stubborn old arborist. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

34 

Don perked up. He had gone with Milarch 

to South Manitou Island, in Lake Michigan, to talk with park rangers who’d asked how to care for some five-

hundred-year-old cedars. “A guy was taking a picture with him,” he said, “and he’s dark, and everything else 

is just light surrounding David, just like you had a spotlight on him. And what’s amazing about that is that the 

Forest Service doesn’t want anything to do with David. [The rangers] got the word from Washington: Don’t 

touch this guy. He’s toxic. But they wanted him and they got him.” 

I had not come to hear the Milarch legend, which has been told in a TED Talk and also in a wonderful but 

obscure little book called The Man Who Planted Trees: A Story of Lost Groves, The Science of Trees, and a 

Plan to Save the Planet, by a science journalist named Jim Robbins, who mostly treats Milarch with as much 

reverence as his followers do. Milarch was a third-generation nurseryman growing shade trees on his family 

property near Grand Rapids. For decades, he traveled the country as a competitive arm-wrestler, winning 

glory in a macho bar subculture and cultivating vices—hard drinking and harder-headedness—until his body 

began to break down. His liver failed in 1991, and Milarch says he was legally dead for five minutes, during 

which time otherworldly beings brought him back from the afterlife to plant trees and save the planet. A 
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doctor told him he’d need his feet amputated, but he refused. He had a mission that would require standing 

up, he said. 

“Everyone pretty much knows what charismatic megafauna are,” Terry Mock told me. “Lions and elephants 

and the species that you see that make people want to save an ecosystem to save that beautiful animal. And so 

our idea was that we wanted to fight for the charismatic megaflora. And what I thought was that to do that we 

needed a charismatic mega-man. David Milarch was that man.” 

In the two and half decades since they began their champion tree project, they have planted trees at Mount 

Vernon, on the grounds of the US Capitol (this required an act of Congress for approval), and throughout the 

West, preaching the gospel of reforestation. A happy coast redwood can grow a remarkable ten feet a year. 

This isn’t much by itself, but gathers force when you consider large-scale projects anchored by huge, fast-

growing trees. Before Archangel started, no one even knew they could be cloned. “When David got the idea 

of cloning redwoods,” Don told me, “he went down and talked to Bill Libby—the world-renowned expert on 

coast redwoods—and he told David, ‘You cannot clone a redwood that’s older than eighty years old.’ Well, a 

few years later David came and handed him a redwood, with the DNA right there. And he admitted he was 

wrong. He didn’t like being wrong, but he actually came on board.” “There may be some startling, important 

science that comes out of it,” Libby later told The Oregonian. 

They worked with the Forest Service; they cloned a tree for Clint Eastwood (it died) and procured a million-

dollar grant from a group called the National Tree Trust. But their taste for publicity, their unorthodox ideas, 

and Milarch’s irascibility eventually meant they alienated both organizations and a fair number of 

environmentalists who came to work with them. One big opportunity fell through when Milarch and his son 

Jared went to Patagonia’s headquarters to meet with the company’s outdoor-hero founder, Yvon Chouinard, 

who wanted to help fund the group by selling a line of T-shirts with champion-tree designs on them. 

Everything was fine until a group lunch. “To tell you the truth, I don’t even remember the joke, but I think it 

was something about big breasts,” Milarch told Robbins. “It was just casual, but it constituted the downfall of 

the deal.” 

This all left Milarch with a reputation for being difficult, which, now that I was meeting him, made perfect 

sense. We spoke for a while, and then Milarch, apparently bored, turned to me and said, “You ought not to 

miss that wrecker,” and ushered me out of his presence. But he said we could arrange a way to get back 

together tomorrow, so I could join them at the tree climbing. 

* 

I spent a long Friday night dealing with the car in Porterville. The next day, having not heard back from 

Milarch, I got up at seven to hitchhike back up to Camp Nelson. I met Milarch at the lodge, where he seemed 

surprised and almost annoyed that I’d made it back up the hill. “I had a rash once,” he said when he saw me 

back again. He was again posed regally, smoking and talking with Don, the former ophthalmologist, and 

Don’s wife, Linda, who had driven out together from South Bend, Indiana. There were about thirty people at 

the grove, and Milarch gave off an air of Old Testament patriarch. “I feel better being up here than I have in a 

long while,” he said. Cindy Spiegel, the co-founder of Spiegel & Grau, and an Archangel boardmember, later 

said that she thought being around the trees had relieved her of a cold. Climbers came down, repeating, one 

after another, that their lives had just been changed forever. Milarch’s son Jake, a thirtysomething father of 
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two, handled boughs they’d taken from the new growth. As he walked he seemed to almost bounce, thanks to 

the feet-deep duff of sequoia needles. 

But even this buoyancy has a dark side. Between 2014 and 2016, at the height of California’s calamitous 

drought, the sequoias began to shed needles prodigiously. They were stressed, and they did what any living 

thing does, which is begin to shut down, turn inward, conserve resources for an emergency. Then they began 

to die. 

* 

The drought finally lifted in the spring of 2016, and in the end all but a few of the sequoias made it through. 

But many other Californian evergreens did succumb: I have a favorite southern Sierra canyon where my best 

friend and I go to backpack and fish, and it’s a heartbreaking place to hike if you’re paying attention: above 

the healthy live oaks and deciduous blue oaks are ponderosa pines, and at the ridgetop the pines mix more or 

less evenly with fire-red incense cedars—the most beautiful, in their color and graceful symmetry, of all 

Californian conifers. But it takes only a glance upward to realize that every single one of the cedars is stone-

dead, their carcasses preserved by the tannins in their trunks. You look closely and notice that a number of the 

ponderosas are dead, too, and realize that the next big combination of drought and heat will probably kill the 

rest of them, and that that whole expanse could soon change from forest to dusty wasteland. And who is to 

say that next year won’t kill off the oaks—the short drive toward the San Joaquin Valley reveals a sunbaked 

savanna with scores of bare oak skeletons, reminders of a lush California we have already lost and cannot 

hope to ever get back. 

These tens of millions of dead trees were a natural accelerant for the fires that swept through the area in 2018 

and killed millions more trees, and at least 100 people. I am only a bit older than thirty, but still old enough to 

have reported in the Sierras at a time when a hundred-thousand-acre fire in this state felt like a local 

cataclysm, an event to remember. But standing there in Camp Nelson, I couldn’t even remember how many 

hundred-thousand-acre fires we’d had that season. We could see the plume of the nearby fire—disquieting, 

since the Camp Fire was still burning at the time, having just rolled through the town of Paradise and killed 

scores of people within minutes. 

“You goin’ up?” Mock asked. I have never been a fan of heights. But I figured that they’d gone to the length 

of bringing world-class climbers and all these mysterious ropes, clasps, and pulleys here to give someone like 

me a once-in-a-lifetime chance, which might soon become a never-in-a-lifetime chance. Suddenly I was being 

hoisted up the trunk of a tree that presented itself as a wall so large you could hardly tell it was round. And I 

did feel unspeakably moved, as I rose hundreds of feet up the trunk toward the lower branches, realizing that I 

had never seen sequoia greenery up close, that I had never touched a needle on a living branch, something I 

do with most Californian conifer species so often that I can differentiate many of them by smell or taste. I had 

never actually noticed that the sequoia has two leaf patterns—splayed hemlock-like needles and cedar-like 

scale leaves—for reasons I could not at the moment puzzle out and that I didn’t much care to ask about later. 

As far as I see it, we’ll never understand everything about why plants are the way they are, just as we’ll never 

really understand the same thing about people. And it’s better that way. 

I’d been planning to camp, but I’d left all my gear in my towed truck. So I hung aimlessly around the lodge 

and talked with Mock while the Archangel crew cooked up a chicken stew for dinner. He’s a quick talker, but 

intensely humble. He makes no long-term plans for himself. When we talked about connecting over 
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Christmas, a few weeks away, he shrugged. “That’s so far in the future, I couldn’t possibly know what I’ll be 

doing.” He is the trustee for 160 acres of land in southern Oregon, which he has poured his children’s 

inheritance into, but it’s not, as he said, “what you’d call a fixed residence.” He’s going through chemo and 

his plans for a permaculture palace have been held up for years by the local county’s planning commission, so 

he often stays on friends’ couches. 

But he’s a tree person, and that seemed to take precedence over narrow human concerns. He had begun 

planting a redwood forest on his land, north of the redwoods’ traditional range, and this is a small but real 

boon: an adult redwood can store 250 or so tons of carbon dioxide. One government estimate predicted that 

reforestation projects could double the 16 percent of American emissions that are now absorbed by trees. But 

human-implemented forestry projects often fail when they’re planted with too little genetic diversity or with 

nonnative and unsuitable tree species. Massive reforestation projects in China and British Columbia have 

been plagued by these problems, and Milarch and Mock were trying to find a new way, using their—in 

theory, at least—fast-growing trees as anchors in a diverse forest. We do urgently need to learn better 

methods for growing a healthy forest quickly—which, like anything in the plant world, can be learned only by 

doing. 

Mock suggests that we can both manage and participate in nature. For centuries in this area, the Miwok tribe 

sent burns through the Sierra understory to encourage the growth of black oaks, which produce the acorns 

they ate. Was this “natural”? How long did a person or a plant have to have been in the area to count as 

“native”? It’s a tricky road to go down: the great crops of the pre-Columbian southwestern cultures, the 

drought-tolerant corn and amaranths that I now grow at my house for fun, aren’t actually native—they were 

introduced thousands of years ago by cultural exchanges in what is now Mexico. 

But there had to be a limit. I asked him what would happen if I planted a sequoia on the land I’d grown up on, 

in southwestern Ohio. It was a practical question: more than half the oaks and beeches in the woods behind 

my childhood home had died just in the twelve years since I’d left home—the result of an infestation of 

invasive Tarzan-vine-like Oriental bittersweet that was killing the trees almost as fast as my family and I 

could kill the parasites. The choice, as I saw it, was between an emergency reforestation project and letting 

the woods perish completely, another minor note in a dark symphony of worldwide disaster. 

“The best way to find out is to plant one seed,” Mock said. “But we do know from experience and the latest 

science that you have to pay a lot more attention than we have to the microclimate and microorganisms in the 

soil.” This is where the mystery reasserts itself. “Because it’s a partnership between microorganisms and the 

big guy,” he said. “That’s what makes the whole thing work.” 

We still don’t understand the unseen interaction between microorganisms, soil fungi, insects and other 

pollinators, and others further up the chain. Native gardens in Southern California do seem healthier than 

nonnative ones—there are more lizards, more hummingbirds and bees; the ground itself seems somehow 

more alive. But having nonnatives around doesn’t necessarily hurt, and might actually help. In December I 

toured the Gottlieb Native Garden in Beverly Hills, a famous, private native-plant garden, and was surprised 

to see a thriving and huge (for the species) desert mesquite tree. Mesquites are hardly native to LA’s 

Westside, but the little system was thriving, buzzing with pollinators and other small fauna. Maybe I’ll plant 

mesquites someday the way Mock plants redwoods in Oregon. I have not felt, these last few years, that there 

is much hope left for the South Sierra, for my childhood forest in Ohio, or for this world. But if we could 

make a political project where large numbers of people felt true intimacy with their local landscape—where 
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everyone felt native on this deep level—it seems at least possible to build an environmental movement where 

people feel less disempowered and hopeless than at least I have these past few years, where it feels possible to 

actually do something. 

* 

We stayed up drinking late that night. It was far from the first time I’d gotten faded with a bunch of new 

friends in the Sierras, but it had the air of a different sort of bacchanal—at once a wake for a passing world 

and, perhaps, amid the smoke and the beer, a toast to a vision of a new planet. 

The next morning I bummed a ride back. Mock and I talked over schemes to buy land and take up reforestry 

projects. We ate honeycrisp apples as we talked. “It’s funny how most people would never know that every 

one of these came from a clone,” Mock said. “That if you took your favorite apple and fertilized it, it wouldn’t 

be a honeycrisp anymore.” 
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This stuff can get wild when you look into it. Los Angeles once had a thriving walnut industry, but a 

commercial English walnut is almost impossible to grow in Southern California. The industry was built by 

grafting English walnut cuttings onto the local, native black walnut rootstock, the result of which was a hybrid 

native-transplant walnut tree, in what may be the single most evocatively Californian act of arborism ever 

committed. 

“Yeah, it’s funny,” Mock continued. “I used to be so down on all the old botanical heroes—the guys who 

came and collected plants all over the world and brought them back to England to grow. But now I’m doing 

exactly what they did.” 

He was obviously proud of the work, and I thought he had a right to be. I did not believe that he, Milarch, and 

company would save the world by planting big trees, but I did feel that people like them, working together, 

just might—they were bold enough to try something new, but were as deeply rooted and conscious of their 

environments as any people I’d ever met. This might be the exact combination of traits we all need to embody 

if we’re going to fight this catastrophe while avoiding the trap of humans-know-best arrogance that led us 

here in the first place. 

“To me, ‘native’ just means that you’re a knowing part of an ecosystem,” Mock said. “That you understand 

your place in it, and know at least on some level how it works.” The history of the world’s environmental 

disasters is one of the unintended and unforeseen consequences. Short of simply abolishing civilization, I 

have never felt there was much hope we could break the cycle of lurching from one calamity to the next until 

the whole system falls apart. But maybe we can. This may be the moment when the bill finally comes due, or 

it may be when we as a society learn to be slightly more native, wherever we are. 
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The End of Something: On Radical Change in a Time of Pandemic 

Ben Ehrenreich Considers What Might Come Next 

By Ben Ehrenreich 

 

My daughter, our first and only child, was born in the middle of January, a few days after the World 

Health Organization confirmed that there had been “limited human-to-human transmission” of a strange 

new virus in the Chinese city of Wuhan. Much of Australia was on fire at the time and clouds of locusts 

were darkening the skies of East Africa. It was the warmest January on record, but I was not thinking 

about these things. As my partner and I walked to the hospital, I was focused on her hand squeezing mine 

and on timing the breaks between contractions on my phone: two minutes every time. A thin red thread of 

a moon hung low in the sky. I was thinking about the whole planet spinning beneath that moon, and 

somewhere on it, everyone I loved. 

For more than a year, I’ve lived in Barcelona. Our daughter was born here—healthy, perfect, beautiful—

in the Hospital de Sant Pau, the old campus of which was built in the early 1900s at what was then the 

edge of the city to replace the far older Hospital de la Santa Creu. The hard fist of disease has again and 

again shaped this city, and our world: construction of the latter hospital began in 1401, after repeated 

outbreaks of bubonic plague wiped out as much as much as 40 percent of the region’s population. It was at 

the edge of the city then too. The infected had to be kept outside. 

On March 15, when the baby was nearly two months old, we went for one last walk in the park. She slept 

through it, but we knew we would not have another chance for a while: nationwide emergency orders were 

to take effect the next morning, requiring all residents to stay indoors except for the most essential outings. 

It was a gorgeous, sunny day, but even then, when we were all still free to move, the park nearest our 

https://lithub.com/author/ben-ehrenreich/
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apartment, usually crowded with tourists, was almost empty. No one was wearing masks yet but everyone 

we encountered did the same anxious dance to avoid getting too close and the walk, in the end, did not 

calm us. But we couldn’t get over the birds: the city was already so free of traffic that without the usual 

background din of engines, brakes and horns, all we could hear was the wind, and everywhere, birdsong. 

We heard them from our balcony too, in stereo: blackbirds singing, and mourning doves, and magpies, as 

if their health and happiness were inversely related to the frenzy of commerce that normally animated the 

city. 

Epidemics map our relations—with each other and with other forms of life. Like the current coronavirus, 

the plague that reduced the population of Europe and the Middle East by at least a third in the mid-14th 

century—and China’s perhaps by even more—was zoonotic, or transmitted to people from other animals. 

It was carried by rats and other rodents, and jumped to humans by means of fleas. The original outbreak 

likely occurred in Central Asia in the early 1330s. Some blame marmots. Others suspect that Yersinia 

pestis’s first hosts may have been gerbils and that abrupt shifts in climate—drought—spurred the inter-

species leap. “As gerbil populations collapse in response to climatic changes,” researchers found in 2015, 

“the density of fleas per gerbil increases dramatically … causing fleas to seek out alternate hosts.” 

Things were slower then. Fleas caught rides with humans, rodents, and perhaps with camels too, along the 

trade network known as the Silk Road and with the armies of the Mongols, who ruled over lands stretching 

from the Black Sea to the Pacific Ocean. Contemporary Arab chroniclers believed the plague originated in 

Central Asia before moving south and east to China and then west across Asia, leaving that continent all 

but depopulated in its wake. By 1339 Yersinia pestis had reached what is now Kyrgyzstan. By 1343 it was in 

the Crimean. It hit Constantinople in 1347, and Greece, the Levant, Egypt, and Sicily that same year. By 

1348 it was in Florence, here in Barcelona, as far north as London. 

What is this “economy” that can live only by growing endlessly but a virus of the most dead-end sort, the 

kind that too hastily kills its host? 

Microbes don’t have to wait for the next caravan anymore. Last year nearly 190,000 flights took off each 

day. International finance bubbles through once-isolated rural markets, connecting them to global 

networks. Wild lands disappear as agribusiness, logging, and mining advance, spurred by the hungers of 

corporate boards continents away. Microbes that never before encountered a human immune system catch 

easy rides down roads that a year ago were forest. 

An economy based—with a faith that must count as religious—on the possibility of eternal growth by 

necessity widens the interface between humans and wild animals as it burns through natural resources, 

giving microbes that once interacted harmlessly within isolated ecosystems a chance to move, mutate, and 

spread. Factory farms have created such ideal conditions for the rapid spread of zoonotic pathogens, writes 

the evolutionary biologist Rob Wallace, that agribusiness is, “now working with influenza as much as 

against it.” After HIV, SARS, MERS, Ebola, Zika, and an unprecedented proliferation of new strains of 

influenza, Covid-19 can hardly count as a surprise. 

Demagogic politicians were quick to assign the new coronavirus a nationality. Early media reports fed 

orientalist prejudices by focusing on a cluster of cases originating in a Wuhan seafood market where 

exotic animals were sold, but few bothered to mention that the earliest identified case occurred a month 

before the cluster there emerged. It was undoubtedly the market, though, broadly conceived, that enabled 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-birdflu-risks/proliferation-of-bird-flu-outbreaks-raises-risk-of-human-pandemic-idUSKBN15A22D
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the virus to spread. Whether SARS-CoV-2 leaped to humans from a pig or a pangolin, it was ensnared in 

the same circuits of capital that entangle the entire planet. The breeding and sale of wild animals is a $57-

billion industry in China, promoted by the government as a means of rural development. In China and 

elsewhere, small-scale farmers dislodged by agribusiness and extractive industry are pushed into wild lands 

in search of animals that have become commodities in globalized urban markets. 

If pathogens will travel anywhere, profits stick to well-defended paths. They flow to corporations that may 

have Chinese or American names but are owned by international investment firms and incorporated in 

offshore tax havens. The earliest cases of the H1N1 influenza epidemic of 2009 emerged in the Mexican 

state of Veracruz, in a community adjacent to an industrialized pig farm owned by the Virginia-based 

Smithfield Foods. Smithfield has since been absorbed by the Chinese pork giant the WH Group, which 

until 2013 was primarily owned by Goldman Sachs and the Chinese asset management firm CDH. 

Epidemiologists believe that H1N1 may have killed as many as 575,000 people, most of them in Africa and 

Southeast Asia. 

Other potentially pandemic strains of influenza have emerged in poultry farms in Pennsylvania and 

Guandong, but the immediate locations and proximate causes of individual outbreaks matter less in the 

end, Wallace argues, than the underlying relationships and structures that link them. In that sense, he was 

saying long before Covid-19 was killing hundreds each day in New York hospitals, control nodes of global 

capital like New York, London, and Hong Kong should be understood as major epicenters of infection. 

In other words this pandemic is no fluke. Like the fires in Australia and the melt waters that roared from 

Greenland’s glaciers last summer, this is what happens when we allow the planet and all the life on it to be 

regarded only as an abstraction to be transformed into dollars in a digital account. More pandemics, worse 

ones, almost certainly await us. The fires, storms, and droughts won’t stop just because the ICUs are 

already overloaded. Normal is done. This is the end of something. 

* 

It is also, of course, a beginning. In mid-March, when we were still free to walk in the park, the bare 

branches of the sycamore trees on the sidewalk outside our apartment were just beginning to bud. They are 

now heavy with leaves, the brilliant early green of spring. We don’t have a scale and haven’t been able to 

weigh our daughter, but the muscles in my arms can tell that she has gained a pound or two, and some 

mornings when she wakes with a smile she seems a full inch longer than she did when we put her down to 

sleep. She smiles a lot—wide-eyed and open-mouthed, her whole body squirming with delight. She is 

hungry most of the time: if not for more milk, for more world, to see and hear and feel it. When she is 

awake she is always moving: wriggling, thrashing, kicking her feet, building muscles that she is not yet 

ready to use. 

It’s easy to forget this now, but for a few months late last year people all around the planet appeared to be 

doing something similar: writhing, kicking out, struggling to prepare themselves for a world none of us 

could yet see. At the very time that the first victims of Covid-19 began to appear in the hospitals of Wuhan, 

mass protests were breaking out around the planet, in more than two dozen countries from Chile to 

Lebanon and Hong Kong to Haiti. The proximate causes were different in different places—in many it was 

hikes in the price of fuel or transportation—but the outrage was general, as were the structures and 

relationships that caused it. On five continents, people were protesting against their own immiseration, 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/feb/25/coronavirus-closures-reveal-vast-scale-of-chinas-secretive-wildlife-farm-industry
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/feb/25/coronavirus-closures-reveal-vast-scale-of-chinas-secretive-wildlife-farm-industry
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(12)70121-4/fulltext
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against outrageous inequalities, against years of austerity and the selective deafness of governments that 

answered to financial elites but not to their own people, against a system animated by a concept of growth 

that appeared to leave almost everybody out. 

That system was the same one that has brought us here, that regards the pandemics it helps breed as 

externalities that can be omitted from the annual reports, that views the loss of Arctic ice as an opportunity 

for more drilling, that submits always to the whims of a cruel god called “economy,” whose health requires 

the open sacrifice of the most vulnerable among us. (As one slogan that came out of the Yellow Vest 

protests in France put it: “End of the month, end of the world, same struggle.”) Most of these movements 

sputtered out before the virus turned mass gatherings into a different sort of risk. It is worth remembering, 

though, what “normal” felt like to millions of people around the planet before any of this began. We were 

already on the brink of something. We still are. 

At the very time that the first victims of Covid-19 began to appear in the hospitals of Wuhan, mass protests 

were breaking out around the planet, in more than two dozen countries. 

“The entire inhabited world changed,” wrote the great Arab historian Ibn Khaldun of the outbreak 

of Yersinia pestis that would become known as the Black Death. Ibn Khaldun was a teenager when the 

plague hit Tunisia in 1348. He lost both parents, teachers, friends. Empires also fell. The pandemic so 

decimated the lands to the east that the Mongol kingdoms ruling Persia and China were toppled. Egypt, 

where Ibn Khaldun spent the final decades of his life, was so severely depopulated that the labor-intensive 

irrigation system on which the Nile basin’s agricultural economy depended could not be maintained. Crop 

yields fell by half, and would not recover for centuries. In Western Europe, peasants were able to use their 

reduced numbers to their advantage, wrestling concessions from feudal lords. Within weeks of the arrival 

of the Black Death in Barcelona, mobs attacked the city’s Jewish quarter, blaming Europe’s favorite 

scapegoat for the plague. Over the next year, Jews would be massacred throughout the continent in a wave 

of anti-Semitic violence that would remain unrivaled until the 1930s. 

The contours of the new world delivered by SARS-CoV-2 are hazy, but something is already taking shape. 

Borders have slammed shut. The World Trade Organization is forecasting that global commerce may fall 

by as much as 32 percent this year, and Goldman Sachs has predicted that the US economy will contract by 

34 percent in the second quarter of 2020, nearly three times its decline in the first year of the Great 

Depression. Tens of millions have already been thrown out of work. Authoritarian realpolitik continues: 

Saudi and Russian brinksmanship pushed oil prices to new lows, further shattering the financial markets. 

The prime ministers of Hungary and Cambodia have granted themselves broad dictatorial powers without 

expiration dates. China and Israel have extended already frightening regimes of digital surveillance. The 

Trump administration has found in the pandemic an opportunity to turn away asylum seekers. Emergency 

legislation passed in the UK gives the British government the authority to detain people indefinitely, a 

power the Trump administration has also sought. Anti-Semitic conspiracy theories are spreading as usual. 

Most of that was easy to foresee, but the virus has also brought about policy reversals that would have been 

unthinkable even in January. In Britain, a Conservative government agreed to pay 80 percent of the wages 

of all workers who lose their jobs to the pandemic. Here in Spain, the center-right People’s Party, which 

imposed harsh austerity measures and privatization policies for most of the last decade, consented—for the 

first few weeks anyway—to the current left wing government’s emergency measures, including a 200-

billion euro rescue package, freezes on evictions, mortgage payments, and utility cut-offs, and the 

https://www.politico.com/news/2020/03/21/doj-coronavirus-emergency-powers-140023
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nationalization of private hospitals. In the US, emergency relief legislation has been generous to big 

corporations and to Jared Kushner’s friends in private equity, but laughably parsimonious to all of us who 

were not already rich. 

Ordinary workers, though, in both the old industrial working class and in the most precarious sectors of 

the service economy, are already feeling their own power, and their rage. Since mid-March, the US has 

seen strikes and walkouts by American bus drivers, nurses, trash collectors, delivery drivers and workers in 

grocery stores, Amazon “fulfillment centers,” auto and poultry plants, shipyards, and fast-food restaurants. 

Tenants around the country, and the world, are organizing rent strikes. 

If we didn’t before, we know now that everything can change, radically, almost overnight. The only 

certainty is that everything is uncertain. So few people have been tested that even the death counts are 

unreliable. We don’t know what we’ve lost yet, what’s recoverable, what is simply gone. Self-isolation on a 

mass scale means that, except for those in hospitals or prisons or nursing homes, this crisis mainly 

happens out of sight. Zoom and Twitter notwithstanding, most of us suffer the dread and anxiety alone. 

We might get sick, we might recover. We might lose jobs or we might lose everyone we love. How to plan 

around the likelihood of disabling grief? Will borders open? Will we be able to travel again? To earn a 

living? We check in on friends by text and parents by phone. The baby learns to laugh and suck her thumb 

and lift her head, to deliver long, cooing monologues in an alien language composed entirely of vowels and 

the odd avian squawk. We stand on the narrow balcony, soaking up what little sun we can. We hear the 

sirens and sometimes even see the ambulances, but mainly the city stays quiet except for the buzzing of our 

thoughts. 

The virus and the wildfires and the melting glaciers all bear a single message: Nothing grows and grows 

forever. 

Even with this constricted perspective on the world, it is obvious that things have changed. The birds are 

bolder than they used to be, no longer frightened by all the noises that we make. Blackbirds keep settling 

on our balcony, warbling on the rail even if we’re standing a yard away. A pair of hoopoes—strange, 

gorgeous birds with wild orange crests and wings striped black and white—have nested beside our 

building. Until last month, I had seen them only rarely, in the least peopled corners of the park. From the 

rooftop we can make out the Mediterranean, a strip of distant blue. There are no planes in the sky, no 

ships waiting at anchor to enter the harbor. For once there is no smog. Why did it take this, more than 

325,000 premature deaths and counting, for us to stop befouling the air we breathe? In its silence the city 

beckons, inviting us to run, skip, dance through the empty streets, to start over and build everything anew, 

if only we could walk out the door. 

* 

In the months before my daughter was born, I had time to think about the world she would be entering. I 

write about the climate crisis, and have reported from difficult places, so I had no illusions, or thought I 

didn’t. I thought a lot about a woman I met three years ago in the northern Somali city of Borau. I never 

learned her name. I was there to report on the drought that had struck the Horn of Africa, and the famine 

that came with it. I was visiting the pediatric malnutrition ward of the only hospital in the region, 

https://www.democracynow.org/2020/3/26/headlines/pittsburgh_sanitation_workers_hold_wildcat_strike_demanding_safety_gear
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accompanying a doctor as he did the rounds from bed to bed, examining one listless infant after another. 

Many of them had a chance of recovery, he told me, but for this woman’s child it did not look good. He 

spoke to me and not to her and she, expecting nothing from the doctor, looked to me. I understood what 

her eyes were asking me. She wanted me to make some sign, to nod or smile, to reassure her that her child 

would be okay and her world was not about to end. I couldn’t. I should have lied to comfort her. Instead I 

froze, unable to respond. 

I thought a lot also about a Syrian man I met last summer. For another story I had joined the crew of a 

rescue ship patrolling the southern Mediterranean in search of migrants, many thousands of whom have 

died attempting to cross the sea to Europe. This man was about my age, a little younger. He had fled Idlib 

to Libya, and married a Palestinian woman there. They had three children and fled again when the war in 

Libya got too close. We found him and his family crammed into a small wooden boat with 40 others. They 

had been drifting for a day already, out of food and out of gas. As soon as he reached our deck he broke 

down, trembling, squeezing his infant son to his chest. 

Societies fall apart. Civilizations collapse. All of them, eventually. And in all of them, whatever else is 

happening, people go on living as best they can. They fall in love, give birth to children, love them with all 

their strength. We love children for who and what they are—this specific, gorgeous, wriggling, grinning, 

shitting being—and for the possibilities that they carry with them like a fragile, invisible shell, a future that 

we and they still have to fight to create. 

It would be foolhardy not to consider the possibility—the inevitability even—that some more general 

societal disintegration will happen also to us, and perhaps sooner than we’d like. Seen from across the 

Atlantic, the United States has seemed to be slipping into collapse for some time. The infrastructure is 

dangerous and decrepit, the healthcare system unable to provide affordable care for even ordinary 

illnesses. Mass shootings are as normal as the weather, and the weather hasn’t been normal for years. Life 

expectancy has been falling since 2013, wages stagnant since 1973. For most young people a decent 

education means a lifetime of debt. Fundamental necessities like housing are in most large cities 

unaffordable and insecure. 

In Los Angeles, where I lived for two decades, homeless encampments spread as rents went up, with 

conditions worse than I have seen in refugee camps sharing sidewalks with restaurants catering to a 

neurotic elite that has mastered the urban art of unseeing. Most politicians, meanwhile, are manacled to 

the very industries—real estate, finance, corporate agriculture, fossil fuels—that push our cities and our 

planet further into dystopia. The current president seems determined to poke and pull at every crack and 

seam in the existing order that he can find, testing the strength of institutions once thought sturdy, tugging 

almost methodically at every social divide, as if to see how much pressure it will bear before it all comes 

tumbling down. 

Societies fall apart. Civilizations collapse. All of them, eventually. And in all of them, whatever else is 

happening, people go on living as best they can. 

The rest of the world is little stabler. Neo-Nazi politicians are taking office in Germany, open nostalgists 

for fascism in Italy, France, Austria, and here in Spain. They don’t use the word, but it is fair to describe 

the ethno-nationalist and authoritarian leaders of Russia, Brazil, India, Israel, Hungary, Poland, and the 
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Philippines as fascists too. The liberal order enforced in much of the world throughout the Cold War and 

later by uncontested US hegemony has ended. No one is in charge. Almost everyone is ready to fight. 

“Civilizations,” the anthropologist Joseph Tainter wrote in 1988, “are fragile, impermanent things.” 

His The Collapse of Complex Societies, published that year, is still the classic scholarly text on 

civilizational decline. Tainter examined past civilizations—most closely the Romans, the lowland Maya, 

and the Chacoans of what is now northwestern New Mexico—and derived from their various 

disintegrations one simple and apparently unavoidable mechanism of collapse. The hierarchically 

organized human societies that have emerged over the last six millennia, Tainter argued, are characterized 

by an ineluctable tendency towards greater complexity. As societies grow, in other words, they develop 

more and more working parts. Specialization and stratification increase as logistical and administrative 

mandates expand. 

This can have its benefits—for some at least—but it is also a curse. Social complexity itself, Tainter 

argues, is subject to the law of diminishing returns: the solutions to yesterday’s crises quickly become 

hazards themselves. The Romans, for instance, solved the problem of limited agricultural resources 

through conquest—by stealing the wealth and manpower of their neighbors—but the growth of their 

empire, and the military necessary to sustain it, required greater and greater resources, and the stress of 

that requirement ultimately caused the entire system to collapse. Drought, invasion, disease, and sudden 

shifts in climate are never alone decisive. On the upswing, societies can withstand any of these challenges. 

But once “a complex society develops the vulnerabilities of declining marginal returns, collapse may 

merely require sufficient passage of time to render probable the occurrence of an insurmountable 

calamity.” 

Tainter’s analysis is easy enough to apply to the United States, which for a century has poured more and 

more resources into the military in order to reap the benefits of control over the flow of global trade, and 

especially of oil—which, as the source of energy on which an entire world-system has been built, turns out 

to be subject to the law of diminishing returns as well. The US has already hit a wall—more than one 

trillion dollars thrown last year at costs related to the military, and the health of the population an 

unaffordable expense—but so has the world-system that grew over the course of the last century on the 

slippery and foul-smelling foundation that is petroleum. The virus and the wildfires and the melting 

glaciers all bear a single message: Nothing grows and grows forever. We have only so much planet, only so 

much forest, so much topsoil, so much ice. Even the most efficiently fierce virus eventually runs out of 

host. And when it does, as Tainter put it, “collapse becomes a matter of mathematical probability.” 

