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My Double And How He Undid Me 

by Edward Everett Hale 

 

My Double and How He Undid Me was first published in 1859 in The Atlantic Monthly. In 1868, Hales 

published it in his collection, The Man Without a Country, and Other Tale. " I had not been at work a year 

before I found I was living two lives, one real and one merely functional—for two sets of people, one my 

parish, whom I loved, and the other a vague public, for whom I did not care two straws." 

 

It is not often that I trouble the readers of The Atlantic Monthly. I should not trouble them now, but for the 

importunities of my wife, who "feels to insist" that a duty to society is unfulfilled, till I have told why I had to 

have a double, and how he undid me. She is sure, she says, that intelligent persons cannot understand that 

pressure upon public servants which alone drives any man into the employment of a double. And while I fear 

she thinks, at the bottom of her heart, that my fortunes will never be re-made, she has a faint hope, that, as 

another Rasselas, I may teach a lesson to future publics, from which they may profit, though we die. Owing to 

the behavior of my double, or, if you please, to that public pressure which compelled me to employ him, I 

have plenty of leisure to write this communication. 

I am, or rather was, a minister, of the Sandemanian connection. I was settled in the active, wide-awake town 

of Naguadavick, on one of the finest water-powers in Maine. We used to call it a Western town in the heart of 

the civilization of New England. A charming place it was and is. A spirited, brave young parish had I; and it 

seemed as if we might have all "the joy of eventful living" to our hearts' content. 

Alas! how little we knew on the day of my ordination, and in those halcyon moments of our first 

housekeeping! To be the confidential friend in a hundred families in the town—cutting the social trifle, as my 

friend Haliburton says, "from the top of the whipped-syllabub to the bottom of the sponge-cake, which is the 

foundation"—to keep abreast of the thought of the age in one's study, and to do one's best on Sunday to 

interweave that thought with the active life of an active town, and to inspirit both and make both infinite by 

glimpses of the Eternal Glory, seemed such an exquisite forelook into one's life! Enough to do, and all so real 

and so grand! If this vision could only have lasted. 

The truth is, that this vision was not in itself a delusion, nor, indeed, half bright enough. If one could only 

have been left to do his own business, the vision would have accomplished itself and brought out new 

paraheliacal visions, each as bright as the original. The misery was and is, as we found out, I and Polly, before 

long, that, besides the vision, and besides the usual human and finite failures in life (such as breaking the old 

pitcher that came over in the Mayflower, and putting into the fire the alpenstock with which her father 

climbed Mont Blanc)—besides, these, I say (imitating the style of Robinson Crusoe), there were pitchforked 

in on us a great rowen-heap of humbugs, handed down from some unknown seed-time, in which we were 

expected, and I chiefly, to fulfil certain public functions before the community, of the character of those 

fulfilled by the third row of supernumeraries who stand behind the Sepoys in the spectacle of the Cataract of 

the Ganges. They were the duties, in a word, which one performs as member of one or another social class or 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edward-everett-hale
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subdivision, wholly distinct from what one does as A. by himself A. What invisible power put these functions 

on me, it would be very hard to tell. But such power there was and is. And I had not been at work a year 

before I found I was living two lives, one real and one merely functional—for two sets of people, one my 

parish, whom I loved, and the other a vague public, for whom I did not care two straws. All this was in a 

vague notion, which everybody had and has, that this second life would eventually bring out some great 

results, unknown at present, to somebody somewhere. 

 

Edward Everett Hale and Susan Hale, his sister, daguerreotype, 1855 
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Crazed by this duality of life, I first read Dr. Wigan on the Duality of the Brain, hoping that I could train one 

side of my head to do these outside jobs, and the other to do my intimate and real duties. For Richard 

Greenough once told me that, in studying for the statue of Franklin, he found that the left side of the great 

man's face was philosophic and reflective, and the right side funny and smiling. If you will go and look at the 

bronze statue, you will find he has repeated this observation there for posterity. The eastern profile is the 

portrait of the statesman Franklin, the western of Poor Richard. But Dr. Wigan does not go into these niceties 

of this subject, and I failed. It was then that, on my wife's suggestion, I resolved to look out for a Double. 

I was, at first, singularly successful. We happened to be recreating at Stafford Springs that summer. We rode 

out one day, for one of the relaxations of that watering-place, to the great Monsonpon House. We were 

passing through one of the large halls, when my destiny was fulfilled! I saw my man! 

He was not shaven. He had on no spectacles. He was dressed in a green baize roundabout and faded blue 

overalls, worn sadly at the knee. But I saw at once that he was of my height, five feet four and a half. He had 

black hair, worn off by his hat. So have and have not I. He stooped in walking. So do I. His hands were large, 

and mine. And—choicest gift of Fate in all—he had, not "a strawberry-mark on his left arm," but a cut from a 

juvenile brickbat over his right eye, slightly affecting the play of that eyebrow. Reader, so have I!—My fate 

was sealed! 

A word with Mr. Holley, one of the inspectors, settled the whole thing. It proved that this Dennis Shea was a 

harmless, amiable fellow, of the class known as shiftless, who had sealed his fate by marrying a dumb wife, 

who was at that moment ironing in the laundry. Before I left Stafford, I had hired both for five years. We had 

applied to Judge Pynchon, then the probate judge at Springfield, to change the name of Dennis Shea to 

Frederic Ingham. We had explained to the Judge, what was the precise truth, that an eccentric gentleman 

wished to adopt Dennis under this new name into his family. It never occurred to him that Dennis might be 

more than fourteen years old. And thus, to shorten this preface, when we returned at night to my parsonage at 

Naguadavick, there entered Mrs. Ingham, her new dumb laundress, myself, who am Mr. Frederic Ingham, and 

my double, who was Mr. Frederic Ingham by as good right as I. 

Oh, the fun we had the next morning in shaving his beard to my pattern, cutting his hair to match mine, and 

teaching him how to wear and how to take off gold-bowed spectacles! Really, they were electroplate, and the 

glass was plain (for the poor fellow's eyes were excellent). Then in four successive afternoons I taught him 

four speeches. I had found these would be quite enough for the supernumerary-Sepoy line of life, and it was 

well for me they were. For though he was good-natured, he was very shiftless, and it was, as our national 

proverb says, "like pulling teeth" to teach him. But at the end of the next week he could say, with quite my 

easy and frisky air: 

1. "Very well, thank you. And you?" This for an answer to casual salutations. 

2. "I am very glad you liked it." 

3. "There has been so much said, and, on the whole, so well said, that I will not occupy the time." 
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4. "I agree, in general, with my friend on the other side of the room." 

At first I had a feeling that I was going to be at great cost for clothing him. But it proved, of course, at once, 

that, whenever he was out, I should be at home. And I went, during the bright period of his success, to so few 

of those awful pageants which require a black dress-coat and what the ungodly call, after Mr. Dickens, a 

white choker, that in the happy retreat of my own dressing-gowns and jackets my days went by as happily and 

cheaply as those of another Thalaba. And Polly declares there was never a year when the tailoring cost so 

little. He lived (Dennis, not Thalaba) in his wife's room over the kitchen. He had orders never to show himself 

at that window. When he appeared in the front of the house, I retired to my sanctissimum and my dressing-

gown. In short, the Dutchman and, his wife, in the old weather-box, had not less to do with, each other than he 

and I. He made the furnace-fire and split the wood before daylight; then he went to sleep again, and slept late; 

then came for orders, with a red silk bandanna tied round his head, with his overalls on, and his dress-coat and 

spectacles off. If we happened to be interrupted, no one guessed that he was Frederic Ingham as well as I; and, 

in the neighborhood, there grew up an impression that the minister's Irishman worked day-times in the factory 

village at New Coventry. After I had given him his orders, I never saw him till the next day. 

I launched him by sending him to a meeting of the Enlightenment Board. The Enlightenment Board consists 

of seventy-four members, of whom sixty-seven are necessary to form a quorum. One becomes a member 

under the regulations laid down in old Judge Dudley's will. I became one by being ordained pastor of a church 

in Naguadavick. You see you cannot help yourself, if you would. At this particular time we had had four 

successive meetings, averaging four hours each—wholly occupied in whipping in a quorum. At the first only 

eleven men were present; at the next, by force of three circulars, twenty-seven; at the third, thanks to two 

days' canvassing by Auchmuty and myself, begging men to come, we had sixty. Half the others were in 

Europe. But without a quorum we could do nothing. All the rest of us waited grimly for our four hours, and 

adjourned without any action. At the fourth meeting we had flagged, and only got fifty-nine together. But on 

the first appearance of my double—whom I sent on this fatal Monday to the fifth meeting—he was the sixty-

seventh man who entered the room. He was greeted with a storm of applause! The poor fellow had missed his 

way—read the street signs ill through his spectacles (very ill, in fact, without them)—and had not dared to 

inquire. He entered the room—finding the president and secretary holding to their chairs two judges of the 

Supreme Court, who were also members ex officio, and were begging leave to go away. On his entrance all 

was changed. Presto, the by-laws were amended, and the Western property was given away. Nobody stopped 

to converse with him. He voted, as I had charged him to do, in every instance, with the minority. I won new 

laurels as a man of sense, though a little unpunctual—and Dennis, alias Ingham, returned to the parsonage, 

astonished to see with how little wisdom the world is governed. He cut a few of my parishioners in the street; 

but he had his glasses off, and I am known to be nearsighted. Eventually he recognized them more readily 

than I. 

I "set him again" at the exhibition of the New Coventry Academy; and here he undertook a "speaking part"—

as, in my boyish, worldly days, I remember the bills used to say of Mlle. Celeste. We are all trustees of the 

New Coventry Academy; and there has lately been "a good deal of feeling" because the Sandemanian trustees 

did not regularly attend the exhibitions. It has been intimated, indeed, that the Sandemanians are leaning 

towards Free-Will, and that we have, therefore, neglected these semi-annual exhibitions, while there is no 

doubt that Auchmuty last year went to Commencement at Waterville. Now the head master at New Coventry 

is a real good fellow, who knows a Sanskrit root when he sees it, and often cracks etymologies with me—so 

that, in strictness, I ought to go to their exhibitions. But think, reader, of sitting through three long July days in 

that Academy chapel, following the program from 
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Tuesday Morning. English Composition. Sunshine. Miss Jones, 

round to 

Trio on Three Pianos. Duel from opera of Midshipman Easy. Marryatt. 

coming in at nine, Thursday evening! Think of this, reader, for men who know the world is trying to go 

backward, and who would give their lives if they could help it on! Well! The double had succeeded so well at 

the Board, that I sent him to the Academy. (Shade of Plato, pardon!) He arrived early on Tuesday, when, 

indeed, few but mothers and clergymen are generally expected, and returned in the evening to us, covered 

with honors. He had dined at the right hand of the chairman, and he spoke in high terms of the repast. The 

chairman had expressed his interest in the French conversation. "I am very glad you liked it," said Dennis; 

and the poor chairman, abashed, supposed the accent had been wrong. At the end of the day, the gentlemen 

present had been called upon for speeches—the Rev. Frederic Ingham first, as it happened; upon which 

Dennis had risen, and had said, "There has been so much said, and, on the whole, so well said, that I will not 

occupy the time." The girls were delighted, because Dr. Dabney, the year before, had given them at this 

occasion a scolding on impropriety of behavior at lyceum lectures. They all declared Mr. Ingham was a 

love—and so handsome! (Dennis is good-looking.) Three of them, with arms behind the others' waists, 

followed him up to the wagon he rode home in; and a little girl with a blue sash had been sent to give him a 

rosebud. After this debut in speaking, he went to the exhibition for two days more, to the mutual satisfaction 

of all concerned. Indeed, Polly reported that he had pronounced the trustees' dinners of a higher grade than 

those of the parsonage. When the next term began, I found six of the Academy girls had obtained permission 

to come across the river and attend our church. But this arrangement did not long continue. 

After this he went to several Commencements for me, and ate the dinners provided; he sat through three of 

our Quarterly Conventions for me—always voting judiciously, by the simple rule mentioned above, of siding 

with the minority. And I, meanwhile, who had before been losing caste among my friends, as holding myself 

aloof from the associations of the body, began to rise in everybody's favor. "Ingham's a good fellow—always 

on hand"; "never talks much—but does the right thing at the right time"; "is not as unpunctual as he used to 

be—he comes early, and sits through to the end." "He has got over his old talkative habit, too. I spoke to a 

friend of his about it once; and I think Ingham took it kindly," etc., etc. 

This voting power of Dennis was particularly valuable at the quarterly meetings of the Proprietors of the 

Naguadavick Ferry. My wife inherited from her father some shares in that enterprise, which is not yet fully 

developed, though it doubtless will become a very valuable property. The law of Maine then forbade 

stockholders to appear by proxy at such meetings. Polly disliked to go, not being, in fact, a "hens'-rights hen," 

and transferred her stock to me. I, after going once, disliked it more than she. But Dennis went to the next 

meeting, and liked it very much. He said the armchairs were good, the collation good, and the free rides to 

stockholders pleasant. He was a little frightened when they first took him upon one of the ferry-boats, but 

after two or three quarterly meetings he became quite brave. 

Thus far I never had any difficulty with him. Indeed, being of that type which is called shiftless, he was only 

too happy to be told daily what to do, and to be charged not to be forthputting or in any way original in his 

discharge of that duty. He learned, however, to discriminate between the lines of his life, and very much 

preferred these stockholders' meetings and trustees' dinners and commencement collations to another set of 

occasions, from which he used to beg off most piteously. Our excellent brother, Dr. Fillmore, had taken a 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 539  october 2020 

 

8 

notion at this time that our Sandemanian churches needed more expression of mutual sympathy. He insisted 

upon it that we were remiss. He said, that, if the Bishop came to preach at Naguadavick, all the Episcopal 

clergy of the neighborhood were present; if Dr. Pond came, all the Congregational clergymen turned out to 

hear him; if Dr. Nichols, all the Unitarians; and he thought we owed it to each other that, whenever there was 

an occasional service at a Sandemanian church, the other brethren should all, if possible, attend. "It looked 

well," if nothing more. Now this really meant that I had not been to hear one of Dr. Fillmore's lectures on the 

Ethnology of Religion. He forgot that he did not hear one of my course on the Sandemanianism of Anselm. 

But I felt badly when he said it; and afterwards I always made Dennis go to hear all the brethren preach, when 

I was not preaching myself. This was what he took exceptions to—the only thing, as I said, which he ever did 

except to. Now came the advantage of his long morning-nap, and of the green tea with which Polly supplied 

the kitchen. But he would plead, so humbly, to be let off, only from one or two! I never excepted him, 

however. I knew the lectures were of value, and I thought it best he should be able to keep the connection. 

Polly is more rash than I am, as the reader has observed in the outset of this memoir. She risked Dennis one 

night under the eyes of her own sex. Governor Gorges had always been very kind to us; and when he gave his 

great annual party to the town, asked us. I confess I hated to go. I was deep in the new volume of Pfeiffer's 

Mystics, which Haliburton had just sent me from Boston. "But how rude," said Polly, "not to return the 

Governor's civility and Mrs. Gorges's, when they will be sure to ask why you are away!" Still I demurred, and 

at last she, with the wit of Eve and of Semiramis conjoined, let me off by saying that, if I would go in with 

her, and sustain the initial conversations with the Governor and the ladies staying there, she would risk Dennis 

for the rest of the evening. And that was just what we did. She took Dennis in training all that afternoon, 

instructed him in fashionable conversation, cautioned him against the temptations of the supper-table—and at 

nine in the evening he drove us all down in the carryall. I made the grand star-entrée with Polly and the pretty 

Walton girls, who were staying with us. We had put Dennis into a great rough top-coat, without his glasses—

and the girls never dreamed, in the darkness, of looking at him. He sat in the carriage, at the door, while we 

entered. I did the agreeable to Mrs. Gorges, was introduced to her niece. Miss Fernanda—I complimented 

Judge Jeffries on his decision in the great case of D'Aulnay vs. Laconia Mining Co.—I stepped into the 

dressing-room for a moment—stepped out for another—walked home, after a nod with Dennis, and tying the 

horse to a pump—and while I walked home, Mr. Frederic Ingham, my double, stepped in through the library 

into the Gorges's grand saloon. 

Oh! Polly died of laughing as she told me of it at midnight! And even here, where I have to teach my hands to 

hew the beech for stakes to fence our cave, she dies of laughing as she recalls it—and says that single 

occasion was worth all we have paid for it. Gallant Eve that she is! She joined Dennis at the library door, and 

in an instant presented him to Dr. Ochterlong, from Baltimore, who was on a visit in town, and was talking 

with her, as Dennis came in. "Mr. Ingham would like to hear what you were telling us about your success 

among the German population." And Dennis bowed and said, in spite of a scowl from Polly, "I'm very glad 

you liked it." But Dr. Ochterlong did not observe, and plunged into the tide of explanation, Dennis listening 

like a prime-minister, and bowing like a mandarin—which is, I suppose, the same thing. Polly declared it was 

just like Haliburton's Latin conversation with the Hungarian minister, of which he is very fond of telling. 

"Quoene sit historia Reformationis in Ungariâ?" quoth Haliburton, after some thought. And his confrère 

replied gallantly, "In seculo decimo tertio," etc., etc., etc.; and from decimo tertio [Which means, "In the 

thirteenth century," my dear little bell-and-coral reader. You have rightly guessed that the question means, 

"What is the history of the Reformation in Hungary?"] to the nineteenth century and a half lasted till the 

oysters came. So was it that before Dr. Ochterlong came to the "success," or near it, Governor Gorges came to 

Dennis and asked him to hand Mrs. Jeffries down to supper, a request which he heard with great joy. 
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Polly was skipping round the room, I guess, gay as a lark. Auchmuty came to her "in pity for poor Ingham," 

who was so bored by the stupid pundit—and Auchmuty could not understand why I stood it so long. But 

when Dennis took Mrs. Jeffries down, Polly could not resist standing near them. He was a little flustered, till 

the sight of the eatables and drinkables gave him the same Mercian courage which it gave Diggory. A little 

excited then, he attempted one or two of his speeches to the Judge's lady. But little he knew how hard it was 

to get in even a promptu there edgewise. "Very well, I thank you," said he, after the eating elements were 

adjusted; "and you?" And then did not he have to hear about the mumps, and the measles, and arnica, and 

belladonna, and chamomile-flower, and dodecathem, till she changed oysters for salad—and then about the 

old practice and the new, and what her sister said, and what her sister's friend said, and what the physician to 

her sister's friend said, and then what was said by the brother of the sister of the physician of the friend of her 

sister, exactly as if it had been in Ollendorff? There was a moment's pause, as she declined champagne. "I am 

very glad you liked it," said Dennis again, which he never should have said, but to one who complimented a 

sermon. "Oh! you are so sharp, Mr. Ingham! No! I never drink any wine at all—except sometimes in summer 

a little currant spirits—from our own currants, you know. My own mother—that is, I call her my own mother, 

because, you know, I do not remember," etc., etc., etc.; till they came to the candied orange at the end of the 

feast—when Dennis, rather confused, thought he must say something, and tried No. 4—"I agree, in general, 

with my friend the other side of the room"—which he never should have said but at a public meeting. But 

Mrs. Jeffries, who never listens expecting to understand, caught him up instantly with, "Well, I'm sure my 

husband returns the compliment; he always agrees with you—though we do worship with the Methodists—

but you know, Mr. Ingham," etc., etc., etc., till the move was made upstairs; and as Dennis led her through the 

hall, he was scarcely understood by any but Polly, as he said, "There has been so much said, and, on the 

whole, so well said, that I will not occupy the time." 

His great resource the rest of the evening was standing in the library, carrying on animated conversations with 

one and another in much the same way. Polly had initiated him in the mysteries of a discovery of mine, that it 

is not necessary to finish your sentence in a crowd, but by a sort of mumble, omitting sibilants and dentals. 

This, indeed, if your words fail you, answers even in public extempore speech—but better where other talking 

is going on. Thus: "We missed you at the Natural History Society, Ingham." Ingham replies: "I am very 

gligloglum, that is, that you were m-m-m-m-m." By gradually dropping the voice, the interlocutor is 

compelled to supply the answer. "Mrs. Ingham, I hope your friend Augusta is better." Augusta has not been 

ill. Polly cannot think of explaining, however, and answers: "Thank you, ma'am; she is very rearason 

wewahwewob," in lower and lower tones. And Mrs. Throckmorton, who forgot the subject of which she 

spoke, as soon as she asked the question, is quite satisfied. Dennis could see into the card-room, and came to 

Polly to ask if he might not go and play all-fours. But, of course, she sternly refused. At midnight they came 

home delightedly: Polly, as I said, wild to tell me the story of victory; only both the pretty Walton girls said: 

"Cousin Frederic, you did not come near me all the evening." 

We always called him Dennis at home, for convenience, though his real name was Frederic Ingham, as I have 

explained. When the election day came round, however, I found that by some accident there was only one 

Frederic Ingham's name on the voting-list; and, as I was quite busy that day in writing some foreign letters to 

Halle, I thought I would forego my privilege of suffrage, and stay quietly at home, telling Dennis that he 

might use the record on the voting-list and vote. I gave him a ticket, which I told him he might use, if he liked 

to. That was that very sharp election in Maine which the readers of The Atlantic so well remember, and it had 

been intimated in public that the ministers would do well not to appear at the polls. Of course, after that, we 

had to appear by self or proxy. Still, Naguadavick was not then a city, and this standing in a double queue at 

townmeeting several hours to vote was a bore of the first water; and so, when I found that there was but one 

Frederic Ingham on the list, and that one of us must give up, I stayed at home and finished the letters (which, 
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indeed, procured for Fothergill his coveted appointment of Professor of Astronomy at Leavenworth), and I 

gave Dennis, as we called him, the chance. Something in the matter gave a good deal of popularity to the 

Frederic Ingham name; and at the adjourned election, next week, Frederic Ingham was chosen to the 

legislature. Whether this was I or Dennis, I never really knew. My friends seemed to think it was I; but I felt, 

that, as Dennis had done the popular thing, he was entitled to the honor; so I sent him to Augusta when the 

time came, and he took the oaths. And a very valuable member he made. They appointed him on the 

Committee on Parishes; but I wrote a letter for him, resigning, on the ground that he took an interest in our 

claim to the stumpage in the minister's sixteenths of Gore A, next No. 7, in the 10th Range. He never made 

any speeches, and always voted with the minority, which was what he was sent to do. He made me and 

himself a great many good friends, some of whom I did not afterwards recognize as quickly as Dennis did my 

parishioners. On one or two occasions, when there was wood to saw at home, I kept him at home; but I took 

those occasions to go to Augusta myself. Finding myself often in his vacant seat at these times, I watched the 

proceedings with a good deal of care; and once was so much excited that I delivered my somewhat celebrated 

speech on the Central School District question, a speech of which the State of Maine printed some extra 

copies. I believe there is no formal rule permitting strangers to speak; but no one objected. 

Dennis himself, as I said, never spoke at all. But our experience this session led me to think, that if, by some 

such "general understanding" as the reports speak of in legislation daily, every member of Congress might 

leave a double to sit through those deadly sessions and answer to roll-calls and do the legitimate party-voting, 

which appears stereotyped in the regular list of Ashe, Bocock, Black, etc., we should gain decidedly in 

working power. As things stand, the saddest state prison I ever visit is that Representatives' Chamber in 

Washington. If a man leaves for an hour, twenty "correspondents" may be howling, "Where was Mr. 

Prendergast when the Oregon bill passed?" And if poor Prendergast stays there! Certainly, the worst use you 

can make of a man is to put him in prison! 

I know, indeed, that public men of the highest rank have resorted to this expedient long ago. Dumas's novel of 

The Iron Mask turns on the brutal imprisonment of Louis the Fourteenth's double. There seems little doubt, in 

our own history, that it was the real General Pierce who shed tears when the delegate from Lawrence 

explained to him the sufferings of the people there—and only General Pierce's double who had given the 

orders for the assault on that town, which was invaded the next day. My charming friend, George Withers, 

has, I am almost sure, a double, who preaches his afternoon sermons for him. This is the reason that the 

theology often varies so from that of the forenoon. But that double is almost as charming as the original. 

Some of the most well-defined men, who stand out most prominently on the background of history, are in this 

way stereoscopic men; who owe their distinct relief to the slight differences between the doubles. All this I 

know. My present suggestion is simply the great extension of the system, so that all public machine-work may 

be done by it. 

But I see I loiter on my story, which is rushing to the plunge. Let me stop an instant more, however, to recall, 

were it only to myself, that charming year while all was yet well. After the double had become a matter of 

course, for nearly twelve months before he undid me, what a year it was! Full of active life, full of happy 

love, of the hardest work, of the sweetest sleep, and the fulfilment of so many of the fresh aspirations and 

dreams of boyhood! Dennis went to every school-committee meeting, and sat through all those late 

wranglings which used to keep me up till midnight and awake till morning. He attended all the lectures to 

which foreign exiles sent me tickets begging me to come for the love of Heaven and of Bohemia. He accepted 

and used all the tickets for charity concerts which were sent to me. He appeared everywhere where it was 

specially desirable that "our denomination," or "our party," or "our class," or "our family," or "our street," or 
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"our town," or "our country," or "our state," should be fully represented. And I fell back to that charming life 

which in boyhood one dreams of, when he supposes he shall do his own duty and make his own sacrifices, 

without being tied up with those of other people. My rusty Sanskrit, Arabic, Hebrew, Greek, Latin, French, 

Italian, Spanish, German and English began to take polish. Heavens! how little I had done with them while I 

attended to my public duties! My calls on my parishioners became the friendly, frequent, homelike 

sociabilities they were meant to be, instead of the hard work of a man goaded to desperation by the sight of 

his lists of arrears. And preaching! what a luxury preaching was when I had on Sunday the whole result of an 

individual, personal week, from which to speak to a people whom all that week I had been meeting as hand-

to-hand friend! I never tired on Sunday, and was in condition to leave the sermon at home, if I chose, and 

preach it extempore, as all men should do always. Indeed, I wonder, when I think that a sensible people like 

ours—really more attached to their clergy than they were in the lost days, when the Mathers and Nortons were 

noblemen—should choose to neutralize so much of their ministers' lives, and destroy so much of their early 

training, by this undefined passion for seeing them in public. It springs from our balancing of sects. If a 

spirited Episcopalian takes an interest in the almshouse, and is put on the Poor Board, every other 

denomination must have a minister there, lest the poorhouse be changed into St. Paul's Cathedral. If a 

Sandemanian is chosen president of the Young Men's Library, there must be a Methodist vice-president and a 

Baptist secretary. And if a Universalist Sunday-School Convention collects five hundred delegates, the next 

Congregationalist Sabbath-School Conference must be as large, "lest 'they'—whoever they may be—should 

think 'we'—whoever we may be—are going down." 

Freed from these necessities, that happy year, I began to know my wife by sight. We saw each other 

sometimes. In those long mornings, when Dennis was in the study explaining to map-peddlers that I had 

eleven maps of Jerusalem already, and to school-book agents that I would see them hanged before I would be 

bribed to introduce their textbooks into the schools—she and I were at work together, as in those old dreamy 

days—and in these of our log-cabin again. But all this could not last—and at length poor Dennis, my double, 

overtasked in turn, undid me. 

It was thus it happened. There is an excellent fellow—once a minister—I will call him Isaacs—who deserves 

well of the world till he dies, and after—because he once, in a real exigency, did the right thing, in the right 

way, at the right time, as no other man could do it. In the world's great football match, the ball by chance 

found him loitering on the outside of the field; he closed with it, "camped" it, charged, it home—yes, right 

through the other side—not disturbed, not frightened by his own success—and breathless found himself a 

great man—as the Great Delta rang applause. But he did not find himself a rich man; and the football has 

never come in his way again. From that moment to this moment he has been of no use, that one can see, at all. 