That sounds, perhaps, worse than it is. Tainter’s overall view of human societies is optimistic. He is not a 

Marxist, and does not view societies as sites of class conflict, but as pragmatic, problem-solving entities. (In 

retrospect it seems that this optimism may have blinded him to the eventuality of ruling elites contriving to 

profit from a system that accelerated the exhaustion of vital resources. The notion “of idleness in the face 

of disaster,” he wrote, “requires a leap of faith at which we may rightly hesitate.”) What he calls collapse, 

then, is not necessarily a catastrophe for all. It is simply a decrease, albeit a sudden one, in societal 

complexity. When increased complexity—vast and expensive militaries, say, or unaccountable corporate 

bureaucracies—offers too few advantages, collapse emerges as “a rational, economizing process that may 

well benefit much of the population.” In some parts of the Roman Empire the invaders labeled 

“barbarians” by imperial historians were welcomed by local populations: “To many, there were simply no 

remaining benefits to the Empire.” 

https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/tom-dispatch-america-defense-budget-bigger-than-you-think/
https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/tom-dispatch-america-defense-budget-bigger-than-you-think/
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It’s been sunny lately and most afternoons we’ve been climbing up to the roof so that the baby—and we—

can feel the sun and the breeze. Just breathing is a strange, new pleasure: I’ve never felt the air so clean. 

By one estimate, the reduction in air pollution that accompanied the virus-induced shutdown of industry in 

China may have prevented as many as 77,000 premature deaths, more than can be credited to Covid-19. 

When a deadly pandemic saves more lives than it steals by forcing a pause in a still-more deadly system, 

what sense does it mean to talk about benefit and loss? What is now collapsing, and for whom? I want my 

kid and every kid to breathe clean air every day of their lives. I want them to know what birds sound like. 

What does it mean that these modest wishes are in direct and obvious conflict with the economic system 

that has dominated for more than a century? What is this “economy” that can live only by growing 

endlessly but a virus of the most dead-end sort, the kind that too hastily kills its host? How do we wash our 

hands of this disease? 

Momentous change does not occur without momentous loss. We are already experiencing both. If those 

birds and the clean breezes and not only the mirthful coos but the impatient, hungry cries of our children 

teach us anything, it should be that some things are worth fighting for, and fighting hard, and that the 

things that have been killing us for years should be allowed at last to die. In our restlessness and 

claustrophobia, in the loneliness of our homes and the relative calmness of our cities, it might not feel like 

it right now, but we have hard choices to make, and not much time. Before we can even touch each other 

again, we will have to decide whose hands we want to hold, and how to use the strength we can only find in 

one another. As always, we have a world to build. 

________________________________ 

 

Ben Ehrenreich’s new book, Desert Notebooks: A Road Map for the End of Time, is forthcoming from 

Counterpoint Press. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeffmcmahon/2020/03/16/coronavirus-lockdown-may-have-saved-77000-lives-in-china-just-from-pollution-reduction/
https://www.counterpointpress.com/dd-product/desert-notebooks/
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Ben Ehrenreich 

Ben Ehrenreich is the author, most recently, of The Way to the Spring: Life and Death in Palestine, as well 

as of two novels, Ether and The Suitors. His writing appears regularly in The Nation, and has been 

published in Harper’s, The New York Times Magazine, and the London Review of Books, among other 

publications. His next book, Desert Notebooks: A Roadmap for the End of Time, will be published in July 

by Counterpoint Press. 

 

https://lithub.com/the-end-of-something-on-radical-change-in-a-time-of-pandemic/  

https://lithub.com/author/ben-ehrenreich/
https://lithub.com/the-end-of-something-on-radical-change-in-a-time-of-pandemic/
https://lithub.com/author/ben-ehrenreich/
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An Old Woman's Tale 

by Nathaniel Hawthorne 

 

An Old Woman's Tale (1830) was one of Hawthorne's most popular books. The title story is a retelling of a 

surreal dream shared by a young couple, featuring an old lady, a shovel in the moonlight...that's enough clues 

to pique your interest before you dig in. 

 

 

William Folder Shew, Old Woman Knitting, 1850s 

https://americanliterature.com/author/nathaniel-hawthorne
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In the house where I was born, there used to be an old woman crouching all day long over the kitchen fire, 

with her elbows on her knees and her feet in the ashes. Once in a while she took a turn at the spit, and she 

never lacked a coarse gray stocking in her lap, the foot about half finished; it tapered away with her own 

waning life, and she knit the toe-stitch on the day of her death. She made it her serious business and sole 

amusement to tell me stories at any time from morning till night, in a mumbling, toothless voice, as I sat on a 

log of wood, grasping her check-apron in both my hands. Her personal memory included the better part of a 

hundred years, and she had strangely jumbled her own experience and observation with those of many old 

people who died in her young days; so that she might have been taken for a contemporary of Queen Elizabeth, 

or of John Rogers in the Primer. There are a thousand of her traditions lurking in the corners and by-places of 

my mind, some more marvellous than what is to follow, some less so, and a few not marvellous in the least, 

all of which I should like to repeat, if I were as happy as she in having a listener. But I am humble enough to 

own, that I do not deserve a listener half so well as that old toothless woman, whose narratives possessed an 

excellence attributable neither to herself, nor to any single individual. Her ground-plots, seldom within the 

widest scope of probability, were filled up with homely and natural incidents, the gradual accretions of a long 

course of years, and fiction hid its grotesque extravagance in this garb of truth, like the Devil (an appropriate 

simile, for the old woman supplies it) disguising himself, cloven-foot and all, in mortal attire. These tales 

generally referred to her birthplace, a village in the valley of the Connecticut, the aspect of which she 

impressed with great vividness on my fancy. The houses in that tract of country, long a wild and dangerous 

frontier, were rendered defensible by a strength of architecture that has preserved many of them till our own 

times, and I cannot describe the sort of pleasure with which, two summers since, I rode through the little town 

in question, while one object after another rose familiarly to my eye, like successive portions of a dream 

becoming realized. Among other things equally probable, she was wont to assert that all the inhabitants of this 

village (at certain intervals, but whether of twenty-five or fifty years, or a whole century, remained a 

disputable point) were subject to a simultaneous slumber, continuing one hour’s space. When that mysterious 

time arrived, the parson snored over his half-written sermon, though it were Saturday night and no provision 

made for the morrow,—the mother’s eyelids closed as she bent over her infant, and no childish cry 

awakened,—the watcher at the bed of mortal sickness slumbered upon the death-pillow, and the dying man 

anticipated his sleep of ages by one as deep and dreamless. To speak emphatically, there was a soporific 

influence throughout the village, stronger than if every mother’s son and daughter were reading a dull story; 

notwithstanding which the old woman professed to hold the substance of the ensuing account from one of 

those principally concerned in it. 

One moonlight summer evening, a young man and a girl sat down together in the open air. They were distant 

relatives, sprung from a stock once wealthy, but of late years so poverty-stricken, that David had not a penny 

to pay the marriage fee, if Esther should consent to wed. The seat they had chosen was in an open grove of 

elm and walnut trees, at a right angle of the road; a spring of diamond water just bubbled into the moonlight 

beside them, and then whimpered away through the bushes and long grass, in search of a neighboring 

millstream. The nearest house (situate within twenty yards of them, and the residence of their great-

grandfather in his lifetime) was a venerable old edifice, crowned with many high and narrow peaks, all 

overrun by innumerable creeping plants, which hung curling about the roof like a nice young wig on an 

elderly gentleman’s head. Opposite to this establishment was a tavern, with a well and horse-trough before it, 

and a low green bank running along the left side of the door. Thence, the road went onward, curving scarce 

perceptibly, through the village, divided in the midst by a narrow lane of verdure, and bounded on each side 

by a grassy strip of twice its own breadth. The houses had generally an odd look. Here, the moonlight tried to 

get a glimpse of one, a rough old heap of ponderous timber, which, ashamed of its dilapidated aspect, was 

hiding behind a great thick tree; the lower story of the next had sunk almost under ground, as if the poor little 

house were a-weary of the world, and retiring into the seclusion of its own cellar; farther on stood one of the 
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few recent structures, thrusting its painted face conspicuously into the street, with an evident idea that it was 

the fairest thing there.  

About midway in the village was a grist-mill, partly concealed by the descent of the ground towards the 

stream which turned its wheel. At the southern extremity, just so far distant that the window-paces dazzled 

into each other, rose the meeting-house, a dingy old barn-like building, with an enormously disproportioned 

steeple sticking up straight into heaven, as high as the Tower of Babel, and the cause of nearly as much 

confusion in its day. This steeple, it must be understood, was an afterthought, and its addition to the main 

edifice, when the latter had already begun to decay, had excited a vehement quarrel, and almost a schism in 

the church, some fifty years before. Here the road wound down a hill and was seen no more, the remotest 

object in view being the graveyard gate, beyond the meetinghouse. The youthful pair sat hand in hand beneath 

the trees, and for several moments they had not spoken, because the breeze was hushed, the brook scarce 

tinkled, the leaves had ceased their rustling, and everything lay motionless and silent as if Nature were 

composing herself to slumber. 

“What a beautiful night it is, Esther!” remarked David, somewhat drowsily. 
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“Very beautiful,” answered the girl, in the same tone. 

“But how still!” continued David. 

“Ah, too still!” said Esther, with a faint shudder, like a modest leaf when the wind kisses it. 

Perhaps they fell asleep together, and, united as their spirits were by close and tender sympathies, the same 

strange dream might have wrapped them in its shadowy arms. But they conceived, at the time, that they still 

remained wakeful by the spring of bubbling water, looking down through the village, and all along the 

moonlighted road, and at the queer old houses, and at the trees which thrust their great twisted branches 

almost into the windows. There was only a sort of mistiness over their minds like the smoky air of an early 

autumn night. At length, without any vivid astonishment, they became conscious that a great many people 

were either entering the village or already in the street, but whether they came from the meeting-house, or 

from a little beyond it, or where the devil they came from, was more than could be determined. Certainly, a 

crowd of people seemed to be there, men, women, and children, all of whom were yawning and rubbing their 

eyes, stretching their limbs, and staggering from side to side of the road, as if but partially awakened from a 

sound slumber. Sometimes they stood stock-still, with their hands over their brows to shade their sight from 

the moonbeams. As they drew near, most of their countenances appeared familiar to Esther and David, 

possessing the peculiar features of families in the village, and that general air and aspect by which a person 

would recognize his own townsmen in the remotest ends of the earth. But though the whole multitude might 

have been taken, in the mass, for neighbors and acquaintances, there was not a single individual whose exact 

likeness they had ever before seen. It was a noticeable circumstance, also, that the newest fashioned garment 

on the backs of these people might have been worn by the great-grandparents of the existing generation. 

There was one figure behind all the rest, and not yet near enough to be perfectly distinguished. 

“Where on earth, David, do all these odd people come from?” said Esther, with a lazy inclination to laugh. 

“Nowhere on earth, Esther,” replied David, unknowing why he said so. 

As they spoke, the strangers showed some symptoms of disquietude, and looked towards the fountain for an 

instant, but immediately appeared to assume their own trains of thought and previous purposes. They now 

separated to different parts of the village, with a readiness that implied intimate local knowledge, and it may 

be worthy of remark, that, though they were evidently loquacious among themselves, neither their footsteps 

nor their voices reached the ears of the beholders. Wherever there was a venerable old house, of fifty years’ 

standing and upwards, surrounded by its elm or walnut trees, with its dark and weather-beaten barn, its well, 

its orchard and stone-walls, all ancient and all in good repair around it, there a little group of these people 

assembled. Such parties were mostly composed of an aged man and woman, with the younger members of a 

family; their faces were full of joy, so deep that it assumed the shade of melancholy; they pointed to each 

other the minutest objects about the homesteads, things in their hearts, and were now comparing them with 

the originals. But where hollow places by the wayside, grass-grown and uneven, with unsightly chimneys 

rising ruinous in the midst, gave indications of a fallen dwelling and of hearths long cold, there did a few of 

the strangers sit them down on the mouldering beams, and on the yellow moss that had overspread the door-

stone. The men folded their arms, sad and speechless; the women wrung their hands with a more vivid 

expression of grief; and the little children tottered to their knees, shrinking away from the open grave of 

domestic love. And wherever a recent edifice reared its white and flashy front on the foundation of an old one, 

there a gray-haired man might be seen to shake his staff in anger at it, while his aged dame and their offspring 
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appeared to join in their maledictions, forming a fearful picture in the ghostly moon light. While these scenes 

were passing, the one figure in the rear of all the rest was descending the hollow towards the mill, and the 

eyes of David and Esther were drawn thence to a pair with whom they could fully sympathize. It was a youth 

in a sailor’s dress and a pale slender maiden, who met each other with a sweet embrace in the middle of the 

street. 

“How long it must be since they parted,” observed David. 

“Fifty years at least,” said Esther. 

They continued to gaze with unwondering calmness and quiet interest, as the dream (if such it were) unrolled 

its quaint and motley semblance before them, and their notice was now attracted by several little knots of 

people apparently engaged in conversation. Of these one of the earliest collected and most characteristic was 

near the tavern, the persons who composed it being seated on the low green bank along the left side of the 

door. A conspicuous figure here was a fine corpulent old fellow in his shirt-sleeves and flame-colored 

breeches, and with a stained white apron over his paunch, beneath which he held his hands and wherewith at 

times be wiped his ruddy face. The stately decrepitude of one of his companions, the scar of an Indian 

tomahawk on his crown, and especially his worn buff coat, were appropriate marks of a veteran belonging to 

an old Provincial garrison, now deaf to the roll-call. Another showed his rough face under a tarry hat and 

wore a pair of wide trousers, like an ancient mariner who bad tossed away his youth upon the sea, and was 

returned, hoary and weather-beaten, to his inland home. There was also a thin young man, carelessly dressed, 

who ever and anon cast a sad look towards the pale maiden above mentioned. With these there sat a hunter, 

and one or two others, and they were soon joined by a miller, who came upward from the dusty mill, his coat 

as white as if besprinkled with powdered starlight. All these (by the aid of jests, which might indeed be old, 

but had not been recently repeated) waxed very merry, and it was rather strange, that just as their sides shook 

with the heartiest laughter, they appeared greatly like a group of shadows flickering in the moonshine. Four 

personages, very different from these, stood in front of the large house with its periwig of creeping plants. 

One was a little elderly figure, distinguished by the gold on his three-cornered bat and sky-blue coat, and by 

the seal of arms annexed to his great gold watch-chain; his air and aspect befitted a Justice of Peace and 

County Major, and all earth’s pride and pomposity were squeezed into this small gentleman of five feet high. 

The next in importance was a grave person of sixty or seventy years, whose black suit and hand sufficiently 

indicated his character, and the polished baldness of whose head was worthy of a famous preacher in the 

village, half a century before, who had made wigs a subject of pulpit denunciation. The two other figures, 

both clad in dark gray, showed the sobriety of Deacons; one was ridiculously tall and thin, like a man of 

ordinary bulk infinitely produced, as the mathematicians say; while the brevity and thickness of his colleague 

seemed a compression of the same man. These four talked with great earnestness, and their gestures intimated 

that they had revived the ancient dispute about the meeting-house steeple. The grave person in black spoke 

with composed solemnity, as if he were addressing a Synod; the short deacon grunted out occasional 

sentences, as brief as himself; his tall brother drew the long thread of his argument through the whole 

discussion, and (reasoning from analogy) his voice must indubitably have been small and squeaking. But the 

little old man in gold-lace was evidently scorched by his own red-hot eloquence; he bounced from one to 

another, shook his cane at the steeple, at the two deacons, and almost in the parson’s face, stamping with his 

foot fiercely enough to break a hole through the very earth; though, indeed, it could not exactly be said that 

the green grass bent beneath him. The figure, noticed as coming behind all the rest, had now surmounted the 

ascent from the mill, and proved to be an elderly lady with something in her hand. 
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“Why does she walk so slow?” asked David. 

“Don’t you see she is lame?” said Esther. 

This gentlewoman, whose infirmity had kept her so far in the rear of the crowd, now came hobbling on, 

glided unobserved by the polemic group, and paused on the left brink of the fountain, within a few feet of the 

two spectators. She was a magnificent old dame, as ever mortal eye beheld. Her spangled shoes and gold-

clocked stockings shone gloriously within the spacious circle of a red hoop-petticoat, which swelled to the 

very point of explosion, and was bedecked all over with embroidery a little tarnished. Above the petticoat, 

and parting in front so as to display it to the best advantage, was a figured blue damask gown. A wide and 

stiff ruff encircled her neck, a cap of the finest muslin, though rather dingy, covered her head; and her nose 

was bestridden by a pair of gold-bowed spectacles with enormous glasses. But the old lady’s face was 

pinched, sharp and sallow, wearing a niggardly and avaricious expression, and forming an odd contrast to the 

splendor of her attire, as did likewise the implement which she held in her hand. It was a sort of iron shovel 

(by housewives termed a “slice”), such as is used in clearing the oven, and with this, selecting a spot between 

a walnut-tree and the fountain, the good dame made an earnest attempt to dig. The tender sods, however, 

possessed a strange impenetrability. They resisted her efforts like a quarry of living granite, and losing her 

breath, she cast down the shovel and seemed to bemoan herself most piteously, gnashing her teeth (what few 

she had) and wringing her thin yellow hands. Then, apparently with new hope, she resumed her toil, which 

still had the same result,—a circumstance the less surprising to David and Esther, because at times they would 

catch the moonlight shining through the old woman, and dancing in the fountain beyond. The little man in 

goldlace now happened to see her, and made his approach on tiptoe. 

“How hard this elderly lady works!” remarked David. 

“Go and help her, David,” said Esther, compassionately. 

As their drowsy void spoke, both the old woman and the pompous little figure behind her lifted their eyes, and 

for a moment they regarded the youth and damsel with something like kindness and affection; which, 

however, were dim and uncertain, and passed away almost immediately. The old woman again betook herself 

to the shovel, but was startled by a hand suddenly laid upon her shoulder; she turned round in great 

trepidation, and beheld the dignitary in the blue coat; then followed an embrace of such closeness as would 

indicate no remoter connection than matrimony between these two decorous persons. The gentleman next 

pointed to the shovel, appearing to inquire the purpose of his lady’s occupation; while she as evidently parried 

his interrogatories, maintaining a demure and sanctified visage as every good woman ought, in similar cases. 

Howbeit, she could not forbear looking askew, behind her spectacles, towards the spot of stubborn turf. All 

the while, their figures had a strangeness in them, and it seemed as if some cunning jeweller had made their 

golden ornaments of the yellowest of the setting sunbeams, and that the blue of their garments was brought 

from the dark sky near the moon, and that the gentleman’s silk waistcoat was the bright side of a fiery cloud, 

and the lady’s scarlet petticoat a remnant of the blush of morning,—and that they both were two unrealities of 

colored air. But now there was a sudden movement throughout the multitude. The Squire drew forth a watch 

as large as the dial on the famous steeple, looked at the warning hands and got him gone, nor could his lady 

tarry; the party at the tavern door took to their heels, headed by the fat man in the flaming breeches; the tall 

deacon stalked away immediately, and the short deacon waddled after, making four steps to the yard; the 

mothers called their children about them and set forth, with a gentle and sad glance behind. Like cloudy 

fantasies that hurry by a viewless impulse from the sky, they all were fled, and the wind rose up and followed 
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them with a strange moaning down the lonely street. Now whither these people went, is more than may be 

told; only David and Esther seemed to see the shadowy splendor of the ancient dame, as she lingered in the 

moonshine at the graveyard gate, gazing backward to the fountain. 

“O Esther! I have had such a dream!” cried David, starting up, and rubbing his eyes. 

“And I such another!” answered Esther, gaping till her pretty red lips formed a circle. 

“About an old woman with gold-bowed spectacles,” continued David. 

“And a scarlet hoop-petticoat,” added Esther. They now stared in each other’s eyes, with great astonishment 

and some little fear. After a thoughtful moment or two, David drew a long breath and stood upright. 

“If I live till to-morrow morning,” said he, “I’ll see what may be buried between that tree and the spring of 

water.” 

“And why not to-night, David?” asked Esther; for she was a sensible little girl, and bethought herself that the 

matter might as well be done in secrecy. 

David felt the propriety of the remark and looked round for the means of following her advice. The moon 

shone brightly on something that rested against the side of the old house, and, on a nearer view, it proved to 

be an iron shovel, bearing a singular resemblance to that which they had seen in their dreams. He used it with 

better success than the old woman, the soil giving way so freely to his efforts, that he had soon scooped a hole 

as large as the basin of the spring. Suddenly, he poked his head down to the very bottom of this cavity. 

“Oho!—what have we here?” cried David. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/nathaniel-hawthorne/short-story/an-old-womans-tale 
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The Defense of Ethiopia from Fascism 

For black activists in the 1930s, defending Ethiopia from Mussolini’s invasion created unprecedented 

unity. 

 

Abyssinian officers, loyal to Emperor Haile Selassie, in Addis Ababa during the Italo-Ethiopian war, c. 

1936 

  

Getty 

By: Mohammed Elnaiem 

In 1932, Mittie Maude Lena Gordon established the Peace Movement of Ethiopia, a black nationalist 

organization that amassed approximately 300,000 supporters to demand the repatriation of black 

Americans to Africa. At the time, Ethiopia was not merely a landlocked country in East Africa; it was 

an independent black nation that symbolized, to many, a kind of providence, both political and divine. 

It was a symbol of the right to self-determination among black people all across the diaspora. 

Three years later, in 1935, Mussolini’s army advanced on a defenseless Ethiopia, beginning a brutal 

occupation. Mussonlini experimented with new weaponry there, including chemical weapons like 

mustard gas. As the Ghanaian lawyer S.K.B Asante has demonstrated, Black people around the world, 

from illiterate West African villagers to working-class women in Harlem, rose up in anger against the 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/mohammed-elnaiem/
https://theconversation.com/the-hidden-history-of-black-nationalist-womens-political-activism-89695
https://www.jstor.org/stable/181074?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
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Italian assault. The defense of Ethiopia bound them all together. On the surface, the reason was quite 

clear, and indeed even in the 1921 Pan-African Congress, the African American scholar and activist 

W.E.B. Du Bois had predicted that “the independence of Abyssinia, Liberia, Haiti and San Domingo” 

was a necessary precondition for cordial relations across the global color line. But the roots of the 

international campaign against the invasion run far deeper. 
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Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia seemed to be a betrayal. Alongside Haiti and Liberia, Ethiopia was one 

of the few black countries to maintain its independence in a world where the descendants of slaves were 

still under colonial rule in the Caribbean and facing systemic discrimination in the United States and 

Latin America. When Africa was carved up and divided between various European powers during the 

age of high imperialism, Ethiopia was only one of two countries in Africa to maintain its independence. 

The other was Liberia, but Liberia struggled under the economic and political influence of one U.S. 

corporation: the Firestone Natural Rubber Company. 

Anger toward the Italian occupation engulfed the world. In Trinidad, longshoremen boycotted Italian 

ships and refused to help unload them. After a proposition by the Hindu trade unionist Adrian Rienzi, 

Blacks and Asians also constructed a shared anti-war platform in defense of Ethiopia. It was, after all, 

Ethiopia that successfully defeated the first Italian invasion attempt, at the Battle of Adwa, in 1896. 

Italian revenge, as the invasion was perceived, would do much to dampen the morale of the global anti-

colonial movement, which saw Ethiopia as inspiration for Africa and Asia. 

British colonial authorities and members of the U.S. government exhibited a fit of panic at this new 

international race consciousness. 

In the small islands of Saint Vincent and Saint Kitts, in 1935, riots took place. And in Saint Lucia, a 

local chapter of the International Friends of Ethiopia wrote a motion condemning the British embargo 

on arms to Ethiopia. In Jamaica, parents pulled their children out of schools after unfounded rumors 

proliferated claiming Italians had been sent to poison them. In the U.S., the Harlem Communist Party, 

under the leadership of James Ford—who would later become the first black man to run on a 

presidential ticket—managed to organize a protest in New York that brought 100,000 to march against 

the war. Later, Ford would volunteer on the side of the republicans and anti-fascists who were waging 

a war against General Franco (Italy’s ally) in Spain. He declared: “This ain’t Ethiopia, but it’ll do.” 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/41757589?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/
https://www.propublica.org/article/firestone-and-the-warlord-chapter-2
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25612192?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41931196?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
https://daily.jstor.org/the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism/?utm_term=The%20Defense%20of%20Ethiopia%20from%20Fascism&utm_campaign=jstordaily_04302020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism/?utm_term=The%20Defense%20of%20Ethiopia%20from%20Fascism&utm_campaign=jstordaily_04302020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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British colonial authorities and members of the U.S. government exhibited a fit of panic at this new 

international race consciousness, and one could not blame them. A flurry of telegrams had been 

exchanged by world powers, particularly colonial officials. One colonial officer in Uganda, Hesketh 

Bell, reflected that if “a distant West Indian island, remembering their African ancestry, should appear 

to feel so deeply this attack by a white power on the only remaining negro nation,” then it was clear a 

black internationalism would emerge “among the teeming population of our vast African territories.” 

A black international, he declared, “would be a misfortune of the first magnitude.” Another colonial 

official was agitated by the “bellicose sons of Ham in Jamaica, so anxious to serve two masters.” 

 

Ethiopian men gather in Addis Ababa, heavily armed with captured Italian weapons, to hear the 

proclamation announcing the return to the capital of the Emperor Haile Selassie in May 1941 

via Wikimedia Commons 

This statement, even if it was made contemptuously, captured the place of Ethiopia in black thought. 

The Black diaspora’s general admiration toward Ethiopia had its roots not only in an anti-colonial 

political affinity, but in a theological one as well (although the two forces can’t be separated), which 

often claimed that blacks were the sons of Ham from the land of Kush, waiting for a divine reckoning. 

During the 1890s, various churches that called themselves Ethiopian emerged in South Africa, 

particularly in the Transvaal region. They propagated a prophetic variant of Christianity that stated, 

among other things, that Africa would belong to Africans, that blacks would be liberated through 

divine justice, and that Black churches should maintain their independence. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ethiopian_men_gather_in_Addis_Ababa,_heavily_armed_with_captured_Italian_weapons,_to_hear_the_proclamation_announcing_the_return_to_the_capital_of_the_Emperor_Haile_Selassie_in_May_1941._K325.jpg
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41850227?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4392069?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
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But the earliest allusions to “Ethiopianism” preceded the first Italo-Ethiopian war. Principally, 

Ethiopianism was said to be derived from a biblical prophecy, in Psalm 68:31: “Princes shall come out 

of Egypt; Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto God.” As Black pastors contested scripture 

against dominant interpretations, which justified slavery, the verse itself took up millenarian 

significance. Central to Ethiopianism was an idea that God would avenge the suffering that black 

people had faced—and that Europeans would face a reckoning, should they not change. 

It is difficult to trace when these churches began to emerge. The black poet Phillis Wheatley 

often expressed herself in both her religious and literary work as an “Ethiop.” When addressing deist 

and atheist audiences, she would introduce herself as an Ethiopian delivering the word of God against 

those who had rejected it. In the 1770s, furthermore, the African American preacher George 

Liele founded an Ethiopian congregation in the slave quarters of Jamaica. As far back as 1808, a black 

Episcopalian minister named Peter Williams celebrated the British abolition of the slave trade in his 

New York Church with the prayer, “may the time speedily commence when Ethiopia shall stretch forth 

Her hands.” 

It was, however, during the late nineteenth century when black pastors would travel the world 

spreading the gospel of the black church to black people where they could find them. The Xhosa 

minister Tiyo Soga was said to have encountered the idea of Ethiopianism during studies in Scotland, 

before introducing it to his native land. 

The first Ethiopian churches in South Africa worked tirelessly with the African Methodist Episcopal 

Church in the U.S. as they began to establish themselves. Ethiopianism, in other words, preceded 

secular black internationalism. Its imprint was always present, influencing black intellectuals and 

workers of various political backgrounds, even when some were quite unaware of this legacy. 

But the line between theological Ethiopianism and the political defense of Ethiopia was, in fact, very 

thin. The fusion of the two, for instance, tells us much about the birth of Rastafarianism. In 1829, two 

landmark documents, Robert Young’s The Ethiopian Manifesto and David Walker’s Appeal to the 

Colored Citizens of the World claimed the coming of a black messiah. The Rastafarian founding fathers, 

however, also pointed to an alleged prophecy that Marcus Garvey gave before leaving Jamaica in 1916: 

“Look to Africa for the crowning of a Black King, he shall be the Redeemer.” It was clear that Garvey 

himself had been indebted to a powerful theological tradition that preceded him. 

When, in late 1935, Haile Selassie—Ras Tafari—was crowned in Ethiopia under the title King of Kings, 

Lord of Lords, and the Conquering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, Garvey’s prophecy was said to have 

been fulfilled. Early practitioners of Rastafarianism were often targeted with charges of sedition by 

colonial authorities, with one of the main reasons being the manner in which they expressed opposition 

to the war. The book of Revelations made their commitment towards opposing the war even stronger, 

particularly verses 5:2, 5, when an elder says: “Weep not: behold, the Lion of Judah.” 

When Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in 1935, the founders of Rastafarianism pointed to Revelation 19:19: 

“And I saw the Beast, and the kings of the earth, and their armies, gathered together to make war 

against him that sat on the horse.” It was clear who the Beast was in this interpretation: the Italian 

army. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+68%3A31&version=KJV
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2903370?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27828838?mag=the-defense-of-ethiopia-from-fascism
https://biblehub.com/revelation/5-5.htm
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Revelation+19%3A19&version=KJV
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It is in Britain, however, where the legacy of the fight against the invasion of Ethiopia made the greatest 

impact. The invasion of Ethiopia brought together various young black activists—from the West 

Indies, the U.S., or Africa—under a common cause. Some were Trotskyists, other Stalinists, while 

others were Pan-Africanists and black nationalists. But all of them, in curious ways, would encounter 

one another through the cause of fighting for Ethiopian independence. 

Wallace Johnson, born in the 1890s in Sierra Leone, a seasoned communist, journalist, activist, and 

trade unionist from a humble background, was one of these people. When studying in the University of 

the Toilers of the East, in the Soviet Union, he was roommates with an East African named Jomo 

Kenyatta. Johnson also made common cause with a young Nnamdi Azikiwe, who (as regular readers 

may remember) would become the first president of Nigeria. 

Together, while working on the anti-colonial African Morning Post, the two passionately condemned the 

Italian Invasion on its every march. In June 1936, they had both gotten in trouble, charged under the 

Sedition Ordinance Act for an article they had written criticizing European colonialism. Without doing 

so directly, they condemned the invasion of Ethiopia with the words “Ye Christian Europeans, you 

must ‘Christianise’ the pagan Africans with bombs, poison gas.” They were subsequently arrested. 

Wallace Johnson left for London in 1937, smelling a conspiracy by colonial authorities to stop his 

movement. 

Another West Indian activist, born George Griffith, but who had taken the Ethiopian name T. Ras 

Makonnen, moved to Denmark to immerse himself in the Danish left. But when he discovered Danish 

farmers exporting mustard to Italy, aware that it would be converted into poison gas, he gave a speech 

on the trade connections between Denmark and fascist Italy that angered local authorities. For that, he 

was deported. 

Those present in Britain at the time of August 1935 would go on to form the International African 

Friends of Abyssinia. By this time, most of them were moving away from Marxism, even though they 

used a Marxist analysis to help them understand imperialism. This group would be reconstituted two 

years later as the International African Service Bureau, the principal organization representing black 

interests in Britain, including striking workers in Jamaica and subjugated communities in Africa. On 

its executive committee, there were names like: T. Ras Makonnen, Wallace Johnson, Azikiwe, CLR 

James, Amy Ashwood Garvey, Padmore, and Jomo Kenyatta. Within its circle of influence was also a 

young Kwame Nkrumah, who would become the first President of Ghana. 

What brought them all together, despite the huge differences in their political worldviews, was the 

defense of Ethiopia. It seems then, that the Colonial Officer in Uganda was right after all. Rallying for 

Ethiopia did much to make Africans around the world unite in the fight against European colonialism. 
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How chirality information can transfer over long distances 

DIPC   

 

Usually, optical activity is understood as the ability some substances have to change the handedness of 

polarized light when it goes through them. Molecules that show optical activity have no plane of symmetry. 

The commonest case of this is in organic compounds in which a carbon atom is linked to four different 

groups. An atom of this type is said to be a chiral centre. Thus, molecular chirality is generally considered to 

be a geometrical property associated with the spatial arrangement of the nuclei in the molecule, and optical 

activity is understood in terms of the quantum theory of the interaction between light and electrons and 

molecules. 

An interesting question is, can “chirality” be transferred from one molecule to another? Yes, of course, but 

with some limitations. Actually, the idea of geometric “transfer of chiral information” is commonly accepted 

in chemistry in the sense that the formation of chemical bonds between a chiral and an achiral subunit 

transforms the entire composite system into a chiral one. But, by its nature, such a mechanism can include 

only local changes in the geometry arising from the rearrangement of the involved chemical bonds. In other 

words, it can happen but the information travels no more than a few angstroms. This is true for 

molecule−molecule as well as molecule− surface interactions and can be simply understood in terms of 

changes of the electronic structure of the composite system. 

But in 2015 Blanch et al 1 demonstrated that chiral information transfer is not that well understood. In this 

experiment, chirality information was transferred from a chiral tag to an achiral probe molecule located at a 

long enough distance that would make a direct chemical-like transfer, mediated by the local bond formation 

and breaking, just impossible. The results gave no room for doubts: when the researchers measured the 

Raman the optical activity of their achiral probe, located 20 nm away from the chiral tag!, it was nonzero. The 

only explanation is that chirality information is transferred by an electromagnetic field. 