Still, for that great act we speak of Isaacs gratefully and remember him kindly; and he forges on, hoping to 

meet the football somewhere again. In that vague hope, he had arranged a "movement" for a general 

organization of the human family into Debating Clubs, County Societies, State Unions, etc., etc., with a view 

of inducing all children to take hold of the handles of their knives and forks, instead of the metal. Children 

have bad habits in that way. The movement, of course, was absurd; but we all did our best to forward, not it, 

but him. It came time for the annual county-meeting on this subject to be held at Naguadavick. Isaacs came 

round, good fellow! to arrange for it—got the townhall, got the Governor to preside (the saint!—he ought to 

have triplet doubles provided him by law), and then came to get me to speak. "No," I said, "I would not speak, 

if ten Governors presided. I do not believe in the enterprise. If I spoke, it should be to say children should take 

hold of the prongs of the forks and the blades of the knives. I would subscribe ten dollars, but I would not 

speak a mill." So poor Isaacs went his way, sadly, to coax Auchmuty to speak, and Delafield. I went out. Not 

long after, he came back, and told Polly that they had promised to speak—the Governor would speak—and he 

himself would close with the quarterly report, and some interesting anecdotes regarding. Miss Biffin's way of 
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handling her knife and Mr. Nellis's way of footing his fork. "Now if Mr. Ingham will only come and sit on the 

platform, he need not say one word; but it will show well in the paper—it will show that the Sandemanians 

take as much interest in the movement as the Armenians or the Mesopotamians, and will be a great favor to 

me." Polly, good soul! was tempted, and she promised. She knew Mrs. Isaacs was starving, and the babies—

she knew Dennis was at home—and she promised! Night came, and I returned. I heard her story. I was sorry. 

I doubted. But Polly had promised to beg me, and I dared all! I told Dennis to hold his peace, under all 

circumstances, and sent him down. 

It was not half an hour more before he returned, wild with excitement—in a perfect Irish fury—which it was 

long before I understood. But I knew at once that he had undone me! 

What happened was this: The audience got together, attracted by Governor Gorges's name. There were a 

thousand people. Poor Gorges was late from Augusta. They became impatient. He came in direct from the 

train at last, really ignorant of the object of the meeting. He opened it in the fewest possible words, and said 

other gentlemen were present who would entertain them better than he. The audience were disappointed, but 

waited. The Governor, prompted by Isaacs, said, "The Honorable Mr. Delafield will address you." Delafield 

had forgotten the knives and forks, and was playing the Ruy Lopez opening at the chess club. "The Rev. Mr. 

Auchmuty will address you." Auchmuty had promised to speak late, and was at the school committee. "I see 

Dr. Stearns in the hall; perhaps he will say a word." Dr. Stearns said he had come to listen and not to speak. 

The Governor and Isaacs whispered. The Governor looked at Dennis, who was resplendent on the platform; 

but Isaacs, to give him his due, shook his head. But the look was enough. A miserable lad, ill-bred, who had 

once been in Boston, thought it would sound well to call for me, and peeped out, "Ingham!" A few more 

wretches cried, "Ingham! Ingham!" Still Isaacs was firm; but the Governor, anxious, indeed, to prevent a row, 

knew I would say something, and said, "Our friend Mr. Ingham is always prepared—and though we had not 

relied upon him, he will say a word, perhaps." Applause followed, which turned Dennis's head. He rose, 

flattered, and tried No. 3: "There has been so much said, and, on the whole, so well said, that I will not longer 

occupy the time!" and sat down, looking for his hat; for things seemed squally. But the people cried, "Go on! 

go on!" and some applauded. Dennis, still confused, but flattered by the applause, to which neither he nor I 

are used, rose again, and this time tried No. 2: "I am very glad you liked it!" in a sonorous, clear delivery. My 

best friends stared. All the people who did not know me personally yelled with delight at the aspect of the 

evening; the Governor was beside himself, and poor Isaacs thought he was undone! Alas, it was I! A boy in 

the gallery cried in a loud tone, "It's all an infernal humbug," just as Dennis, waving his hand, commanded 

silence, and tried No. 4: "I agree, in general, with my friend the other side of the room." The poor Governor 

doubted his senses, and crossed to stop him—not in time, however. The same gallery-boy shouted, "How's 

your mother?"—and Dennis, now completely lost, tried, as his last shot, No. 1, vainly: "Very well, thank you; 

and you?" 

I think I must have been undone already. But Dennis, like another Lockhard chose "to make sicker." The 

audience rose in a whirl of amazement, rage, and sorrow. Some other impertinence, aimed at Dennis, broke 

all restraint, and, in pure Irish, he delivered himself of an address to the gallery, inviting any person who 

wished to fight to come down and do so—stating, that they were all dogs and cowards—that he would take 

any five of them single-handed, "Shure, I have said all his Riverence and the Misthress bade me say," cried 

he, in defiance; and, seizing the Governor's cane from his hand, brandished it, quarter-staff fashion, above his 

head. He was, indeed, got from the hall only with the greatest difficulty by the Governor, the City Marshal, 

who had been called in, and the Superintendent of my Sunday School. 
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The universal impression, of course, was, that the Rev. Frederic Ingham had lost all command of himself in 

some of those haunts of intoxication which for fifteen years I have been laboring to destroy. Till this moment, 

indeed, that is the impression in Naguadavick. This number of The Atlantic will relieve from it a hundred 

friends of mine who have been sadly wounded by that notion now for years—but I shall not be likely ever to 

show my head there again. 

No! My double has undone me. 

We left town at seven the next morning. I came to No. 9, in the Third Range, and settled on the Minister's Lot, 

In the new towns in Maine, the first settled minister has a gift of a hundred acres of land. I am the first settled 

minister in No. 9. My wife and little Paulina are my parish. We raise corn enough to live on in summer. We 

kill bear's meat enough to carbonize it in winter. I work on steadily on my Traces of Sandemanianism in the 

Sixth and Seventh Centuries, which I hope to persuade Phillips, Sampson & Co. to publish next year. We are 

very happy, but the world thinks we are undone. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edward-everett-hale/short-story/my-double-and-how-he-undid-me 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edward-everett-hale/short-story/my-double-and-how-he-undid-me
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Older people today are smarter, stronger and faster than 30 years ago 

By Rich Haridy 

 

New research offers a valuable insight into the progress made extending healthspan over the past century 

A compelling new study from researchers in Finland has compared the physical and cognitive performance of 

a group of older people in 2017 with a similarly aged group three decades earlier. Improvements were seen in 

almost every test, suggesting progress has been made extending healthspan, the number of healthy years a 

person lives. 

Over the last century humans have, on average, been living longer and longer. Life expectancy has been 

consistently increasing, however, over the past few decades some researchers have begun to suggest medical 

research should focus more on quality of life, instead of quantity. 

 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4328740/
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In 2001 the World Health Organization incorporated a new metric into its global analyses. HALE, healthy life 

expectancy, is a novel calculation of how many years a person can expect to live in optimal health. This 

renewed focus on healthspan, not just lifespan, suggests as human beings consistently begin to live well past 

the age of 70, attention must be paid to the quality of these senior years. 

In a relatively unique pair of new studies, researchers from the University of Jyväskylä in Finland have 

compared physical and cognitive performance in two cohorts of similarly aged subjects born around 30 years 

apart. 

The first cohort of around 500 subjects, aged between 75 and 80 (born between 1910 and 1914), participated 

in a variety of physical and cognitive tests in 1989. The second cohort, again aged between 75 and 80 (born 

between 1938 and 1943), completed the same barrage of tests in 2017. 

Taina Rantanen, principle investigator on the project, says this research allowed for a novel way to measure 

the progress made in extending healthspan from one generation to the next. 

“This research is unique because there are only a few studies in the world that have compared performance-

based maximum measures between people of the same age in different historical times,” says Rantanen. 

“Performance-based measurements describe how older people manage in their daily life, and at the same time, 

the measurements reflect one’s functional age.” 

Improvements were noted across almost all tested metrics in the later-born cohort. Looking at physical 

performance, walking speed was faster, grip strength improved between five and 25 percent, knee extension 

strength improved between 20 and 47 percent, and lung function measurements were better. Similar 

improvements were also seen in the later-born cohort across most cognitive performance tests. 

Matti Manukka, a postdoctoral researcher working on the project, suggests a broad variety of factors can 

explain why the later-born cohort displayed such consistent healthspan improvements. 

“The cohort of 75- and 80-year-olds born later has grown up and lived in a different world than did their 

counterparts born three decades ago,” says Manukka. “There have been many favorable changes. These 

include better nutrition and hygiene, improvements in health care and the school system, better accessibility to 

education and improved working life.” 

The researchers do note the findings may, to a degree, be unique to Finland, a country that was still largely 

agrarian and undeveloped when the earlier cohort were born around 1910. A number of social reforms, 

including longer obligatory education and better nutritional recommendations, occurring in the 1940s and 50s 

are cited as key to many of the physical and cognitive improvements seen in the later-born cohort. 

Ultimately, Rantanen suggests, as life expectancy continues to grow, scientists must pay close attention to the 

balance between more healthy years lived, and the care systems necessary to manage very old populations at 

the end of their lives. Expanding the period of non-disabled mid-life years and limiting one’s disabled end-of-

life years should be a priority for aging researchers, says Rantanen. 

https://www.who.int/healthinfo/statistics/indhale/en/
https://www.who.int/healthinfo/statistics/indhale/en/
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“Increased life expectancy provides us with more non-disabled years, but at the same time, the last years of 

life comes at higher and higher ages, increasing the need for care,” says Rantanen. “Among the aging 

population, two simultaneous changes are happening: continuation of healthy years to higher ages and an 

increased number of very old people who need external care.” 

The cognitive performance comparative study was published in the journal Aging Clinical and Experimental 

Research, while the physical performance comparative study was published in The Journals of Gerontology: 

Series A. 

Source: University of Jyväskylä 

We recommend 

1. Safeguarding vulnerable adults 

Juliet Jacques, BMJ's Coronavirus (covid-19) Hub, 2011 

2. News in brief 

British Medical Journal Publishing Group, BMJ's Coronavirus (covid-19) Hub, 2009 
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1. Too old to treat? 
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40520-020-01702-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40520-020-01702-0
https://academic.oup.com/biomedgerontology/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/gerona/glaa224/5901594?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/biomedgerontology/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/gerona/glaa224/5901594?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.jyu.fi/en/current/archive/2020/09/older-people-have-become-younger-physical-and-cognitive-function-have-improved-meaningfully-in-30-years
https://www.bmj.com/content/343/sbmj.d7148.full?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://www.bmj.com/content/338/sbmj.b1480/peer-review?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://www.precisiononcologynews.com/cancer/trovagene-sees-signs-efficacy-onvansertib-ar-v7-castration-resistant-prostate-cancer?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=TMD_PON
https://www.bmj.com/content/336/Suppl_S1/0801007.full?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
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https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/264?utm_source=trendmd&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=bp&utm_content=americas&utm_term=latin
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?url=https%3A%2F%2Fnewatlas.com%2Fhealth-wellbeing%2Folder-people-today-smarter-stronger-faster-healthspan-lifespan-finland%2F&mini=true&title=Older%20people%20today%20are%20smarter%2C%20stronger%20and%20faster%20than%2030%20years%20ago&summary=A%20compelling%20new%20study%20from%20researchers%20in%20Finland%20has%20compared%20the%20physical%20and%20cognitive%20performance%20of%20a%20group%20of%20older%20people%20in%202017%20with%20a%20similarly%20aged%20group%20three%20decades%20earlier.%20Improvements%20were%20seen%20in%20almost%20every%20test%2C%20suggesting%20progress%20has%20been%20made%20extending%20healthspan%2C%20the%20number%20of%20healthy%20years%20a%20person%20lives.&source=New%20Atlas
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Rich Haridy 

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

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

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

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

 

https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/older-people-today-smarter-stronger-faster-healthspan-lifespan-

finland/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=8ac49f3d30-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_25_11_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-8ac49f3d30-

92970593 

  

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/older-people-today-smarter-stronger-faster-healthspan-lifespan-finland/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=8ac49f3d30-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_25_11_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-8ac49f3d30-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/older-people-today-smarter-stronger-faster-healthspan-lifespan-finland/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=8ac49f3d30-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_25_11_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-8ac49f3d30-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/older-people-today-smarter-stronger-faster-healthspan-lifespan-finland/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=8ac49f3d30-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_25_11_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-8ac49f3d30-92970593
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/older-people-today-smarter-stronger-faster-healthspan-lifespan-finland/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=8ac49f3d30-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_25_11_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-8ac49f3d30-92970593
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
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The Oracle of Our Unease 

Sarah Churchwell 

1. 

In March 2020, a letter supposedly written by F. Scott Fitzgerald while “quarantined in 1920 in the 

south of France during the Spanish influenza outbreak” was shared on social media and quickly went 

viral, appropriately enough. It opens with a description of the “limpid, dreary day, hung as in a basket 

from a single dull star,” before sighing that it’s 

 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, Zelda Fitzgerald, and their daughter, Frances, Paris, 1925 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/sarah-churchwell/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/churchwell_1-100820.jpg
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poignant to avoid public spaces. Even the bars, as I told Hemingway, but to that he punched me in the 

stomach, to which I asked if he had washed his hands. He hadn’t. He is much the denier that one. Why, 

he considers the virus to be just influenza. 

Suspiciously topical and deliberately maladroit, the letter was spoofing the pandemic discourse in the 

first months of 2020. Its author even identified it as a parody, but the lie flew round the world before 

the truth put its boots on, as Mark Twain never said. 

In fact, Fitzgerald barely mentioned the Spanish flu in his writing, like most of his contemporaries, 

although it killed far more Americans than the Great War and he caught it himself. His case was mild, 

contracted in 1919 during the last of the flu’s primary three waves; he made Anthony Patch endure a 

similar bout in The Beautiful and Damned for all of three sentences. But the joke of the pastiche was 

lost on the thousands who succumbed to the very assumptions it was burlesquing: namely, that Scott 

Fitzgerald always speaks for the Roaring Twenties and that history is circular. 

The enduring mystique of the 1920s has lent to its centenary a singular nostalgic glamour. Although 

there are other fabled figures in the Twenties’ pantheon—Hemingway drinking the good Cahors wine 

in Paris cafés, Dorothy Parker wisecracking over gin blossoms at the Algonquin, Gertrude Stein 

dispensing koans and eau-de-vie in the rue de Fleurus—he remains its herald to a degree that would 

have disconcerted and delighted him in equal measure. In particular The Great Gatsby, with its yellow 

cocktail music and blue gardens and champagne glasses bigger than finger bowls, serves as a proxy for 

our collective idea of the Jazz Age. All over the world, Gatsby-themed New Year’s Eve galas welcomed 

2020: houses from London to Melbourne, Atlanta to San Francisco, glowing to receive a thousand 

guests. 