But, how? Understanding this mechanism represents a major milestone in developing novel nano-sensors and 

devices capable of detecting and inducing chiral behavior, as well as in exploring the intriguing possibility of 

using the electromagnetic field for inducing enantiospecific chemical reactions. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/03/26/how-chirality-information-can-transfer-over-long-distances/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6630-1
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Now, in order to provide such a mechanism, a team of researchers from DIPC, including Juan José Sáenz, has 

explored 2 a hybrid structure, one that combines a plasmonic nanoparticle with adsorbed molecules, that, 

when subjected to electromagnetic radiation, chirality information can be transferred through tens of 

angstroms. The team finds that the mechanism of transfer of chirality information from the chiral molecule to 

the spatially separated achiral probe molecule is mediated by the propagating chiralized plasmonic field of the 

nanoparticle, which behaves as the information-carrying entity. 

The new model requires the explicit consideration of the full polarizability tensor, which includes both the 

diagonal electric and magnetic components and the off-diagonal cross polarizabilities, for an appropriate 

description of the possible inversion symmetry breaking at the interface. 

From the resultant theory, two main conclusions emerge. First, the presence of a chiral molecule adsorbed on 

an irradiated plasmonic nanoparticle does lead to an inversion symmetry breaking at the 

molecule−nanoparticle interface that translates to the propagating electromagnetic field. 

Second, the electromagnetic field that contains the response of the chiral unit is responsible for carrying the 

chirality information, originating from the symmetry breaking at the interface, from the chiral unit to the 

achiral probe. 

These results are consistent with the remarkable effect observed for the first time by Blanch et al. It causes 

achiral molecules to behave as optically active dichroic species toward circularly polarized light, a behavior 

that may have profound implications in chemistry, biology, and nanophotonics, as it represents a chirality 

information transfer that operates over long distances, in some cases tens of nanometers. It may also pave the 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/03/26/how-chirality-information-can-transfer-over-long-distances/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6630-2
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way to use chiral electromagnetic fields as an excitation source for photoinduced stereoselective chemical 

reactions. 

Juan José “Mole” Sáenz, in memoriam (2020) 

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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written by  DIPC  

Donostia International Physics Center (DIPC) is a singular research center born in 2000 devoted to research at 

the cutting edge in the fields of Condensed Matter Physics and Materials Science. Since its conception DIPC 

has stood for the promotion of excellence in research, which demands a flexible space where creativity is 

stimulated by diversity of perspectives. Its dynamic research community integrates local host scientists and a 

constant flow of international visiting researchers. 

 Website:http://dipc.ehu.es/    Twitter:@DIPCehu 
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The Satisfaction Coal Company 

by Rita Dove 
Issue no. 96 (Summer 1985) 

1. 

What to do with a day. Leaf 

through Jet Watch T.V. 

Freezing on the porch 

but he goes anyhow, snow too high 

for a walk, the ice treacherous. 

Inside, the gas heater takes care of itself; 

he doesn’t even notice being warm. 

Everyone says he looks great. 

Across the street a drunk stands smiling 

at something carved in a tree. 

The new neighbor with the floating hips 

scoots out to get the mail 

and waves once, brightly, 

storm door clipping her heel on the way in. 

2. 

Twice a week he had taken the bus down Glendale Hill 

to the corner of Market. Slipped through 

the alley by the canal and let himself in. 

Started to sweep 

with terrible care, like a woman 

brushing shine into her hair, 

same motion, same lullaby 

No curtains—the cop on the beat 

stopped outside once an hour 

to swing his billy club and glare. 

It was better on Saturdays 

when the children came along: 

he mopped while they emptied 

ashtrays, clang of glass on metal 

then a dry scutter. Next they counted 

nailheads studding the leather cushions. 

Thirty-four!, they shouted, 

that was the year 

and they found it mighty amusing. 

 

But during the week he noticed more — 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=15b5b17de2&e=d538c8f2e0
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lights when they gushed or dimmed 

at the Portage Hotel, the 10:32 

picking up speed past the B & O switchyard, 

floorboards trembling and the explosive 

kachook kachook kachook kachook 

and the oiled rails ticking underneath. 

3. 

They were poor then but everyone was poor. 

He hadn’t minded the sweeping, 

just the thought of it—like now 

when people ask him what he’s thinking 

and he says I’m listening. 

Those nights walking home alone, 

the bucket of coal scraps banging his knee, 

he’d hear a roaring furnace 

with its dry, familiar heat. Now the nights 

take care of themselves—as for the days. 

There is the canary’s sweet curdled song, 

the wino smiling through his dribble. 

Past the hill, past the gorge 

choked with wild sumac in summer, 

the corner has been upgraded. 

Still, he’d like to go down there someday 

to stand for a while, and get warm. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=15b5b17de2&e=d538c8f2e0 
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Bartleby, the Scrivener 

by Herman Melville 

 

Bartleby, the Scrivener, a story of Wall-street. was first published in 1856. It's a fine example of Melville's 

contribution to the genre of Dark Romanticism. 

 

Wall Street at the corner of Broad Street, 1867 

A Story of Wall-street. 

I AM a rather elderly man. The nature of my avocations for the last thirty years has brought me into more 

than ordinary contact with what would seem an interesting and somewhat singular set of men, of whom as yet 

nothing that I know of has ever been written:--I mean the law-copyists or scriveners. I have known very many 

of them, professionally and privately, and if I pleased, could relate divers histories, at which good-natured 

https://americanliterature.com/author/herman-melville
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gentlemen might smile, and sentimental souls might weep. But I waive the biographies of all other scriveners 

for a few passages in the life of Bartleby, who was a scrivener the strangest I ever saw or heard of. While of 

other law-copyists I might write the complete life, of Bartleby nothing of that sort can be done. I believe that 

no materials exist for a full and satisfactory biography of this man. It is an irreparable loss to literature. 

Bartleby was one of those beings of whom nothing is ascertainable, except from the original sources, and in 

his case those are very small. What my own astonished eyes saw of Bartleby, that is all I know of him, except, 

indeed, one vague report which will appear in the sequel. 

Ere introducing the scrivener, as he first appeared to me, it is fit I make some mention of myself, my 

employes, my business, my chambers, and general surroundings; because some such description is 

indispensable to an adequate understanding of the chief character about to be presented. 

Imprimis: I am a man who, from his youth upwards, has been filled with a profound conviction that the 

easiest way of life is the best. Hence, though I belong to a profession proverbially energetic and nervous, even 

to turbulence, at times, yet nothing of that sort have I ever suffered to invade my peace. I am one of those 

unambitious lawyers who never addresses a jury, or in any way draws down public applause; but in the cool 

tranquillity of a snug retreat, do a snug business among rich men's bonds and mortgages and title-deeds. All 

who know me consider me an eminently safe man. The late John Jacob Astor, a personage little given to 

poetic enthusiasm, had no hesitation in pronouncing my first grand point to be prudence; my next, method. I 

do not speak it in vanity, but simply record the fact, that I was not unemployed in my profession by the late 

John Jacob Astor; a name which, I admit, I love to repeat, for it hath a rounded and orbicular sound to it, and 

rings like unto bullion. I will freely add, that I was not insensible to the late John Jacob Astor's good opinion. 

Some time prior to the period at which this little history begins, my avocations had been largely increased. 

The good old office, now extinct in the State of New-York, of a Master in Chancery, had been conferred upon 

me. It was not a very arduous office, but very pleasantly remunerative. I seldom lose my temper; much more 

seldom indulge in dangerous indignation at wrongs and outrages; but I must be permitted to be rash here and 

declare, that I consider the sudden and violent abrogation of the office of Master of Chancery, by the new 

Constitution, as a ---- premature act; inasmuch as I had counted upon a life-lease of the profits, whereas I only 

received those of a few short years. But this is by the way. 

My chambers were up stairs at No. -- Wall-street. At one end they looked upon the white wall of the interior 

of a spacious sky-light shaft, penetrating the building from top to bottom. This view might have been 

considered rather tame than otherwise, deficient in what landscape painters call "life." But if so, the view from 

the other end of my chambers offered, at least, a contrast, if nothing more. In that direction my windows 

commanded an unobstructed view of a lofty brick wall, black by age and everlasting shade; which wall 

required no spy-glass to bring out its lurking beauties, but for the benefit of all near-sighted spectators, was 

pushed up to within ten feet of my window panes. Owing to the great height of the surrounding buildings, and 

my chambers being on the second floor, the interval between this wall and mine not a little resembled a huge 

square cistern. 

At the period just preceding the advent of Bartleby, I had two persons as copyists in my employment, and a 

promising lad as an office-boy. First, Turkey; second, Nippers; third, Ginger Nut. These may seem names, the 

like of which are not usually found in the Directory. In truth they were nicknames, mutually conferred upon 

each other by my three clerks, and were deemed expressive of their respective persons or characters. Turkey 

was a short, pursy Englishman of about my own age, that is, somewhere not far from sixty. In the morning, 
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one might say, his face was of a fine florid hue, but after twelve o'clock, meridian--his dinner hour--it blazed 

like a grate full of Christmas coals; and continued blazing--but, as it were, with a gradual wane--till 6 o'clock, 

P. M. or thereabouts, after which I saw no more of the proprietor of the face, which gaining its meridian with 

the sun, seemed to set with it, to rise, culminate, and decline the following day, with the like regularity and 

undiminished glory. There are many singular coincidences I have known in the course of my life, not the least 

among which was the fact, that exactly when Turkey displayed his fullest beams from his red and radiant 

countenance, just then, too, at that critical moment, began the daily period when I considered his business 

capacities as seriously disturbed for the remainder of the twenty-four hours. Not that he was absolutely idle, 

or averse to business then; far from it. The difficulty was, he was apt to be altogether too energetic. There was 

a strange, inflamed, flurried, flighty recklessness of activity about him. He would be incautious in dipping his 

pen into his inkstand. All his blots upon my documents, were dropped there after twelve o'clock, meridian. 

Indeed, not only would he be reckless and sadly given to making blots in the afternoon, but some days he 

went further, and was rather noisy. At such times, too, his face flamed with augmented blazonry, as if cannel 

coal had been heaped on anthracite. He made an unpleasant racket with his chair; spilled his sand-box; in 

mending his pens, impatiently split them all to pieces, and threw them on the floor in a sudden passion; stood 

up and leaned over his table, boxing his papers about in a most indecorous manner, very sad to behold in an 

elderly man like him. Nevertheless, as he was in many ways a most valuable person to me, and all the time 

before twelve o'clock, meridian, was the quickest, steadiest creature too, accomplishing a great deal of work 

in a style not easy to be matched--for these reasons, I was willing to overlook his eccentricities, though 

indeed, occasionally, I remonstrated with him. I did this very gently, however, because, though the civilest, 

nay, the blandest and most reverential of men in the morning, yet in the afternoon he was disposed, upon 

provocation, to be slightly rash with his tongue, in fact, insolent. Now, valuing his morning services as I did, 

and resolved not to lose them; yet, at the same time made uncomfortable by his inflamed ways after twelve 

o'clock; and being a man of peace, unwilling by my admonitions to call forth unseemly retorts from him; I 

took upon me, one Saturday noon (he was always worse on Saturdays), to hint to him, very kindly, that 

perhaps now that he was growing old, it might be well to abridge his labors; in short, he need not come to my 

chambers after twelve o'clock, but, dinner over, had best go home to his lodgings and rest himself till tea-

time. But no; he insisted upon his afternoon devotions. His countenance became intolerably fervid, as he 

oratorically assured me--gesticulating with a long ruler at the other end of the room--that if his services in the 

morning were useful, how indispensible, then, in the afternoon? 

"With submission, sir," said Turkey on this occasion, "I consider myself your right-hand man. In the morning 

I but marshal and deploy my columns; but in the afternoon I put myself at their head, and gallantly charge the 

foe, thus!"--and he made a violent thrust with the ruler. 

"But the blots, Turkey," intimated I. 

"True,--but, with submission, sir, behold these hairs! I am getting old. Surely, sir, a blot or two of a warm 

afternoon is not to be severely urged against gray hairs. Old age--even if it blot the page--is honorable. With 

submission, sir, we both are getting old." 

This appeal to my fellow-feeling was hardly to be resisted. At all events, I saw that go he would not. So I 

made up my mind to let him stay, resolving, nevertheless, to see to it, that during the afternoon he had to do 

with my less important papers. 
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Nippers, the second on my list, was a whiskered, sallow, and, upon the whole, rather piratical-looking young 

man of about five and twenty. I always deemed him the victim of two evil powers--ambition and indigestion. 

The ambition was evinced by a certain impatience of the duties of a mere copyist, an unwarrantable 

usurpation of strictly professional affairs, such as the original drawing up of legal documents. The indigestion 

seemed betokened in an occasional nervous testiness and grinning irritability, causing the teeth to audibly 

grind together over mistakes committed in copying; unnecessary maledictions, hissed, rather than spoken, in 

the heat of business; and especially by a continual discontent with the height of the table where he worked. 

Though of a very ingenious mechanical turn, Nippers could never get this table to suit him. He put chips 

under it, blocks of various sorts, bits of pasteboard, and at last went so far as to attempt an exquisite 

adjustment by final pieces of folded blotting-paper. But no invention would answer. If, for the sake of easing 

his back, he brought the table lid at a sharp angle well up towards his chin, and wrote there like a man using 

the steep roof of a Dutch house for his desk:--then he declared that it stopped the circulation in his arms. If 

now he lowered the table to his waistbands, and stooped over it in writing, then there was a sore aching in his 

back. In short, the truth of the matter was, Nippers knew not what he wanted. Or, if he wanted any thing, it 

was to be rid of a scrivener's table altogether. Among the manifestations of his diseased ambition was a 

fondness he had for receiving visits from certain ambiguous-looking fellows in seedy coats, whom he called 

his clients. Indeed I was aware that not only was he, at times, considerable of a ward-politician, but he 

occasionally did a little business at the Justices' courts, and was not unknown on the steps of the Tombs. I 

have good reason to believe, however, that one individual who called upon him at my chambers, and who, 

with a grand air, he insisted was his client, was no other than a dun, and the alleged title-deed, a bill. But with 

all his failings, and the annoyances he caused me, Nippers, like his compatriot Turkey, was a very useful man 

to me; wrote a neat, swift hand; and, when he chose, was not deficient in a gentlemanly sort of deportment. 

Added to this, he always dressed in a gentlemanly sort of way; and so, incidentally, reflected credit upon my 

chambers. Whereas with respect to Turkey, I had much ado to keep him from being a reproach to me. His 

clothes were apt to look oily and smell of eating-houses. He wore his pantaloons very loose and baggy in 

summer. His coats were execrable; his hat not be to handled. But while the hat was a thing of indifference to 

me, inasmuch as his natural civility and deference, as a dependent Englishman, always led him to doff it the 

moment he entered the room, yet his coat was another matter. Concerning his coats, I reasoned with him; but 

with no effect. The truth was, I suppose, that a man with so small an income, could not afford to sport such a 

lustrous face and a lustrous coat at one and the same time. As Nippers once observed, Turkey's money went 

chiefly for red ink. One winter day I presented Turkey with a highly-respectable looking coat of my own, a 

padded gray coat, of a most comfortable warmth, and which buttoned straight up from the knee to the neck. I 

thought Turkey would appreciate the favor, and abate his rashness and obstreperousness of afternoons. But 

no. I verily believe that buttoning himself up in so downy and blanket-like a coat had a pernicious effect upon 

him; upon the same principle that too much oats are bad for horses. In fact, precisely as a rash, restive horse is 

said to feel his oats, so Turkey felt his coat. It made him insolent. He was a man whom prosperity harmed. 

Though concerning the self-indulgent habits of Turkey I had my own private surmises, yet touching Nippers I 

was well persuaded that whatever might be his faults in other respects, he was, at least, a temperate young 

man. But indeed, nature herself seemed to have been his vintner, and at his birth charged him so thoroughly 

with an irritable, brandy-like disposition, that all subsequent potations were needless. When I consider how, 

amid the stillness of my chambers, Nippers would sometimes impatiently rise from his seat, and stooping over 

his table, spread his arms wide apart, seize the whole desk, and move it, and jerk it, with a grim, grinding 

motion on the floor, as if the table were a perverse voluntary agent, intent on thwarting and vexing him; I 

plainly perceive that for Nippers, brandy and water were altogether superfluous. 
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It was fortunate for me that, owing to its peculiar cause--indigestion--the irritability and consequent 

nervousness of Nippers, were mainly observable in the morning, while in the afternoon he was comparatively 

mild. So that Turkey's paroxysms only coming on about twelve o'clock, I never had to do with their 

eccentricities at one time. Their fits relieved each other like guards. When Nippers' was on, Turkey's was off; 

and vice versa. This was a good natural arrangement under the circumstances. 

Ginger Nut, the third on my list, was a lad some twelve years old. His father was a carman, ambitious of 

seeing his son on the bench instead of a cart, before he died. So he sent him to my office as student at law, 

errand boy, and cleaner and sweeper, at the rate of one dollar a week. He had a little desk to himself, but he 

did not use it much. Upon inspection, the drawer exhibited a great array of the shells of various sorts of nuts. 

Indeed, to this quick-witted youth the whole noble science of the law was contained in a nut-shell. Not the 

least among the employments of Ginger Nut, as well as one which he discharged with the most alacrity, was 

his duty as cake and apple purveyor for Turkey and Nippers. Copying law papers being proverbially a dry, 

husky sort of business, my two scriveners were fain to moisten their mouths very often with Spitzenbergs to 

be had at the numerous stalls nigh the Custom House and Post Office. Also, they sent Ginger Nut very 

frequently for that peculiar cake--small, flat, round, and very spicy--after which he had been named by them. 

Of a cold morning when business was but dull, Turkey would gobble up scores of these cakes, as if they were 

mere wafers--indeed they sell them at the rate of six or eight for a penny--the scrape of his pen blending with 

the crunching of the crisp particles in his mouth. Of all the fiery afternoon blunders and flurried rashnesses of 

Turkey, was his once moistening a ginger-cake between his lips, and clapping it on to a mortgage for a seal. I 

came within an ace of dismissing him then. But he mollified me by making an oriental bow, and saying--

"With submission, sir, it was generous of me to find you in stationery on my own account." 

Now my original business--that of a conveyancer and title hunter, and drawer-up of recondite documents of 

all sorts--was considerably increased by receiving the master's office. There was now great work for 

scriveners. Not only must I push the clerks already with me, but I must have additional help. In answer to my 

advertisement, a motionless young man one morning, stood upon my office threshold, the door being open, 

for it was summer. I can see that figure now--pallidly neat, pitiably respectable, incurably forlorn! It was 

Bartleby. 

After a few words touching his qualifications, I engaged him, glad to have among my corps of copyists a man 

of so singularly sedate an aspect, which I thought might operate beneficially upon the flighty temper of 

Turkey, and the fiery one of Nippers. 

I should have stated before that ground glass folding-doors divided my premises into two parts, one of which 

was occupied by my scriveners, the other by myself. According to my humor I threw open these doors, or 

closed them. I resolved to assign Bartleby a corner by the folding-doors, but on my side of them, so as to have 

this quiet man within easy call, in case any trifling thing was to be done. I placed his desk close up to a small 

side-window in that part of the room, a window which originally had afforded a lateral view of certain grimy 

back-yards and bricks, but which, owing to subsequent erections, commanded at present no view at all, 

though it gave some light. Within three feet of the panes was a wall, and the light came down from far above, 

between two lofty buildings, as from a very small opening in a dome. Still further to a satisfactory 

arrangement, I procured a high green folding screen, which might entirely isolate Bartleby from my sight, 

though not remove him from my voice. And thus, in a manner, privacy and society were conjoined. 
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At first Bartleby did an extraordinary quantity of writing. As if long famishing for something to copy, he 

seemed to gorge himself on my documents. There was no pause for digestion. He ran a day and night line, 

copying by sun-light and by candle-light. I should have been quite delighted with his application, had be been 

cheerfully industrious. But he wrote on silently, palely, mechanically. 

It is, of course, an indispensable part of a scrivener's business to verify the accuracy of his copy, word by 

word. Where there are two or more scriveners in an office, they assist each other in this examination, one 

reading from the copy, the other holding the original. It is a very dull, wearisome, and lethargic affair. I can 

readily imagine that to some sanguine temperaments it would be altogether intolerable. For example, I cannot 

credit that the mettlesome poet Byron would have contentedly sat down with Bartleby to examine a law 

document of, say five hundred pages, closely written in a crimpy hand. 

Now and then, in the haste of business, it had been my habit to assist in comparing some brief document 

myself, calling Turkey or Nippers for this purpose. One object I had in placing Bartleby so handy to me 

behind the screen, was to avail myself of his services on such trivial occasions. It was on the third day, I think, 

of his being with me, and before any necessity had arisen for having his own writing examined, that, being 

much hurried to complete a small affair I had in hand, I abruptly called to Bartleby. In my haste and natural 

expectancy of instant compliance, I sat with my head bent over the original on my desk, and my right hand 

sideways, and somewhat nervously extended with the copy, so that immediately upon emerging from his 

retreat, Bartleby might snatch it and proceed to business without the least delay. 

In this very attitude did I sit when I called to him, rapidly stating what it was I wanted him to do--namely, to 

examine a small paper with me. Imagine my surprise, nay, my consternation, when without moving from his 

privacy, Bartleby in a singularly mild, firm voice, replied, "I would prefer not to." 

I sat awhile in perfect silence, rallying my stunned faculties. Immediately it occurred to me that my ears had 

deceived me, or Bartleby had entirely misunderstood my meaning. I repeated my request in the clearest tone I 

could assume. But in quite as clear a one came the previous reply, "I would prefer not to." 

"Prefer not to," echoed I, rising in high excitement, and crossing the room with a stride. "What do you mean? 

Are you moon-struck? I want you to help me compare this sheet here--take it," and I thrust it towards him. 

"I would prefer not to," said he. 

I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray eye dimly calm. Not a wrinkle of agitation 

rippled him. Had there been the least uneasiness, anger, impatience or impertinence in his manner; in other 

words, had there been any thing ordinarily human about him, doubtless I should have violently dismissed him 

from the premises. But as it was, I should have as soon thought of turning my pale plaster-of-paris bust of 

Cicero out of doors. I stood gazing at him awhile, as he went on with his own writing, and then reseated 

myself at my desk. This is very strange, thought I. What had one best do? But my business hurried me. I 

concluded to forget the matter for the present, reserving it for my future leisure. So calling Nippers from the 

other room, the paper was speedily examined. 

A few days after this, Bartleby concluded four lengthy documents, being quadruplicates of a week's testimony 

taken before me in my High Court of Chancery. It became necessary to examine them. It was an important 
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suit, and great accuracy was imperative. Having all things arranged I called Turkey, Nippers and Ginger Nut 

from the next room, meaning to place the four copies in the hands of my four clerks, while I should read from 

the original. Accordingly Turkey, Nippers and Ginger Nut had taken their seats in a row, each with his 

document in hand, when I called to Bartleby to join this interesting group. 

"Bartleby! quick, I am waiting." 

I heard a slow scrape of his chair legs on the uncarpeted floor, and soon he appeared standing at the entrance 

of his hermitage. 

"What is wanted?" said he mildly. 

"The copies, the copies," said I hurriedly. "We are going to examine them. There"--and I held towards him the 

fourth quadruplicate. 

"I would prefer not to," he said, and gently disappeared behind the screen. 

For a few moments I was turned into a pillar of salt, standing at the head of my seated column of clerks. 

Recovering myself, I advanced towards the screen, and demanded the reason for such extraordinary conduct. 

"Why do you refuse?" 

"I would prefer not to." 

With any other man I should have flown outright into a dreadful passion, scorned all further words, and thrust 

him ignominiously from my presence. But there was something about Bartleby that not only strangely 

disarmed me, but in a wonderful manner touched and disconcerted me. I began to reason with him. 

"These are your own copies we are about to examine. It is labor saving to you, because one examination will 

answer for your four papers. It is common usage. Every copyist is bound to help examine his copy. Is it not 

so? Will you not speak? Answer!" 

"I prefer not to," he replied in a flute-like tone. It seemed to me that while I had been addressing him, he 

carefully revolved every statement that I made; fully comprehended the meaning; could not gainsay the 

irresistible conclusion; but, at the same time, some paramount consideration prevailed with him to reply as he 

did. 

"You are decided, then, not to comply with my request--a request made according to common usage and 

common sense?" 

He briefly gave me to understand that on that point my judgment was sound. Yes: his decision was 

irreversible. 
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It is not seldom the case that when a man is browbeaten in some unprecedented and violently unreasonable 

way, he begins to stagger in his own plainest faith. He begins, as it were, vaguely to surmise that, wonderful 

as it may be, all the justice and all the reason is on the other side. Accordingly, if any disinterested persons are 

present, he turns to them for some reinforcement for his own faltering mind. 

"Turkey," said I, "what do you think of this? Am I not right?" 

"With submission, sir," said Turkey, with his blandest tone, "I think that you are." 

"Nippers," said I, "what do you think of it?" 

"I think I should kick him out of the office." 

(The reader of nice perceptions will here perceive that, it being morning, Turkey's answer is couched in polite 

and tranquil terms, but Nippers replies in ill-tempered ones. Or, to repeat a previous sentence, Nippers's ugly 

mood was on duty, and Turkey's off.) 

"Ginger Nut," said I, willing to enlist the smallest suffrage in my behalf, "what do you think of it?" 

"I think, sir, he's a little luny," replied Ginger Nut, with a grin. 

"You hear what they say," said I, turning towards the screen, "come forth and do your duty." 

But he vouchsafed no reply. I pondered a moment in sore perplexity. But once more business hurried me. I 

determined again to postpone the consideration of this dilemma to my future leisure. With a little trouble we 

made out to examine the papers without Bartleby, though at every page or two, Turkey deferentially dropped 

his opinion that this proceeding was quite out of the common; while Nippers, twitching in his chair with a 

dyspeptic nervousness, ground out between his set teeth occasional hissing maledictions against the stubborn 

oaf behind the screen. And for his (Nippers's) part, this was the first and the last time he would do another 

man's business without pay. 

Meanwhile Bartleby sat in his hermitage, oblivious to every thing but his own peculiar business there. 

Some days passed, the scrivener being employed upon another lengthy work. His late remarkable conduct led 

me to regard his ways narrowly. I observed that he never went to dinner; indeed that he never went any 

where. As yet I had never of my personal knowledge known him to be outside of my office. He was a 

perpetual sentry in the corner. At about eleven o'clock though, in the morning, I noticed that Ginger Nut 

would advance toward the opening in Bartleby's screen, as if silently beckoned thither by a gesture invisible 

to me where I sat. The boy would then leave the office jingling a few pence, and reappear with a handful of 

ginger-nuts which he delivered in the hermitage, receiving two of the cakes for his trouble. 

He lives, then, on ginger-nuts, thought I; never eats a dinner, properly speaking; he must be a vegetarian then; 

but no; he never eats even vegetables, he eats nothing but ginger-nuts. My mind then ran on in reveries 

concerning the probable effects upon the human constitution of living entirely on ginger-nuts. Ginger-nuts are 
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so called because they contain ginger as one of their peculiar constituents, and the final flavoring one. Now 

what was ginger? A hot, spicy thing. Was Bartleby hot and spicy? Not at all. Ginger, then, had no effect upon 

Bartleby. Probably he preferred it should have none. 

Nothing so aggravates an earnest person as a passive resistance. If the individual so resisted be of a not 

inhumane temper, and the resisting one perfectly harmless in his passivity; then, in the better moods of the 

former, he will endeavor charitably to construe to his imagination what proves impossible to be solved by his 

judgment. Even so, for the most part, I regarded Bartleby and his ways. Poor fellow! thought I, he means no 

mischief; it is plain he intends no insolence; his aspect sufficiently evinces that his eccentricities are 

involuntary. He is useful to me. I can get along with him. If I turn him away, the chances are he will fall in 

with some less indulgent employer, and then he will be rudely treated, and perhaps driven forth miserably to 

starve. Yes. Here I can cheaply purchase a delicious self-approval. To befriend Bartleby; to humor him in his 

strange wilfulness, will cost me little or nothing, while I lay up in my soul what will eventually prove a sweet 

morsel for my conscience. But this mood was not invariable with me. The passiveness of Bartleby sometimes 

irritated me. I felt strangely goaded on to encounter him in new opposition, to elicit some angry spark from 

him answerable to my own. But indeed I might as well have essayed to strike fire with my knuckles against a 

bit of Windsor soap. But one afternoon the evil impulse in me mastered me, and the following little scene 

ensued: 

"Bartleby," said I, "when those papers are all copied, I will compare them with you." 

"I would prefer not to." 

"How? Surely you do not mean to persist in that mulish vagary?" 

No answer. 

I threw open the folding-doors near by, and turning upon Turkey and Nippers, exclaimed in an excited 

manner-- 

"He says, a second time, he won't examine his papers. What do you think of it, Turkey?" 

It was afternoon, be it remembered. Turkey sat glowing like a brass boiler, his bald head steaming, his hands 

reeling among his blotted papers. 

"Think of it?" roared Turkey; "I think I'll just step behind his screen, and black his eyes for him!" 

So saying, Turkey rose to his feet and threw his arms into a pugilistic position. He was hurrying away to make 

good his promise, when I detained him, alarmed at the effect of incautiously rousing Turkey's combativeness 

after dinner. 

"Sit down, Turkey," said I, "and hear what Nippers has to say. What do you think of it, Nippers? Would I not 

be justified in immediately dismissing Bartleby?" 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

75 

"Excuse me, that is for you to decide, sir. I think his conduct quite unusual, and indeed unjust, as regards 

Turkey and myself. But it may only be a passing whim." 

"Ah," exclaimed I, "you have strangely changed your mind then--you speak very gently of him now." 

"All beer," cried Turkey; "gentleness is effects of beer--Nippers and I dined together to-day. You see how 

gentle I am, sir. Shall I go and black his eyes?" 

"You refer to Bartleby, I suppose. No, not to-day, Turkey," I replied; "pray, put up your fists." 

I closed the doors, and again advanced towards Bartleby. I felt additional incentives tempting me to my fate. I 

burned to be rebelled against again. I remembered that Bartleby never left the office. 

"Bartleby," said I, "Ginger Nut is away; just step round to the Post Office, won't you? (it was but a three 

minutes walk,) and see if there is any thing for me." 

"I would prefer not to." 

"You will not?" 

"I prefer not." 

I staggered to my desk, and sat there in a deep study. My blind inveteracy returned. Was there any other thing 

in which I could procure myself to be ignominiously repulsed by this lean, penniless wight?--my hired clerk? 

What added thing is there, perfectly reasonable, that he will be sure to refuse to do? 

"Bartleby!" 

No answer. 

"Bartleby," in a louder tone. 

No answer. 

"Bartleby," I roared. 

Like a very ghost, agreeably to the laws of magical invocation, at the third summons, he appeared at the 

entrance of his hermitage. 

"Go to the next room, and tell Nippers to come to me." 

"I prefer not to," he respectfully and slowly said, and mildly disappeared. 
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"Very good, Bartleby," said I, in a quiet sort of serenely severe self-possessed tone, intimating the unalterable 

purpose of some terrible retribution very close at hand. At the moment I half intended something of the kind. 

But upon the whole, as it was drawing towards my dinner-hour, I thought it best to put on my hat and walk 

home for the day, suffering much from perplexity and distress of mind. 

Shall I acknowledge it? The conclusion of this whole business was, that it soon became a fixed fact of my 

chambers, that a pale young scrivener, by the name of Bartleby, had a desk there; that he copied for me at the 

usual rate of four cents a folio (one hundred words); but he was permanently exempt from examining the 

work done by him, that duty being transferred to Turkey and Nippers, one of compliment doubtless to their 

superior acuteness; moreover, said Bartleby was never on any account to be dispatched on the most trivial 

errand of any sort; and that even if entreated to take upon him such a matter, it was generally understood that 

he would prefer not to--in other words, that he would refuse point-blank. 

As days passed on, I became considerably reconciled to Bartleby. His steadiness, his freedom from all 

dissipation, his incessant industry (except when he chose to throw himself into a standing revery behind his 

screen), his great stillness, his unalterableness of demeanor under all circumstances, made him a valuable 

acquisition. One prime thing was this,--he was always there;--first in the morning, continually through the 

day, and the last at night. I had a singular confidence in his honesty. I felt my most precious papers perfectly 

safe in his hands. Sometimes to be sure I could not, for the very soul of me, avoid falling into sudden 

spasmodic passions with him. For it was exceeding difficult to bear in mind all the time those strange 

peculiarities, privileges, and unheard of exemptions, forming the tacit stipulations on Bartleby's part under 

which he remained in my office. Now and then, in the eagerness of dispatching pressing business, I would 

inadvertently summon Bartleby, in a short, rapid tone, to put his finger, say, on the incipient tie of a bit of red 

tape with which I was about compressing some papers. Of course, from behind the screen the usual answer, "I 

prefer not to," was sure to come; and then, how could a human creature with the common infirmities of our 

nature, refrain from bitterly exclaiming upon such perverseness--such unreasonableness. However, every 

added repulse of this sort which I received only tended to lessen the probability of my repeating the 

inadvertence. 

Here it must be said, that according to the custom of most legal gentlemen occupying chambers in densely-

populated law buildings, there were several keys to my door. One was kept by a woman residing in the attic, 

which person weekly scrubbed and daily swept and dusted my apartments. Another was kept by Turkey for 

convenience sake. The third I sometimes carried in my own pocket. The fourth I knew not who had. 

Now, one Sunday morning I happened to go to Trinity Church, to hear a celebrated preacher, and finding 

myself rather early on the ground, I thought I would walk round to my chambers for a while. Luckily I had 

my key with me; but upon applying it to the lock, I found it resisted by something inserted from the inside. 

Quite surprised, I called out; when to my consternation a key was turned from within; and thrusting his lean 

visage at me, and holding the door ajar, the apparition of Bartleby appeared, in his shirt sleeves, and otherwise 

in a strangely tattered dishabille, saying quietly that he was sorry, but he was deeply engaged just then, and--

preferred not admitting me at present. In a brief word or two, he moreover added, that perhaps I had better 

walk round the block two or three times, and by that time he would probably have concluded his affairs. 

Now, the utterly unsurmised appearance of Bartleby, tenanting my law-chambers of a Sunday morning, with 

his cadaverously gentlemanly nonchalance, yet withal firm and self-possessed, had such a strange effect upon 

me, that incontinently I slunk away from my own door, and did as desired. But not without sundry twinges of 
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impotent rebellion against the mild effrontery of this unaccountable scrivener. Indeed, it was his wonderful 

mildness chiefly, which not only disarmed me, but unmanned me, as it were. For I consider that one, for the 

time, is a sort of unmanned when he tranquilly permits his hired clerk to dictate to him, and order him away 

from his own premises. Furthermore, I was full of uneasiness as to what Bartleby could possibly be doing in 

my office in his shirt sleeves, and in an otherwise dismantled condition of a Sunday morning. Was any thing 

amiss going on? Nay, that was out of the question. It was not to be thought of for a moment that Bartleby was 

an immoral person. But what could he be doing there?--copying? Nay again, whatever might be his 

eccentricities, Bartleby was an eminently decorous person. He would be the last man to sit down to his desk in 

any state approaching to nudity. Besides, it was Sunday; and there was something about Bartleby that forbade 

the supposition that we would by any secular occupation violate the proprieties of the day. 

Nevertheless, my mind was not pacified; and full of a restless curiosity, at last I returned to the door. Without 

hindrance I inserted my key, opened it, and entered. Bartleby was not to be seen. I looked round anxiously, 

peeped behind his screen; but it was very plain that he was gone. Upon more closely examining the place, I 

surmised that for an indefinite period Bartleby must have ate, dressed, and slept in my office, and that too 

without plate, mirror, or bed. The cushioned seat of a ricketty old sofa in one corner bore the faint impress of 

a lean, reclining form. Rolled away under his desk, I found a blanket; under the empty grate, a blacking box 

and brush; on a chair, a tin basin, with soap and a ragged towel; in a newspaper a few crumbs of ginger-nuts 

and a morsel of cheese. Yet, thought I, it is evident enough that Bartleby has been making his home here, 

keeping bachelor's hall all by himself. Immediately then the thought came sweeping across me, What 

miserable friendlessness and loneliness are here revealed! His poverty is great; but his solitude, how horrible! 

Think of it. Of a Sunday, Wall-street is deserted as Petra; and every night of every day it is an emptiness. This 

building too, which of week-days hums with industry and life, at nightfall echoes with sheer vacancy, and all 

through Sunday is forlorn. And here Bartleby makes his home; sole spectator of a solitude which he has seen 

all populous--a sort of innocent and transformed Marius brooding among the ruins of Carthage! 

For the first time in my life a feeling of overpowering stinging melancholy seized me. Before, I had never 

experienced aught but a not-unpleasing sadness. The bond of a common humanity now drew me irresistibly to 

gloom. A fraternal melancholy! For both I and Bartleby were sons of Adam. I remembered the bright silks 

and sparkling faces I had seen that day, in gala trim, swan-like sailing down the Mississippi of Broadway; and 

I contrasted them with the pallid copyist, and thought to myself, Ah, happiness courts the light, so we deem 

the world is gay; but misery hides aloof, so we deem that misery there is none. These sad fancyings--

chimeras, doubtless, of a sick and silly brain--led on to other and more special thoughts, concerning the 

eccentricities of Bartleby. Presentiments of strange discoveries hovered round me. The scrivener's pale form 

appeared to me laid out, among uncaring strangers, in its shivering winding sheet. 

Suddenly I was attracted by Bartleby's closed desk, the key in open sight left in the lock. 

I mean no mischief, seek the gratification of no heartless curiosity, thought I; besides, the desk is mine, and its 

contents too, so I will make bold to look within. Every thing was methodically arranged, the papers smoothly 

placed. The pigeon holes were deep, and removing the files of documents, I groped into their recesses. 

Presently I felt something there, and dragged it out. It was an old bandanna handkerchief, heavy and knotted. I 

opened it, and saw it was a savings' bank. 

I now recalled all the quiet mysteries which I had noted in the man. I remembered that he never spoke but to 

answer; that though at intervals he had considerable time to himself, yet I had never seen him reading--no, not 
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even a newspaper; that for long periods he would stand looking out, at his pale window behind the screen, 

upon the dead brick wall; I was quite sure he never visited any refectory or eating house; while his pale face 

clearly indicated that he never drank beer like Turkey, or tea and coffee even, like other men; that he never 

went any where in particular that I could learn; never went out for a walk, unless indeed that was the case at 

present; that he had declined telling who he was, or whence he came, or whether he had any relatives in the 

world; that though so thin and pale, he never complained of ill health. And more than all, I remembered a 

certain unconscious air of pallid--how shall I call it?--of pallid haughtiness, say, or rather an austere reserve 

about him, which had positively awed me into my tame compliance with his eccentricities, when I had feared 

to ask him to do the slightest incidental thing for me, even though I might know, from his long-continued 

motionlessness, that behind his screen he must be standing in one of those dead-wall reveries of his. 

Revolving all these things, and coupling them with the recently discovered fact that he made my office his 

constant abiding place and home, and not forgetful of his morbid moodiness; revolving all these things, a 

prudential feeling began to steal over me. My first emotions had been those of pure melancholy and sincerest 

pity; but just in proportion as the forlornness of Bartleby grew and grew to my imagination, did that same 

melancholy merge into fear, that pity into repulsion. So true it is, and so terrible too, that up to a certain point 

the thought or sight of misery enlists our best affections; but, in certain special cases, beyond that point it does 

not. They err who would assert that invariably this is owing to the inherent selfishness of the human heart. It 

rather proceeds from a certain hopelessness of remedying excessive and organic ill. To a sensitive being, pity 

is not seldom pain. And when at last it is perceived that such pity cannot lead to effectual succor, common 

sense bids the soul be rid of it. What I saw that morning persuaded me that the scrivener was the victim of 

innate and incurable disorder. I might give alms to his body; but his body did not pain him; it was his soul that 

suffered, and his soul I could not reach. 

I did not accomplish the purpose of going to Trinity Church that morning. Somehow, the things I had seen 

disqualified me for the time from church-going. I walked homeward, thinking what I would do with Bartleby. 

Finally, I resolved upon this;--I would put certain calm questions to him the next morning, touching his 

history, etc., and if he declined to answer then openly and reservedly (and I supposed he would prefer not), 

then to give him a twenty dollar bill over and above whatever I might owe him, and tell him his services were 

no longer required; but that if in any other way I could assist him, I would be happy to do so, especially if he 

desired to return to his native place, wherever that might be, I would willingly help to defray the expenses. 

Moreover, if, after reaching home, he found himself at any time in want of aid, a letter from him would be 

sure of a reply. 

The next morning came. 

"Bartleby," said I, gently calling to him behind his screen. 

No reply. 

"Bartleby," said I, in a still gentler tone, "come here; I am not going to ask you to do any thing you would 

prefer not to do--I simply wish to speak to you." 

Upon this he noiselessly slid into view. 
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"Will you tell me, Bartleby, where you were born?" 

"I would prefer not to." 

"Will you tell me any thing about yourself?" 

"I would prefer not to." 

"But what reasonable objection can you have to speak to me? I feel friendly towards you." 

He did not look at me while I spoke, but kept his glance fixed upon my bust of Cicero, which as I then sat, 

was directly behind me, some six inches above my head. 

"What is your answer, Bartleby?" said I, after waiting a considerable time for a reply, during which his 

countenance remained immovable, only there was the faintest conceivable tremor of the white attenuated 

mouth. 

"At present I prefer to give no answer," he said, and retired into his hermitage. 

It was rather weak in me I confess, but his manner on this occasion nettled me. Not only did there seem to 

lurk in it a certain disdain, but his perverseness seemed ungrateful, considering the undeniable good usage and 

indulgence he had received from me. 

Again I sat ruminating what I should do. Mortified as I was at his behavior, and resolved as I had been to 

dismiss him when I entered my office, nevertheless I strangely felt something superstitious knocking at my 

heart, and forbidding me to carry out my purpose, and denouncing me for a villain if I dared to breathe one 

bitter word against this forlornest of mankind. At last, familiarly drawing my chair behind his screen, I sat 

down and said: "Bartleby, never mind then about revealing your history; but let me entreat you, as a friend, to 

comply as far as may be with the usages of this office. Say now you will help to examine papers to-morrow or 

next day: in short, say now that in a day or two you will begin to be a little reasonable:--say so, Bartleby." 

"At present I would prefer not to be a little reasonable," was his mildly cadaverous reply. 

Just then the folding-doors opened, and Nippers approached. He seemed suffering from an unusually bad 

night's rest, induced by severer indigestion than common. He overheard those final words of Bartleby. 

"Prefer not, eh?" gritted Nippers--"I'd prefer him, if I were you, sir," addressing me--"I'd prefer him; I'd give 

him preferences, the stubborn mule! What is it, sir, pray, that he prefers not to do now?" 

Bartleby moved not a limb. 

"Mr. Nippers," said I, "I'd prefer that you would withdraw for the present." 
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Somehow, of late I had got into the way of involuntarily using this word "prefer" upon all sorts of not exactly 

suitable occasions. And I trembled to think that my contact with the scrivener had already and seriously 

affected me in a mental way. And what further and deeper aberration might it not yet produce? This 

apprehension had not been without efficacy in determining me to summary means. 

As Nippers, looking very sour and sulky, was departing, Turkey blandly and deferentially approached. 

"With submission, sir," said he, "yesterday I was thinking about Bartleby here, and I think that if he would but 

prefer to take a quart of good ale every day, it would do much towards mending him, and enabling him to 

assist in examining his papers." 

"So you have got the word too," said I, slightly excited. 

"With submission, what word, sir," asked Turkey, respectfully crowding himself into the contracted space 

behind the screen, and by so doing, making me jostle the scrivener. "What word, sir?" 

"I would prefer to be left alone here," said Bartleby, as if offended at being mobbed in his privacy. 

"That's the word, Turkey," said I--"that's it." 

"Oh, prefer? oh yes--queer word. I never use it myself. But, sir, as I was saying, if he would but prefer--" 

"Turkey," interrupted I, "you will please withdraw." 

"Oh, certainly, sir, if you prefer that I should." 

As he opened the folding-door to retire, Nippers at his desk caught a glimpse of me, and asked whether I 

would prefer to have a certain paper copied on blue paper or white. He did not in the least roguishly accent 

the word prefer. It was plain that it involuntarily rolled from his tongue. I thought to myself, surely I must get 

rid of a demented man, who already has in some degree turned the tongues, if not the heads of myself and 

clerks. But I thought it prudent not to break the dismission at once. 

The next day I noticed that Bartleby did nothing but stand at his window in his dead-wall revery. Upon asking 

him why he did not write, he said that he had decided upon doing no more writing. 

"Why, how now? what next?" exclaimed I, "do no more writing?" 

"No more." 

"And what is the reason?" 

"Do you not see the reason for yourself," he indifferently replied. 
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I looked steadfastly at him, and perceived that his eyes looked dull and glazed. Instantly it occurred to me, 

that his unexampled diligence in copying by his dim window for the first few weeks of his stay with me might 

have temporarily impaired his vision. 

I was touched. I said something in condolence with him. I hinted that of course he did wisely in abstaining 

from writing for a while; and urged him to embrace that opportunity of taking wholesome exercise in the open 

air. This, however, he did not do. A few days after this, my other clerks being absent, and being in a great 

hurry to dispatch certain letters by the mail, I thought that, having nothing else earthly to do, Bartleby would 

surely be less inflexible than usual, and carry these letters to the post-office. But he blankly declined. So, 

much to my inconvenience, I went myself. 

Still added days went by. Whether Bartleby's eyes improved or not, I could not say. To all appearance, I 

thought they did. But when I asked him if they did, he vouchsafed no answer. At all events, he would do no 

copying. At last, in reply to my urgings, he informed me that he had permanently given up copying. 

"What!" exclaimed I; "suppose your eyes should get entirely well--better than ever before--would you not 

copy then?" 

"I have given up copying," he answered, and slid aside. 

He remained as ever, a fixture in my chamber. Nay--if that were possible--he became still more of a fixture 

than before. What was to be done? He would do nothing in the office: why should he stay there? In plain fact, 

he had now become a millstone to me, not only useless as a necklace, but afflictive to bear. Yet I was sorry 

for him. I speak less than truth when I say that, on his own account, he occasioned me uneasiness. If he would 

but have named a single relative or friend, I would instantly have written, and urged their taking the poor 

fellow away to some convenient retreat. But he seemed alone, absolutely alone in the universe. A bit of wreck 

in the mid Atlantic. At length, necessities connected with my business tyrannized over all other 

considerations. Decently as I could, I told Bartleby that in six days' time he must unconditionally leave the 

office. I warned him to take measures, in the interval, for procuring some other abode. I offered to assist him 

in this endeavor, if he himself would but take the first step towards a removal. "And when you finally quit me, 

Bartleby," added I, "I shall see that you go not away entirely unprovided. Six days from this hour, remember." 

At the expiration of that period, I peeped behind the screen, and lo! Bartleby was there. 

I buttoned up my coat, balanced myself; advanced slowly towards him, touched his shoulder, and said, "The 

time has come; you must quit this place; I am sorry for you; here is money; but you must go." 

"I would prefer not," he replied, with his back still towards me. 

"You must." 

He remained silent. 
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Now I had an unbounded confidence in this man's common honesty. He had frequently restored to me 

sixpences and shillings carelessly dropped upon the floor, for I am apt to be very reckless in such shirt-button 

affairs. The proceeding then which followed will not be deemed extraordinary. 

"Bartleby," said I, "I owe you twelve dollars on account; here are thirty-two; the odd twenty are yours.--Will 

you take it?" and I handed the bills towards him. 

But he made no motion. 

"I will leave them here then," putting them under a weight on the table. Then taking my hat and cane and 

going to the door I tranquilly turned and added--"After you have removed your things from these offices, 

Bartleby, you will of course lock the door--since every one is now gone for the day but you--and if you 

please, slip your key underneath the mat, so that I may have it in the morning. I shall not see you again; so 

good-bye to you. If hereafter in your new place of abode I can be of any service to you, do not fail to advise 

me by letter. Good-bye, Bartleby, and fare you well." 

But he answered not a word; like the last column of some ruined temple, he remained standing mute and 

solitary in the middle of the otherwise deserted room. 

As I walked home in a pensive mood, my vanity got the better of my pity. I could not but highly plume 

myself on my masterly management in getting rid of Bartleby. Masterly I call it, and such it must appear to 

any dispassionate thinker. The beauty of my procedure seemed to consist in its perfect quietness. There was 

no vulgar bullying, no bravado of any sort, no choleric hectoring, and striding to and fro across the apartment, 

jerking out vehement commands for Bartleby to bundle himself off with his beggarly traps. Nothing of the 

kind. Without loudly bidding Bartleby depart--as an inferior genius might have done--I assumed the ground 

that depart he must; and upon the assumption built all I had to say. The more I thought over my procedure, the 

more I was charmed with it. Nevertheless, next morning, upon awakening, I had my doubts,--I had somehow 

slept off the fumes of vanity. One of the coolest and wisest hours a man has, is just after he awakes in the 

morning. My procedure seemed as sagacious as ever,--but only in theory. How it would prove in practice--

there was the rub. It was truly a beautiful thought to have assumed Bartleby's departure; but, after all, that 

assumption was simply my own, and none of Bartleby's. The great point was, not whether I had assumed that 

he would quit me, but whether he would prefer so to do. He was more a man of preferences than assumptions. 

After breakfast, I walked down town, arguing the probabilities pro and con. One moment I thought it would 

prove a miserable failure, and Bartleby would be found all alive at my office as usual; the next moment it 

seemed certain that I should see his chair empty. And so I kept veering about. At the corner of Broadway and 

Canal-street, I saw quite an excited group of people standing in earnest conversation. 

"I'll take odds he doesn't," said a voice as I passed. 

"Doesn't go?--done!" said I, "put up your money." 

I was instinctively putting my hand in my pocket to produce my own, when I remembered that this was an 

election day. The words I had overheard bore no reference to Bartleby, but to the success or non-success of 

some candidate for the mayoralty. In my intent frame of mind, I had, as it were, imagined that all Broadway 
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shared in my excitement, and were debating the same question with me. I passed on, very thankful that the 

uproar of the street screened my momentary absent-mindedness. 

As I had intended, I was earlier than usual at my office door. I stood listening for a moment. All was still. He 

must be gone. I tried the knob. The door was locked. Yes, my procedure had worked to a charm; he indeed 

must be vanished. Yet a certain melancholy mixed with this: I was almost sorry for my brilliant success. I was 

fumbling under the door mat for the key, which Bartleby was to have left there for me, when accidentally my 

knee knocked against a panel, producing a summoning sound, and in response a voice came to me from 

within--"Not yet; I am occupied." 

It was Bartleby. 

I was thunderstruck. For an instant I stood like the man who, pipe in mouth, was killed one cloudless 

afternoon long ago in Virginia, by summer lightning; at his own warm open window he was killed, and 

remained leaning out there upon the dreamy afternoon, till some one touched him, when he fell. 

"Not gone!" I murmured at last. But again obeying that wondrous ascendancy which the inscrutable scrivener 

had over me, and from which ascendency, for all my chafing, I could not completely escape, I slowly went 

down stairs and out into the street, and while walking round the block, considered what I should next do in 

this unheard-of perplexity. Turn the man out by an actual thrusting I could not; to drive him away by calling 

him hard names would not do; calling in the police was an unpleasant idea; and yet, permit him to enjoy his 

cadaverous triumph over me,--this too I could not think of. What was to be done? or, if nothing could be 

done, was there any thing further that I could assume in the matter? Yes, as before I had prospectively 

assumed that Bartleby would depart, so now I might retrospectively assume that departed he was. In the 

legitimate carrying out of this assumption, I might enter my office in a great hurry, and pretending not to see 

Bartleby at all, walk straight against him as if he were air. Such a proceeding would in a singular degree have 

the appearance of a home-thrust. It was hardly possible that Bartleby could withstand such an application of 

the doctrine of assumptions. But upon second thoughts the success of the plan seemed rather dubious. I 

resolved to argue the matter over with him again. 

"Bartleby," said I, entering the office, with a quietly severe expression, "I am seriously displeased. I am 

pained, Bartleby. I had thought better of you. I had imagined you of such a gentlemanly organization, that in 

any delicate dilemma a slight hint would suffice--in short, an assumption. But it appears I am deceived. 

Why," I added, unaffectedly starting, "you have not even touched the money yet," pointing to it, just where I 

had left it the evening previous. 

He answered nothing. 

"Will you, or will you not, quit me?" I now demanded in a sudden passion, advancing close to him. 

"I would prefer not to quit you," he replied, gently emphasizing the not. 

"What earthly right have you to stay here? Do you pay any rent? Do you pay my taxes? Or is this property 

yours?" 
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He answered nothing. 

"Are you ready to go on and write now? Are your eyes recovered? Could you copy a small paper for me this 

morning? or help examine a few lines? or step round to the post-office? In a word, will you do any thing at 

all, to give a coloring to your refusal to depart the premises?" 

He silently retired into his hermitage. 

I was now in such a state of nervous resentment that I thought it but prudent to check myself at present from 

further demonstrations. Bartleby and I were alone. I remembered the tragedy of the unfortunate Adams and 

the still more unfortunate Colt in the solitary office of the latter; and how poor Colt, being dreadfully incensed 

by Adams, and imprudently permitting himself to get wildly excited, was at unawares hurried into his fatal 

act--an act which certainly no man could possibly deplore more than the actor himself. Often it had occurred 

to me in my ponderings upon the subject, that had that altercation taken place in the public street, or at a 

private residence, it would not have terminated as it did. It was the circumstance of being alone in a solitary 

office, up stairs, of a building entirely unhallowed by humanizing domestic associations--an uncarpeted 

office, doubtless, of a dusty, haggard sort of appearance;--this it must have been, which greatly helped to 

enhance the irritable desperation of the hapless Colt. 

But when this old Adam of resentment rose in me and tempted me concerning Bartleby, I grappled him and 

threw him. How? Why, simply by recalling the divine injunction: "A new commandment give I unto you, that 

ye love one another." Yes, this it was that saved me. Aside from higher considerations, charity often operates 

as a vastly wise and prudent principle--a great safeguard to its possessor. Men have committed murder for 

jealousy's sake, and anger's sake, and hatred's sake, and selfishness' sake, and spiritual pride's sake; but no 

man that ever I heard of, ever committed a diabolical murder for sweet charity's sake. Mere self-interest, then, 

if no better motive can be enlisted, should, especially with high-tempered men, prompt all beings to charity 

and philanthropy. At any rate, upon the occasion in question, I strove to drown my exasperated feelings 

towards the scrivener by benevolently construing his conduct. Poor fellow, poor fellow! thought I, he don't 

mean any thing; and besides, he has seen hard times, and ought to be indulged. 

I endeavored also immediately to occupy myself, and at the same time to comfort my despondency. I tried to 

fancy that in the course of the morning, at such time as might prove agreeable to him, Bartleby, of his own 

free accord, would emerge from his hermitage, and take up some decided line of march in the direction of the 

door. But no. Half-past twelve o'clock came; Turkey began to glow in the face, overturn his inkstand, and 

become generally obstreperous; Nippers abated down into quietude and courtesy; Ginger Nut munched his 

noon apple; and Bartleby remained standing at his window in one of his profoundest dead-wall reveries. Will 

it be credited? Ought I to acknowledge it? That afternoon I left the office without saying one further word to 

him. 

Some days now passed, during which, at leisure intervals I looked a little into "Edwards on the Will," and 

"Priestley on Necessity." Under the circumstances, those books induced a salutary feeling. Gradually I slid 

into the persuasion that these troubles of mine touching the scrivener, had been all predestinated from 

eternity, and Bartleby was billeted upon me for some mysterious purpose of an all-wise Providence, which it 

was not for a mere mortal like me to fathom. Yes, Bartleby, stay there behind your screen, thought I; I shall 

persecute you no more; you are harmless and noiseless as any of these old chairs; in short, I never feel so 

private as when I know you are here. At least I see it, I feel it; I penetrate to the predestinated purpose of my 
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life. I am content. Others may have loftier parts to enact; but my mission in this world, Bartleby, is to furnish 

you with office-room for such period as you may see fit to remain. 

I believe that this wise and blessed frame of mind would have continued with me, had it not been for the 

unsolicited and uncharitable remarks obtruded upon me by my professional friends who visited the rooms. 

But thus it often is, that the constant friction of illiberal minds wears out at last the best resolves of the more 

generous. Though to be sure, when I reflected upon it, it was not strange that people entering my office should 

be struck by the peculiar aspect of the unaccountable Bartleby, and so be tempted to throw out some sinister 

observations concerning him. Sometimes an attorney having business with me, and calling at my office, and 

finding no one but the scrivener there, would undertake to obtain some sort of precise information from him 

touching my whereabouts; but without heeding his idle talk, Bartleby would remain standing immovable in 

the middle of the room. So after contemplating him in that position for a time, the attorney would depart, no 

wiser than he came. 

Also, when a Reference was going on, and the room full of lawyers and witnesses and business was driving 

fast; some deeply occupied legal gentleman present, seeing Bartleby wholly unemployed, would request him 

to run round to his (the legal gentleman's) office and fetch some papers for him. Thereupon, Bartleby would 

tranquilly decline, and yet remain idle as before. Then the lawyer would give a great stare, and turn to me. 

And what could I say? At last I was made aware that all through the circle of my professional acquaintance, a 

whisper of wonder was running round, having reference to the strange creature I kept at my office. This 

worried me very much. And as the idea came upon me of his possibly turning out a long-lived man, and keep 

occupying my chambers, and denying my authority; and perplexing my visitors; and scandalizing my 

professional reputation; and casting a general gloom over the premises; keeping soul and body together to the 

last upon his savings (for doubtless he spent but half a dime a day), and in the end perhaps outlive me, and 

claim possession of my office by right of his perpetual occupancy: as all these dark anticipations crowded 

upon me more and more, and my friends continually intruded their relentless remarks upon the apparition in 

my room; a great change was wrought in me. I resolved to gather all my faculties together, and for ever rid me 

of this intolerable incubus. 

Ere revolving any complicated project, however, adapted to this end, I first simply suggested to Bartleby the 

propriety of his permanent departure. In a calm and serious tone, I commended the idea to his careful and 

mature consideration. But having taken three days to meditate upon it, he apprised me that his original 

determination remained the same; in short, that he still preferred to abide with me. 

What shall I do? I now said to myself, buttoning up my coat to the last button. What shall I do? what ought I 

to do? what does conscience say I should do with this man, or rather ghost. Rid myself of him, I must; go, he 

shall. But how? You will not thrust him, the poor, pale, passive mortal,--you will not thrust such a helpless 

creature out of your door? you will not dishonor yourself by such cruelty? No, I will not, I cannot do that. 

Rather would I let him live and die here, and then mason up his remains in the wall. What then will you do? 

For all your coaxing, he will not budge. Bribes he leaves under your own paperweight on your table; in short, 

it is quite plain that he prefers to cling to you. 

Then something severe, something unusual must be done. What! surely you will not have him collared by a 

constable, and commit his innocent pallor to the common jail? And upon what ground could you procure such 

a thing to be done?--a vagrant, is he? What! he a vagrant, a wanderer, who refuses to budge? It is because he 

will not be a vagrant, then, that you seek to count him as a vagrant. That is too absurd. No visible means of 
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support: there I have him. Wrong again: for indubitably he does support himself, and that is the only 

unanswerable proof that any man can show of his possessing the means so to do. No more then. Since he will 

not quit me, I must quit him. I will change my offices; I will move elsewhere; and give him fair notice, that if 

I find him on my new premises I will then proceed against him as a common trespasser. 

Acting accordingly, next day I thus addressed him: "I find these chambers too far from the City Hall; the air is 

unwholesome. In a word, I propose to remove my offices next week, and shall no longer require your 

services. I tell you this now, in order that you may seek another place." 

He made no reply, and nothing more was said. 

On the appointed day I engaged carts and men, proceeded to my chambers, and having but little furniture, 

every thing was removed in a few hours. Throughout, the scrivener remained standing behind the screen, 

which I directed to be removed the last thing. It was withdrawn; and being folded up like a huge folio, left 

him the motionless occupant of a naked room. I stood in the entry watching him a moment, while something 

from within me upbraided me. 

I re-entered, with my hand in my pocket--and--and my heart in my mouth. 

"Good-bye, Bartleby; I am going--good-bye, and God some way bless you; and take that," slipping something 

in his hand. But it dropped upon the floor, and then,--strange to say--I tore myself from him whom I had so 

longed to be rid of. 

Established in my new quarters, for a day or two I kept the door locked, and started at every footfall in the 

passages. When I returned to my rooms after any little absence, I would pause at the threshold for an instant, 

and attentively listen, ere applying my key. But these fears were needless. Bartleby never came nigh me. 

I thought all was going well, when a perturbed looking stranger visited me, inquiring whether I was the 

person who had recently occupied rooms at No. -- Wall-street. 

Full of forebodings, I replied that I was. 

"Then sir," said the stranger, who proved a lawyer, "you are responsible for the man you left there. He refuses 

to do any copying; he refuses to do any thing; he says he prefers not to; and he refuses to quit the premises." 

"I am very sorry, sir," said I, with assumed tranquillity, but an inward tremor, "but, really, the man you allude 

to is nothing to me--he is no relation or apprentice of mine, that you should hold me responsible for him." 

"In mercy's name, who is he?" 

"I certainly cannot inform you. I know nothing about him. Formerly I employed him as a copyist; but he has 

done nothing for me now for some time past." 

"I shall settle him then,--good morning, sir." 
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Several days passed, and I heard nothing more; and though I often felt a charitable prompting to call at the 

place and see poor Bartleby, yet a certain squeamishness of I know not what withheld me. 

All is over with him, by this time, thought I at last, when through another week no further intelligence reached 

me. But coming to my room the day after, I found several persons waiting at my door in a high state of 

nervous excitement. 

"That's the man--here he comes," cried the foremost one, whom I recognized as the lawyer who had 

previously called upon me alone. 

"You must take him away, sir, at once," cried a portly person among them, advancing upon me, and whom I 

knew to be the landlord of No. -- Wall-street. "These gentlemen, my tenants, cannot stand it any longer; Mr. 

B----" pointing to the lawyer, "has turned him out of his room, and he now persists in haunting the building 

generally, sitting upon the banisters of the stairs by day, and sleeping in the entry by night. Every body is 

concerned; clients are leaving the offices; some fears are entertained of a mob; something you must do, and 

that without delay." 

Aghast at this torrent, I fell back before it, and would fain have locked myself in my new quarters. In vain I 

persisted that Bartleby was nothing to me--no more than to any one else. In vain:--I was the last person known 

to have any thing to do with him, and they held me to the terrible account. Fearful then of being exposed in 

the papers (as one person present obscurely threatened) I considered the matter, and at length said, that if the 

lawyer would give me a confidential interview with the scrivener, in his (the lawyer's) own room, I would that 

afternoon strive my best to rid them of the nuisance they complained of. 

Going up stairs to my old haunt, there was Bartleby silently sitting upon the banister at the landing. 

"What are you doing here, Bartleby?" said I. 

"Sitting upon the banister," he mildly replied. 

I motioned him into the lawyer's room, who then left us. 

"Bartleby," said I, "are you aware that you are the cause of great tribulation to me, by persisting in occupying 

the entry after being dismissed from the office?" 

No answer. 

"Now one of two things must take place. Either you must do something, or something must be done to you. 

Now what sort of business would you like to engage in? Would you like to re-engage in copying for some 

one?" 

"No; I would prefer not to make any change." 

"Would you like a clerkship in a dry-goods store?" 
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"There is too much confinement about that. No, I would not like a clerkship; but I am not particular." 

"Too much confinement," I cried, "why you keep yourself confined all the time!" 

"I would prefer not to take a clerkship," he rejoined, as if to settle that little item at once. 

"How would a bar-tender's business suit you? There is no trying of the eyesight in that." 

"I would not like it at all; though, as I said before, I am not particular." 

His unwonted wordiness inspirited me. I returned to the charge. 

"Well then, would you like to travel through the country collecting bills for the merchants? That would 

improve your health." 

"No, I would prefer to be doing something else." 

"How then would going as a companion to Europe, to entertain some young gentleman with your 

conversation,--how would that suit you?" 

"Not at all. It does not strike me that there is any thing definite about that. I like to be stationary. But I am not 

particular." 

"Stationary you shall be then," I cried, now losing all patience, and for the first time in all my exasperating 

connection with him fairly flying into a passion. "If you do not go away from these premises before night, I 

shall feel bound--indeed I am bound--to--to--to quit the premises myself!" I rather absurdly concluded, 

knowing not with what possible threat to try to frighten his immobility into compliance. Despairing of all 

further efforts, I was precipitately leaving him, when a final thought occurred to me--one which had not been 

wholly unindulged before. 

"Bartleby," said I, in the kindest tone I could assume under such exciting circumstances, "will you go home 

with me now--not to my office, but my dwelling--and remain there till we can conclude upon some 

convenient arrangement for you at our leisure? Come, let us start now, right away." 

"No: at present I would prefer not to make any change at all." 

I answered nothing; but effectually dodging every one by the suddenness and rapidity of my flight, rushed 

from the building, ran up Wall-street towards Broadway, and jumping into the first omnibus was soon 

removed from pursuit. As soon as tranquillity returned I distinctly perceived that I had now done all that I 

possibly could, both in respect to the demands of the landlord and his tenants, and with regard to my own 

desire and sense of duty, to benefit Bartleby, and shield him from rude persecution. I now strove to be entirely 

care-free and quiescent; and my conscience justified me in the attempt; though indeed it was not so successful 

as I could have wished. So fearful was I of being again hunted out by the incensed landlord and his 

exasperated tenants, that, surrendering my business to Nippers, for a few days I drove about the upper part of 
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the town and through the suburbs, in my rockaway; crossed over to Jersey City and Hoboken, and paid 

fugitive visits to Manhattanville and Astoria. In fact I almost lived in my rockaway for the time. 

When again I entered my office, lo, a note from the landlord lay upon the desk. I opened it with trembling 

hands. It informed me that the writer had sent to the police, and had Bartleby removed to the Tombs as a 

vagrant. Moreover, since I knew more about him than any one else, he wished me to appear at that place, and 

make a suitable statement of the facts. These tidings had a conflicting effect upon me. At first I was indignant; 

but at last almost approved. The landlord's energetic, summary disposition had led him to adopt a procedure 

which I do not think I would have decided upon myself; and yet as a last resort, under such peculiar 

circumstances, it seemed the only plan. 

As I afterwards learned, the poor scrivener, when told that he must be conducted to the Tombs, offered not the 

slightest obstacle, but in his pale unmoving way, silently acquiesced. 

Some of the compassionate and curious bystanders joined the party; and headed by one of the constables arm 

in arm with Bartleby, the silent procession filed its way through all the noise, and heat, and joy of the roaring 

thoroughfares at noon. 

The same day I received the note I went to the Tombs, or to speak more properly, the Halls of Justice. 