But this caricature of Fitzgerald as frivolous and unfailingly rhapsodic obscures the bracing acidity of 

his satire and the cool eye of his intelligence. The enchanted terms in which Fitzgerald portrayed 

modern America still blind us to how scathingly he judged it. “It was an age of satire,” he wrote, and 

yet we suppose that the writer who both embodied the Jazz Age and identified satire as its essential 

feature never employed it himself. Fitzgerald’s sardonic humor and his disquiet—the sense that “life is 

essentially a cheat and its conditions those of defeat,” as he later wrote—give his best work moral 

realism and gravitas, grounding the flights of his prose. All those New Year’s partygoers seem to have 

forgotten that the revelry ends with Gatsby dead in a swimming pool, an obscene word scrawled on the 

porch of his preposterous house. Gatsby is a cautionary tale about the consequences of misreading 

history, while its parties depict a society spinning out of control. The Jazz Age doesn’t end well in the 

novel that’s supposed to make it sound like so much fun. 

Yet it didn’t begin well, either. We should look anew at 1920 not because centenaries have magical 

properties but because Fitzgerald’s remarkably sensitive inner ear helped him register, before almost 

anyone else, when America started losing its balance—and calling its vertigo “jazz.” Jazz related to 

slang for “pep,” its earliest recorded uses signifying liveliness as often as music.1 Jazz soon became so 

semantically mercurial that by 1915 it denoted volatility per se; before long it stood for misrule. 

Unpredictability was jazz, as they would have put it: when Einstein overthrew Newtonian laws of 

gravity, he was said to have discovered “the jazz-molecule.” 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/f-scott-fitzgerald-oracle-unease/#fn-1
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In “Echoes of the Jazz Age,” his 1931 essay on the decade that had just “leaped to a spectacular death” 

at the end of 1929, Fitzgerald recalled finding early success merely for telling his contemporaries “that 

he felt as they did, that something had to be done with all the nervous energy stored up and 

unexpended in the War.” Jazz, he added, was that energy; it was “associated with a state of nervous 

stimulation, not unlike that of big cities behind the lines of a war.” It is a state that readers 

unexpectedly catapulted into our own age of anxiety thanks to a global pandemic may suddenly be 

better able to apprehend. Jazz spirit in 1920 wasn’t carefree: it was the hysteria of the near miss, an 

overwrought reaction to surviving calamity, a society going berserk because it didn’t know where else 

to go. 

2. 

At the start of 1920, no one had heard of F. Scott Fitzgerald, and the label “Roaring Twenties” didn’t 

stick until around 1924 (originally it described young men enjoying their “roaring twenties” before 

settling down). But even at the time, Americans thought they were entering a “jazz age.” “The age of 

jazz” spread “like flu,” “a musical virus” transmitted across the country from Kansas (“this wild age of 

jazz”) to Missouri (“this age of jazz and abominations”) to Alabama (“we are living in the age of jazz”). 

A Nebraska editorial was comforted “in this age of jazz” by a local old-fashioned spelling bee, 

suggesting the “younger generation is not going to the dogs” after all. A minister in Philadelphia took 

up the lament: Americans inhabited “a jazz age,” “an age where everything goes,” he added, “with jazz 

in the atmosphere and even the moral structure jazzing.” Conservative white America found jazz 

deeply threatening, not least for its racially coded implications of wildness, violence, permissiveness: 

“jungle jazz,” they called it. In Fitzgerald’s recollection, jazz—possibly cognate to “jism,” though no 

one knows for sure—meant sex first, even before it meant music.2 

Knowing that Fitzgerald ascribed this “state of nervous stimulation” to World War I, we yet miss his 

point: America’s nervous energy was “unexpended” by the war (his generation, he wrote, “saw death 

ahead, and were reprieved”), the nation left struggling to adjust. Meanwhile, the influenza pandemic 

had just finished killing nearly 700,000 Americans, only subsiding in the autumn of 1919. Newspapers 

reported statistics through the first months of 1920: “27,000 New Cases of Influenza in 23 States in 

Week,” a nervous headline announced. After three waves of epidemic, everyone was on the lookout for 

signs of a fourth. At the same time, Congress passed both the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Amendments, 

which would come into law in 1920 and throw switches in the nation’s tracks in different political 

directions, one toward nativist authoritarianism (Prohibition), the other toward liberal pluralism 

(women’s suffrage). 

Nor had the boom yet begun: at the start of 1920 the US entered a sharp deflationary recession lasting 

eighteen months. In 1919 labor and racial unrest, as well as political uncertainty, had provoked riots 

and the so-called Red Summer, which led to a draconian crackdown ending in the Palmer Raids of 

January 1920, during which at least three thousand people were arrested, almost all of whom were 

immigrants, accused of being leftists. Articles with headlines such as “Raids Drive ‘Reds’ to Cover” on 

the front pages of Hearst’s papers reported that hundreds of “aliens” and “radicals” were being 

summarily deported, beneath a masthead reading “America First!” That slogan had dominated the 

presidential campaign of 1916, helped persuade America to vote against joining the League of Nations, 

and remained so popular that Warren G. Harding rode it to the White House in November 1920. 
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The groups who voted for “America first” largely overlapped with those who favored Prohibition: 

nativist white Protestant Americans sought to criminalize customs they regarded as suspiciously 

foreign, urban, and decadent, associating alcohol particularly with new Irish, Italian, and German 

immigrants. The Harlem Renaissance was about to bloom—but the Ku Klux Klan was mustering, 

ready to burn black America to the ground. America’s destiny was no longer manifest, provoking 

widespread anxiety about what shape it would take. Jazz gave a word to all these jitters. 

Just as the idea of an “age of jazz” was jazzing its way around the country, a twenty-four-year-old 

writer of tremendous ambition was hitting his stride. For most of 1919 Fitzgerald had struggled to sell 

any stories—but as the decade turned, so did his fortunes. The Saturday Evening Post, the nation’s most 

popular magazine, began buying his fiction, as did The Smart Set, the literary periodical edited by H.L. 

Mencken and George Jean Nathan, the era’s most influential tastemakers. Between the autumn of 1919 

and the summer of 1920, Fitzgerald published sixteen stories in nationally prominent outlets, three of 

which were snapped up by Hollywood and turned into silent “picturizations” released within the year; 

most of them satirized modern America. One of his first, “Dalyrimple Goes Wrong,” published in 

February 1920, lampoons the American success story with the tale of a house burglar who becomes a 

state senator. Like Jay Gatsby after him, Dalyrimple is a veteran who turns to crime when denied 

opportunity in postwar America. Most of Fitzgerald’s young protagonists scoffed at conventional 

morality; the heroine of “Benediction,” also published that February, contemplates adultery and 

discusses contraception with her brother, a monk, telling him that “everybody talks about everything 

now.” These were audacious tales, provocatively asking if America was ready to jazz. 

That question was answered with the publication of Fitzgerald’s first novel in March 1920. For his 

contemporaries, it was This Side of Paradise, not The Great Gatsby, that was the quintessential jazzing 

novel, ragged and spontaneous, youthful and percussive, iconoclastic, chaotic, vexatious. At once a 

portrait of the artist and a cultural testament, it struck a chord with that younger generation who may 

or may not have been going to the dogs but were definitely going to jazz. Bearing witness to social 

revolution, defiantly breaking taboos, the book spoke slang in a voice its young readers instantly 

recognized. Aesthetically it was subversive, mixing genres and styles, including plays and verse, shifting 

giddily from social comedy to metaphysical tragedy, scattered with facetious editorial headlines (“Still 

Alcoholic,” “The Little Man Gets His”). 

To its first readers the novel seemed experimentally modernist, as discordant as Stravinsky, as 

fragmented as Picasso, “running over with youth and jazz,” “astonishing and refreshing,” a work of 

“unmistakable and truly remarkable promise” that “bears the impress…of genius.” So tremendous 

was the word-of-mouth publicity that this first novel by an unknown writer went through three editions 

in three weeks; after a visit to the US, the Prince of Wales reportedly recommended it to his friends. By 

1921, it had gone through twelve editions, and Scott Fitzgerald had become, he said somewhat dazedly, 

“a sort of oracle” for jazz-age America.3 

The novel’s protagonist, Amory Blaine, an ironized alter ego, despises the hypocrisy of his parents’ 

generation; swinging between cynicism and idealism, seeking an ambition worthy of his indefinite 

aspirations, he articulates the choice Gatsby would later make: “If one can’t be a great artist or a great 

soldier, the next best thing is to be a great criminal.” Amory and his friends experiment with sex, 

deride Prohibition, and embrace radical ideas like psychoanalysis, atheism, and socialism. Rejecting a 
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society defined by crass materialism and rampant capitalism, Amory declares socialism “the only 

panacea I know. I’m restless. My whole generation is restless.” 

In fact, Amory is a textbook champagne socialist, like Fitzgerald himself, whose sympathies with 

Marxism were qualified at best, though he always identified with “the smoldering hatred of a peasant” 

against the rich. Fitzgerald saw what money could do but never confused it with meaning. “Money isn’t 

the only stimulus that brings out the best that’s in a man, even in America,” Amory insists. His half-

hearted espousal of socialism is, as Edmund Wilson wrote, a “gesture of indefinite revolt” against 

“outworn systems.” The novel ends with lines that became instantly famous, its hero surveying “a new 

generation dedicated more than the last to the fear of poverty and the worship of success; grown up to 

find all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken.” Fitzgerald had found his subject: the 

moral confusions of modern America. 

It was not This Side of Paradise that brought Fitzgerald’s “first big mail,” however; that came, he said, 

when he received “hundreds and hundreds of letters on a story about a girl who bobbed her hair.” 

Though the dancer Irene Castle helped popularize short hair, and its appeal spread as women joined 

the war effort, when “Bernice Bobs Her Hair” appeared in May 1920, bobbed hair was still a renegade 

choice in small-town America. The story satirically reverses the scene in Little Women when Jo 

sacrifices her “one beauty” by nobly cutting her hair to help pay for her mother’s journey to rescue 

their sick father. Fitzgerald’s modern girls flatly reject such patriarchal ideals of Victorian filial piety. 

“Oh, please don’t quote ‘Little Women’!” popular Marjorie snaps at her old-fashioned cousin Bernice. 

“That’s out of style…. What modern girl could live like those inane females?” Whereas a central lesson 

Alcott’s little women must learn is to suppress their rage, “Bernice” is about cutting female anger loose. 

Marjorie and Bernice are not devoted sisters but rivals; when Bernice’s popularity threatens to eclipse 

Marjorie’s, she forces Bernice to go through with a professed intention to bob her hair, calling her 

bluff. Publicly shamed, Bernice takes her revenge, stealthily cutting off Marjorie’s long blond locks 

while she sleeps, before running away, wildly laughing, into the night. 

“Bernice Bobs Her Hair” has been dismissed as a story about petty female narcissism, but there is 

courage in Bernice’s decision to stand up to public challenge. Marjorie’s dare is a thrown gauntlet, and 

Bernice meets “the test supreme of her sportsmanship.” Fitzgerald shows us the birth of the flapper: 

self-conscious, often vain, but a good sport and woman of her word. This is Jane Austen with knives—

or scissors—out, a comedy of manners that turns into a duel. Not for nothing does Fitzgerald write that 

Bernice has “scalped” Marjorie at the story’s end, developing an earlier hint that Bernice might have 

Native American blood. Today that detail discomfits readers, but for Fitzgerald’s generation it was a 

standard image of savagery being satirically applied to a spoiled debutante. His point was that Bernice 

has found it in her to be fierce, and to be free. 

3. 

While awaiting the publication of This Side of Paradise, Fitzgerald finished “quite a marvellous after-

the-war story,” probably salvaged from an abandoned second novel. It was long, disjointed, rather 

grim; none of the commercial slicks would take it, but The Smart Set published it in July 1920. “May 

Day,” considered by many scholars Fitzgerald’s first masterpiece, was based, he said, on “three events” 

from the spring of 1919 that “made a great impression” on him. “In life they were unrelated,” he 

explained when he revised the story in 1922, “except by the general hysteria of that spring which 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 539  october 2020 

 

23 

inaugurated the Age of Jazz,” but in Fitzgerald’s imagination they fused into one story. For him, it was 

the 1919 May Day riots that “inaugurated” the Jazz Age: not parties or music, bathtub gin or a 

booming stock market, but the violence of class conflict. 

In early 1919 Fitzgerald was living in New York, broke and near despair, fearing professional failure, 

while his rich college friends gathered for lavish cotillions at Delmonico’s, the exclusive restaurant of 

the Gilded Age elite, or at “lush and liquid garden parties.” Even as he “tippled with Princetonians in 

the Biltmore Bar,” Fitzgerald later recalled, “I was haunted always by my other life,” “my shabby 

suits, my poverty.” One Saturday that spring, Fitzgerald became extremely drunk with a wealthy 

friend while attending a dance at Delmonico’s. They hung signs from the cloakroom around their 

necks, introducing each other as Mr. In and Mr. Out, before going to Child’s all-night restaurant on 

59th Street, where Fitzgerald tried to explain that Columbus Circle doesn’t really curve, but only 

seemed to because he was drunk. They finished with breakfast at the Biltmore, smashing champagne 

bottles on Sunday morning in front of startled churchgoers. 

Even as Fitzgerald enjoyed such silly debauchery, senseless violence and conflicts over inequality and 

“Americanism” filled the news. At the end of April, parades of returning soldiers marched up Fifth 

Avenue past grandstands and cheers from gathered crowds; a bartender at Delmonico’s who had been 

watching from one of the restaurant’s upstairs windows fell and fractured his skull, making national 

front-page news. On May 1, in cities across America, returning veterans attacked socialist groups 

celebrating the Bolshevik revolution; in New York, homemade bombs were discovered addressed to 

politicians, while thousands of servicemen roamed the streets in search of “reds” and raided meeting 

places, including the offices of a socialist daily, The Call, where a man jumped twenty-five feet from a 

window to escape the mob. A week later, James Reese Europe, the most famous jazz musician in 

America, was stabbed to death by his own drummer in a backstage dispute. A passionate advocate of 

African-Americans playing their own music, Europe was the first person to bring syncopated rhythms 

to Carnegie Hall, in 1912, before arranging the “Castle Walk,” which made the foxtrot a national 

mania. Fitzgerald saw Irene Castle and her husband, Vernon, perform it in 1913, and probably danced 

to Europe’s Society Orchestra at Delmonico’s. 

“May Day” fuses all these tumultuous events into a jazz-age vanity fair, as a small cast of characters 

orbit around a dance at Delmonico’s, their toing and froing symbolizing the frenetic motion of postwar 

America, the city bringing the powerful and the powerless into dangerous proximity. It begins in mock-

heroic fashion, with parades of returning soldiers marching up the “chief highway” of “the great city of 

the conquering people,” where merchants flock in search of the “prosperity impending hymned by the 

scribes,” and ends with a young artist shooting himself. In the 1920 magazine version, the suicide is 

implied when the owner of a store sells a gun because “business is bad enough, God knows!,” closing 

the story on the failing economy with which it opens. 