Seeking the right officer, I stated the purpose of my call, and was informed that the individual I described was 

indeed within. I then assured the functionary that Bartleby was a perfectly honest man, and greatly to be 

compassionated, however unaccountably eccentric. I narrated all I knew, and closed by suggesting the idea of 

letting him remain in as indulgent confinement as possible till something less harsh might be done--though 

indeed I hardly knew what. At all events, if nothing else could be decided upon, the alms-house must receive 

him. I then begged to have an interview. 

Being under no disgraceful charge, and quite serene and harmless in all his ways, they had permitted him 

freely to wander about the prison, and especially in the inclosed grass-platted yards thereof. And so I found 

him there, standing all alone in the quietest of the yards, his face towards a high wall, while all around, from 

the narrow slits of the jail windows, I thought I saw peering out upon him the eyes of murderers and thieves. 

"Bartleby!" 

"I know you," he said, without looking round,--"and I want nothing to say to you." 

"It was not I that brought you here, Bartleby," said I, keenly pained at his implied suspicion. "And to you, this 

should not be so vile a place. Nothing reproachful attaches to you by being here. And see, it is not so sad a 

place as one might think. Look, there is the sky, and here is the grass." 

"I know where I am," he replied, but would say nothing more, and so I left him. 

As I entered the corridor again, a broad meat-like man, in an apron, accosted me, and jerking his thumb over 

his shoulder said--"Is that your friend?" 
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"Yes." 

"Does he want to starve? If he does, let him live on the prison fare, that's all." 

"Who are you?" asked I, not knowing what to make of such an unofficially speaking person in such a place. 

"I am the grub-man. Such gentlemen as have friends here, hire me to provide them with something good to 

eat." 

"Is this so?" said I, turning to the turnkey. 

He said it was. 

"Well then," said I, slipping some silver into the grub-man's hands (for so they called him). "I want you to 

give particular attention to my friend there; let him have the best dinner you can get. And you must be as 

polite to him as possible." 

"Introduce me, will you?" said the grub-man, looking at me with an expression which seem to say he was all 

impatience for an opportunity to give a specimen of his breeding. 

Thinking it would prove of benefit to the scrivener, I acquiesced; and asking the grub-man his name, went up 

with him to Bartleby. 

"Bartleby, this is Mr. Cutlets; you will find him very useful to you." 

"Your sarvant, sir, your sarvant," said the grub-man, making a low salutation behind his apron. "Hope you 

find it pleasant here, sir;--spacious grounds--cool apartments, sir--hope you'll stay with us some time--try to 

make it agreeable. May Mrs. Cutlets and I have the pleasure of your company to dinner, sir, in Mrs. Cutlets' 

private room?" 

"I prefer not to dine to-day," said Bartleby, turning away. "It would disagree with me; I am unused to 

dinners." So saying he slowly moved to the other side of the inclosure, and took up a position fronting the 

dead-wall. 

"How's this?" said the grub-man, addressing me with a stare of astonishment. "He's odd, aint he?" 

"I think he is a little deranged," said I, sadly. 

"Deranged? deranged is it? Well now, upon my word, I thought that friend of yourn was a gentleman forger; 

they are always pale and genteel-like, them forgers. I can't help pity 'em--can't help it, sir. Did you know 

Monroe Edwards?" he added touchingly, and paused. Then, laying his hand pityingly on my shoulder, sighed, 

"he died of consumption at Sing-Sing. So you weren't acquainted with Monroe?" 
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"No, I was never socially acquainted with any forgers. But I cannot stop longer. Look to my friend yonder. 

You will not lose by it. I will see you again." 

Some few days after this, I again obtained admission to the Tombs, and went through the corridors in quest of 

Bartleby; but without finding him. 

"I saw him coming from his cell not long ago," said a turnkey, "may be he's gone to loiter in the yards." 

So I went in that direction. 

"Are you looking for the silent man?" said another turnkey passing me. "Yonder he lies--sleeping in the yard 

there. 'Tis not twenty minutes since I saw him lie down." 

The yard was entirely quiet. It was not accessible to the common prisoners. The surrounding walls, of 

amazing thickness, kept off all sounds behind them. The Egyptian character of the masonry weighed upon me 

with its gloom. But a soft imprisoned turf grew under foot. The heart of the eternal pyramids, it seemed, 

wherein, by some strange magic, through the clefts, grass-seed, dropped by birds, had sprung. 

Strangely huddled at the base of the wall, his knees drawn up, and lying on his side, his head touching the 

cold stones, I saw the wasted Bartleby. But nothing stirred. I paused; then went close up to him; stooped over, 

and saw that his dim eyes were open; otherwise he seemed profoundly sleeping. Something prompted me to 

touch him. I felt his hand, when a tingling shiver ran up my arm and down my spine to my feet. 

The round face of the grub-man peered upon me now. "His dinner is ready. Won't he dine to-day, either? Or 

does he live without dining?" 

"Lives without dining," said I, and closed the eyes. 

"Eh!--He's asleep, aint he?" 

"With kings and counsellors," murmured I. 

* * * * * * * * 

There would seem little need for proceeding further in this history. Imagination will readily supply the meagre 

recital of poor Bartleby's interment. But ere parting with the reader, let me say, that if this little narrative has 

sufficiently interested him, to awaken curiosity as to who Bartleby was, and what manner of life he led prior 

to the present narrator's making his acquaintance, I can only reply, that in such curiosity I fully share, but am 

wholly unable to gratify it. Yet here I hardly know whether I should divulge one little item of rumor, which 

came to my ear a few months after the scrivener's decease. Upon what basis it rested, I could never ascertain; 

and hence, how true it is I cannot now tell. But inasmuch as this vague report has not been without a certain 

strange suggestive interest to me, however sad, it may prove the same with some others; and so I will briefly 

mention it. The report was this: that Bartleby had been a subordinate clerk in the Dead Letter Office at 

Washington, from which he had been suddenly removed by a change in the administration. When I think over 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

92 

this rumor, I cannot adequately express the emotions which seize me. Dead letters! does it not sound like dead 

men? Conceive a man by nature and misfortune prone to a pallid hopelessness, can any business seem more 

fitted to heighten it than that of continually handling these dead letters and assorting them for the flames? For 

by the cart-load they are annually burned. Sometimes from out the folded paper the pale clerk takes a ring:--

the finger it was meant for, perhaps, moulders in the grave; a bank-note sent in swiftest charity:--he whom it 

would relieve, nor eats nor hungers any more; pardon for those who died despairing; hope for those who died 

unhoping; good tidings for those who died stifled by unrelieved calamities. On errands of life, these letters 

speed to death. 

Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity! 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/herman-melville/short-story/bartleby-the-scrivener 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/herman-melville/short-story/bartleby-the-scrivener
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Zadie Smith on Optimism and Despair 

“Progress is never permanent, will always be threatened, must be redoubled, restated and reimagined if it is to 

survive.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“All the goodness and the heroisms will rise up again, then be cut down again and rise up,” John 

Steinbeck wrote to his best friend at the peak of WWII. “It isn’t that the evil thing wins — it never will — but 

that it doesn’t die.” 

Caught in the maelstrom of the moment, we forget this cyclical nature of history — history being merely the 

rosary of moments the future strings of its pasts. We forget that the present always looks different from the 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/30/john-steinbeck-new-year/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1594206252/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

94 

inside than it does from the outside — something James Baldwin knew when, in considering why 

Shakespeare endures, he observed: “It is said that his time was easier than ours, but I doubt it — no time can 

be easy if one is living through it.” We forget that our particular moment, with all its tribulations and 

triumphs, is not neatly islanded in the river of time but swept afloat by massive cultural currents that have 

raged long before it and will rage long after. 

I have long believed that critical thinking without hope is cynicism, but hope without critical thinking is 

naïveté. Where are we to turn for lucid hope, then, in cultural moments that inflame despair, which so easily 

metastasizes into cynicism? That is what the inimitable Zadie Smith explores in a piece titled “On 

Optimism and Despair,” originally delivered as an award acceptance speech and later adapted for her 

altogether fantastic essay collection Feel Free (public library). 

Zadie Smith (Photograph by 

Dominique Nabokov) 

Two days after the 2016 American presidential election, Smith — a black Englishwoman living in the freshly 

sundered United States — was invited to give a speech upon receiving a literary award in Germany. Traveling 

from a country on the brink of one catastrophic political regime to a country that has survived another, Smith 

took the opportunity to unmoor the despair of the present from the shallow waters of the cultural moment and 

cast it into the oceanic context of humanity’s pasts, aswirl with examples and counterexamples of progress, 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/16/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark-2/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/16/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark-2/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/hope-cynicism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/hope-cynicism/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1594206252/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/feel-free-essays/oclc/1020679117&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1594206252/braipick-20
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with ideals attained and shattered, with abiding assurance that we shape tomorrow by how we navigate our 

parallel potentialities for moral ruin and moral redemption today. 

“Liminal Worlds” by Maria Popova. Available as a print. 

 

https://society6.com/product/liminal-worlds-by-maria-popova_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/liminal-worlds-by-maria-popova_print?curator=brainpicker
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Illustration from Alice and Martin Provensen’s vintage adaptation of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/08/14/iliad-odyssey-provensen/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/08/14/iliad-odyssey-provensen/
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Nearly half a century after the German humanistic philosopher Erich Fromm asserted that “optimism is an 

alienated form of faith, pessimism an alienated form of despair” and a turn of the cycle after Rebecca Solnit 

contemplated our grounds for hope in dark times, Smith addresses a question frequently posed before her — 

why her earlier novels are aglow with optimism, while her later writing “tinged with despair” — a question 

implying that the arc of her body of work inclines toward an admission of the failure of its central animating 

forces: diversity, multiculturalism, the polyphony of perspectives. With an eye to “what the ancient Greeks 

did to each other, and the Romans, and the seventeenth-century British, and the nineteenth-century 

Americans,” Smith offers a corrective that stretches the ahistorical arc of that assumption: 

My best friend during my youth — now my husband — is himself from Northern Ireland, an area where 

people who look absolutely identical to each other, eat the same food, pray to the same God, read the same 

holy book, wear the same clothes and celebrate the same holidays have yet spent four hundred years at war 

over a relatively minor doctrinal difference they later allowed to morph into an all-encompassing argument 

over land, government and national identity. Racial homogeneity is no guarantor of peace, any more than 

racial heterogeneity is fated to fail. 

 

Echoing the great Czech dissident-turned-president Václav Havel’s reflection on the meaning of human rights 

in a globalized yet divided world, she adds: 

I find these days that a wistful form of time travel has become a persistent political theme, both on the right 

and on the left. On 10 November The New York Times reported that nearly seven in ten Republicans prefer 

America as it was in the fifties, a nostalgia of course entirely unavailable to a person like me, for in that 

period I could not vote, marry my husband, have my children, work in the university I work in, or live in my 

neighborhood. Time travel is a discretionary art: a pleasure trip for some and a horror story for others. 

Meanwhile some on the left have time-travel fancies of their own, imagining that the same rigid ideological 

principles once applied to the matters of workers’ rights, welfare and trade can be applied unchanged to a 

globalized world of fluid capital. 

Smith reframes the question of her shift in literary sensibility not as a decline toward defeatism but as an 

evolution toward greater complexity and more dimensional awareness of existence: 

The art of mid-life is surely always cloudier than the art of youth, as life itself gets cloudier. But it would be 

disingenuous to pretend it is only that. I am a citizen as well as an individual soul and one of the things 

citizenship teaches us, over the long stretch, is that there is no perfectibility in human affairs. This fact, still 

obscure to the twenty-one-year-old, is a little clearer to the woman of forty-one. 

In consonance with Austrian-American sociologist Peter Berger’s classic humanistic antidote to cynicism, 

Smith locates our reasons for optimism by widening the pinhole of the present: 

Only the willfully blind can ignore that the history of human existence is simultaneously the history of pain: 

of brutality, murder, mass extinction, every form of venality and cyclical horror. No land is free of it; no 

people are without their bloodstain; no tribe entirely innocent. But there is still this redeeming matter of 

incremental progress. It might look small to those with apocalyptic perspectives, but to she who not so long 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/04/erich-fromm-anatomy-of-human-destructiveness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/04/erich-fromm-anatomy-of-human-destructiveness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/16/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark-2/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/18/vaclav-havel-harvard-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/18/vaclav-havel-harvard-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/23/sociological-machiavellianism-peter-berger-humanism/
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ago could not vote, or drink from the same water fountain as her fellow citizens, or marry the person she 

chose, or live in a certain neighborhood, such incremental change feels enormous. 

Smith supplements these grounds for hope with a sobering counterpoint to the historical nostalgia so alluring 

to the hegemony and so ruinous to the rest of us: 

Meanwhile the dream of time travel — for new presidents, literary journalists and writers alike — is just that: 

a dream. And one that only makes sense if the rights and privileges you are accorded currently were accorded 

to you back then, too. If some white men are more sentimental about history than anyone else right now, it’s 

no big surprise: their rights and privileges stretch a long way back. For a black woman the expanse of livable 

history is so much shorter. What would I have been and what would I have done — or more to the point, what 

would have been done to me — in 1360, in 1760, in 1860, in 1960? I do not say this to claim some pedestal of 

perfect victimhood or historical innocence. I know very well how my West African ancestors sold and 

enslaved their tribal cousins and neighbors. I don’t believe in any political or personal identity of pure 

innocence and absolute rectitude. 

But neither do I believe in time travel. I believe in human limitation, not out of any sense of fatalism but out 

of a learned caution, gleaned from both recent and distant history. 

Applying the tenth of her ten rules of writing — “Resign yourself to the lifelong sadness that comes from 

never being satisfied.” — to life itself, Smith adds: 

We will never be perfect: that is our limitation. But we can have, and have had, moments in which we can 

take genuine pride. 

Speaking from the German stage, Smith recounts visiting the country during her first European book tour in 

her early twenties, traveling with her father, who had been there in 1945 as a young soldier in the 

reconstruction: 

We made a funny pair on that tour, I’m sure: a young black girl and her elderly white father, clutching our 

guidebooks and seeking those spots in Berlin that my father had visited almost fifty years earlier. It is from 

him that I have inherited both my optimism and my despair, for he had been among the liberators at Belsen 

and therefore seen the worst this world has to offer, but had, from there, gone forward, with a sufficiently 

open heart and mind, striding into one failed marriage and then another, marrying both times across various 

lines of class, color and temperament, and yet still found in life reasons to be cheerful, reasons even for joy. 

[…] 

He was a member of the white working class, a man often afflicted by despair who still managed to retain a 

core optimism. Perhaps in a different time under different cultural influences living in a different society he 

would have become one of the rabid old angry white men of whom the present left is so afeared. As it was, 

born in 1925 and dying in 2006, he saw his children benefit from the civilized postwar protections of free 

education and free health care, and felt he had many reasons to be grateful. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/09/19/zadie-smith-10-rules-of-writing/
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This is the world I knew. Things have changed, but history is not erased by change, and the examples of the 

past still hold out new possibilities for all of us, opportunities to remake, for a new generation, the conditions 

from which we ourselves have benefited… Progress is never permanent, will always be threatened, must be 

redoubled, restated and reimagined if it is to survive. 

One of William Blake’s engravings for Dante’s Divine Comedy. 

In a sentiment that calls to mind Susan Sontag’s insistence on the moral responsibility of the writer and 

Ursula K. Le Guin’s conviction that “an artist can best speak as a member of a moral community,” Smith 

concludes by considering the writer’s role as a bastion of collective memory and an instrument of what is 

most symphonic in human nature: 

People who believe in fundamental and irreversible changes in human nature are themselves ahistorical and 

naive. If novelists know anything it’s that individual citizens are internally plural: they have within them the 

full range of behavioral possibilities. They are like complex musical scores from which certain melodies can 

be teased out and others ignored or suppressed, depending, at least in part, on who is doing the conducting. At 

this moment, all over the world — and most recently in America — the conductors standing in front of this 

human orchestra have only the meanest and most banal melodies in mind. Here in Germany you will 

remember these martial songs; they are not a very distant memory. But there is no place on earth where they 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/17/william-blake-dante-divine-comedy/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/30/susan-sontag-writing-storytelling-at-the-same-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/25/ursula-k-le-guin-words-are-my-matter-teasing-myself-out-of-thought/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/17/william-blake-dante-divine-comedy/
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have not been played at one time or another. Those of us who remember, too, a finer music must try now to 

play it, and encourage others, if we can, to sing along. 

In the remainder of the thoroughly resplendent Feel Free — which includes the fantastic “Find Your 

Beach” — Smith applies her formidable mind in language to subjects as varied as music, the connection 

between dancing and writing, climate change, Brexit, the nature of joy, and the confusions of personhood in 

the age of social media. Complement this particular part with Simone de Beauvoir on moving beyond the 

simplistic divide of optimism and pessimism, Toni Morrison on the artist’s task through turbulent moments, 

and Albert Camus on how to strengthen our spirits in difficult times. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-

despair/?mc_cid=881cb55cba&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1594206252/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/06/zadie-smith-find-your-beach/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/10/06/zadie-smith-find-your-beach/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/25/simone-de-beauvoir-optimism-pessimism-hoipe/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/01/25/simone-de-beauvoir-optimism-pessimism-hoipe/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/15/toni-morrison-art-despair/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/12/28/albert-camus-almond-trees-character/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/?mc_cid=881cb55cba&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/?mc_cid=881cb55cba&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The voice keepers 

April 1st, 2020 | Issue One Hundred Thirty 

In the recordings of the Voice-O-Graph, two collectors discover an intimate sonic history 

DISCUSSED 

Letter on a Record, Answering Machines, Phonographs, The International Mutoscope Corporation, Voice-O-

Graph Booths, eBay, Self-Conscious Silliness under Media Duress, Qing Dynasty China’s Thousand-Mile 

Speaker, Speaking into Sponges, Rabelais, The Mold-A-Rama, David Copperfield, Persistent Longing 

 

by Laura Preston 

 

Illustrations by Samar Haddad 

 

LAURA PRESTON 

 

Thomas Y. Levin is a professor of German at Princeton University. During the week, he lectures on Weimar 

cinema and the Frankfurt School. On weekends, he sometimes goes to flea markets. His preferred spot is west 

of campus, in the old mill town of Lambertville, New Jersey, and it is known locally as the Golden Nugget. 

Every Wednesday, Saturday, and Sunday for the past fifty-three years, hundreds of vendors have set up tables 

on a seven-acre lot by the banks of the Delaware River and laid out the week’s assortment of cast iron, coins, 

and midcentury decor. Levin, a media theorist and cultural materialist, appreciates the landscape of 

commonplace objects. “It provides a marvelous overview of the bizarre detritus of daily life,” he says. “The 

flea market is the unconscious of the recent past.” 

Some years ago, Levin was browsing the Golden Nugget when he came across a strange item. The object was 

a blue mailing envelope about six inches square. In the upper right corner was an image of an airplane. In the 

bottom left, a battleship. The envelope was addressed to Mr. and Mrs. F. G. Lewis of Louisville, Kentucky, 

from Private C. W. Lewis of San Diego. A merry midcentury script sang out: “Letter on a Record.” Levin 

poked a finger inside and extracted a cardboard disk. The disk was coated in shellac and was cut with a 

spiraling groove. 

https://believermag.com/product/april-may-2020/
https://believermag.com/contributor/laura-preston/
https://believermag.com/contributor/laura-preston/
https://believermag.com/contributor/laura-preston/
https://believermag.com/contributor/laura-preston/
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When a professor of media studies finds a strange cardboard disk at a flea market, he wants to play it. Levin 

took the record home and placed it on his turntable. The record emitted a low, sizzling rush that rose and fell, 

like the rhythmic thumping of windshield wipers. A tinny, percussive voice came through. 

The open window, it said. Beautiful bedroom. Really beautiful. 

The voice was faint and remote. Phrases came up half-swallowed, then dropped away, as if carried by the 

wind. The speaker said he was in San Diego. He wasn’t doing much. He had been looking for Carl, but Carl 

wasn’t around. 

Well, Mother and Dad, he said, I guess you’re listening in too. But don’t keep your ears too open. I may say 

some things you may not appreciate. 

The “Letter on a Record” was exactly that. Sometime in the early 1940s, Private C. W. Lewis had recorded a 

message and sent it through the mail. What Levin had found, in other words, was voice mail. 

 

Most people think of voice mail as a relatively recent technology. It was only in 1984 that the answering 

machine reached a wide audience with AT&T’s Telephone Answerer, a chrome-and-faux-wood-grain 

apparatus that recorded up to 120 voice messages on magnetic tape. Soon the answering machine was a 

fixture in the American home and a common pop-cultural trope. Movie plots turned on the ill-timed 

voicemail, while sitcom characters from Ross Geller to George Costanza signaled jadedness or wit with a 

novelty outgoing message. A generation of on-screen men used the answering machine (and the woman on 

the other end who wouldn’t pick up) to make their inner speech external. Voice mail was a charming chapter 

in media history, but like all good things, it did not last. Voice calls are on the decline these days, and text is 

supreme. The modern voice mail in-box is no more than a graveyard for robots, scammers, old folks, and 

dental offices. 

From our contemporary vantage point, voice mail may seem like a quaint artifact of the ’80s and ’90s. But the 

answering machine was in fact preceded by a lesser-known era of voice messaging, one which began in the 

early 1900s and grew out of the phonograph. Thomas Edison invented the phonograph in 1877, and before he 

unveiled the device to the public, he spent some time colliding morphemes in a notebook. He thought he 

might call his invention the “antiphone” (back-talker) or the “liguphone” (clear speaker), or perhaps the 

“bittakophone” (parrot speaker), “hemerologophone” (speaking almanac), or “trematophone” (sound borer). 

In the end, Edison settled on the straightforward “phonograph,” meaning “sound writer”—an efficient 

summary of its mechanism. The phonograph received vibrations from the air and transcribed them as 

calligraphy. Sound waves would cause a needle to quiver, and the needle would etch a continuous line on a 

turning cylinder. If you reversed the process, the needle would travel along the groove, mining sound from the 

uneven topography and playing it back through a horn. 

Every invention is invented twice, first by its creator and again by its users, who decide what the item is really 

for. By the 1910s, the phonograph had become popular as a music player, but this had not been Edison’s 
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intent. As his early ideas for names suggest, he was more interested in creating a machine that would talk. He 

envisioned the phonograph as a device for the office or the classroom: a memo writer, a dictation machine, a 

mechanical tutor. Others saw the same potential. When the phonograph was still in the murky phase of its 

identity, certain companies suggested that it might be used for auditory epistles. One such company was 

Speak-O-Phone of New York, which in 1928 introduced an accessory that allowed families to make personal 

recordings at home. Solomon Popper, the company’s chief executive, described the technology as “instant 

photography of the voice on a record,” and suggested that such records could be sent through the mail. 

  

Popper’s invocation of photography was prescient. Around the same time, a New York–based arcade games 

manufacturer called the International Mutoscope Corporation had debuted the Photomatic, the first boardwalk 

photo booth, which developed one’s portrait in less than a minute using a chemical bath built right into the 

cabinet. In light of the Photomatic’s success, Mutoscope came up with another machine based on a similar 

principle. This device was the Voice-O-Graph. Like the Photomatic, the Voice-O-Graph consisted of a small 

booth with a door, but instead of a camera it housed a microphone. If you deposited a coin, a light would turn 

on and a timer would start. For about a minute, you were free to speak. When the time had elapsed, your 

recording would play back, then it dropped into a slot, along with an envelope. There was your voice as 

physical fact, ready to send through the mail. 

Voice-O-Graph booths dotted the country for a period of about thirty years. You would find them in 

America’s great heterotopias, in bus stations, at tourist attractions, and on boardwalks, among other sites of 

passing through. There was a Voice-O-Graph booth at Coney Island, and another on Attu Island, Alaska. 

There was one on the eighty-sixth-floor observation deck of the Empire State Building, next to a pair of coin-

operated binoculars. The binoculars invited visitors to survey the skyline; the Voice-O-Graph asked them to 

describe it. 

It is not so unusual to hear someone from the past speak to us across the wide gulf of time. We have old radio 

broadcasts, film archives, and I Love Lucy. We are generally undisturbed by the voices of the dead. But when 

Levin played the “Letter on a Record” on his turntable in Princeton, New Jersey, he found that it had a 

different quality—one of intimacy, privacy.  He felt as though he were eavesdropping. Private Lewis was a 

regular citizen addressing his family, and his concerns were ordinary, even boring. The message’s tedium was 

precisely what made it riveting. Here was a person from the past, in his own little life, speaking off-script and 

sounding exactly as he had sounded. 

  

Levin wanted to find more records like it. He checked the catalogs at the Library of Congress and the 

Smithsonian’s National Postal Museum, but they had only a few. Levin wondered where the rest had gone. It 

seemed that in his passage through the flea market’s open waters, he had spied a white seabird, and just as 

seabirds alert sailors to the existence of land, the little record in an envelope had disclosed an island of media 

history that remained unmapped.  
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Levin is an enthusiastic man with curly silver hair, clear eyes, and a resting expression that makes him look 

somewhat electrocuted. When he gets going on this or that, his eyebrows and his voice climb in tandem. He is 

the child of European Jews who fled fascism and grew up speaking German. Levin speaks one word at a time, 

with the over-enunciated propriety of someone who knows many languages. This is no affect; he knows four. 

In the years since his Lambertville find, Levin has been assembling the world’s only archive of gramophone 

epistles. His archive is located in his faculty office at Princeton. When I paid him a visit last spring, I circled 

the German Department until I arrived at his closed door. On the other side was an office stuffed to capacity. 

There were archival boxes from the floor to the ceiling. A small, conical gramophone horn sat upside down 

on a table, like a dunce cap. There were other strange and obsolete devices. One shelf displayed a collection 

of toys, among them a Playmobil TSA security checkpoint, a Playmobil surveillance van, and a 2010 Barbie 

Video Girl, whose locket conceals the lens of a working camera. The titles on his bookcase included Isaac 
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Asimov’s Futuredays, Shoshana Zuboff’s The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, and several editions of 1984. 

As my eye drifted up the shelf, I spied, at the very top, the black drum of a zoetrope. 

“You are wearing a jacket!” Levin said to me. “Why?” The reason, he explained, answering his own question, 

was that he had received special permission from building services to override the thermostat. He now kept 

his office at a humid sixty-nine degrees Fahrenheit, the ideal archival temperature. Along the wall were 

enormous metal filing cabinets, and inside were folders as thick as textbooks. The tabs read 

EMPIRE STATE OBS, CONEY ISLAND, AMUSEMENT PARKS, SWITZERLAND, 

LUXEMBOURG, POLAND, PORTUGAL, BRAZIL, TAIWAN. 

Each folder was full of records. 

Levin has more than three thousand records in his archive, many of them acquired on eBay. Just that morning, 

he had received a package from a seller. 

“Let’s listen to one of these,” he said, and opened it. He placed the record on a turntable. 

The record emitted a loud rushing sound. Beneath the white noise, a man and a woman talked over each 

other. I rode on a roller coaster! the man said, laughing. What can I say? said the woman. Oh, it’s all over 

now! 

Levin interjected. “The term for that is self-conscious silliness under media duress.” Self-conscious silliness 

under media duress might also describe sticking out one’s tongue behind a Snapchat filter or dabbing on the 

Jumbotron. 

Levin removed the record from the turntable and placed it in a clear Mylar sleeve. He had consulted with a 

specialist at the Library of Congress for advice on long-term storage. “Chemically inert, they’re beautifully 

transparent,” he said. “I am a fetishist.” 

We listened to a few more records. Buzz spoke to Mary: We’re just loafing around as usual and decided to 

make use of this little gadget that they have here. I thought you could get a better idea of my voice this way 

than if I described it to you by mail. One good thing about a recording, you see, is if you don’t like it, you can 

turn the durn thing off. 

On another record, a baby was babbling. On another, a man spoke to a woman in Japan. Baby, Keiko, honey, 

I—I want to see you real bad. I—it really hurts me to be away from you like I am. I—at night, I—I can’t sleep, 

I dream about you. I—I say your name in my sleep… 
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Some may wonder how it is possible to collect something that everyone, including the Library of Congress, 

has forgotten about. Levin credits his “incredibly honed online search skills.” At least once a day, he visits 

eBay US, eBay UK, eBay Canada, eBay France, eBay Germany, eBay Italy, and eBay Brazil. When he first 

began collecting, he bid as the average civilian does. He would join an auction just before it finished in order 

to pounce in the final minute. This often required setting alarm clocks for the middle of the night. Now he 

uses a bot called Gixen to “avoid temporal suck.” As of May 2019, he had made 1,777 eBay purchases. He 

swiveled his monitor toward me and scrolled through his 100 percent positive buyer feedback. He had even 

enlisted some eBay acquaintances in his cause. One such contact was a “magical man” in California who 

combed through estate sales and put aside any records he thought Levin might want. The man was possibly 

homeless. When I asked for his name, Levin couldn’t recall it. “I know his eBay handle,” he said. Levin 

receives two to three packages in the mail per day. At the time of my visit, the three desks in his office were 

covered with books, audio equipment, and records, but Levin explained that at the end of the school year he 

clears one off, so that the office staff has a place to leave his packages. Beside his desk were three twenty-

five-gallon plastic file boxes. “These are my course papers and teaching files,” he said. He was having a space 

problem, and the papers would have to go. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

107 

He played me the voice of Bette Gaines, in New York. Bette Gaines was sending her greetings to “all you 

girls” back in Pasadena, California. I still don’t like the subways, although I’m not quite so scared anymore, 

she said. First, I’d get on the wrong subway and go the wrong direction, then I’d get on the wrong subway, go 

the right direction, then get on the right subway, go the wrong direction. One morning I got on the right one 

and I went the right direction. 

It almost overwhelms you to see the people here, she said. It’s never-ending; they swarm over the streets. 

Bette was candid, sincere, at times even buoyant. But beneath her carefree enthusiasm she sounded self-

conscious. I made a remark about this. Bette sounded as though she were addressing two different audiences: 

“all you girls,” but also an unknown future listener, someone who might come across the recording long after 

she was gone. 

Levin gazed at me with a certain remoteness. “Exactly,” he said. “Here I am.” 

 

It seems we have given up voice mail for reasons vaguely related to efficiency. Leaving a voice mail requires 

self-composure and a quiet place, but text—though we may lament this aspect—is a medium for any time. 

You can type out a text under a conference table, at a bar, or on a run. You can read a text slyly, you can skim 

a text, and you can respond with an emoji as emotional shorthand. But a voice mail holds you captive for 

twenty, thirty, even sixty seconds. For some of us, the pace of natural human speech is just too slow. 

It is a shame we have become so disenchanted with voice mail. For the better part of our history, voice was 

understood to be ephemeral, as impossible to bottle as moonlight or thought. A provincial encyclopedia from 

Qing dynasty China, for example, describes a miraculous instrument. The device, supposedly conceived by 

the court inventor Chiang Shun-hsin, was called the “thousand-mile speaker.” It allowed a person to talk into 

a cylinder, seal it shut, then send it over distance. When the recipient broke the seal, the message resounded in 

the air. A 1632 French manuscript describes a similar phenomenon in the South Pacific. A race of people with 

no art, technology, or alphabet corresponded by speaking into sponges, which were squeezed upon receipt. 

Rabelais also dreamed of recording sound. In chapter LVI, book IV of Gargantua and Pantagruel, Pantagruel 

and his cohort arrive at the site of a battle. Scattered on the ground are prisms of ice. The battle had taken 

place in winter, and these prisms contain the frozen sounds of warfare. But the weather has grown warm and 

the racket is melting. Shouts, neighs, and the clangs of weapons release into the air: 

[Pantagruel] threw on the deck before us whole handfuls of frozen words, which looked like crystalized 

sweets of different colors. We saw some words gules, or gay quips, some vert, some azure, some sable, and 

some or. When we warmed them a little between our hands, they melted like snow, and we actually heard 

them, though we did not understand them, for they were in a barbarous language. There was one exception, 

however, a fairly big one. This, when Friar John picked it up, made a noise like a chestnut that has been 

thrown on the embers without being pricked. It was an explosion, and made us all start with fear. “That,” said 

Friar John, “was a cannon shot in its day.”1 
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In all of these renditions, voice mail relieves us from our bodily limitations. It allows us to contract 

geographies, recover lost time, and influence the living from the afterlife. Edison was especially attracted to 

this last application. An early press release for the phonograph strikes a morbid tone: “We have already 

pointed out the startling possibility of the voices of the dead being reheard through this device… When it 

becomes possible, as it doubtless will, to magnify the sound, the voices of such singers as Parepa and Titiens 

will not die with them, but will remain as long as the metal in which they may be embodied will last…” In 

1906, Edison’s competitor Victrola arrived on the market. Victrola’s mascot was a white terrier named Nipper 

who peered into a gramophone horn. The artist who designed the logo had a dog just like Nipper. He had 

inherited the dog from his brother, and when he played a recording of his late brother’s voice, Nipper put his 

face to the horn and cocked his head. 

When the Voice-O-Graph debuted, in 1941, the device’s potential to bring back the dead was alive in the 

minds of those who used it. The Voice-O-Graph was tall and coffin-like. Out of the smoke and darkness of a 

game hall, its red-and-orange lettering beckoned. 

STEP IN! RECORD YOUR OWN VOICE! 

A smaller tagline described another feature: HEAR YOURSELF AS OTHERS HEAR YOU. 

In the 1940s this was a real novelty. Few people had ever heard their voice played back to them from a 

recording. The Voice-O-Graph booth was often their first experience with a microphone. As a consequence, 

many recordings capture the strange and specific moment when the speaker understands that their voice can 

be extracted from their body and stored in an object, where it might one day outlive them. Under the pressures 

of a live microphone, a ticking timer, and the threat of unbearable silence, some people digressed and arrived 

on the subject of death. 

In Berlin, two parents made a record for their sons. Should we not be around one day, this record should be a 

small souvenir and remind you that we always want to be around you, and only want the best for you…, says 

the mother. That’s our biggest wish. And our blessing should always be with you. 