“May Day” depicts a callous society in which the children of the elite flaunt their wealth at a restaurant 

a few blocks north of J.P. Morgan’s mansion, while ragged soldiers roam the streets looking for a 

drink. It is a tale of privilege and dispossession, entitled aristocrats and their careless harm—the motifs 

of Gatsby in far more explicit terms. None of the characters are pleasant and none end well: rich and 

poor, artist and philistine, capitalist and socialist, serviceman and pacifist, all crash into one another in 

the streets of urban America. The story is broken into jagged sections, its tonal dissonances chiming 

with the “incongruous” society it depicts, a montage of fear and frenzy in accelerated ragtime. 
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At Delmonico’s, rich young men flit “like dignified black moths” among perfumed debutantes; an 

aspiring artist, destroying himself with drink and a sordid affair, hopes his rich friends will rescue him; 

two soldiers sneak in off the street, trying to cadge some liquor. Outside, mobs have been gathering all 

day, and “a gesticulating little Jew” has been attacked for demanding, “What have you got outa the 

war? Look arounja, look arounja! Are you rich?… Who got anything out of it except J.P. Morgan an’ 

John D. Rockefeller?” 

Fitzgerald was not insulated from the electric shocks of jazz-age life; that he was also sometimes jolted 

by them is clear in this malicious contemporary stereotype of the socialist Jew. Similarly, his two 

soldiers are “degenerate” examples of the underclass, “ugly, ill-nourished, devoid of all except the very 

lowest form of intelligence.” The literary naturalism Fitzgerald employs in “May Day,” much 

applauded at the time, converged with popular eugenicist ideas of biological determinism, as endorsed 

in books like T. Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color, published a month after Fitzgerald 

finished “May Day” and thinly disguised as the book Tom Buchanan recommends at the start 

of Gatsby. 

The climax comes when a debutante leaves Delmonico’s to visit her brother at the nearby offices of 

the Trumpet, a “radical weekly.” She articulates Fitzgerald’s subject for him, remarking, “It seems sort 

of—of incongruous doesn’t it?—me being at a party like that, and you over here working for a thing 

that’ll make that sort of party impossible ever any more, if your ideas work.” But in this tale, socialism 

offers no panacea; her brother is “fatuously” trying “to pour the latest cures for incurable evils” into 

the paper’s columns. During her visit, a mob of soldiers, including the two from Delmonico’s, breaks 

into the Trumpet’s office; one is pushed out the window and falls thirty-five feet to “split his skull like a 

cracked cocoa-nut.” 

Back at Delmonico’s, two rich young Yale men, spectacularly drunk, have hung cloakroom signs round 

their necks and are riding the elevator as “Mr. In” and “Mr. Out,” an image combining social 

hierarchies with the theme of inclusion and exclusion. “Bound skyward,” they demand ever greater 

heights in a parody of mindless ambition and the arrogance of wealth: 

“Any floor,” said Mr. In. 

“Top floor,” said Mr. Out. 

“This is the top floor,” said the elevator man. 

“Have another floor put on,” said Mr. Out. 

“Higher,” said Mr. In. 

“Heaven,” said Mr. Out. 

Up they go, as Jay Gatsby would climb in search of incomparable wonder, while Americans embarked 

on a craze for sitting on flagpoles that ended when everything toppled in 1929. The mood of “May Day” 
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is drunken hallucination, but it foresees the senseless escalation to come, a nation riding ever higher but 

getting nowhere. 

After the dance, Fitzgerald sends most of his characters to Child’s restaurant, where his own drunken 

memory provided a metaphor for national disenchantment: 

Dawn had come up in Columbus Circle, magical, breathless dawn, silhouetting the great statue of the 

immortal Christopher, and mingling in a curious and uncanny manner with the fading yellow electric 

light inside. 

Five years before Gatsby, Fitzgerald could already see the dimming hopes of the colonial new world, 

idealistic dawns fusing with artificial light, promise dissolving into the “uncanny” glare of modern 

America. 

“The Jazz Age is over,” Fitzgerald wrote to his editor, Max Perkins, in 1931. “I claim credit for naming 

it,” he added: “it extended from the suppression of the riots on May Day 1919 to the crash of the Stock 

Market in 1929—almost exactly one decade.” Perkins agreed, encouraging Fitzgerald to expand the 

observation, which led to his writing “Echoes of the Jazz Age.” Enormous attention has been paid to 

the end of the era, far less to its beginning: it was after “the police rode down the demobilized country 

boys gaping at the orators in Madison Square,” Fitzgerald recalled, that Americans began to think that 

if “business men had this effect on the government, then maybe we had gone to war for J.P. Morgan’s 

loans after all.” It all began, for him, with violence over financial imperialism, politics and inequality, 

outrage that the rich had profiteered from the annihilation of the poor. 

“May Day,” like Gatsby, portrays a sick society. Even Gatsby’s first readers, however, mistook the 

spiritual malaise Fitzgerald was diagnosing for another ailment. “Unhappily, the picture in ‘The Great 

Gatsby’ is not overdrawn,” observed one reviewer. “The jazz virus is with us…[in] what we are pleased 

to call modern civilization.” But Gatsby shows an America suffering less from viral modernity than 

from a moral cancer that is metastasizing—and which it keeps misdiagnosing. Nostalgia, derived from 

a Greek term meaning “homesickness,” was long considered a medical form of insanity, one that could 

prove fatal. That was the meaning Fitzgerald grew up with, but by 1920 nostalgia had begun to convey 

sentimental yearning for a lost time. Fitzgerald became America’s poet laureate of nostalgia because he 

understood its perils as well as its allure: nostalgia wants to falsify the past, whereas history tries to 

clarify it. Gatsby, the emblematic American, is destroyed by nostalgia, his dreams of reclaiming 

paradise shattered by the “hard malice” of Tom Buchanan’s plutocratic power. Gatsby’s incurable 

faith in the false promise of renewal—“Can’t repeat the past? Why of course you can!”—is America’s. 

Like Gatsby, we want to recover some idea of ourselves that we’ve lost, to return to the past and find 

there, intact, our own innocence. Gatsby’s “extraordinary gift for hope” is our own—and ensures we 

keep willfully forgetting that his great aspirations ended dead in the water. 

1. 1 

Aptly enough the etymology and evolution of “jazz” are also semantically unstable. Although many 

claim its earliest print uses are from 1912–1913, and that its first recorded uses did not refer to music, 

there are at least two earlier references to jazz as music. In 1900 an Alabama paper reported on failed 
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efforts to start “a jazz section” with “jazz palaces” in Glasgow (“Attempts to Jazz Glasgow Have 

Failed,” Anniston Star, January 1, 1900), while a 1909 article refers to the “jazz” and “pep” of the 

banjo (“Banjuke Is the Latest,” Piedmont News, July 12, 1909). ↩ 

2. 2 

“The word jazz in its progress toward respectability has meant first sex, then dancing, then music,” 

Fitzgerald wrote in “Echoes of the Jazz Age.” ↩ 

3. 3 

Dear Scott/Dear Max: The Fitzgerald–Perkins Correspondence, edited by John Kuehl and Jackson R. 

Bryer (Scribner’s, 1971, 2016), p. 114. ↩ 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/f-scott-fitzgerald-oracle-unease/  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/f-scott-fitzgerald-oracle-unease/#fnr-1
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/f-scott-fitzgerald-oracle-unease/#fnr-2
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/f-scott-fitzgerald-oracle-unease/#fnr-3


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 539  october 2020 

 

27 

The ‘prehistory’ of philosophy of science (1): By way of introduction 

PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

ByJesús Zamora Bonilla   

 

Since this will be a series of entries about something as weird as the ‘prehistory’ of philosophy of 

science, I think readers deserve a little explanation about what I do exactly mean by that. ‘Philosophy 

of science’, to begin with, is a topic that took its current status as an autonomous academic field (I 

mean, something about which you may hold a university chair, or found a journal exclusively devoted 

to it) around the beginning of the 20th century, with the ‘Vienna Circle’ of Schlick, Carnap, Neurath, 

etc., and their journal Erkenntnis, being their official ‘founding event’ in most mythographies. 

Obviously, neither were these intellectuals creating a new branch of reflection ex nihilo, nor had 

philosophers since the beginning of the times abstained from thinking, very deeply indeed, on topics 

related to ‘science’. Actually, reflection about what science is and how can we got it was what for most 

of those oldie philosophers philosophy was mainly about. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/philosophy-of-science/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/16/the-prehistory-of-philosophy-of-science-1-by-way-of-introduction/#author
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Current academic practice, however, tends to follow an institutional division of labour according to 

which most of the discussion about ‘science’ ante 1900 belonged to a different intellectual field known 

as ‘epistemology’ (or ‘theory of knowledge’, in spite of the Greek word epistéme meaning, 

precisely, science, and having been always translated into Latin as scientia). This has had the 

disappointing result that current ‘epistemologists’ (especially in the analytic tradition) tend to focus on 

cases of ‘knowledge’ whose prototypical examples would be things like ‘John knows that there are some 

beers in the fridge’ (something that Plato would have been horrified by someone taking it as a case 

of epistéme), instead of things like, say, ‘we know that matter is composed of atoms’. So, these 

epistemologists have nearly nothing to say about the questions philosophers of science tend to ask, a 

situation that is sadly parallel to the lack of interest of most philosophers of science about discussions 

on epistemology. (By the way, in the French philosophical world, as a proof of greater etymological bon 

sens, the word épistémologie has been more usually preserved to refer to what other countries called 

‘philosophy of science’). 

I will not attempt here to fight against the windmill of this schizophrenic situation (though some items 

of schizophrenic philosophy are going be prominent case studies in my series), but will remain 

deferentially compliant to the custom of considering philosophy of science as an enquiry about scientific 

knowledge in the contemporary sense of ‘scientific’, and hence, giving more relevance (in the expression 

in italics) to the ‘scientific’ than to the ‘knowledge’ half. So, my ‘prehistory of philosophy of science’ 

will basically consist in recounting what pre-contemporary philosophers would have to say about 

what we (not them) understand by ‘science’. My introduction demands to start, hence, by explaining the 

main differences between our understanding of the concept of ‘science’ and that of more ancient 

philosophers. 

To begin with, we tend to automatically identify the word ‘science, first and foremost, with a kind of 

reality that consists in a social activity, an important element in our social fabric, institutionalised in the 

system of universities, research centres, libraries, publishers, congresses and seminars, school curricula, 

documentaries, and, of course, in the corpus of items of ‘knowledge’ this system helps to create, 

consolidate and transmit. After all, scientists, the people who do science, are, as different from ‘natural 

philosophers’, or from ‘philosophers’ tout court, a creation of the 19th century, the term being coined by 

the author who will be one of the last protagonists of our saga: William Whewell (1794-1866). 

Of course, it is not that ancient philosophers simply ignored the ‘social flesh’ that was necessary to 

enjoy something like ‘science’: Aristotle famously -and delightedly- pondered about slavery as a 

necessary precondition for the existence of a happy class of wealthy, bearded people having plenty of 

free time (skholé in Greek, otium in Latin) to devote themselves to advanced learning. But their main 

philosophical concern was about the (purely intellectual) ‘nature’ of knowledge, rather than about its 

(social or economic) ‘nurture’, so to say. You can justly respond by pointing out that most of the 

‘orthodox tradition’ in contemporary philosophy of science, from Carnap and Popper to Bas van 

Fraasen or Stathis Psillos, barely spend a paragraph talking about the social flesh of science (though it 

has been much less so in the last fifty years), but my point is not that we should identify philosophy of 

science with sociology of science, or something like that: I am simply telling that the object of 

contemporary philosophy of science, in contraposition to the object of classical epistemology, is now 

immediately recognised as an essentially social construction (not in the sense that it is a ‘mere’ social 

construction: sport is also a ‘social construction’ but that does not make of myself a tennis player as 

proficient as Roger Federer), rather than as something belonging to the realm of the abstract, 
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individual mind. Even if philosophy of science (or ‘methodology’, as it is also often named) tries 

essentially to answer the question of ‘how to attain knowledge’, the subject of that question, the one 

being responsible for attaining that knowledge, is naturally seen nowadays as ‘society’, or at least as a 

‘social institution’, and not as a monadic Robinson Crusoe. By the way, we already saw in this blog 

how Popper himself understood this. 

In the second place, contemporary philosophy of science is not as obsessed (or it is not obsessed at all) 

as pre-contemporary philosophy was about whether scientific knowledge is ‘indubitably certain’. 

Actually, after Popper’s critique of verificationism, and also under the long shadow of Hume’s critique 

of induction, science is not usually understood (at least amongst philosophers, and usually by most 

scientists; since more recent times, not by a large part of the general public either) as knowledge that 

has been proved beyond any possible doubt. Most scientific theories and laws are seen, instead, as 

idealised, simplified, approximate and provisional models, always subject to improvement, if not 

blatantly conjectural and faute de mieux in many cases. This leads to a funny contrast between our 

science and the science of the times of Aristotle or Kant: we recognise the falibility and 

imperfectness of our scientific knowledge much more than they did with theirs, in spite of our knowing 

that our scientific knowledge is vastly better than theirs in basically all respects. 

Lastly, and directly connected to the previous two points, we are unavoidably conscious of the colossal 

complexity of science, both in terms of the ‘internal’ relations between each item of knowledge and a 

myriad of other items, and of the ‘external’ connections between the epistemic and the practical 

(relations and connections that can be positive or adverse), whereas classic philosophers tended to 

reserve the label epistéme to the ‘purest’, most ‘intuitive’, less ‘contaminated’ forms of intellectual 

wisdom, the less poluted with ‘practical’ or ‘wordly’ junk, the better. We know science is less a 

pyramid than a mangle, to use Andrew Pickering’s metaphor. 

Hence, what will this ‘prehistory of philosophy of science’ be about? In a nutshell, may aim is to 

illustrate how the evolution of our contemporary understanding of science can be traced through the 

works of some authors prior to the last hundred years, i.e., how some of their ideas can be regarded as 

‘philosophy of science avant la lettre’ (even if, of course, I shall yield at times to the temptation of 

refashioning them a little bit, in order to make the story more lively). We shall start, of course, by the 

very beginning, with the oldest preserved document that can be rightly considered as a work on 

‘philosophy of science’. A document that, obviously, was written by a Greek, more than two millenia 

ago. 
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The ‘prehistory’ of philosophy of science (2): Is there a doctor on board? 

PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE 

ByJesús Zamora 

Bonilla A 

mosaic of Hippocrates on the floor of the Asclepieion of Kos, with Asklepius in the middle, 2nd-3rd century. 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

I would like to think that the first work devoted to something that we might call ‘the problem of scientific 

method’ was written by Democritus (around 460-370 BC), the author the philosophical systems of Plato and 

Aristotle were constructed against, and whose ideas were so revolutionary that it seems that nobody in the last 

centuries of the Ancient times worried about preserving a copy of his more than seventy books, for none of 

them survived till the Middle Ages. Perhaps the treatises called On the Foreknowledge of the Future, or On 

the Criterion of Thought, mentioned in the catalogue described in Diogenes Laertius Lives of the 
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Philosophers, contained some more detailed ideas about how to carry out research than what the clumsy 

references by Aristotle and later authors on the topic (Plato never debased himself to mentioning Democritus 

explicitly) allows us to glimpse. But it is also possible that Democritus’ understanding of how to gain 

knowledge was too naive for the radicality of his Weltanschaaung, so that his naivety helps to explain in part 

the reluctance to accept his strange views about Nature and Man. Hence, we cannot presume that the father of 

atomism, besides being a prominent philosopher and an accomplished mathematician himself (he was the first 

to prove the formula for calculating the volume of a pyramid and a cone, sowing the first seeds of what many 

centuries later would become the infinitesimal calculus), was also a captivating proto-philosopher of science, 

and so he will not be, unfortunately, the real protagonist of this first chapter of my story. 

The honour of being the first ‘book’ (actually, a very short treatise, not even twenty pages long; it’s a ‘book’ 

in the archaic sense of being a work fitting within a roll of papyrus, or biblion) that we can consider a 

philosophy-of-science forerunner corresponds to an anonymous pamphlet that today we wouldn’t even 

consider a ‘philosophical’ work, but rather a piece of sheer propaganda or blatant advertising. The date of the 

work is a little bit less uncertain, and very probably it is contemporary of the mature Democritus, around the 

last third of the 5th century BC, also the time of Socrates’ flowering, and also of the great ‘sophists’ 

Protagoras, Gorgias and Hippias, to which it is much more closely related by its style, structure and content. It 

has been preserved within the so called Hippocratic Corpus, a collection of around sixty short medical 

treatises attributed to the ‘father of medicine’, Hippocrates of Kos (also contemporary of the aforementioned 

intellectuals), but that most likely were, most of them (including ours), composed by his followers during the 

last decades of the 5th century and the first ones of the 4th. The succinct title with which the book has gone 

down in history is On the art (Perì téchnēs), though frequently it is also published or referred to as On 

science, for the Greek word téchnē had a wide meaning that covered all types of practical knowledge, from 

the most rustic craftsmanships to more illustrious skills like architecture, navigation, military engineering, and 

of course what we call the ‘fine arts’ (sculpture, painting, music…). In this case, of course, the téchnē that is 

the object of discussion is the profession of medicine, and actually the booklet’s title is some times translated 

as On medical science. 

The question debated by the anonymous author is whether medicine can count as a science (or ‘art’), or not, 

and obviously the answer of the book is given in the affirmative. The work has the unmistakable flavour of 

sophist debates, so much that one almost imagines the existence of a lost, parallel treatise of equal length, in 

which the opposite conclusion was reached. Sophists, after all, were famous by the talent of being able of 

persuading their audiences both of any thesis and of its contrary. Actually, many of the arguments of Perì 

téchnēs are so obviously flawed (at least for us, fortunate enough to having known a medical science hugely 

more powerful than its ancient counterpart), that we cannot resist the feeling of its sophistry. The criticisms to 

medical science the author tries to counteract are the following (as I have said, it’s easy to imagine a previous 

chapter in which these theses were defended): 

1. Patients that heal recover by chance, not by the effect of the medical treatment. 

2. Many sick people recover without consulting the physician. 

3. Some patients die in spite of being treated. 

4. Physicians reject to treat incurable patients. 
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The last objection is probably the one that is more easily responded by the author: no art/science has an 

infinite power, and all have limits that are fixed by nature; only ignorants could demand that medicine can 

heal every sickness, for, are not all men mortal, after all? Knowing in which cases the illness is going to be 

more powerful than the instruments of the physician is, then, not a sign of lack of learning, but of wisdom. 

However, the answer provided is in a way too easy, as it is clear from the fact that it sounds so bizarre to us 

that Hippocratic doctors just refused to treat patients that were too sick. The progression of an illness is 

usually not ‘deterministic’ (as we would say), but often very unpredictable, and hence we are amazed by the 

fact that those physicians were not more inclined to trying different therapies in the hope that some might 

work, at least in a few cases. Of course, it is also possible that the professional behaviour of those physicians 

were not, in practice, as ruthless with the seemingly incurable as the letter of the text suggests, and in fact, 

many specialist think that the author was probably not a doctor himself, and was more interested in the 

sophistical debate than in precisely reporting the practice of medicine. 

The other three points are more interesting, though the answers are rather disappointing. We, moderns, would 

expect an argument in the style of a proto-statistical analysis of the effectiveness of being treated against that 

of not-being treated, something like the suggestion that the chance of recovering is higher when the patient is 

treated by a doctor than when it is not (have you not thought of something like that when reading points 1 to 

3?). Nonetheless, we find nothing like that. It even seems that the author tacitly acknowledges that the chance 

of being healed by a doctor is actually not higher than that of recovering spontaneously. For the answers he 

offers (I am obviously assuming the author was a man, though we cannot know for sure) are of the following 

style: 

“I do not exclude the operations of Fortune, but I think that those who receive bad attention usually have bad 

luck, and those who have good attention good luck. (For) what else but medical skill can be responsible for 

the cures of patients when they have received medical attention? (…) (The patients) didn’t want to trust in the 

shadowy form of Fortune, but in the art of medicine, (and so) the share of chance is excluded, but that of art 

is not. 

(…) No one who is cured without the services of a doctor can ascribe his cure to chance. Indeed, upon 

examination, the reality of chance disappears: Every phenomenon will be found to have some cause, and if it 

has a cause, chance can be no more than an empty name”. 

And, as for the patients that recover without the intervention of a doctor: 

“Should they be cured, it is because they have employed the same remedy as a doctor would use. And this is a 

considerable demonstration of the reality and the greatness of the medical art, when we realize that even 

those who do not believe in it are nevertheless saved by it”. 

Lastly, about the patients that do not heal, in spite of the physician’s efforts, the answer is still funnier’: 

“It is fare more likely that the sick are unable to carry out the instructions than that the doctors prescribe the 

wrong remedies. Physicians come to a case in full health of body and mind, and compare the present 

symptoms of the patient with similar cases they have seen in the past, so that they can say how cures were 

effected then. But the patients do not know what they are suffering from, nor why, nor what will succeed, nor 

have they experience of similar cases. Their present pains are increased by fears for the future. They are full 
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of disease and starved; they prefer an immediate alleviation of pain to a remedy that will return them to 

health. Such is their condition when they receive the physician (…) Is it not more likely that they will disobey 

their doctors rather than that the doctors (…) will prescribe the wrong remedies?” 

In a nutshell, what the author of On the art is telling us is that: 

1. When medicine intervenes, there is no place to chance. 

2. When a patient heals without the help of a doctor, it is because by accident he or she had done what 

the doctor would have prescribed nevertheless. 

3. When a patient does not heal in spite of being treated by a doctor, it is because he has not followed 

the physician’s prescription. 

As you see, these arguments would be more reasonably found nowadays within a lawyer’s plea of defence in 

a trial against a physician’s malpractice than in a methodological essay on medical procedures. I’m sorry that, 

perhaps, if you were waiting for a deeper example of ancient wisdom about ‘what science consists in’, you are 

a little bit disappointed with the first author I have examined in this series. Don’t blame him too much, after 

all, as I said, it was probably the first attempt of jotting down some systematic ideas about the working of the 

sciences (or the ‘arts’), and we can be sure that the implicit knowledge of their practitioners about this 

question was substantially more advanced than the awkward answers our anonymous sophist was able of 

assembling. I will just finish mentioning the two ideas the author of this book got definitely right: 

First, medical science is not a matter of superstition or religion (no single reference to gods appears in the 

book, if we discount the mention of Fortune, which is discarded), but of experience and nothing but 

experience (“there is no science that is not based on facts”). 

Second, medical science is far from perfect, and we should always keep on researching in order to make more 

and more new discoveries. 
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Johnny Appleseed 

by William D'Arcy Haley 

 

Johnny Appleseed: A Pioneer Hero is the story of a caring nurseryman, John Chapman, well known in the 

Fort Wayne, Indiana region in the 1830s, who became a folk hero known as Johnny Appleseed. Haley's story, 

the chief source of most adaptations thereafter, was published in Harper's Magazine in November, 1871. 

 

 

The "Far West" is rapidly becoming only a traditional designation; railroads have destroyed the romance of 

frontier life or have surrounded it with so many appliances of civilization that the pioneer character is rapidly 

becoming mythical. The men and women who obtain their groceries and dry-goods from New York by rail in 

a few hours have nothing in common with those who, fifty years ago, "packed" salt a hundred miles to make 

their mush palatable and could only exchange corn and wheat for molasses and calico by making long and 

perilous voyages in flat-boats down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers to New Orleans. Two generations of 

frontier lives have accumulated stores of narrative , which, like the small but beautiful tributaries of great 

rivers, are forgotten in the broad sweep of the larger current of history. The march of Titans sometinnes 

tramples out the memory of smaller, but more useful,lives, and sensational glare often eclipses more modest 

but purer lights. This has been the case in the popular demand for the dime novel dilutions of Fenimore 

Cooper's romances of border life, which have preserved the records of Indian rapine and atrocity as the only 

memorials of pioneer history. But the early days of Western settlement witnessed sublimer heroisms than 

those of human torture, and nobler victories than those of the tomahawk and scalping-knife. 
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Among the heroes of endurance that was voluntary and of action that was creative and not sanguinary, there 

was one man whose name, seldom mentioned now save by some of the few surviving pioneers, deserves to be 

perpetuated. 

The first reliable trace of our modest hero finds him in the Territory of Ohio, in 1801, with a horse-load of 

apple seeds, which he planted in various places on and about the borders of Licking Creek -the first orchard 

thus originated by him being on the farm of Isaac Stadden, in what is now known as Licking County, in the 

state of Ohio. During the five succeeding years, although he was undoubtedly following the same strange 

occupation, we have no authentic account of his movements until we reach a pleasant spring day in 1806, 

when a pioneer settler in Jefferson County, Ohio, noticed a peculiar craft, with a remarkable occupant and a 

curious cargo, slowly dropping down with the current of the Ohio River. It was "Johnny Appleseed," by 

which name Jonathan Chapman was afterward known in every log-cabin from the Ohio River to the northern 

lakes and westward to the prairies of what is now the state of Indiana. With two canoes lashed together, he 

was transporting a load of apple seeds to the western frontier, for the purpose of creating orchards on the 

farthest verge of white settlements. With his canoes he passed down the Ohio to Marietta, where he entered 

the Muskingum, ascending the stream of that river until he reached the mouth of the Walhonding, or White 

Wonnan Creek, and still onward, up the Mohican, into the Black Fork, to the head of navigation in the region 

now known as Ashland and Richland counties, on the line of the Pittsburg and Fort Wayne Railroad, in Ohio. 

A long and toilsome voyage it was, as a glance at the map will show, and must have occupied a great deal of 

time, as the lonely traveler stopped at every inviting spot to plant the seeds and make his infant nurseries. 

These are the first well-authenticated facts in the history of Jonathan Chapman, whose birth, there is good 

reason for believing, occurred in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1775. According to this, which was his own 

statement in one of his less reticent moods, he was, at the time of his appearance on Licking Creek, twenty-six 

years of age; and whether impelled in his eccentricities by some absolute misery of the heart which could only 

find relief in incessant motion or governed by a benevolent monomania, his whole after-life was devoted to 

the work of planting apple seeds in remote places. The seeds he gathered from the cider -pres ses of western 

Pennsylvania; but his canoe voyage in 1806 appears to have been the only occasion upon which he adopted 

that method of transporting them, as all his subsequent journeys were made on foot. Having planted his stock 

of seeds, he would return to Pennsylvania for a fresh supply; and, as sacks made of any less substantial fabric 

would not endure the hard usage of the long trip through forests dense with underbrush and briers, he 

provided himself with leathern bags. Securely packed, the seeds were conveyed, sometimes on the back of a 

horse, and not unfrequently on his own shoulders, either over a part of the old Indian trail that led from Fort 

Duquesne to Detroit, by way of Fort Sandusky, or over what is styled in the appendix to "Hutchins's History 

of Boguet's Expedition in 1764" the "second route through the wilderness of Ohio," which would require him 

to traverse a distance of one hundred and sixty-six miles in a west-northwest direction from Fort Duquesne in 

order to reach the Black Fork of the Mohican. 

This region, although it is now densely populated, still possesses a romantic beauty that railroads and bustling 

towns can not obliterate--a country of forest-clad hills and green valleys, through which numerous bright 

streams flow on their way to the Ohio; but when Johnny Appleseed reached some lonely log-cabin he would 

find himself in a veritable wilderness. The old settlers say that the margins of the streams, near which the first 

settlements were generally made, were thickly covered with a low, matted growth of small timber, while 

nearer to the water was a rank mass of long grass, interlaced with morning-glory and wild pea vines, among 

which funereal willows and clustering alders stood like sentinels on the outpost of civilization. The hills, that 

rise almost to the dignity of mountains, were crowned with forest trees; and in the coverts were innumerable 

bears, wolves, deer, and droves of wild hogs that were as ferocious as any beast of prey. In the grass the 

massasauga and other venomous reptiles lurked in such numbers that a settler named Chandler has left the 
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fact on record that during the first season of his residence, while mowing a little prairie which formed part of 

his land, he killed over two hundred black rattlesnakes in an area that would involve an average destruction of 

one of these reptiles for each rod of land. The frontiers-man, who felt himself sufficiently protected by his 

rifle against wild beasts and hostile Indians, found it necessary to guard against the attacks of the insidious 

enemies in the grass by wrapping bandages of dried grass around his buckskin leggings and moccasins; but 

Johnny would shoulder his bag of apple seeds, and with bare feet penetrate to some remote spot that 

combined picturesqueness and fertility of soil; and there he would plant his seeds, place a slight inclosure 

around the place, and leave them to grow until the trees were large enough to be transplanted by the settlers, 

who in the mean time would have made their clearings in the vicinity. The sites chosen by him are, many of 

them, well known and are such as an artist or a poet would select; open places on the loamy lands that border 

the creeks--rich, secluded spots, hemmed in by giant trees, picturesque now, but fifty years ago, with their 

wild surroundings and the primal silence, they must have been tenfold more so. 