The recordings in Levin’s archive capture a range of human emotions. People step into the Voice-O-Graph 

booth to declare their love, sing “Happy Birthday,” or give an account of their day’s minutiae. Little girls sing 

patriotic songs. There is anxiety in front of the microphone. There is self-conscious silliness under media 

duress. There are quick catches of personality, truncated and oblique, each an extract from a life no longer 

being lived. 
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Levin has several goals for his voice mail collection. He is conducting his own research and has authored 

several papers on the materials. He is also digitizing the archive. He anticipates that the material will be of 

interest to all kinds of scholars: linguists, sociologists, philosophers, genealogists, historians of everyday life. 

Now that he has amassed a veritable archive, a change has occurred in his acquisition process. In the 

beginning he was on his own, surveying the vast, uncharted territory of eBay from a swivel chair in his 

faculty office. But now he has a reputation. When people turn up old Voice-O-Graph records in their attics, 

they find Levin online and get in touch. 

At the time of my visit, Levin was giddy over a recent email from Claire Lissance, of Placitas, New Mexico. 

The subject line read: “My father invented the Voice-O-Graph machine.” Levin had her on the phone within 

the hour. 

Claire is a retired career counselor in her mid-sixties. She told Levin that her father had died in 1972, but that 

she had not gone through his belongings for some years. It was only in 1998, after the death of her mother, 

that she began to excavate the family apartment in earnest. While sorting through some family papers, she 

came across a dossier containing correspondences and schematic drawings on Mutoscope letterhead. Most of 

them concerned a machine called the Voice-O-Graph. 

The phone call with Claire had been thrilling, but it also set Levin on edge. These were sensitive matters. He 

was highly interested in the materials she might have, but did not want to seem too eager, lest he scare her off. 

He was also concerned that her archive might find its way to someone else first. He suggested that if I were to 

ever cross paths with another collector of gramophonic epistles, I might take care with what I said. 

 

About three hours south of Princeton, in Newark, Delaware, lives a patent lawyer named Bill Bollman. 

Neither Levin nor Bollman would refer to the other as a rival, though another word does not easily present 

itself. Until recently, Bollman lived in a 1940s colonial home in Bethesda, Maryland, with a finished 

basement that he had excavated an additional six feet to accommodate an indoor basketball court and a 

climbing wall. Bollman is even-keeled and low-energy, and talks deliberately, almost drowsily, which may 

come from a lawyerly habit of verbal precision. He has a few secondary interests. One of them is college 

basketball. Another is the Mold-A-Rama, a coin-operated vending machine from the 1960s that melted 

colored wax into collectible tchotchkes. Through the years, Bollman’s interest in the Mold-A-Rama has 

developed into a more general interest in coin-operated machines, which he now collects in large numbers. 

When he still lived in Bethesda, he kept his arcade games in a room adjoining the basketball court. He had, 

among other items, a 1961 Shooting Gallery, a Ms. Pac-Man, and a 1956 Vendo 81 soda vending machine, 

which he kept stocked with eighty-one bottles of soda. 

A sizable part of the vintage coin-op machine economy is predicated on trades. Collectors like Bollman fix 

old machines and trade them for ones in need of repair. Some years ago, Bollman negotiated a trade with a 

collector in Chicago. Among the items Bollman picked out was a tall, narrow booth that had seen better days. 

It had been painted forest green, and at some point had been outfitted with a 1950s-era rotary telephone. 
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The collector in Chicago hitched a trailer to his truck and drove the booth to Maryland. When he reached 

Bollman’s home, the two of them wrestled the booth into the garage. They were unable to stand it upright, so 

they laid it on its back. It disintegrated immediately. “It was like one of those slow-cooked steaks that flake 

apart with your fork,” said Bollman. In his garage, Bollman care- 

fully stripped the green paint. Underneath, in plump, slanting script, were the words record your own voice. 

Bollman fell in love, and ever since, he has been searching the country for Voice-O-Graph machines. When 

he finds one, usually in some barn or garage in the middle of America, he buys it, restores it to working order, 

and resells it at a premium. His connections in the picking world keep him apprised of booths in the wild. 

Once he gets a booth back to his workshop—at the moment a thirty-by-thirty storage locker in Delaware—he 

starts the rehabilitation process. He has a machinist who redoes the mechanism, a sign painter who restores 

the lettering, and a guy who specializes in the cutterhead, the component that cuts the record. Much of his 

work is accomplished by trial and error. In the beginning, he had to experiment with plastics to find a 

compound that would work for the record blanks. The original Voice-O-Graph records were made from 

cardboard coated in shellac. When the cutterhead carved through the virgin shellac, it displaced a thin, 

spiraling curl. This curl was called the chip. But the chip and its associated crumbs were highly flammable. 

Bollman’s restored machines now cut records from a clear, non-flammable plastic. “All put together, it gives 

you that wow factor,” he said. “People make a record and it’s kind of cool.” 

These days Bollman has a monopoly on the market for Voice-O-Graph booths. He is one of the few people 

who knows where to find them, and the only one who can get one into working order. Because few booths 

have survived, and because they are so difficult to transport, the collecting is slow going. Sometimes Bollman 

will track a single booth for years. 

One booth was on his radar for nearly a decade. The booth was not particularly desirable when it first went up 

for auction. It had been painted over, and the mechanism was missing. Bollman didn’t bid on it. Some years 

later the booth traded hands again, this time to the magician David Copperfield. But Copperfield soon 

regretted the purchase. “He’s a big buyer, as you can imagine,” said Bollman. “He likes complete. He likes 

original.” So Copperfield rang up Bollman, then offered him the booth. Bollman took it, and when he stripped 

off the paint, he found beautiful original lettering underneath. “David was like, ‘Damn. I should have kept that 

one.’” Bollman’s other clients include Jack White, Quentin Tarantino, and “a fellow from Metallica.” When I 

asked him how many Voice-O-Graph booths were presently in existence, the lawyer responded: “The number 

is under twelve.” 

For a period of time, Bollman also collected Voice-O-Graph records. He could get a sense of Mutoscope’s 

distribution based on where people said they were speaking from, and sometimes the labels clued him in to 

models he had not yet researched. At one point, Bollman had about eight hundred records, most of which he 

purchased on eBay. No one else seemed to be bidding on them, so he could get them for around five dollars 

each. But after some time Bollman noticed the prices going up. Someone else was placing bids. Eventually 

the other bidder reached out to him. The two struck up a deal: Bollman stopped collecting Voice-O-Graph 

records, and in exchange for a payment of an undisclosed amount, he packed up his collection and mailed it to 

an address in Princeton. 

“It wasn’t a turf war,” said Bollman. “We were on the same turf.” 
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Levin and Bollman are the only two major collectors of Voice-O-Graph materials in the world, and in many 

ways they are each other’s opposites. Bollman is the Voice-O-Graph’s physician. He diagnoses a booth’s 

ailments and brings it back to life. Levin, on the other hand, is the Voice-O-Graph’s analyst, its interpreter of 

dreams.  

 

Levin and Bollman have met a few times in person, and they generally keep in touch. They share their 

discoveries with each other, as they must, for each one’s enterprise is helped along by knowledge only the 

other can provide. They still occasionally outbid each other, and closely guard their sources. But they must 

share information, and even take pleasure in doing so. After all, who else can Levin talk to about the Voice-

O-Graph machine? And who else can listen to Bollman’s barn-scouring tales and respond in kind? 

 

 

Most of the recordings in Levin’s archives are mundane, but a patient listener will eventually chance upon the 

extraordinary. One recording begins routinely enough. A soldier speaks to his wife and children from a 

military base. His voice is light and cheery. Hello, Mary and Catherine and Charles. How is everybody? Yes, 

I’m feeling pretty good. Soon it dawns on the listener that things are not so good. Yep, chopped the darn thing 

off, four inches above the knee, he says. I lost my leg, but forget it. Let’s all laugh. 

“Do you have any Spanish?” Levin asked me from his desk. He placed a record on his turntable. “No? 

Doesn’t matter. Why? If you attend to the pauses, you will understand it. Shall I play a little?” 
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The record was seventy-five years old. It was sent to René in Argentina in 1945. 

A man’s voice filled the room. Quiero yo por siempre estar a tu lado en un sueño de amor, de este amor 

eterno, René. Sueña, René. Quisiera amar tus ojos. Yo estoy a tu lado con mi cariño, René. 

The man’s voice was nearly a whisper. He paused between phrases, and breathed heavily into the 

microphone. 

Quiero besarte. Te beso, René, te beso. ¿Me quieres, René? ¿Me quieres? ¿Tanto? 

“I want to KISS you!” Levin shouted over the record. “Do you WANT me? Do you WANT me, René?” 

¿Como tantas estrellas hay en el cielo? En la noche calma, tantas suspiras y armonías para nosotros dos. 

“The STARS in the SKY! And the CALM NIGHT! It’s BEAUTIFUL, eh?” 

The man sounded exhausted, desperate. At times he was barely audible. Every time he uttered “René,” his 

voice dropped to a lower volume. He whispered René’s name over and over as nothing more than a puff of 

breath, and was all but subsumed under the record’s white noise. It was the sexiest thing I had ever heard. 

 

On a rainy morning in May 2019, Claire Lissance arrived in Princeton for a tour of Levin’s archive. Lissance 

and Levin spent the afternoon opening the day’s eBay shipments. They listened to some records, and Lissance 

shared stories about her father, the inventor of the Voice-O-Graph machine. 

I spoke with Claire on the phone shortly after her visit, and she told me about her family. She grew up in 

Spuyten Duyvil in the West Bronx in the 1960s, and was her parents’ only child. Her father had been older 

than the other fathers. He was fifty when she was born, but looked young for his age, and for most of Claire’s 

childhood her parents kept his age a secret from her. His name was Alexander Lissiansky, but most knew him 

as Sacha. He rode motorcycles as a young man, collected clocks, and read physics textbooks for fun. He loved 

things that ticked and clicked, but as much as he loved machines he loved people. If on a weekend in 1955 

you found yourself outside a street-corner garage in the Bronx, you might have glanced inside and seen an 

elegant older gentleman in a sport coat keeping company with the mechanics. 

He was also a man who suffered. He struggled with illness throughout his life, although Claire’s mother was 

not always forthright about his afflictions. When Claire was in high school his health worsened, but it took 

another two years before her mother disclosed that he was sick with cancer. Such matters were not openly 

discussed in the Lissiansky household. By the time Claire was born, her father had left International 

Mutoscope. The company was long gone. Claire regretted that she had never asked her father about his work. 

He rarely said much about it, and she had been young and preoccupied with other things. He died on Claire’s 
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last day of high school. “It was the usual thing,” she said. “It was terrible. It was at home. There was nothing 

spared.” 

Years later, when Claire went through her father’s papers, she found correspondences between her father and 

a man named William Rabkin. Rabkin was the president of International Mutoscope and the mastermind 

behind its products. By the time Rabkin hired Sacha, in the late 1930s, he had grown the company into one of 

the largest manufacturers of coin-operated amusements on the East Coast. The company’s flagship offering 

was the eponymous Mutoscope, an enormous iron Rolodex that played silent, flickering peep shows with such 

racy titles as “Loose Ankles!” “Ladies’ Night in a Turkish Bath,” “Girl Climbing Apple Tree.” In later 

decades, the company diversified its offerings to address the full range of primal desires. International 

Mutoscope made machines for romance (the Love Pilot) and machines for violent urges (the Punch-A-Bag, 

the Drop-Kick). For those who stood anxious before the unknowable future, there was Grandmother 

Predictions, in which a wizened woman made of wax would dispense, after a series of mechanical lurches, a 

card revealing a fortune. 

Rabkin was born in Babruysk, Belarus, in 1894, and emigrated to New York as a teenager. He smoked several 

fifty-cent cigars a day and was a thirty-second-degree Mason. He nearly bank- 

rupted the company twice with his charitable giving, and rarely set foot in his own office, preferring to work 

from a small room off the main corridor with the door propped open so that he could intercept anyone who 

walked by. He left work at 7 p.m., attended an evening program of board meetings and cultural events, 

returned home at one in the morning, and was in bed by two. He set two alarms clocks, one at his bedside and 

one across the room. When the alarms went off at six, he began his day anew. 

Claire’s neighborhood in the Bronx had been diverse. “When you’re in New York City, you’re never far from 

another country,” she said. Most of her friends and neighbors were also from immigrant families, so it did not 

occur to her that by the standards of most New Yorkers, her father spoke English with an accent. Like Rabkin, 

he was of Russian Jewish descent. He was born in 1904 in Odessa, Ukraine, but grew up in Vienna, where his 

parents ran a shoe factory. Sacha worked in the factory from a young age, and Claire believes this is where his 

interest in machinery deepened. By his twenties he was designing prototypes, and by his thirties he had 

moved to Paris to promote a new invention: a coin-operated recording machine that captured the human 

voice. 

The year was 1931, and while Sacha’s career was full of promise, the political situation was inconvenient. 

Europe’s economies were still reeling from First World War, and Austria had been hit hard. Back home in 

Vienna, the Lissianskys were forced to liquidate the shoe factory. Misfortune built upon misfortune. Without 

the factory to keep him busy, Sacha’s father, Moses, was beset with health problems. His lingering heart 

condition worsened, and he had to have a leg amputated above the knee. He wrote in a letter to his son: 

“Generally speaking I and Mama, with her back trouble, are realizing that we are just two old, worn-out 

machines.” 

Years passed, and the situation worsened. “The picture of Vienna is totally changed,” wrote Sacha’s mother, 

Gitel. “There are huge swastika banners everywhere, and a gigantic electrical swastika is blazing for the 

Kahlenberg and Leopoldsberg hills every night. Goering has promised that he will soon have Vienna 

judenfrei.” 
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The Lissiansky parents put in applications for American visas, but their prospects were grim. Any family 

applying for residency in the United States had to prove they would have income upon their arrival. The 

Lissianskys were retired and infirm, and like all Jewish citizens under Nazi rule, they were forbidden by law 

to work. 

Soon after Claire’s grandparents filed their affidavit, however, someone from an American company must 

have spotted Sacha’s recording machine. There is little information about who this investor was, what 

company he was with, or under what circumstances he met Claire’s father. But suddenly, Claire’s father was 

on his way to New York City on official business, as an exhibitor at the 1939 World’s Fair. Shortly thereafter, 

her grandparents’ apartment in Vienna was vacant. 

On the 1940 census, the Lissiansky household in New York City is home to seven. There are Claire’s 

grandparents, Moses and Gitel. There is Claire’s uncle Syoma, his wife, and their two sons, whose previous 

residence was Prague. And there is her father, Sacha Lissiansky, previous residence Paris, who is single and 

unmarried, but whose work in a field described only as “Other” brings in enough money to support them all. 

By the time I spoke to Claire, I had been listening to the recordings in Levin’s archive for some time. The 

experience had left me a little forlorn. No single recording told a full story; each was a fragment from the very 

middle of a stranger’s life, a fossilized bit of time whose larger context had been lost. You would hear the 

edge of personality, the hint of shyness, the moment of violent longing that rose up, then diminished. None of 

the recordings were satisfying, nor did they provide any cohesion of meaning. At the same time, they felt 

thick with meaning. To listen to a few of them was often boring; to listen to the glut of them was profound. 

One realized that human experience transpires in language, and yet the breadth of this experience is so large 

that the very language that accounts for it cannot, in the end, describe it. 

All archives are like this, and anyone who has spent time in a rare-books room knows the layered feelings of 

exhilaration, helplessness, and melancholy that come with such encounters. And yet the voices in Levin’s 

archive gave a startling impression of nearness that I had not encountered elsewhere. Text may conjure sound 

in the mind, but voice is a disturbance of the atmosphere. It occurred to me that the records were physical 

impressions of presence in the same category as a death mask, a footprint, or a calcified-ash body in the 

streets of Pompeii. All the events in a person’s life might lead him to a booth on a boardwalk. There, he might 

blurt out something rash or painfully self-conscious, changing the air around him, and causing a needle to 

vibrate around a disk. Should the disk be played back after many years, the air will change in the same way, 

though the person speaking may have vanished. 

By 1948, International Mutoscope had two hundred employees and was grossing over two million dollars 

most years. Shortly thereafter, the company was bankrupt. There is little information on the final days of 

Mutoscope. The company has no archive, though the warehouse in Long Island City, New York, still stands. 

After the mechanics at International Mutoscope assembled a new Voice-O-Graph booth, the final step was to 

make a test recording. These test-recorded disks were never meant to be listened to, but sometimes they were 

affixed to the inside of the booth to advertise the end product. In his ten years of collecting Voice-O-Graph 

materials, Bollman has come across a few of these. 
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This is a test recording, says one mechanic. This is the first record that is being cut on this machine. He 

speaks to someone off-mic. Thank you. You’re very kind. Very considerate today. I sure appreciate it, being 

that this is Saturday, the day of rest, the Sabbath. The gentlemen here are complaining about their coffee. I 

think you better do something about it, Willy, or else you’ll have a revolt on your hands! 

There was no time for leisure for the employees of the International Mutoscope Corporation of New York. 

“Willy” Rabkin kept them working through the weekend. By the time Claire’s parents married, her father had 

stomach ulcers so severe that his diet was restricted to milk and rice. Bollman does not know why Mutoscope 

folded, and neither does Claire. She does know that Rabkin “either fell or jumped out a window.” 

 

There are four functional Voice-O-Graph booths presently available to the public. All are working as a result 

of Bollman’s handiwork. Two belong to Jack White. One is located at Third Man Records, White’s record 

store in Nashville, Tennessee. The other is in the store’s second location, in Detroit. On a rainy day this past 

spring, I took a trip to Detroit. 

When I walked through the front door of Third Man Records, the booth was right by the entrance. To the 

untrained eye, it might appear to be a phone booth. It is tall and narrow, with rounded corners and a warm 

wood finish. I bought a token at the counter. The woman at the register told me that the booth had been 

difficult to keep in working order. It was fragile and broke down often. Lately, it had been working OK, 

although every so often it cut off the first ten seconds of a recording. 

I stepped inside the booth and found myself in an exceptionally narrow space. I thought about the recordings I 

had heard in which several people could be heard at once—they must have been standing on top of one 

another. 

There was a caged microphone, a sign with instructions, and little window that showed the turntable and 

mechanism. I dropped my token into the slot. The booth made a loud grinding noise and began to rattle. 

Vibrations came up through my feet. I would not have been surprised if the walls had fallen down around me, 

or if the whole thing had lifted off into space. I watched through the window as a mechanical arm picked up a 

plastic disk from a stack and moved it over to the turntable. The record dropped and the stylus made contact. 

Then the booth stopped shaking. The grinding ceased. A light went on. A counter, set to 150 seconds, began 

to tick down. 

Suddenly, I found myself announcing my name, location, and the date. The gesture was rote, and had 

existential valence. I rambled off some message. When the time was up, the machine played my message 

back. Just as the woman at the counter had warned, the part where I announced my name, location, and the 

date had been wiped. All that remained was my message, which had been rendered anonymous. 

I got a stamp at the counter, mailed the record to a friend, and went to catch the bus. 
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Before Bollman handed over his Voice-O-Graph records to Levin, he liked to listen to them en masse, in 

rough chronological order. He said that if you listened carefully enough, you could hear the subtle 

transformations of a collective feeling. In the early years of the Voice-O-Graph, the records were light and 

lively. Nearly everyone commented on the technology itself. It was a brand-new trick, exciting and strange. 

So we’re walking down the avenue, and all of a sudden Sal decides we have my voice recorded. And I didn’t 

believe it at first, but here we are! I don’t know what’s happening, but it is!… Gee!… How do I sound, 

Mother? Do I sound all right? 

Starting around 1941, a certain desperation emerges in the recordings. Upon American involvement in World 

War II, Mutoscope turned over its equipment to the war effort. The United Service Organizations began 

touring military bases with Voice-O-Graph machines. Soldiers recorded messages for their wives, and their 

wives sent replies. 

  

I only got about thirty more seconds… I miss you very much, honey. And I wish I could be home. But it don’t 

look like for another six or seven more weeks before I get that furlough and then off I go. Where, we don’t 

know, but we’re pretty sure it’s Japan. 

After the war, lightness returns. The recordings become silly, mischievous, and jubilant. One captures a 

young man on Christmas Eve, slurring rather emphatically. 

Hello there, Bill. How ya doing? A light just went on—ha! Oh boy, I’m feelin’ fun, Bill… We’ll get drunk 

when we come stay, then we’ll have a good hallelujah… Hallelujah and a Merry Christmas. I wonder if my 

time’s up. I hope not… I wish you a very, very happy New Year. And don’t forget to get drunk. Goodbye and 

farewell. Time isn’t up so I’ll keep on talking till they stop. Hallelujah, Bill. 

One general sentiment unites the recordings over the decades, and this is a mundane yet persistent sort of 

longing. Many who entered the Voice-O-Graph booth were away from home, and in their recordings they 

express a desire to be reunited with the ones they love. 

Hello, darling, says a man. How’s that darling wife of mine today? Still love me? Oh, what’s the matter?… 

Well, darling, here I am, way out here in New York. God, how I do travel. Someday, yeah, soon, I hope, we’ll 

both be back, back together again, then, when we can pick up the life just where we left off… 
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Buildings and monuments may be the landmarks of long time, but short time is measured in household 

objects. As dishes change places on the breakfast table, the table becomes the chronometer of Sunday 

morning. One could even argue that the texture of reality is no more than our accrued encounters with 

everyday artifacts. We can number our days in credit card swipes, thumb taps on a touchscreen, and ear buds 

in the ear. These gestures have a way of gathering in our haptic memories until they become so woven into 

the grain of living that they become time itself. But common things are unstable, inclined to change over the 

decades. Years ago, many a sleeping typist heard the ding and thump of the carriage return in the office space 

of her dreams. 

If we can infer past mentalities from the clutter of yesterday, then the Voice-O-Graph might tell us something 

about a prior emotional reality. Before the arrival of the telephone, the world was a much bigger place, and its 

corners were obscure. Word traveled at the speed of the mail carrier, and falling out of touch was easy; it was 

the regular order of the universe. The distances, too, felt especially vast. Many of the young, rambunctious 

men who pulled their girlfriends into recording booths would in a few years disappear overseas. Meanwhile, 

in Europe, millions of families fled their home countries. Levin’s archive is filled with the recordings of 

immigrants. They are in German, French, Italian, and Dutch, and were mailed from the United States to 

family elsewhere. It is unsurprising that this technology would catch on among the displaced and the 

dispossessed. Sacha Lissiansky was himself a refugee and understood the emotional consequences of 

migration. When there is a chance you may never see your family again, you need more than a letter. You 

need a way to freeze the present, to contract space, to conjure a person in the air. The Voice-O-Graph offered 

a solution, but its limitations are evident in every recording. A spoken letter is not the same as an embrace. A 

recording may allow the absent to speak, but their words are finite. Only a living person can surprise you. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

118 

These days, our efforts to keep in touch do not strike so desperate a tone. Easy access to cell phones and email 

reassures us that we won’t fall out of contact, so we refrain from expressing our wildest yearnings and trust 

that there will always be another chance. We end up neglecting to acknowledge that one day the people we 

love will be truly unreachable. Every timer eventually runs down. Whether we like it or not, the recording will 

be cut off. What, then, will remain of us? Text messages are an intangible residue, but the Voice-O-Graph 

offered physical evidence. The machine granted those who dropped a coin into its slot the chance for an 

earthly afterlife. Legs are lost, and countries, too, but a drunk man on Christmas Eve can be drunk forever, 

and a man in Argentina in 1945 will always dream of René. Levin’s collection is an archive of ghosts. 

The Voice-O-Graph gave the Lissiansky family an afterlife too. The income from the machine allowed them 

to carry on until their lives’ natural ends. Once settled in New York, Sacha’s father, Moses, enjoyed walks 

along the Hudson and reading the Russian-language newspaper in Fort Tryon Park. One afternoon, while 

reading the paper, he came across an advertisement for a new Jewish cemetery in Passaic County, New 

Jersey. He paid a visit and took a tour. A large plot beneath a maple tree caught his eye. But the plot was too 

expensive, so he purchased a smaller one, farther from the tree. He died a year later, in 1943, and was buried 

in Passaic with his artificial leg. 

When Claire was a child, her family was not particularly wealthy, but her mother insisted this hadn’t always 

been the case. “When I married your father, he was a well-to-do man,” she used to say. Once upon a time, her 

father had had enough money for a Buick convertible. He had dressed himself in fine suits. And in his seven 

years at Mutoscope, he had made enough money to buy the cemetery plot on which his father had set his 

heart. He arranged for his father’s body to be exhumed, and reinterred him beneath the maple tree. Sacha’s 

mother lived until 1956, and when she died she was buried in the same grave, next to her husband of forty-

one years. 

1. All three examples of proto–voice mail appear in Thomas Y. Levin’s paper on the subject, “Before the 

Beep: A Short History of Voice Mail,” in Alessio Cavallaro, Shaun Davies, and Annemarie Jonson, eds., 

Essays in Sound 2: Technophonia (Sydney: Contemporary Sound Arts, 1995). 
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https://believermag.com/the-voice-keepers/ 
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Satellite spots new ozone layer hole opening up over the Arctic 

By Michael Irving 

 

A graphical representation of a hole in the ozone layer over the Arctic 

Modified Copernicus data (2020), processed by DLR/BIRA/ESA 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Although a hole in the ozone layer might sound like a decidedly retro environmental issue, it’s still a problem 

today. Most eyes are fixed on the skies over Antarctica, but now scientists have spotted the biggest ozone 

layer hole in at least 25 years forming over the Arctic. 

The ozone layer protects Earth from the worst of the Sun’s ultraviolet radiation, but in the 1980s a hole in this 

layer was discovered over Antarctica. The main culprit was found to be chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), 

chemicals that were common in aerosols and refrigerants at the time. In response, the Montreal 

Protocol required countries to phase out CFCs, and the hole has been steadily shrinking for decades. 

It’s not just a static hole, though – its size fluctuates with the seasons. It peaks in October, as Antarctica 

comes out of its winter and starts to warm up. The extra sunlight means more UV radiation, which combines 

with extremely cold temperatures, certain wind field patterns and lingering CFCs to kick off the depletion 

process once again. 

The Arctic goes through a similar cycle, with ozone levels that fluctuate over the course of a year. But 

because temperatures don’t get quite as cold there as they do in Antarctica, there was never that serious a hole 

in the ozone layer around the North Pole. Until now, anyway. 

Scientists from the German Aerospace Center have recently spotted an unusually strong drop in ozone levels 

over the Arctic. Since March 14, levels have plummeted to less than 220 Dobson Units, which constitutes an 

“ozone hole.” 

The discovery was made using data gathered by the Tropomi instrument onboard ESA’s Copernicus Sentinel-

5P satellite. 

At its largest, this Arctic ozone hole extends over an area of almost one million km2 (400,000 mi2). That 

makes it the biggest seen there since continuous records began in 1995. That said, it’s still very small 

compared to the Antarctic ozone hole, which can reach sizes of 20 to 25 million km2 (7.7 to 9.7 million mi2). 

The team says that this huge Arctic ozone loss is due to unusually strong winds trapping cold air inside the 

polar vortex at the North Pole. It won’t stick around for long though – the researchers say that it should heal 

itself by mid-April. Still, it’ll warrant further observation in case it becomes an annual occurrence. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/30-year-ozone-hole-recovery/44137/
https://newatlas.com/30-year-ozone-hole-recovery/44137/
https://newatlas.com/ozone-hole-recovery-direct-evidence/52855/
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An animation of the changing ozone levels over the Arctic can be seen in the video below. 

Ozone hole over the Arctic 

Source: ESA 

We recommend 

1. Airborne lidar system poised to improve accuracy of climate change models 
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http://www.esa.int/Applications/Observing_the_Earth/Copernicus/Sentinel-5P/Unusual_ozone_hole_opens_over_the_Arctic
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-07-airborne-lidar-poised-accuracy-climate.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2017-09-perovskite-solar-cells-long-term-stability.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
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https://www.precisiononcologynews.com/cancer/patients-pathogenic-breast-cancer-variants-may-receive-treatment-deviates-guidelines?utm_campaign=TMD_PON&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_source=TrendMD#.XPW0gONlB-E
https://www.precisiononcologynews.com/cancer/biocartis-astrazeneca-partner-european-lung-cancer-biomarker-study?utm_campaign=TMD_PON&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_source=TrendMD
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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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. 

 

https://newatlas.com/environment/ozone-layer-hole-

arctic/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-

92970593 

  

https://newatlas.com/environment/ozone-layer-hole-arctic/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-92970593
https://newatlas.com/environment/ozone-layer-hole-arctic/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-92970593
https://newatlas.com/environment/ozone-layer-hole-arctic/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-92970593
https://newatlas.com/environment/ozone-layer-hole-arctic/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-92970593
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A Hole in the Wall 

by Louisa May Alcott 

 

Published in The Louisa Alcott Reader: A Supplementary Reader for the Fourth Year of School (1908). 

 

 

PART I. 

If any one had asked Johnny Morris who were his best friends, he would have answered,-- 

"The sun and the wind, next to mother." 

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott
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Johnny lived in a little court that led off from one of the busiest streets in the city,--a noisy street, where 

horse-car bells tinkled and omnibuses rumbled all day long, going and coming from several great depots near 

by. The court was a dull place, with only two or three shabby houses in it, and a high blank wall at the end. 

The people who hurried by were too busy to do more than to glance at the lame boy who sat in the sunshine 

against the wall, or to guess that there was a picture-gallery and a circulating-library in the court. But Johnny 

had both, and took such comfort in them that he never could be grateful enough to the wind that brought him 

his books and pictures, nor to the sun that made it possible for him to enjoy them in the open air, far more 

than richer folk enjoy their fine galleries and libraries. 

A bad fall, some months before the time this story begins, did something to Johnny's back which made his 

poor legs nearly useless, and changed the lively, rosy boy into a pale cripple. His mother took in fine washing, 

and worked hard to pay doctors' bills and feed and clothe her boy, who could no longer run errands, help with 

the heavy tubs, or go to school. He could only pick out laces for her to iron, lie on his bed in pain for hours, 

and, each fair day, hobble out to sit in a little old chair between the water-butt and the leaky tin boiler in 

which he kept his library. 

But he was a happy boy, in spite of poverty and pain; and the day a great gust came blowing fragments of a 

gay placard and a dusty newspaper down the court to his feet, was the beginning of good fortune for patient 

Johnny. There was a theatre in the street beyond, and other pictured bits found their way to him; for the 

frolicsome wind liked to whisk the papers around the corner, and chase them here and there till they settled 

under the chair or flew wildly over the wall. 

Faces, animals, people, and big letters, all came to cheer the boy, who was never tired of collecting these 

waifs and strays; cutting out the big pictures to paste on the wall with the leavings of mother's starch, and the 

smaller in the scrap-book he made out of stout brown wrappers or newspapers, when he had read the latter 

carefully. Soon it was a very gay wall; for mother helped, standing on a chair, to put the large pictures up, 

when Johnny had covered all the space he could reach. The books were laid carefully away in the boiler, after 

being smoothly ironed out and named to suit Johnny's fancy by pasting letters on the back. This was the 

circulating library; for not only did the papers whisk about the court to begin with, but the books they 

afterward made went the rounds among the neighbors till they were worn out. 

The old cobbler next door enjoyed reading the anecdotes on Sunday when he could not work; the pale 

seamstress upstairs liked to look over advertisements of the fine things which she longed for; and Patsey 

Flynn, the newsboy, who went by each day to sell his papers at the station, often paused to look at the play-

bills,--for he adored the theatre, and entertained Johnny with descriptions of the splendors there to be beheld, 

till he felt as if he had really been, and had known all the famous actors, from Humpty Dumpty to the great 

Salvini. 

Now and then a flock of dirty children would stray into the court and ask to see the "pretty picters." Then 

Johnny was a proud and happy boy; for, armed with a clothes-pole, he pointed out and explained the beauties 

of his gallery, feeling that he was a public benefactor when the poor babies thanked him warmly, and 

promised to come again and bring all the nice papers they could pick up. 
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These were Johnny's pleasures: but he had two sorrows,--one, a very real one, his aching back; and the other, 

a boyish longing to climb the wall and see what was on the other side, for it seemed a most wonderful and 

delightful place to the poor child, shut up in that dismal court, with no playmates and few comforts. 

He amused himself with imagining how it looked over there, and nearly every night added some new charm 

to this unseen country, when his mother told him fairy tales to get him to sleep. He peopled it with the dear 

old characters all children know and love. The white cat that sat on the wall was Puss in Boots to him, or 

Whittington's good friend. Blue-beard's wives were hidden in the house of whose upper windows the boy 

could just catch glimpses. Red Riding-hood met the wolf in the grove of chestnuts that rustled over there; and 

Jack's Beanstalk grew up just such a wall as that, he was sure. 

But the story he liked best was the "Sleeping Beauty in the Wood;" for he was sure some lovely creature lived 

in that garden, and he longed to get in to find and play with her. He actually planted a bean in a bit of damp 

earth behind the water-barrel, and watched it grow, hoping for as strong a ladder as Jack's. But the vine grew 

very slowly, and Johnny was so impatient that he promised Patsey his best book "for his ownty-donty," if he 

would climb up and report what was to be seen in that enchanted garden. 

"Faix, and I will, thin." And up went good-natured Pat, after laying an old board over the hogshead to stand 

on; for there were spikes all along the top of the wall, and only cats and sparrows could walk there. 

Alas for Johnny's eager hopes, and alas for Pat's Sunday best! The board broke, and splash went the climber, 

with a wild Irish howl that startled Johnny half out of his wits and brought both Mrs. Morris and the cobbler 

to the rescue. 