In personal appearance Chapman was a small, wiry man, full of restless activity; he had long dark hair, a 

scanty beard that was never shaved, and keen black eyes that sparkled with a peculiar brightness. His dress 

was of the oddest description. Generally, even in the coldest weather, he went barefooted; but sometinnes for 

his long journeys he would make himself a rude pair of sandals; at other times he would wear any cast-off 

foot-covering he chanced to find -- a boot on one foot and an old brogan or a moccasin on the other. It appears 

to have been a matter of conscience with him never to purchase shoes, although he was rarely without money 

enough to do so. On one occasion, in an unusually cold November, while he was traveling barefooted through 

mud and snow, a settler who happened to possess a pair of shoes that were too snnall for his own use forced 

their acceptance upon Johnny, declaring that it was sinful for a human being to travel with naked feet in such 

weather. A few days afterward the donor was in the village that has since become the thriving city of 

Mansfield and met his beneficiary contentedly plodding along with his feet bare and half frozen. With some 

degree of anger.he inquired for the cause of such foolish conduct and received for reply that Johnny had 

overtaken a poor, barefooted family moving westward, and as they appeared to be in much greater need of 

clothing than he was, he had given them the shoes. His dress was generally composed of cast-off clothing that 

he had taken in payment for apple-trees; and as the pioneers were far less extravagant than their descendants 

in such matters, the homespun and buckskin garments that they discarded would not be very elegant or 

serviceable. In his later years, however, he seems to have thought that even this kind of second-hand raiment 

was too luxurious, as his principal garment was made of a coffee sack, in which he cut holes for his head and 

arms to pass through, and pronounced it "a very serviceable cloak and as good clothing as any man need 

wear. " In the matter of head-gear,his taste was equally unique; his first experiment was with a tin vessel that 

served to cook his mush; but this was open to the objection that it did not protect his eyes from the beams of 

the sun, so he constructed a hat of pasteboard with an immense peak in front, and having thus secured an 

article that combined usefulness with economy, it becanne his permanent fashion. 

Thus strangely clad, he was perpetually wandering through forests and morasses and suddenly appearing in 

white settlements and Indian villages; but there must have been some rare force of gentle goodness dwelling 

in his looks and breathing in his words, for it is the testimony of all who knew him that, notwithstanding his 

ridiculous attire, he was always treated with the greatest respect by the rudest frontiers -man; and, what is a 

better test, the boys of the settlements forbore to jeer at him. With grown-up people and boys he was usually 

reticent but manifested great affection for little girls, always having pieces of ribbon and gay calico to give to 

his little favorites. Many a grandmother in Ohio and Indiana can remember the presents she received, when a 

child,from poor homeless Johnny Appleseed. When he consented to eat with any family,he would never sit 

down to the table until he was assured that there was an ample supply for the children; and his sympathy for 

their youthful troubles and his kindness toward them made him friends among all the juveniles of the borders. 
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The Indians also treated Johnny with the greatest kindness. By these wild and sanguinary savages,he was 

regarded as a "great medicine man, " on account of his strange appearance, eccentric actions, and, especially, 

the fortitude with which he could endure pain, in proof of which he would often thrust pins and needles into 

his flesh. His nervous sensibilities really seem to have been less acute than those of ordinary people, for his 

method of treating the cuts and sores that were the consequences of his bare -footed wanderings through 

briers and thorns was to sear the wo\ind with a red-hot iron, and then cure the burn. During the war of 1812, 

when the frontier settlers were tortured and slaughtered by the savage allies of Great Britain, Johnny 

Appleseed continued his wanderings and was never harmed by the roving bands of hostile Indians, On many 

occasions the impunity with which he ranged the country enabled him to give the settlers warning of 

approaching danger in tinne to allow them to take refuge in their block-houses before the savages could attack 

them. Our informant refers to one of these instances, when the news of Hull's surrender came like a thunder-

bolt upon the frontier. Large bands of Indians and British were destroying every thing before them and 

murdering defenseless women and children, and even the block-houses were not always a sufficient 

protection. At this time Johnny traveled day and night, warning the people of the approaching danger. He 

visited every cabin and delivered this message: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, and he hath anointed me 

to blow the trumpet in the wilderness and sound an alarm in the forest; for, behold, the tribes of the heathen 

are round about your doors, and a devouring flame followeth after them," The aged man who narrated this 

incident said that he could feel even now the thrill that was caused by this prophetic announcement of the 

wild-looking herald of danger, who aroused the family on a bright moonlight midnight with his piercing 

voice. Refusing all offers of food and denying himself a moment's rest, he traversed the border day and night 

until he had warned every settler of the approaching peril. 

His diet was as meagre as his clothing. He believed it to be a sin to kill any creature for food and thought that 

all that was necessary for human sustenance was produced by the soil. He was also a strenuous opponent of 

the waste of food, and on one occasion, on approaching a log-cabin, he observed some fragments of bread 

floating upon the surface of a bucket of slops that was intended for the pigs. He innme- diately fished them 

out; and when the housewife expressed her astonishment, he told her that it was an abuse of the gifts of a 

merciful God to allow the smallest quantity of any thing that was designed to supply the wants of mankind to 

be diverted from its purpose. 

In this instance, as in his whole life, the peculiar religious ideas of Johnny Appleseed were exemplified. He 

was a most earnest disciple of the faith taught by Emanuel Swedenborg, and himself claimed to have frequent 

conversations with angels and spirits; two of the latter, of the feminine gender, he asserted, had revealed to 

him that they were to be his wives in a future state if he abstained from a matrimonial alliance on earth. He 

entertained a profound reverence for the revelations of the Swedish seer and always carried a few old volumes 

with him. These he was very anxious should be read by every one, and he was probably not only the first 

colporteur in the wilderness of Ohio, but as he had no tract society to furnish him supplies, he certainly 

devised an original method of multiplying one book into a number. He divided his books into several pieces, 

leaving a portion at a log-cabin, and on a subsequent visit furnishing another fragment, and continuing this 

process as diligently as though the work had been published in serial numbers. By this plan he was enabled to 

furnish reading for several people at the same time and out of one book; but it must have been a difficult 

undertaking for some nearly illiterate backwoodsman to endeavor to comprehend Swedenborg by a backward 

course of reading, when his first installment happened to be the last fraction of the volume. Johnny's faith in 

Swedenborg's works was so reverential as almost to be superstitious. He was once asked if, in traveling 

barefooted through forests abounding with venomous reptiles, he was not afraid of being bitten. With his 

peculiar smile, he drew his book from his bosom and said, "This book is an infallible protection against all 

danger here and hereafter." 
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It was his custom, when he had been welcomed to Sonne hospitable log-house after a weary day of 

journeying, to lie down on the puncheon floor, and, after inquiring if his auditors would hear "some news 

right fresh from heaven," produce his few tattered books, among which would be a New Testament, and read 

and expound until his uncultivated hearers would catch the spirit and glow of his enthusiasm, while they 

scarcely comprehended his language. A lady who knew him in his later years writes in the following terms of 

one of these domiciliary readings of poor, self-sacrificing Johnny Appleseed: "We can hear hinn read now, 

just as he did that summer day when we were busy quilting up stairs, and he lay near the door; his voice rose 

denunciatory and thrilling--strong and loud as the roar of wind and waves, then soft and soothing as the balmy 

airs that quivered the morning-glory leaves about his gray beard. His was a strange eloquence at times, and he 

was undoubtedly a man of genius." What a scene is presented to our imagination: the interior of a primitive 

cabin; the wide, open fire-place, where a few sticks are burning beneath the iron pot in which the evening 

meal is cooking; around the fire-place the attentive group, composed of the sturdy pioneer and his wife and 

children, listening with a reverential awe to the "news right fresh from heaven"; and reclining on the floor, 

clad in rags, but with his gray hairs glorified by the beams of the setting sun that flood through the open door 

and the unchinked logs of the humble building, this poor wanderer with the gift of genius and eloquence, who 

believes with the faith of apostles and martyrs that God has appointed him a mission in the wilderness to 

preach the Gospel of love and plant apple seeds that shall produce orchards for the benefit of men, and 

women, and little children whom he has never seen. If there is a sublimer faith or a more genuine eloquence 

in richly decorated cathedrals and under brocade vestments, it would be worth a long journey to find it. 

Next to his advocacy of his peculiar religious ideas, his enthusiasm for the cultivation of apple-trees in what 

he termed "the only proper way"--that is, from the seed--was the absorbing object of his life. Upon this, as 

upon religion, he was eloquent inhis appeals. He would describe the growing and ripening fruit as such a rare 

and beautiful gift of the Almighty with words that became pictures, until his hearers could almost see its 

manifold forms of beauty present before them. To his eloquence on this subject as well as to his actual labors 

in planting nurseries, the country over which he traveled for so many years is largely indebted for its 

numerous orchards. But he denounced as absolute wickedness all devices of pruning and grafting and would 

speak of the act of cutting a tree as if it were a cruelty inflicted upon a sentient being. 

Not only is he entitled to the fame of being the earliest colporteur on the frontiers, but in the work of 

protecting animals from abuse and suffering, he preceded; while, in his smaller sphere, he equaled the zeal of 

the good Mr. Bergh. Whenever Johnny saw an animal abused, or heard of it, he would purchase it and give it 

to some more humane settler, on condition that it should be kindly treated and properly cared for. It frequently 

happened that the long journey into the wilderness would cause the new settlers to be encumbered with lame 

and broken-down horses, that were turned loose to die. In the autumn Johnny would make a diligent search 

for all such animals, and, gathering them up, he would bargain for their food and shelter until the next spring, 

when he would lead them away to some good pasture for the summer. If they recovered so as to be capable of 

working, he would never sell them but would lend or give them away, stipulating for their good usage. His 

conception of the absolute sin of inflicting pain or death upon any creature was not limited to the higher forms 

of animal life, but every thing that had being was to him, in the fact of its life, endowed with so much of the 

Divine Essence that to wound or destroy it was to inflict an injury upon some atom of Divinity. No Brahmin 

could be more concerned for the preservation of insect life; and the only occasion on which he destroyed a 

venomous reptile was a source of long regret, to which he could never refer without manifesting sadness. He 

had selected a suitable place for planting apple seeds on a small prairie; and, in order to prepare the ground, 

he was mowing the long grass, when he was bitten by a rattlesnake. In describing the event, he sighed heavily, 

and said, "Poor fellow, he only just touched me, when I, in the heat of my ungodly passion, put the heel of my 

scythe in hinn and went away. Sonne time afterward I went back, and there lay the poor fellow dead. " 
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Numerous anecdotes bearing upon his respect for every form of life are preserved and form the staple of 

pioneer recollections. On one occasion, a cool autumnal night, when Johnny, who always camped out in 

preference to sleeping in a house, had built a fire near which he intended to pass the night, he noticed that the 

blaze attracted large numbers of mosquitoes, many of whom flew too near to his fire and were burned. He 

immediately brought water and quenched the fire, accounting for his conduct afterward by saying, "God 

forbid that I should build a fire for my comfort which should be the means of destroying any of His 

creatures!" At another time he removed the fire he had built near a hollow log and slept on the snow, because 

he found that the log contained a bear and her cubs, whom, he said, he did not wish to disturb. And this 

unwillingness to inflict pain or death was equally strong when he was a sufferer by it, as the following will 

show. Johnny had been assisting some settlers to make a road through the woods, and in the course of their 

work, they accidentally destroyed a hornets' nest. One of the angry insects soon found a lodgment under 

Johnny's coffee-sack cloak, but although it stung him re- peatedly, he removed it with the greatest gentleness. 

The men who were present laughingly asked him why he did not kill it. To which he gravely replied that "It 

would not be right to kill the poor thing, for it did not intend to hurt me. " 

Theoretically, he was as methodical in matters of busi- ness as any nnerchant. In addition to their 

picturesqueness, the locations of his nurseries were all fixed with a view to a probable demand for the trees by 

the time they had attained sufficient growth for transplanting. He would give them away to those who could 

not pay for them. Generally, however, he sold them for old clothing or a supply of corn meal; but he preferred 

to receive a note payable at some indefinite period. When this was accomplished, he seemed to think that the 

transaction was completed in a business-like way; but if the giver of the note did not attend to its payment, the 

holder of it never troubled himself about its collection. His expenses for food and clothing were so very 

limited that, notwithstanding his freedom from the auri sacra fames , he was frequently in possession of more 

money than he cared to keep; and it was quickly disposed of for wintering infirm horses or given to some 

poor family whom the ague had prostrated or the accidents of border life impoverished. In a single instance 

only he is known to have invested his surplus means in the purchase of land, having received a deed from 

Alexander Finley, of Mohican Township, Ashland County, Ohio, for a part of the southwest quarter of section 

twenty-six; but with his customary indifference to matters of value, Johnny failed to record the deed, and lost 

it. Only a few years ago the property was in litigation. 