After this sad event Pat kept away for a time in high dudgeon, and Johnny was more lonely than ever. But he 

was a cheery little soul, so he was grateful for what joys he had, and worked away at his wall,--for the March 

winds had brought him many treasures, and after April rains were over, May sunshine made the court warm 

enough for him to be out nearly all day. 

"I'm so sorry Pat is mad, 'cause he saw this piece and told me about it, and he'd like to help me put up these 

pictures," said Johnny to himself, one breezy morning, as he sat examining a big poster which the wind had 

sent flying into his lap a few minutes before. 

The play was "Monte Cristo," and the pictures represented the hero getting out of prison by making holes in 

the wall, among other remarkable performances. 

"This is a jolly red one! Now, where will I put it to show best and not spoil the other beauties?" 

As he spoke, Johnny turned his chair around and surveyed his gallery with as much pride and satisfaction as if 

it held all the wonders of art. 

It really was quite splendid; for every sort of picture shone in the sun,--simpering ladies, tragic scenes, circus 

parades, labels from tin cans, rosy tomatoes, yellow peaches, and purple plums, funny advertisements, and 

gay bills of all kinds. None were perfect, but they were arranged with care; and the effect was very fine, 

Johnny thought. 
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Presently his eyes wandered from these treasures to the budding bushes that nodded so tantalizingly over the 

wall. A grape-vine ran along the top, trying to hide the sharp spikes; lilacs tossed their purple plumes above it, 

and several tall chestnuts rose over all, making green tents with their broad leaves, where spires of blossom 

began to show like candles on a mammoth Christmas tree. Sparrows were chirping gayly everywhere; the 

white cat, with a fresh blue bow, basked on the coping of the wall, and from the depths of the enchanted 

garden came a sweet voice singing,-- 

"And she bids you to come in, 

With a dimple in your chin, 

Billy boy, Billy boy." 

Johnny smiled as he listened, and put his finger to the little dent in his own chin, wishing the singer would 

finish this pleasing song. But she never did, though he often heard that, as well as other childish ditties, sung 

in the same gay voice, with bursts of laughter and the sound of lively feet tripping up and down the boarded 

walks. Johnny longed intensely to know who the singer was; for her music cheered his solitude, and the 

mysterious sounds he heard in the garden increased his wonder and his longing day by day. 

Sometimes a man's voice called, "Fay, where are you?" and Johnny was sure "Fay" was short for Fairy. 

Another voice was often heard talking in a strange, soft language, full of exclamations and pretty sounds. A 

little dog barked, and answered to the name Pippo. Canaries carolled, and some elfish bird scolded, screamed, 

and laughed so like a human being, that Johnny felt sure that magic of some sort was at work next door. 

A delicious fragrance was now wafted over the wall as of flowers, and the poor boy imagined untold 

loveliness behind that cruel wall, as he tended the dandelions his mother brought him from the Common, 

when she had time to stop and gather them; for he loved flowers dearly, and tried to make them out of colored 

paper, since he could have no sweeter sort. 

Now and then a soft, rushing sound excited his curiosity to such a pitch that once he hobbled painfully up the 

court till he could see into the trees; and once his eager eyes caught glimpses of a little creature, all blue and 

white and gold, who peeped out from the green fans, and nodded, and tried to toss him a cluster of the 

chestnut flowers. He stretched his hands to her with speechless delight, forgetting his crutches, and would 

have fallen if he had not caught by the shutter of a window so quickly that he gave the poor back a sad 

wrench; and when he could look up again, the fairy had vanished, and nothing was to be seen but the leaves 

dancing in the wind. 

Johnny dared not try this again for fear of a fall, and every step cost him a pang; but he never forgot it, and 

was thinking of it as he sat staring at the wall on that memorable May day. 

"How I should like to peek in and see just how it all really looks! It sounds and smells so summery and nice in 

there. I know it must be splendid. I say, Pussy, can't you tell a feller what you see?" 
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Johnny laughed as he spoke, and the white cat purred politely; for she liked the boy who never threw stones at 

her, nor disturbed her naps. But Puss could not describe the beauties of the happy hunting-ground below; and, 

to console himself for the disappointment, Johnny went back to his new picture. 

"Now, if this man in the play dug his way out through a wall ten feet thick with a rusty nail and a broken 

knife, I don't see why I couldn't pick away one brick and get a peek. It's all quiet in there now; here's a good 

place, and nobody will know, if I stick a picture over the hole. And I'll try it, I declare I will!" 

Fired with the idea of acting Monte Cristo on a small scale, Johnny caught up the old scissors in his lap, and 

began to dig out the mortar around a brick already loose, and crumbling at the corners. His mother smiled at 

his energy, then sighed and said, as she clapped her laces with a heavy heart,-- 

"Ah, poor dear, if he only had his health he'd make his way in the world. But now he's like to find a blank 

wall before him while he lives, and none to help him over." 

Puss, in her white boots, sat aloft and looked on, wise as the cat in the story, but offered no advice. The toad 

who lived behind the water-barrel hopped under the few leaves of the struggling bean, like Jack waiting to 

climb; and just then the noon bells began to ring as if they sang clear and loud,-- 

"Turn again, Whittington, Lord Mayor of London." 

So, cheered by his friends, Johnny scraped and dug vigorously till the old brick fell out, showing another 

behind it. Only pausing to take breath, he caught up his crutch and gave two or three hearty pokes, which soon 

cleared the way and let the sunshine stream through, while the wind tossed the lilacs like triumphal banners, 

and the jolly sparrows chirped,-- 

"Hail, the conquering hero comes!" 

Rather scared by his unexpected success, the boy sat silent for a moment to see what would happen. But all 

was still; and presently, with a beating heart, Johnny leaned forward to enjoy the long-desired "peek." He 

could not see much; but that little increased his curiosity and delight, for it seemed like looking into fairy-

land, after the dust and noise and dingy houses of the court. 

A bed of splendid tulips tossed their gay garments in the middle of a grass-plot; a strange and brilliant bird sat 

dressing its feathers on a golden cage; a little white dog dozed in the sun; and on a red carpet under the trees 

lay the Princess, fast asleep. 

"It's all right," said Johnny, with a long sigh of pleasure; "that's the Sleeping Beauty, sure enough. There's the 

blue gown, the white fur-cloak sweeping round, the pretty hair, and--yes--there's the old nurse, spinning and 

nodding, just as she did in the picture-book mother got me when I cried because I couldn't go to see the play." 

This last discovery really did bewilder Johnny, and make him believe that fairy tales might be true, after all, 

for how could he know that the strange woman was an Italian servant, in her native dress, with a distaff in her 

hand? After pausing a moment, to rub his eyes, he took another look, and made fresh discoveries by twisting 
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his head about. A basket of oranges stood near the Princess, a striped curtain hung from a limb of the tree to 

keep the wind off, and several books fluttered their pictured leaves temptingly before Johnny's longing eyes. 

"Oh, if I could only go in and eat 'em and read 'em and speak to 'em and see all the splendid things!" thought 

the poor boy, as he looked from one delight to another, and felt shut out from all. "I can't go and wake her like 

the Prince did, but I do wish she'd get up and do something, now I can see. I daren't throw a stone, it might hit 

some one, or holler, it might scare her. Pussy won't help, and the sparrows are too busy scolding one another. 

I know! I'll fly a kite over, and that will please her any way. Don't believe she has kites; girls never do." 

Eager to carry out his plan, Johnny tied a long string to his gayest poster, and then fastening it to the pole with 

which he sometimes fished in the water-cask, held it up to catch the fresh breezes blowing down the court. 

His good friend, the wind, soon caught the idea, and with a strong breath sent the red paper whisking over the 

wall, to hang a moment on the trees and then drop among the tulips, where its frantic struggles to escape 

waked the dog, and set him to racing and barking, as Johnny hurriedly let the string go, and put his eye to his 

peep-hole. 

The eyes of the Princess were wide open now, and she clapped her hands when Pippo brought the gay picture 

for her to see; while the old woman, with a long yawn, went away, carrying her distaff, like a gun, over her 

shoulder. 

"She likes it! I'm so glad. Wish I had some more to send over. This will come off, I'll poke it through, and 

maybe she will see it." 

Very much excited, Johnny recklessly tore from the wall his most cherished picture, a gay flower-piece, just 

put up; and folding it, he thrust it through the hole and waited to see what followed. 

Nothing but a rustle, a bark, and a queer croak from the splendid bird, which set the canaries to trilling 

sweetly. 

"She don't see, maybe she will hear," said Johnny. And he began to whistle like a mocking-bird; for this was 

his one accomplishment, and he was proud of it. 

Presently he heard a funny burst of laughter from the parrot, and then the voice said,-- 

"No, Polly, you can't sing like that bird. I wonder where he is? Among the bushes over there, I think. Come, 

Pippo, let us go and find him." 

"Now she's coming!" And Johnny grew red in the face trying to give his best trills and chirrups. 

Nearer and nearer came the steps, the lilacs rustled as if shaken, and presently the roll of paper vanished. A 

pause, and then the little voice exclaimed, in a tone of great surprise,-- 

"Why, there's a hole! I never saw it before. Oh! I can see the street. How nice! how nice!" 
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"She likes the hole! I wonder if she will like me?" And, emboldened by these various successes, Johnny took 

another peep. This was the most delicious one of all; for he looked right into a great blue eye, with glimpses 

of golden hair above, a little round nose in the middle, and red lips below. It was like a flash of sunshine, and 

Johnny winked, as if dazzled; for the eye sparkled, the nose sniffed daintily, and the pretty mouth broke into a 

laugh as the voice cried out delightedly,-- 

"I see some one! Who are you? Come and tell me!" 

"I'm Johnny Morris," answered the boy, quite trembling with pleasure. 

"Did you make this nice hole?" 

"I just poked a brick, and it fell out." 

"Papa won't mind. Is that your bird?" 

"No; it's me. I whistled." 

"It's very pretty. Do it again," commanded the voice, as if used to give orders. 

Johnny obeyed; and when he paused, out of breath, a small hand came through the hole, grasping as many 

lilies of the valley as it could hold, and the Princess graciously expressed her pleasure by saying,-- 

"I like it; you shall do it again, by and by. Here are some flowers for you. Now we will talk. Are you a nice 

boy?" 

This was a poser; and Johnny answered meekly, with his nose luxuriously buried in the lovely flowers,-- 

"Not very,--I'm lame; I can't play like other fellers." 

"Porverino!" sighed the little voice, full of pity; and, in a moment, three red-and-yellow tulips fell at Johnny's 

feet, making him feel as if he really had slipped into fairy-land through that delightful hole. 

"Oh, thank you! Aren't they just elegant? I never see such beauties," stammered the poor boy, grasping his 

treasures as if he feared they might vanish away. 

"You shall have as many as you like. Nanna will scold, but papa won't mind. Tell me more. What do you do 

over there?" asked the child, eagerly. 

"Nothing but paste pictures and make books, when I don't ache too bad. I used to help mother; but I got hurt, 

and I can't do much now," answered the boy, ashamed to mention how many laces he patiently picked or 

clapped, since it was all he could do to help. 
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"If you like pictures, you shall come and see mine some day. I do a great many. Papa shows me how. His are 

splendid. Do you draw or paint yours?" 

"I only cut 'em out of papers, and stick 'em on this wall or put 'em in scrap-books. I can't draw, and I haven't 

got no paints," answered Johnny. 

"You should say 'haven't any paints.' I will come and see you some day; and if I like you, I will let you have 

my old paint-box. Do you want it?" 

"Guess I do!" 

"I think I shall like you; so I'll bring it when I come. Do you ache much?" 

"Awfully, sometimes. Have to lay down all day, and can't do a thing." 

"Do you cry?" 

"No! I'm too big for that. I whistle." 

"I know I shall like you, because you are brave!" cried the impetuous voice, with its pretty accent; and then an 

orange came tumbling through the hole, as if the new acquaintance longed to do something to help the "ache." 

"Isn't that a rouser! I do love 'em, but mother can't afford 'em often." And Johnny took one delicious taste on 

the spot. 

"Then I shall give you many. We have loads at home, much finer than these. Ah, you should see our garden 

there!" 

"Where do you live?" Johnny ventured to ask; for there was a homesick sound to the voice as it said those last 

words. 

"In Rome. Here we only stay a year, while papa arranges his affairs; then we go back, and I am happy." 

"I should think you'd be happy in there. It looks real splendid to me, and I've been longing to see it ever since 

I could come out." 

"It's a dull place to me. I like better to be where it's always warm, and people are more beautiful than here. 

Are you beautiful?" 

"What queer questions she does ask!" And poor Johnny was so perplexed he could only stammer, with a 

laugh,-- 

"I guess not. Boys don't care for looks." 
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"Peep, and let me see. I like pretty persons," commanded the voice. 

"Don't she order round?" thought Johnny, as he obeyed. But he liked it, and showed such a smiling face at the 

peep-hole, that Princess Fay was pleased to say, after a long look at him,-- 

"No, you are not beautiful; but your eyes are bright, and you look pleasant, so I don't mind the freckles on 

your nose and the whiteness of your face. I think you are good. I am sorry for you, and I shall lend you a book 

to read when the pain comes." 

"I couldn't wait for that if I had a book. I do love so to read!" And Johnny laughed out from sheer delight at 

the thought of a new book; for he seldom got one, being too poor to buy them, and too helpless to enjoy the 

free libraries of the city. 

"Then you shall have it now." And there was another quick rush in the garden, followed by the appearance of 

a fat little book, slowly pushed through the hole in the wall. 

"This is the only one that will pass. You will like Hans Andersen's fairy tales, I know. Keep it as long as you 

please. I have many more." 

"You're so good! I wish I had something for you," said the boy, quite overcome by this sweet friendliness. 

"Let me see one of your books. They will be new to me. I'm tired of all mine." 

Quick as a flash, off went the cover of the old boiler, and out came half- a-dozen of Johnny's best works, to be 

crammed through the wall, with the earnest request,-- 

"Keep 'em all; they're not good for much, but they're the best I've got. I'll do some prettier ones as soon as I 

can find more nice pictures and pieces." 

"They look very interesting. I thank you. I shall go and read them now, and then come and talk again. Addio, 

Giovanni." 

"Good-by, Miss." 

Thus ended the first interview of little Pyramus and Thisbe through the hole in the wall, while puss sat up 

above and played moonshine with her yellow eyes. 

PART II. 

After that day a new life began for Johnny, and he flourished like a poor little plant that has struggled out of 

some dark corner into the sunshine. All sorts of delightful things happened, and good times really seemed to 

have come. The mysterious papa made no objection to the liberties taken with his wall, being busy with his 

own affairs, and glad to have his little girl happy. Old Nanna, being more careful, came to see the new 

neighbors, and was disarmed at once by the affliction of the boy and the gentle manners of the mother. She 
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brought all the curtains of the house for Mrs. Morris to do up, and in her pretty broken English praised 

Johnny's gallery and library, promising to bring Fay to see him some day. 

Meantime the little people prattled daily together, and all manner of things came and went between them. 

Flowers, fruit, books, and bonbons kept Johnny in a state of bliss, and inspired him with such brilliant 

inventions that the Princess never knew what agreeable surprise would come next. Astonishing kites flew 

over the wall, and tissue balloons exploded in the flower-beds. All the birds of the air seemed to live in that 

court; for the boy whistled and piped till he was hoarse, because she liked it. The last of the long-hoarded 

cents came out of his tin bank to buy paper and pictures for the gay little books he made for her. His side of 

the wall was ravaged that hers might be adorned; and, as the last offering his grateful heart could give, he 

poked the toad through the hole, to live among the lilies and eat the flies that began to buzz about her 

Highness when she came to give her orders to her devoted subjects. 

She always called the lad Giovanni, because she thought it a prettier name than John; and she was never tired 

of telling stories, asking questions, and making plans. The favorite one was what they would do when Johnny 

came to see her, as she had been promised he should when papa was not too busy to let them enjoy the charms 

of the studio; for Fay was a true artist's child, and thought nothing so lovely as pictures. Johnny thought so, 

too, and dreamed of the happy day when he should go and see the wonders his little friend described so well. 

"I think it will be to-morrow; for papa has a lazy fit coming on, and then he always plays with me and lets me 

rummage where I like, while he goes out or smokes in the garden. So be ready; and if he says you can come, I 

will have the flag up early and you can hurry." 

These agreeable remarks were breathed into Johnny's willing ear about a fortnight after the acquaintance 

began; and he hastened to promise, adding soberly, a minute after,-- 

"Mother says she's afraid it will be too much for me to go around and up steps, and see new things; for I get 

tired so easy, and then the pain comes on. But I don't care how I ache if I can only see the pictures--and you." 

"Won't you ever be any better? Nanna thinks you might." 

"So does mother, if we had money to go away in the country, and eat nice things; and have doctors. But we 

can't; so it's no use worrying." And Johnny gave a great sigh. 

"I wish papa was rich, then he would give you money. He works hard to make enough to go back to Italy, so I 

cannot ask him; but perhaps I can sell my pictures also, and get a little. Papa's friends often offer me sweets 

for kisses; I will have money instead, and that will help. Yes, I shall do it." And Fay clapped her hands 

decidedly. 

"Don't you mind about it. I'm going to learn to mend shoes. Mr. Pegget says he'll teach me. That doesn't need 

legs, and he gets enough to live on very well." 

"It isn't pretty work. Nanna can teach you to braid straw as she did at home; that is easy and nice, and the 

baskets sell very well, she says. I shall speak to her about it, and you can try to-morrow when you come." 
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"I will. Do you really think I can come, then?" And Johnny stood up to try his legs; for he dreaded the long 

walk, as it seemed to him. 

"I will go at once and ask papa." 

Away flew Fay, and soon came back with a glad "Yes!" that sent Johnny hobbling in to tell his mother, and 

beg her to mend the elbows of his only jacket; for, suddenly, his old clothes looked so shabby he feared to 

show himself to the neighbors he so longed to see. 

"Hurrah! I'm really going to-morrow. And you, too, mammy dear," cried the boy, waving his crutch so 

vigorously that he slipped and fell. 

"Never mind; I'm used to it. Pull me up, and I'll rest while we talk about it," he said cheerily, as his mother 

helped him to the bed, where he forgot his pain in thinking of the delights in store for him. 

Next day, the flag was flying from the wall, and Fay early at the hole, but no Johnny came; and when Nanna 

went to see what kept him, she returned with the sad news that the poor boy was suffering much, and would 

not be able to stir for some days. 

"Let me go and see him," begged Fay, imploringly. 

"Cara mia, it is no place for you. So dark, so damp, so poor, it is enough to break the heart," said Nanna, 

decidedly. 

"If papa was here, he would let me go. I shall not play; I shall sit here and make some plans for my poor boy." 

Nanna left her indignant little mistress, and went to cook a nice bowl of soup for Johnny; while Fay concocted 

a fine plan, and, what was more remarkable, carried it out. 

For a week it rained, for a week Johnny lay in pain, and for a week Fay worked quietly at her little easel in the 

corner of the studio, while her father put the last touches to his fine picture, too busy to take much notice of 

the child. On Saturday the sun shone, Johnny was better, and the great picture was done. So were the small 

ones; for as her father sat resting after his work, Fay went to him, with a tired but happy face, and, putting 

several drawings into his hand, told her cherished plan. 

"Papa, you said you would pay me a dollar for every good copy I made of the cast you gave me. I tried very 

hard, and here are three. I want some money very, very much. Could you pay for these?" 

"They are excellent," said the artist, after carefully looking at them. "You have tried, my good child, and here 

are your well-earned dollars. What do you want them for?" 

"To help my boy. I want him to come in here and see the pictures, and let Nanna teach him to plait baskets; 

and he can rest, and you will like him, and he might get well if he had some money, and I have three quarters 
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the friends gave me instead of bonbons. Would that be enough to send poor Giovanni into the country and 

have doctors?" 

No wonder Fay's papa was bewildered by this queer jumble, because, being absorbed in his work, he had 

never heard half the child had told him, and had forgotten all about Johnny. Now he listened with half an ear, 

studying the effect of sunshine upon his picture meantime, while Fay told him the little story, and begged to 

know how much money it would take to make Johnny's back well. 

"Bless your sweet soul, my darling, it would need more than I can spare or you earn in a year. By and by, 

when I am at leisure, we will see what can be done," answered papa, smoking comfortably, as he lay on the 

sofa in the large studio at the top of the house. 

"You say that about a great many things, papa. 'By and by' won't be long enough to do all you promise then. I 

like now much better, and poor Giovanni needs the country more than you need cigars or I new frocks," said 

Fay, stroking her father's tired forehead and looking at him with an imploring face. 

"My dear, I cannot give up my cigar, for in this soothing smoke I find inspiration, and though you are a little 

angel, you must be clothed; so wait a bit, and we will attend to the boy--later." He was going to say "by and 

by" again, but paused just in time, with a laugh. 

"Then I shall take him to the country all myself. I cannot wait for this hateful 'by and by.' I know how I shall 

do it, and at once. Now, now!" cried Fay, losing patience; and with an indignant glance at the lazy papa, who 

seemed going to sleep, she dashed out of the room, down many stairs, through the kitchen, startling Nanna 

and scattering the salad as if a whirlwind had gone by, and never paused for breath till she stood before the 

garden wall with a little hatchet in her hand. 

"This shall be the country for him till I get enough money to send him away. I will show what I can do. He 

pulled out two bricks. I will beat down the wall, and he shall come in at once," panted Fay; and she gave a 

great blow at the bricks, bent on having her will without delay,--for she was an impetuous little creature, full 

of love and pity for the poor boy pining for the fresh air and sunshine, of which she had so much. 

Bang, bang, went the little hatchet, and down came one brick after another, till the hole was large enough for 

Fay to thrust her head through; and being breathless by that time, she paused to rest and take a look at 

Johnny's court. 

Meanwhile Nanna, having collected her lettuce leaves and her wits, went to see what the child was about; and 

finding her at work like a little fury, the old woman hurried up to tell "the Signor," Fay's papa, that his little 

daughter was about to destroy the garden and bury herself under the ruins of the wall. This report, delivered 

with groans and wringing of the hands, roused the artist and sent him to the rescue, as he well knew that his 

angel was a very energetic one, and capable of great destruction. 

When he arrived, he beheld a cloud of dust, a pile of bricks among the lilies, and the feet of his child sticking 

out of a large hole in the wall, while her head and shoulders were on the other side. Much amused, yet fearful 

that the stone coping might come down on her, he pulled her back with the assurance that he would listen and 

help her now immediately, if there was such need of haste. 
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But he grew sober when he saw Fay's face; for it was bathed in tears, her hands were bleeding, and dust 

covered her from head to foot. 

"My darling, what afflicts you? Tell papa, and he will do anything you wish." 

"No, you will forget, you will say 'Wait;' and now that I have seen it all, I cannot stop till I get him out of that 

dreadful place. Look, look, and see if it is not sad to live there all in pain and darkness, and so poor." 

As she spoke, Fay urged her father toward the hole; and to please her he looked, seeing the dull court, the 

noisy street beyond, and close by the low room, where Johnny's mother worked all day, while the poor boy's 

pale face was dimly seen as he lay on his bed waiting for deliverance. 

"Well, well, it is a pitiful case; and easily mended, since Fay is so eager about it. Hope the lad is all she says, 

and nothing catching about his illness. Nanna can tell me." 

Then he drew back his head, and leading Fay to the seat, took her on his knee, all flushed, dirty, and tearful as 

she was, soothing her by saying tenderly,-- 

"Now let me hear all about it, and be sure I'll not forget. What shall I do to please you, dear, before you pull 

down the house about my ears?" 

Then Fay told her tale all over again; and being no longer busy, her father found it very touching, with the 

dear, grimy little face looking into his, and the wounded hands clasped beseechingly as she pleaded for poor 

Johnny. 

"God bless your tender heart, child; you shall have him in here to-morrow, and we will see what can be done 

for those pathetic legs of his. But listen, Fay, I have an easier way to do it than yours, and a grand surprise for 

the boy. Time is short, but it can be done; and to show you that I am in earnest, I will go this instant and begin 

the work. Come and wash your face while I get on my boots, and then we will go together." 

At these words Fay threw her arms about papa's neck and gave him many grateful kisses, stopping in the 

midst to ask,-- 

"Truly, now?" 

"See if it is not so." And putting her down, papa went off with great strides, while she ran laughing after him, 

all her doubts set at rest by this agreeable energy on his part. 

If Johnny had not been asleep in the back room, he would have seen strange and pleasant sights that afternoon 

and evening; for something went on in the court that delighted his mother, amused the artist, and made Fay 

the happiest child in Boston. No one was to tell till the next day, that Johnny's surprise might be quite perfect, 

and Mrs. Morris sat up till eleven to get his old clothes in order; for Fay's papa had been to see her, and 

became interested in the boy, as no one could help being when they saw his patient little face. 
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So hammers rang, trowels scraped, shovels dug, and wonderful changes were made, while Fay danced about 

in the moonlight, like Puck intent upon some pretty prank, and papa quoted Snout, [1] the tinker's parting 

words, as appropriate to the hour,-- 

"Thus have I, wall, my part dischargèd so; 

And, being done, thus wall away doth go." 

1. A character in Shakspeare's "Midsummer Night's Dream."] 

PART III. 

A lovely Sunday morning dawned without a cloud; and even in the dingy court the May sunshine shone 

warmly, and the spring breezes blew freshly from green fields far away. Johnny begged to go out; and being 

much better, his mother consented, helping him to dress with such a bright face and eager hands that the boy 

said innocently,-- 

"How glad you are when I get over a bad turn! I don't know what you'd do if I ever got well." 

"My poor dear, I begin to think you will pick up, now the good weather has come and you have got a little 

friend to play with. God bless her!" 

Why his mother should suddenly hug him tight, and then brush his hair so carefully, with tears in her eyes, he 

did not understand; but was in such a hurry to get out, he could only give her a good kiss, and hobble away to 

see how his gallery fared after the rain, and to take a joyful "peek" at the enchanted garden. 

Mrs. Morris kept close behind him, and it was well she did; for he nearly tumbled down, so great was his 

surprise when he beheld the old familiar wall after the good fairies Love and Pity had worked their pretty 

miracle in the moonlight. 

The ragged hole had changed to a little arched door, painted red. On either side stood a green tub, with a tall 

oleander in full bloom; from the arch above hung a great bunch of gay flowers; and before the threshold lay a 

letter directed to "Signor Giovanni Morris," in a childish hand. As soon as he recovered from the agreeable 

shock of this splendid transformation scene, Johnny sank into his chair, where a soft cushion had been placed, 

and read his note, with little sighs of rapture at the charming prospect opening before him. 

DEAR GIOVANNI,--Papa has made this nice gate, so you can come 

in when you like and not be tired. We are to have two keys, and no one 

else can open it. A little bell is to ring when we pull the cord, and 

we can run and see what we want. The paint is wet. Papa did it, 
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and the men put up the door last night. I helped them, and did not go 

in my bed till ten. It was very nice to do it so. I hope you will like 

it. Come in as soon as you can; I am all ready. 

Your friend, 

FAY. 

"Mother, she must be a real fairy to do all that, mustn't she?" said Johnny, leaning back to look at the dear 

door behind which lay such happiness for him. 

"Yes, my sonny, she is the right sort of good fairy, and I just wish I could do her washing for love the rest of 

her blessed little life," answered Mrs. Morris, in a burst of grateful ardor. 

"You shall! you shall! Do come in! I cannot wait another minute!" cried an eager little voice as the red door 

flew open; and there stood Fay, looking very like a happy elf in her fresh white frock, a wreath of spring 

flowers on her pretty hair, and a tall green wand in her hand, while the brilliant bird sat on her shoulder, and 

the little white dog danced about her feet. 

"So she bids you to come in, 

With a dimple in your chin, 

Billy boy, Billy boy," 

sung the child, remembering how Johnny liked that song; and waving her wand, she went slowly backward as 

the boy, with a shining face, passed under the blooming arch into a new world, full of sunshine, liberty, and 

sweet companionship. 

Neither Johnny nor his mother ever forgot that happy day, for it was the beginning of help and hope to both 

just when life seemed hardest and the future looked darkest. 

Papa kept out of sight, but enjoyed peeps at the little party as they sat under the chestnuts, Nanna and Fay 

doing the honors of the garden to their guests with Italian grace and skill, while the poor mother folded her 

tired hands with unutterable content, and the boy looked like a happy soul in heaven. 

Sabbath silence, broken only by the chime of bells and the feet of church- goers, brooded over the city; 

sunshine made golden shadows on the grass; the sweet wind brought spring odors from the woods; and every 

flower seemed to nod and beckon, as if welcoming the new playmate to their lovely home. 
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While the women talked together, Fay led Johnny up and down her little world, showing all her favorite 

nooks, making him rest often on the seats that stood all about, and amusing him immensely by relating the 

various fanciful plays with which she beguiled her loneliness. 

"Now we can have much nicer ones; for you will tell me yours, and we can do great things," she said, when 

she had displayed her big rocking-horse, her grotto full of ferns, her mimic sea, where a fleet of toy boats lay 

at anchor in the basin of an old fountain, her fairy-land under the lilacs, with paper elves sitting among the 

leaves, her swing, that tossed one high up among the green boughs, and the basket of white kittens, where 

Topaz, the yellow-eyed cat, now purred with maternal pride. Books were piled on the rustic table, and all the 

pictures Fay thought worthy to be seen. 

Here also appeared a nice lunch, before the visitors could remember it was noon and tear themselves away. 

Such enchanted grapes and oranges Johnny never ate before; such delightful little tarts and Italian messes of 

various sorts; even the bread and butter seemed glorified because served in a plate trimmed with leaves and 

cut in dainty bits. Coffee that perfumed the air put heart into poor Mrs. Morris, who half starved herself that 

the boy might be fed; and he drank milk till Nanna said, laughing, as she refilled the pitcher,-- 

"He takes more than both the blessed lambs we used to feed for Saint Agnes in the convent at home. And he 

is truly welcome, the dear child, to the best we have; for he is as innocent and helpless as they." 

"What does she mean?" whispered Johnny to Fay, rather abashed at having forgotten his manners in the 

satisfaction which three mugfuls of good milk had given him. 

So, sitting in the big rustic chair beside him, Fay told the pretty story of the lambs who are dedicated to Saint 

Agnes, with ribbons tied to their snowy wool, and then raised with care till their fleeces are shorn to make 

garments for the Pope. A fit tale for the day, the child thought, and went on to tell about the wonders of Rome 

till Johnny's head was filled with a splendid confusion of new ideas, in which Saint Peter's and apple-tarts, 

holy lambs and red doors, ancient images and dear little girls, were delightfully mixed. It all seemed like a 

fairy tale, and nothing was too wonderful or lovely to happen on that memorable day. 

So when Fay's papa at last appeared, finding it impossible to keep away from the happy little party any 

longer, Johnny decided at once that the handsome man in the velvet coat was the king of the enchanted land, 

and gazed at him with reverence and awe. A most gracious king he proved to be; for after talking pleasantly to 

Mrs. Morris, and joking Fay on storming the walls, he proposed to carry Johnny off, and catching him up, 

strode away with the astonished boy on his shoulder, while the little girl danced before to open doors and 

clear the way. 

Johnny thought he couldn't be surprised any more; but when he had mounted many stairs and found himself in 

a great room with a glass roof, full of rich curtains, strange armor, pretty things, and pictures everywhere, he 

just sat in the big chair where he was placed, and stared in silent delight. 

"This is papa's studio, and that the famous picture, and here is where I work; and isn't it pleasant? and aren't 

you glad to see it?" said Fay, skipping about to do the honors of the place. 
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"I don't believe heaven is beautifuller," answered Johnny, in a low tone, as his eyes went from the green tree-

tops peeping in at the windows to the great sunny picture of a Roman garden, with pretty children at play 

among the crumbling statues and fountains. 

"I'm glad you like it, for we mean to have you come here a great deal. I sit to papa very often, and get so tired; 

and you can talk to me, and then you can see me draw and model in clay, and then we'll go in the garden, and 

Nanna will show you how to make baskets, and then we'll play." 

Johnny nodded and beamed at this charming prospect, and for an hour explored the mysteries of the studio, 

with Fay for a guide and papa for an amused spectator. He liked the boy more and more, and was glad Fay 

had so harmless a playmate to expend her energies and compassion upon. He assented to every plan proposed, 

and really hoped to be able to help these poor neighbors; for he had a kind heart, and loved his little daughter 

even more than his art. 

When at last Mrs. Morris found courage to call Johnny away, he went without a word, and lay down in the 

dingy room, his face still shining with the happy thoughts that filled his mind, hungry for just such pleasures, 

and never fed before. 

After that day everything went smoothly, and both children blossomed like the flowers in that pleasant 

garden, where the magic of love and pity, fresh air and sunshine, soon worked miracles. Fay learned patience 

and gentleness from Johnny; he grew daily stronger on the better food Nanna gave him, and the exercise he 

was tempted to take; and both spent very happy days working and playing, sometimes under the trees, where 

the pretty baskets were made, or in the studio, where both pairs of small hands modelled graceful things in 

clay, or daubed amazing pictures with the artist's old brushes and discarded canvases. 

Mrs. Morris washed everything washable in the house, and did up Fay's frocks so daintily that she looked 

more like an elf than ever when her head shone out from the fluted frills, like the yellow middle of a daisy 

with its white petals all spread. 

As he watched the children playing together, the artist, having no great work in hand, made several pretty 

sketches of them, and then had a fine idea of painting the garden scene where Fay first talked to Johnny. It 

pleased his fancy, and the little people sat for him nicely; so he made a charming thing of it, putting in the cat, 

dog, bird, and toad as the various characters in Shakspeare's lovely play, while the flowers were the elves, 

peeping and listening in all manner of merry, pretty ways. 

He called it "Little Pyramus and Thisbe," and it so pleased a certain rich lady that she paid a large price for it; 

and then, discovering that it told a true story, she generously added enough to send Johnny and his mother to 

the country, when Fay and her father were ready to go. 

But it was to a lovelier land than the boy had ever read of in his fairy books, and to a happier life than 

mending shoes in the dingy court. In the autumn they all sailed gayly away together, to live for years in sunny 

Italy, where Johnny grew tall and strong, and learned to paint with a kind master and a faithful young friend, 

who always rejoiced that she found and delivered him, thanks to the wonderful hole in the wall. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott/short-story/a-hole-in-the-wall 

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott/short-story/a-hole-in-the-wall
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The 500-million-year-old reason behind the unique scent of rain 

By Rich Haridy 

 

We knew the distinctive smell of rain on dry earth was the result of a chemical released by bacteria, but new 

research helps explain why the bacteria evolved to do this 

mihtiander/Depositphotos 

New research from an international team of scientists is suggesting that instantly recognizable earthy smell 

after rain is released by bacteria trying to attract a particular arthropod as a way to spread its spores. The smell 

is a 500-million-year-old example of chemical communication, evolved to help a particular type of bacteria 

spread. 

Scientists have long been fascinated by the unique odor that appears when it rains. The scent is particularly 

prominent when the first rains of a season hit dry soil. Two Australian researchers named the odor petrichor, 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/8155784/stock-photo-rain.html
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after an influential study in the 1960s suggested a particular oil is produced by certain plants during dry 

periods, and then released into the air when it rains. 

One major component of petrichor is an organic compound called geosmin. Scientists have known for some 

time that a common genus of bacteria, known as Streptomyces, produce geosmin. Virtually all species of 

Streptomyces release geosmin when they die, but until now it has been unclear exactly why the bacteria 

generates this distinctive aroma. 

“The fact that they all make geosmin suggested that it confers a selective advantage on the bacteria, otherwise 

they wouldn’t do it,” says an author on the new research, Mark Buttner. “So, we suspected they were 

signaling to something and the most obvious thing would be some animal or insect that might help distribute 

the Streptomyces spores.” 

Across a number of lab and field experiments the researchers discovered geosmin specifically attracts a type 

of tiny arthropod called a springtail. Studying the antennae of the springtails the researchers discovered the 

organisms can directly sense geosmin. The researchers suggest both organisms evolved together, the 

Streptomyces serving as food for the springtails, while the springtails subsequently spread bacterial spores 

helping seed new Streptomyces colonies. 

“There is mutual benefit,” explains Buttner. “The springtails eat the Streptomyces, so the geosmin is 

attracting them to a valuable food source. And, the springtails distribute the spores, both stuck on their bodies 

and in their faeces, which are full of viable spores, so the Streptomyces get dispersed. This is analogous to 

birds eating the fruits of plants. They get food but they also distribute the seeds, which benefits the plants.” 

This symbiotic relationship is key to the survival of Streptomyces, as the bacteria is known to produce certain 

antibiotic compounds that make it toxic to other organisms such as fruit flies or nematodes. Springtails, on the 

other hand, generate a number of novel enzymes that can detoxify the antibiotics produced by Streptomyces. 

This compelling novel discovery suggests a major element to that iconic wet earth scent is underpinned by a 

nearly 500-million-year-old relationship between bacteria and arthropods, mediated by an extraordinarily 

specific mode of chemical communication. 

“We used to believe Streptomyces spores were distributed by wind and water but there is little room for wind 

or water to do anything in the small air compartments in the soil,” says Buttner. “So, these small primitive 

animals have become important in completing the lifecycle of the Streptomyces, one of the most important 

sources of antibiotics known to science.” 

The new study was published in the journal Nature Microbiology. 

Source: John Innes Centre 
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https://www.nature.com/articles/s41564-020-0697-x
https://www.jic.ac.uk/press-release/research-unearths-the-science-behind-the-smell-of-spring/
https://techxplore.com/news/2014-11-brothers-mathematical-odor-cancelling.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 527  august 2020 

 

141 

by Bob Yirka et al., TechXplore.com 

2. Air Umbrella R&D evolves as shield from pelting rain 

by Nancy Owano et al., TechXplore.com 

3. Arrayit Diagnostics Files for IPO 

GenomeWeb, 2012 

1. Eight-year-old is highest paid YouTuber, earns $26 million in year 

TechXplore.com 

2. Transgenomic to Raise $8.3M in Private Placement 

GenomeWeb, 2013 

3. Complete Genomics to Sequence Wellderly Study Genomes 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

 

Rich Haridy 

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

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

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

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

https://newatlas.com/science/rain-smell-dirt-bacteria-geosmin-petrichor-

evolution/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-

92970593 

  

https://techxplore.com/news/2014-10-air-umbrella-evolves-shield-pelting.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://www.genomeweb.com/arrays/arrayit-diagnostics-files-ipo?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-12-eight-year-old-highest-paid-youtuber-million.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://www.genomeweb.com/clinical-genomics/transgenomic-raise-83m-private-placement?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.genomeweb.com/sequencing/complete-genomics-sequence-wellderly-study-genomes?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/science/rain-smell-dirt-bacteria-geosmin-petrichor-evolution/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/rain-smell-dirt-bacteria-geosmin-petrichor-evolution/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-92970593
https://newatlas.com/science/rain-smell-dirt-bacteria-geosmin-petrichor-evolution/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=02ca45c3f7-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_04_07_08_18&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-02ca45c3f7-92970593
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TRANSLATING A PERSON 

December 2nd, 2019 | Issue One Hundred Twenty-Eight 

Whom do we become when we inhabit another language? 
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The Most Interesting Person on the Planet 

 

by Alejandro Zambra 

 

Illustration by Sanja Bošković 

 

ALEJANDRO ZAMBRA 

 

1. 

The gringo was twelve years old, like nearly all of us, and his name was Michael González or John Pérez or 

something like that: a common English first name and a last name that was equally common in Spanish. He 

had grown up in Chicago with Chilean parents, so his Spanish was almost the same as ours and his English 

sounded like the movies. Fascinated, we’d ask him to speak English for us at recess, and the gringo was shy 

but also happy and patient, so he’d play along. Like a magician revealing his simplest tricks, he’d ramble on 

in a hushed voice about any old subject, and he even answered our questions, which were all basic: How do 

you say pico? (dick); How do you say zorra? (pussy); How do you say culiar? (fuck). 

One day, after a group presentation, the English teacher decided that Michael’s (or John’s) pronunciation was 

deficient, and she gave him a five out of seven. It took us a minute to realize the teacher didn’t even know the 

gringo was a gringo. She was a thirtysomething woman with a chubby face and a cheerful demeanor, her 

eyebrows smeared with blue eye shadow, always just about to smile or smoke. We loved her; she was nice, 

much warmer and more approachable than most of our teachers. That afternoon several of us tried to explain 

her mistake. She wanted proof, but the gringo was feeling especially timid, hiding away behind his notebooks. 

Finally, when the silence was becoming unbearable, he stood up and launched into a surprisingly loquacious 

soliloquy, much louder and faster than he tended to speak at recess, his face bright red, as if speaking English 

https://believermag.com/product/december-2019-january-2020/
https://believermag.com/contributor/alejandro-zambra/
https://believermag.com/contributor/alejandro-zambra/
https://believermag.com/contributor/alejandro-zambra/
https://believermag.com/contributor/alejandro-zambra/
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were something to be ashamed of, and there was also something desperate in his incomprehensible—to us—

torrent of words. He spoke for about five minutes, and I didn’t understand anything except for the word Chile, 

which made an appearance every so often. “I didn’t know you were a gringo” was all the teacher said, in an 

effort to hide her humiliation.  

The episode now strikes me as essentially comic, but at the time it seemed tragic and we tried to file it away 

immediately, because the teacher’s sudden seriousness represented a threat. We preferred her—needed her—

to be happy: it was much more important that she return our love than that we learn English.  

From music or movies or just from the ambient noise, I had or thought I had a certain precarious familiarity 

with the English language. I was excited about studying it, and although there are so many things about that 

time that I have forgotten or distorted, I have a clear memory of the pleasure—the pride—that came from 

stringing together a sentence and achieving the miracle of communicating in another language. One day, 

however, I got carried away by my damned enthusiasm and I raised my hand automatically mid-question, 

with only a vague idea of what was being asked. I found myself facing a dead end, and I tried to find a way 

out by uttering the word alimentation—I had the paradigm in my head of words 

like pronunciation, information, and generation, and I steeled myself to run the risk. The results were 

disastrous, because the teacher let out one of her contagious guffaws, then said, calmly and sweetly: “That 

word doesn’t exist.”  

There was a painful outburst of shouts and laughter, and I immediately imposed upon myself the quite 

reasonable punishment that I wouldn’t participate in that class again for the rest of the year. I also decided to 

keep my distance from the gringo, who had no skin in that game but was still the official representative of a 

language in which I was a miserable failure. By the end of the year we only said hi to each other, though 

always with a friendly smile. One morning, though, we ran into each other two blocks from school, and the 

prospect of walking together and being pretty much forced to talk was uncomfortable for both of us. But I 

think by that point my shyness was already false, so I set off talking about any old thing, and he livened up 

too. He told me he was leaving the school because his family had to go back to Chicago. I told him I would 

miss him, though I didn’t know if that was true, and he seemed happy I’d said it, but maybe he didn’t care. I 

asked him what he thought now about the English teacher. He said he liked her. Just to throw fuel on the fire, 

I asked him if she was, in his opinion, a good teacher. He said yes. I reminded him of the incident at the 

beginning of the year, and, imbued with an air of calm, in a tone somewhere between philosophical and 

melancholic, he told me there were many ways of speaking English. Then I reminded him of my own 

incident, but the gringo didn’t remember it. I didn’t believe him; I thought he was just saying that to be nice, 

but apparently he really didn’t remember. Minutes before class started, when we were already seated in our 

opposite corners of the classroom, he came over to tell me that he was almost sure the word alimentation did 

exist, that it was an old-fashioned word that wasn’t used much, but it existed. That possibility had not even 

occurred to me. At recess we headed for the library and asked for a dictionary. “I’m almost sure that word 

exists,” repeated the gringo in a nervous murmur while we furiously turned the pages. And there it was; we 

found it: I think the word alimentation even shone in that giant old dictionary.  

  

2. 
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When I was fifteen, at a party, a group of blond boys from a bilingual school—in my memory they appear as 

caricatures of rich jocks—started to speak in loud English about their momentary enemies: us. We got the 

general idea—they accused us of being dark, of being ugly, of being hoodlums—but we didn’t understand 

enough to answer them. I was impressed when I heard them speaking so easily, and it made me livid, of 

course, not to be able to understand, or to understand so little. We were kicked out of the party after shoving 

those boys a few times, and since we got back so early to the house where we were staying (Parraguez’s), no 

one was home, so we opened a few bottles of wine we found in the storage room. As we celebrated what must 

have been the first or the second or at most the fifth time in our lives we’d been drunk, we thought it was 

funny to imitate those English-speaking fancy-school boys, and that’s how a longstanding and lamentable 

tradition got started: every time we got drunk, we started to speak English, and we even used the expression 

“speak English” as a euphemism to allude to those drunken nights.  

Some years later, in 1998, I applied for a job as an international phone operator, and I claimed I spoke English 

at an intermediate level; my experience speaking, though, was limited almost exclusively to those ludicrous 

conversations as the parties wound down. I didn’t know English, but neither would it be precise to say I was 

entirely ignorant of it. I had wanted to keep learning, but without real desire, because the idea of improving 

my English went against the impression that it was more worthwhile to study tae kwon do or violin or 

palmistry or anything else, even another language, because English was always around anyway. It was almost 

impossible not to absorb a few rudiments just from the atmosphere, and that, combined with the two class 

hours a week over six years of school, fostered my sense that I knew something, or that, in any case, it wasn’t 

urgent to keep studying English. What’s more, the constant lectures about the importance of English in 

today’s competitive world took away my desire to learn. I wanted to learn English so I could read novels or 

watch movies without glasses or better pronounce lyrics by the Kinks or Neil Young, not so I could get ahead 

in business.  

Luckily, the job wasn’t difficult. I managed to communicate reasonably well with most of my colleagues 

scattered around the world, and I didn’t even get nervous when I had to talk with my counterparts in Paris or 

Amsterdam or Tokyo, because we all spoke more or less the same bad English. But when I had to call the 

office in London or Chicago or Sydney, it turned into a struggle, because then I had to speak, as we said, 

English-English. We personified our communication problems in the figure of Brad, an arrogant phone 

operator in the Chicago office who missed no opportunity to manifest how awful he found our English or our 

service or our existence. “I had to talk to a Brad” or “I got a couple of Brads today” meant that we’d had to 

engage in an unpleasant and slightly humiliating conversation. In my case, the Brad was almost always Brad 

himself (the original). “There are many different ways of speaking English,” I remember telling him once, 

secretly proud of quoting the gringo. Brad didn’t reply.  

Around that time, as a convoluted way of improving my English, I started translating poetry. It was just a way 

to quiet my own internal pangs at the boss’s urging us to improve our English. Now that I think about it, my 

immediate past held four semesters of Latin, which we learned by translating, so taking on English as if it 

were a dead language was more or less natural, I suppose. Sometimes I didn’t even translate, anyway: what I 

did was just take notes that would allow me to read Auden or Emily Dickinson or Robert Creeley more 

deeply. To read Ezra Pound’s early poetry in English, for example, was to me as laborious as reading César 

Vallejo or Gabriela Mistral in Spanish. I’m thinking not only of the supposed difficulties but also of the 

reader’s frame of reference, the rhythm, the kind of concentration required. I tried to correct or adapt or 

“Chilean-ize” the very Spanish-from-Spain translations of Auden or Emily Dickinson put out by Barcelona 

publishers. As for Creeley, none of whose books existed in Spanish then, I merely tried for an initial reading.  
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Somewhere, I hope, there must still exist a red notebook, Torre brand, with my Spanish versions of Emily 

Dickinson. There were no more than fifteen poems, each one copied dozens of times, since I thought and still 

think that is the best way to translate: obstinately transcribe those numerous, nearly identical versions until 

one of them takes hold and prevails. Of the many translations of those verses, I remember only my version of 

one of Dickinson’s best-known poems, the one that begins: “I never hear the word ‘Escape’ / Without a 

quicker blood, / A sudden expectation— / A flying attitude!” My translation takes the form of 

hendecasyllables, and somehow that makes me happy and ashamed at the same time. I feel as if the poem is 

“normalized,” naturalized, fenced in. I remember I wanted to translate “a quicker blood” as “el ritmo de mi 

sangre se acelera,” but then I lost the rhythm. I also remember how much I struggled with the first line of each 

quartet.  

The habit of reading in English gradually extended from poetry to prose. I read stories and novels, but I 

cheated at first, because I was really re-reading texts that I already knew and adored in Spanish translation, 

like The Subterraneans, one of Jack Kerouac’s less-celebrated novels, and one that I find magnificent, 

especially its devastating ending.  

I remember the trip from Puerto Montt to Parral on the slow budget train, when I read a novel in English for 

the first time with no dictionary (I know it sounds like “no hands”). The satisfaction that I was reading 

quickly arose every once in a while with all its distracting potential. The experience unleashed such joy in me 

that I didn’t even have time to consider whether I liked the novel or not. I didn’t think about it until a couple 

of days later. And, no, I hadn’t liked it, not at all: I’d confused understanding with enjoyment. I think it was a 

long time before I read a novel in English and managed to feel a certain aesthetic emotion that was similar, or 

at least comparable, to what I would experience reading in Spanish.  

  

3.  

The same way that a movie filmed in Santiago always retains, for me, a certain documentary warmth—as if it 

weren’t entirely a fictional story—a film set in New York always seems, from the start, too much like a 

movie. That’s why, the first time I went to New York, I found it hard to take the city seriously. I was there to 

present two of my books that had been translated into English, but I got there a few days early and had some 

time to get used to the city. Those were meandering days, effusive and unreal: I felt like an actor, or more like 

an extra; specifically, like one of those jackasses who as soon as they get the chance sneak a look at the 

camera.  

The afternoon of the event, EJ van Lanen—a charming guy, who at the time was my editor at Open Letter—

came over to the corner where I, terrified, was smoking my pre-penultimate cigarette. He asked me, purely 

out of politeness, if I was nervous. I should have replied with a little laugh, even a cough would have sufficed, 

but I liked EJ so much and I really wanted us to be friends, so I tried to give a more elaborate answer. I 

flashed on Emily Dickinson and told him: “Well, I feel like a quicker blood.” EJ thought I was going to faint 

and offered to make arrangements to cancel the event and take me to the hospital. My intention was not, of 

course, to cite Emily Dickinson; I’d simply used the resources I had at hand. I was able to communicate and 

make friends (and to make a fool of myself, which has historically been, in my case, a pretty effective way to 

make friends). But in spite of all my hours of—so to speak—telephonic interaction, my English came mostly 

from the poems and novels I had read.  
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Panic is fought, as we all know, with distilled beverages, and after a while I was calmer. Plus, I had to speak 

in English only a little, just enough to give a long greeting; the main event was the bilingual reading with 

Megan McDowell, who read excerpts in translation. That was the night I met Megan, with whom I had 

exchanged only a few emails, and I hadn’t even known of the existence of Jessye, her twin sister. The two of 

them appeared suddenly and made me guess which one was Megan, and I guessed wrong. I asked Jessye what 

she did; she’s a visual artist, but that night she told me she was a translator, like Megan, only from the 

Chinese. For some twenty seconds I believed her; for twenty seconds I not only conceived of the existence of 

those two twin translators of different languages, but I even had time to get used to the idea. In any case, 

emboldened by all these new friends, I didn’t try in the slightest to speak well that night, and I’m sure I spoke 

badly and that precisely for that reason, everything more or less worked.  

I went back to New York a few times over the following years, always on short visits for work, but always 

with the audacity of a tourist imprinted on my spirit. I think I could write a giant tome about those trips and 

never get bored, but of course I would only bore everyone else. So instead I’ll skip ahead to the chapter that 

starts in September of 2015, when I went to live in New York for a considerably longer time, thanks to a 

blessed grant to work at the Cullman Center in the public library. By that time I could communicate with 

anyone, as long as I accepted the unsettling absence of favorite words and a general lack of consistency: the 

impossibility of playing with tone, or of cracking jokes. That degradation was the price of being able to speak 

English on a daily basis with my fellow grant recipients. I spoke better if there was no one on my radar who 

understood Spanish: my English worked better if I gave free rein to my histrionic side. 

During those first days, I remember thinking—pretty optimistically—that I could use this chance to be, in 

English, a different person. I remember trying, even: to be a person who spoke less, for example. Because I 

speak slowly, but a lot. The feeling of having said too much (I mean this literally: the annoying certainty that 

I’ve uttered too many words) has been with me almost my whole life. I thought that in English I could be 

more direct, more solid, less tentative. Very soon, however, after just a couple of weeks, I was me again, or 

that precarious version of me (ever less precarious but ever more aware of my precariousness, which in some 

way reinforced or legitimated the precariousness). I mean that very soon I wasn’t translating myself: I was 

simply operating with the words I had, which weren’t so paltry but seemed so when I compared them to the 

riches I had in Spanish. The feeling that I was imitating someone grew ever less funny, and often became 

alarming. Not the imitation itself, but its condition of indeterminacy: I aspired to know, at the very least, 

whom I was imitating.  

  

4. 

I lived in Crown Heights, just steps from the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, in a spacious old apartment 

temporarily vacated by Bex Brian and Charles Siebert, a couple of writers whom I didn’t know well, but who 

were and still are the best friends of my great friend Francisco Goldman, so I felt like we were friends. 

As one of his many kind gestures, Charles had left a gift for me on his desk: a copy of his book Wickerby, a 

memoir published late in the ’90s and written in that same apartment. “The book essentially re-creates my 

thoughts on a September night, looking out at the neighborhood from the living room windows,” Charles told 

me in an email whose main subject was not Wickerby but rather the function of some service that—as long as 
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I didn’t commit the fatal mistake of unplugging their modem in the main bedroom—would allow him and 

Bex to watch the Mets and the Giants live from Abu Dhabi.  

Out of curiosity and a love of symmetry, I read Wickerby on the last night of September, when I had already 

spent a few weeks circulating through the apartment like an intruder. The protagonists of Wickerby are none 

other than Charles and Bex, but twenty years ago, when they were thirtysomethings. The story, from the start, 

is dramatic: Bex travels to a remote region of Africa, and Charles stays in the Brooklyn apartment with Lucy 

the dog, and for a while all is well, but the months pass and Bex indefinitely delays her return, giving no 

convincing reasons. Charles doesn’t know what to do or what to think, so he decides to take Lucy on a trip. 

They go not to Africa but to Wickerby, which is the name of a run-down cabin in the woods of Southern 

Quebec, where Bex used to go as a child.  

Charles’s tone is colloquial and hospitable, but also at times strangely elliptical, as if he doesn’t want to tell 

the story, or as if he trusts too much in the reader’s complicity. Or rather, as if he knows that the only way to 

tell that story is by pretending he is talking to a silent and understanding friend—kind of like a first person 

that wants to be perceived as a third. Wickerby is a romantic book in the most traditional sense: the character 

continually projects himself into the bucolic Canadian vistas and the urban landscape of Crown Heights as if 

he is channeling into them all his pain, his unease, his bewilderment.  

Immediately after reading Wickerby, I was struck by a certain sorrow, or an affectionate and confused feeling 

tied to those characters I suddenly knew too well. I felt that inhabiting their apartment—their scenery—was a 

strange luxury. Suddenly I cared about them; or, more precisely, I missed them: I would have loved for them 

to come home unexpectedly so I could talk to them for hours and offer Lucy some treats. From that feeling 

arose the idea or the impulse to translate Charles’s book. I decided to translate Wickerby more or less for the 

same reason one decides to write a book: to do something, to stop thinking.  

To translate a person is “to translate a text that doesn’t exist,” says Adam Phillips in a beautiful essay I read 

not long ago. The idea is more complex, because Phillips sets out to compare literary translation with therapy: 

if the therapist is a “translator,” the patient, then, is a sort of text. But a person is not just one text but rather an 

infinite series of texts, none of which could be considered the original; a book is, in the best of cases, the text 

that a person once was or wanted to be, but of course it’s a multiple testament, ambiguous and full of nuances. 

The idea that we are untranslatable is, however, much more damaging than the idea that we are translatable. 

To suppose that no one can translate us is to renounce the plane of contact, to remove ourselves from the 

world, proud and cowering. But Charles’s trip to Wickerby was not an escape; losing himself in the forest that 

belonged to his wife, to his wife’s childhood, was his tangled, painful way of translating her.  

  

5. 

Every morning, over coffee, before leaving—because I felt that the translation had to be perpetrated right 

there: at that desk, in that apartment, in that neighborhood—I would translate one or two paragraphs of 

Charles’s book, and then I’d set off for the library, where I would read and take notes. After lunch I reserved a 

couple of hours to work on my own novel, which I had decided to write in English, though I didn’t have the 

slightest intention of publishing it or even of showing it to anyone. Writing in English was more like part of 
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my immersion method, so to speak, and it was also an arduous game of literacy that left me exposed to 

problems or dilemmas that I had more or less resolved in Spanish.  

The novel really did matter to me, and so the whole time I worked on it I felt an inevitable stylistic frustration: 

the poverty of the rhythm, the scarcity of words—two words, three at most, for what in Spanish I had five or 

six or ten—paradoxically reconciled me with literature. My novel in English took paths it never would have 

taken in Spanish. I felt like a guitarist forced to use only three notes, the first ones he’d ever learned. I like 

thinking back to those writing sessions, though at the time I suffered and was always on the verge of 

abandoning the novel. Toward the end of the day, when I wrote in Spanish, I felt again the pleasant sonorous 

exuberance, the inestimable joy of talking with my mouth full.  

I wrote my bad English novel thinking that later on I would translate it myself into Spanish, and then Megan 

would return it to its place of origin, the English language. And I translated Charles’s book, imagining that at 

the same time, in Santiago, Megan herself was translating something of mine. I even came to imagine, 

indulgently, that it was all a comedy of switched countries, with a featured appearance by Jessye, the false 

Chinese translator who’d become a real Chinese translator, and whose presence created all kinds of 

misunderstandings: a deliciously stupid sitcom about two translator twins lost in Santiago or Beijing or New 

York or who knows where. By then I knew people who didn’t speak a lick of Spanish but who had read my 

books in translation, which was flattering but also, sometimes, intimidating. I liked to imagine myself as 

Megan’s front man: I had put my name to those books that really she had written, and my job was to play 

along and do everything possible not to awaken suspicion.  

  

6. 

One morning I received an invitation to give a reading in English. I know people who do everything they can 

to avoid public readings, and it strikes me as the most reasonable phobia in the world, but I love doing them 

or at least I don’t dislike them. Reading aloud is the only literary activity that—in Spanish, of course—feels 

almost completely comfortable, because I came of age doing poetry recitals, and through a process of hitting 

and missing, I think I ended up learning to interpret a text, in the musical sense. In general, I don’t like the 

practice of having actors perform readings instead of the writers (especially, of course, if they’re bad actors). 

But reading Megan’s translations as if they were my works was basically acting, imitating. Nor did I know 

which excerpts to read, because what I would read in Spanish wasn’t necessarily—in the abstract, I mean—

what I would read in English. That morning, planning to choose a few fragments to read, I stretched out on 

the sofa to read my books as translated by Megan, which I had already read but had never re-read, the same 

way I never re-read my books in Spanish.  

In her brilliant book This Little Art, Kate Briggs insists on the “novelesque” nature of literary translation. The 

famous suspension of disbelief that operates in the reading of a novel also functions in reading a translation, 

where it takes on even more weight, because the question about what was actually said or written is always 

slightly suspended. The reader’s pact is more sophisticated; when we read a translated novel, it’s more 

“fictional” than a novel written in our own language. When a translation is praised, what is meant is that it 

doesn’t seem like a translation (except in the infrequent case when the reviewer is fluent in the original 

language). 
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Asking a writer for an opinion of the translation of his book into a language he only partially knows is like 

asking a dog how the cat’s food is going down. I thought Megan’s translations were excellent, but I had no 

way of proving it, except for very subjective images. Every time I heard her read a text of mine out loud, 

starting on that first, long-past night of quickened blood, I had the vivid sense she was reading a text that was 

entirely her own. The afternoon I spent reading Megan’s translations, that impression became a certainty, as 

for long passages I forgot that I was the one who had written those books. Or, to put it more exactly: for long 

passages I forgot that those words corresponded to something I had said/written in another language. 

Sometimes the name of a place or a person returned me to reality, but the illusion did its thing and always 

returned.  

I chose the excerpts to read in public, though the central problem remained: there was something essentially 

illegitimate in that reading, whose only interest was the link between the written word and the voice of the 

writer. For the text to work, I had to articulate or pronounce it, creating the sense that it was mine. Nor was I 

sure of the most intelligible pronunciation of certain words, especially certain vowels—those details that in a 

conversation don’t matter, but that in a reading mark insurmountable differences in meaning. I asked my 

beloved friend John Wray to read those fragments, and I tried to sound like him, but John is good-looking and 

taller than me and much blonder, so I felt as if I was fifteen again, imitating those jocks from the bilingual 

school. Then I asked Megan for her interpretation over the phone, and I listened to those audio files a hundred 

times, and then, at the reading, before an audience that I think was very merciful, I tried to pronounce the 

words the way Megan would, and of course I must have sounded, in the best case, like a first-time actor trying 

out for a role that was too big for him.  

By now there are a lot of people with whom I have spoken only English, and I like to think that I put together 

a language using the phrases they lent me or that I stole from them; that now, when I speak English, I imitate 

their voices, and from imitating them so much there are times, like in a Fernando Pessoa poem, when I feel as 

if my pretend language is a language of my own, a way of speaking that is mine. And I suppose that dormant 

within the mutant I proudly call my English, there also lurk the ruckus of friends getting drunk and the erratic 

conversations with that asshole Brad and the letters that Emily Dickinson sent to the world and the poems by 

Donne and Auden and the songs of the summer and the Seinfeld episodes I know by heart. And the novel I 

wrote in English, planning to never show to anyone, and that these days I’m translating, amazed at how each 

English phrase multiplies by two or four in Spanish. And Charles’s book, of course: I suppose my English 

holds several phrases from that book that I never finished translating. I abandoned it with only the last chapter 

to go, the final eleven pages, I don’t really know why. Surely it was so I’d have an excuse to go back to that 

apartment and settle in for a few hours until I finished translating the book its owner wrote.  

  

7. 

My wife, Jazmina, learned English by reading Harry Potter. At twelve years old, tired of waiting for the 

fourth novel in the series to be translated, she decided to read it in English. She got her hands on a copy that 

she read immediately, though it’s more true to fact to say that her eyes passed over all the words in all the 

sentences on all the pages of the book, because she understood very little. She started it again right away, this 

time with the help of a dictionary. She wasn’t interested in the English language; she was interested in Harry 

Potter.  
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I find on our shelves, camouflaged among manuals and encyclopedias, the copy that she read. It’s an 

imposing hardcover in good condition, with a minimum of ten and a maximum of thirty words underlined on 

each one of its 752 pages. “I didn’t read, I didn’t eat, I didn’t do anything but try to decipher that novel,” she 

tells me. In a month she had finished it, or finished it again, and along the way she had learned enough 

English to improvise a few spells or comment on a game of quidditch. Meanwhile, the Spanish edition 

of Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire still hadn’t appeared. She remembers asking, in the voice of a 

desperate teenager, “How can it take so long to translate a book?” 

Jazmina went on reading in English and later majored in it in college, and then went to study in New York, 

where one afternoon, out of curiosity, she went to an event at the public library, where I was giving a flawed 

but loquacious talk, and in the Q&A session afterward she raised her hand and asked me a question that 

neither of us remembers, but I do remember that her English sounded lovely—much better than mine, of 

course. I remember having sensed that English was her second language, but I knew I could be wrong, and I 

also remember thinking while she spoke that her native language was Spanish, and it was absurd for me to 

respond in English, but the event was in English, so we had to speak English.  

I don’t know if we’re going quickly or slowly now as Jazmina and I translate Little Labors, the excellent and 

funny book by Rivka Galchen. It’s the second book we’ve translated together. The first was a selection of 

nonfiction pieces by Daniel Alarcón—a strange case, because Daniel’s Spanish is excellent but he has written 

almost all of his literary works in English, though they take place largely in Latin America, in a country 

remarkably similar to Peru. When he writes, Daniel translates into English the Peruvian that we tried to 

recover in the translation, as if we were writing out some kind of original.  

When we were translating Daniel’s chronicles, Jazmina was three months pregnant and we had just moved to 

Mexico City; everything seemed imposing and intense and decisive, and maybe it wasn’t the best moment to 

set off on an uncertain adventure like working together for the first time. But it worked. Then Rivka 

Galchen’s book appeared in our lives by chance, though guided chance: almost all the books we read about 

pregnancy and childcare were insufferable, moralizing, and heavy-handedly pedagogical, but we stumbled on 

this book and found it wonderful and decided to translate it.  

The solitude of the translator is complete, which makes translating together, shoulder to shoulder, so 

reasonable. And when I say reasonable, I mean that it is beautiful. I translate while Jazmina nurses, and she 

translates while the baby plays with his plush giraffe and with me. And when he falls asleep we translate 

together, compare versions, read aloud, correct, workshop. Rivka writes with wisdom and humor about 

experiences that we have recently had or are having now or will have very soon, so the feeling that she is the 

one translating us is strong and frequent.  

“I sometimes feel, as a mother, that there is no creature I better understand than my child,” says Rivka, and 

then she thinks of those romantic comedies where the protagonists don’t speak the same language but they 

still fall in love. But she also records the fear that soon, when her daughter learns to speak, the 

misunderstandings will begin, or the real misunderstanding is her current sense that they understand each 

other completely.  

For now, at eight months old, my son strikes me as the most interesting person on the planet. Every morning I 

wake up around five thirty, and he has already spent a while murmuring a kind of litany. Then comes a more 

defined contact: he focuses on me, looks at me, scratches at my cheek. It’s his way of asking me to get this 
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day started once and for all. He seems to know that these first two hours—the only ones fully given over to 

his mother’s rest—are ones we’ll spend alone, just the two of us, looking out the window at the half-dark, 

empty streets and playing with his books on the colored rug.  

A couple of weeks ago, he started to wave his left hand in greeting, though he doesn’t wave only at people or 

his own reflection in the mirror or the silent TV: sometimes I think he also waves at the day or the sofa or a 

certain stain on the wall or the solar system. Sometimes I have the impression that he speaks fluently, 

articulately, in a language I don’t know, a language that has to change every day in order to go on existing. 

But I don’t have the feeling of translating him, of having to translate him. Instead of encouraging him to 

imitate or assimilate my words, I’m the one who imitates his noises. Or rather I try to imitate them, because 

they’re not easy and by now they are countless: sighs long and short, timid variations on the gasp, happy 

snorts, traditional babbles, and others almost hummed, a sneeze-like laugh and another more like a giggle, and 

a long, enthusiastic razz. The thought that soon he’ll leave behind that happy vanguard of sounds to adopt the 

conventions of human language brings on an anticipatory nostalgia in me. Even so, I’m pleased to announce 

here that the first word my son pronounced, a few weeks ago now, was the word papa. He says it all the time; 

it’s the only word he says. He still has trouble, it’s true, pronouncing the voiceless bilabial stop p, so that for 

now he has to replace it with the voiced bilabial nasal m.  

—Translated from the Spanish by Megan McDowell 
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