We must not leave the reader under the impression that this man's life, so full of hardship and perils, was a 

gloomy or unhappy one. There is an element of human pride in all martyrdom, which, if it does not soften the 

pains, stimulates the power of endurance. Johnny's life was made serenely happy by the conviction that he 

was living like the primitive Christians. Nor was he devoid of a keen humor to which he occasionally gave 

vent, as the following will show. Toward the latter part of Johnny's career in Ohio an itinerant missionary 

found his way to the village of Mansfield and preached to an open-air congregation. The dis- course was 

tediously lengthy and unnecessarily severe upon the sin of extravagance, which was beginning to manifest 

itself among the pioneers by an occasional indulgence in the carnal vanities of calico and "store tea. " There 

was a good deal of the Pharisaic leaven in the preacher, who very frequently emphasized his discourse by the 

inquiry, "Where now is there a man who, like the primitive Christians, is traveling to heaven barefooted and 

clad in coarse raiment?" When this interrogation had been repeated beyond all reasonable endurance, Johnny 

rose from the log on which he was reclining; and advancing to the speaker, he placed one of his bare feet 

upon the stump which served for a pulpit', and pointing to his coffee -sack garment, he quietly said, "Here's 

your primitive Christian!" The well-clothed missionary hesitated^and stammered, and dismissed the congre- 

gation. His pet antithesis was destroyed by Johnny's personal appearance, which was far more primitive than 

the preacher cared to copy. 
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Some of the pioneers were disposed to think that John- ny's humor was the cause of an extensive practical 

joke; but it is generally conceded now that a wide -spread annoyance was really the result of his belief that the 

offensively odored weed known in the West as the dog-fennel, but more generally styled the May-weed, 

possessed valuable antimalarial virtues. He procured some seeds of the plant in Pennsylvania and sowed them 

in the vicinity of every house in the region of his travels. The consequence was that successive, flourishing 

crops of the weed spread over the whole country and caused alnnost as much trouble as the disease it was 

intended to ward off; and to this day the dog-fennel, introduced by Johnny Appleseed, is one of the worst 

grievances of the Ohio farmers. 

In 1838 -- thirty-seven years after his appearance on Licking Creek -- Johnny noticed that civilization, wealth, 

and population were pressing into the wilderness of Ohio. Hitherto he had easily kept just in advance of the 

wave of settlement; but now towns and churches were making their appearance, and even, at long intervals, 

the stage-driver's horn broke the silence of the grand old forests, and he felt that his work was done in the 

region in which he had labored so long. He visited every house, and took a solennn farewell of all the 

families. The little girls who had been delighted with his gifts of fragments of calico and ribbons had become 

sober matrons, and the boys who had wondered at his ability to bear the pain caused by running needles into 

his flesh were heads of families. With parting words of admonition, he left them and turned his steps steadily 

toward the setting sun. 

During the succeeding nine years, he pursued his ec- centric avocation on the western border of Ohio and in 

Indiana. In the summer of 1847, when his labors had literally borne fruit over a hundred thousand square 

miles of territory, at the close of a warm day, after traveling twenty miles, he entered the house of a settler in 

Allen County, Indiana, and was as usual warmly welcomed. He declined to eat with the family but accepted 

some bread and milk, which he partook of sitting on the door -step and gazing on the setting sun. Later in the 

evening he delivered his "news right fresh from heaven" by reading the Beatitudes. Declining other 

accommodation, he slept as usual on the floor; and in the early morning he was found with his features all 

aglow with a supernal light and his body so near death that his tongue refused its office. The physician, who 

was hastily summoned, pronounced him dying but added that he had never seen a man in so placid a state at 

the approach of death. At seventy-two years of age, forty-six of which had been devoted to his self-imposed 

mission, he ripened into death as naturally and beautifully as the seeds of his own planting had grown into 

fibre and bud and blossom and the matured fruit. 

Thus died one of the memorable men of pioneer times, who never inflicted pain or knew an enemy -- a man 

of strange habits, in whom there dwelt a comprehensive love that reached with one hand downward to the 

lowest forms of life and with the other upward to the very throne of God. A laboring, self-denying benefactor 

of his race, homeless, sol- itary, and ragged, he trod the thorny earth with bare and bleeding feet, intent only 

upon making the wilderness fruitful. Now, "no man knoweth of his sepulchre"; but his deeds will live in the 

fragrance of the apple blossoms he loved so well; and the story of his life, however crudely narrated, will be a 

perpetual proof that true heroism, pure benevolence, noble virtues, and deeds that deserve immortality may be 

found under meanest apparel and far from gilded halls and towering spires. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/william-darcy-haley/short-story/johnny-appleseed 
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shadows 

by Lucille Clifton 

Issue no. 137 (Winter 1995) 

in the latter days 

you will come to a place 

called memphis. 

there you will wait for awhile 

by the river mississippi 

until you can feel the shadow 

of another memphis and another 

river. nile. 

wake up girl. 

you dreaming. 

the sign may be water or fire 

or it may be the black earth 

or the black blood under the earth. 

or it may be the syllables themselves 

coded to you from your southern kin. 

wake up girl. 

i swear you dreaming. 

memphis. 

capital of the old kingdom 

of ancient egypt at the apex 

of the river across from the 

great pyramids. 

nile. born in the mountains 

of the moon. 

wake up girl. 

this dont connect. 

wait there. 

in the shadow of your room 

you may see another dusky woman 

weakened by too much loss. 

she will be dreaming a small boat 

through centuries of water 

into the white new world. 

she will be weaving garments 

of neglect. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=2e114acddb&e=d538c8f2e0
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wake up girl. 

this done mean nothing. 

meaning is the river 

of voices. meaning 

is the patience of the moon. 

meaning is the thread 

running forever in shadow. 

girl girl wake up. 

somebody calling you. 

 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=2e114acddb&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=2e114acddb&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=2e114acddb&e=d538c8f2e0
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Octavia Butler on How (Not) to Choose Our Leaders 

“To be led by a coward is to be controlled by all that the coward fears. To be led by a fool is to be led by the 

opportunists who control the fool.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

In 1845, as the forgotten visionary Margaret Fuller was laying the foundation of modern feminism, 

advocating for black voting rights, and insisting that “while any one is base, none can be entirely free and 

noble,” she contemplated what makes a great leader and called for “no thin Idealist, no coarse Realist,” for a 

person “of universal sympathies, but self-possessed,” one for whom “this world is no mere spectacle or 

fleeting shadow, but a great, solemn game, to be played with good heed, for its stakes are of eternal value.” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/05/margaret-fuller-figuring
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/153873219X/braipick-20
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But how does a nation, a society, a world concerned with more than the shadowy spectacles of the present 

identify and elect such leaders to shape the long future? 

A century and a half after Fuller, Octavia Butler (June 22, 1947–February 24, 2006) — another rare 

visionary — offered a glimmer of guidance in her sibylline two-part series set in the 2020s: Parable of the 

Sower (public library) and Parable of the Talents (public library) — a set of cautionary allegories, 

cautionary and future-protective in their keen prescription for course-correctives, about the struggle of a 

twenty-first-century society, Earthseed, to survive the ecological collapse, political corruption, corporate 

greed, and socioeconomic inequality it has inherited from the previous generations and their heedless choices. 

Octavia Butler by Katy Horan 

from Literary Witches — an illustrated celebration of women writers who have enchanted and transformed 

our world. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1538732181/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1538732181/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/parable-of-the-sower/oclc/1136059307&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/153873219X/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/parable-of-the-talents/oclc/1113840548&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/07/literary-witches/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/07/literary-witches/
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Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
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Like Ursula K. Le Guin, Butler straddled the timeless and the prophetic, saturating her fiction with astute 

philosophical and psychological insight into human nature and the superorganism of society. Also like Le 

Guin, Butler soared into poetry to frame and punctuate her prose. Each chapter begins with an original verse 

abstracting its thematic direction. She opens the eleventh chapter of the second Earthseed book with this 

verse: 

Choose your leaders with wisdom and forethought. 

To be led by a coward is to be controlled by all that the coward fears. 

To be led by a fool is to be led by the opportunists who control the fool. 

To be led by a thief is to offer up your most precious treasures to be stolen. 

To be led by a liar is to ask to be told lies. 

To be led by a tyrant is to sell yourself and those you love into slavery. 

And yet our discernment in choosing wisely, Butler intimates in a chilling short verse from the first book, can 

so often be muddled by our panic, by our paralyzing fright and pugilist flight: 

Drowning people 

Sometimes die 

Fighting their rescuers. 

With staggering prescience and perhaps with a subtle wink at James Baldwin’s assertion that “a society must 

assume that it is stable, but the artist must know, and he must let us know, that there is nothing stable under 

heaven,” Butler lets us know that drowning people do not choose their leaders wisely: 

When apparent stability disintegrates, 

As it must — 

God is Change — 

People tend to give in 

To fear and depression, 

To need and greed. 

When no influence is strong enough 

To unify people 

They divide. 

They struggle, 

One against one, 

Group against group, 

For survival, position, power. 

They remember old hates and generate new ones, 

They create chaos and nurture it. 

They kill and kill and kill, 

Until they are exhausted and destroyed, 

Until they are conquered by outside forces, 

Or until one of them becomes 

A leader 

Most will follow, 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/29/ursula-k-le-guin-the-dispossessed-suffering/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/21/ursula-k-le-guin-reading-poem/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/21/ursula-k-le-guin-reading-poem/
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/2014/08/20/james-baldwin-the-creative-process/
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Or a tyrant 

Most fear. 

Again and again, Butler cautions against the blindness of choosing from a state of heightened emotion — the 

very blindness which political propaganda is aimed at blinkering over the eyes of the electorate with the 

constant stirring of our most reptilian fears: 

When vision fails 

Direction is lost. 

When direction is lost 

Purpose may be forgotten. 

When purpose is forgotten 

Emotion rules alone. 

When emotion rules alone, 

Destruction… destruction. 

In a short verse evocative of the closing lines of Jane Hirshfield’s stunning poem “The Weighing,” Butler 

beckons us to become Earthseed — to become “the life that perceives itself changing” — and to effect change 

with our conscientious choices: 

There is no end 

To what a living world 

Will demand of you. 

A century and a half after Margaret Fuller’s admirer Walt Whitman peered at the democratic vistas of a 

thriving society and exhorted humanity to “always inform yourself; always do the best you can; always vote,” 

Butler leaves us with this central question of personal responsibility: 

Are you Earthseed? 

Do you believe? 

Belief will not save you. 

Only actions 

Guided and shaped 

By belief and knowledge 

Will save you. 

Belief 

Initiates and guides action — 

Or it does nothing. 

The shortest verse in the book distills Butler’s largest message: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/23/the-weighing-jane-hirshfield/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/24/walt-whitman-democratic-vistas/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/24/walt-whitman-democratic-vistas/
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Kindness eases Change. 

Complement with David Foster Wallace on what a “real leader” means and Hannah Arendt on loneliness as 

the common ground for terror and how tyrants use isolation as a weapon of oppression, then revisit poet 

Naomi Shihab Nye’s magnificent ode to choosing kindness over fear and Audre Lorde’s magnificent ode 

to choosing creation over destruction. 

Total solar eclipse by Étienne Léopold Trouvelot. (Available as a print and as a face mask.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/23/octavia-butler-parable-

leaders/?mc_cid=6b880b1b0f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/02/17/dfw-leadership-debbie-millman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/20/hannah-arendt-origins-of-totalitarianism-loneliness-isolation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/20/hannah-arendt-origins-of-totalitarianism-loneliness-isolation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/10/naomi-shihab-nye-kindness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/06/01/audre-lorde-the-bees-cecile-mclorin-salvant/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/07/trouvelots-astronomical-drawings/
https://society6.com/product/total-solar-eclipse-by-tienne-lopold-trouvelot-1878-et5_print#s6-4686076p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/23/octavia-butler-parable-leaders/?mc_cid=6b880b1b0f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/23/octavia-butler-parable-leaders/?mc_cid=6b880b1b0f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/07/trouvelots-astronomical-drawings/
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VIA OR BOOKS 

Why Does Everyone in America Think They’re Middle Class? 

David R. Roediger on the Myth of American Exceptionalism 

By David R. Roediger 

 

There are understandable tendencies to regard today’s political chatter about the middle class as mere 

boilerplate, or as describing a vessel into which liberal and even socialist ideas may be poured as easily as 

reactionary ones. Instead, such rhetoric, now more firmly tied than ever to the “American Exceptionalist” 

view of the United States as a blessed and exemplary place, stunts political imagination and possibility. To 

lots of us both American exceptionalism and the idea of a middle-class nation ring hollow. But they remain 

the twin pillars of political commonsense for those thinking electorally or at least tuning into Fox News, 

MSNBC, or CNN. The history of how slowly the middle-class nation and the idea of American 

exceptionalism came to be joined in politics, social thought, and media, and then how fully they became 

merged, therefore deserves attention. Since the terms of that merger so privilege one tiny sliver of the middle 

classes—the entrepreneur—to stand in for the whole, the process carries even more importance. 

If the Cold War nationalist efforts hailing almost everybody as middle class remained incomplete, they were 

nevertheless impressive and destructive. Joined, as we will see in the following chapter, by miseries even 

during good times that made for a sad but unifying middle-class experience, such hailing frequently found 

response. This was especially the case when the middle class being courted was placed by politicians and 

pundits within the context of a never-equaled nation, an “American exceptionalist” one. It seemed not so 

https://www.orbooks.com/catalog/the-sinking-middle-class/
https://lithub.com/author/davidroediger/
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much capitalism, but the specific adoption of a US model of supposed free enterprise, capable of generating a 

giant middle class, that would best Communism. 

The middle class, nationalism, and the notion of a transcendent US model harmonized to identify the US 

middle class as the key to everything. For example, in the face of challenges from the New Left, Black Power, 

and above all the Vietnamese in 1968, the Bay Area philosopher and waterfront worker Eric Hoffer found 

fame as the voice of reason and order. For Hoffer, as for Ayn Rand, the middle class gave us Western 

Civilization, and the US example showed that such a class could become “real” Internationale, rendering 

hopes of socialist solidarity hollow and ridiculous. Politicians, as we have seen, have increasingly 

championed such views. Labor unions have also gravitated to a middle-class-forward approach, attracted to it 

not only as a present strategy, but also as something unions had supposedly supported “for generations.” 

Kansas City activist intellectual Bill Onasch rightly connects the post–World War II popularity of the idea of 

a middle-class majority with “a hardening Cold War union bureaucracy,” but the end of the Cold War has not 

lessened commitment to it. 

As with trade unionism, the period of steep decline of the middle class domestically since 1970 nevertheless 

coincided with the United States being put forward as an exemplar of how to do things right in consolidating a 

middle class. Fanfare greeted the doubling of the world’s middle class in twenty-five years—1.4 billion 

people were said to dwell there in 2014. But the new global middle class makes between $4 and $13 dollars 

per day, leaving most far short of the poverty line in the United States. Other optimists predicted that the US 

example and neoliberal policies could lead to a new dawn in which 90 percent of India would be middle class. 

More sober analysts suggest the actual figure is nearer to 2 percent. The labor journalist Paul Mason argues 

that the example of the United States and its “rich-world counterparts” does attract followers globally but 

leads “steadily to stratification and more service-oriented work.” 

The idea that the United States occupies a special, leading, and exemplary place—the world’s exceptional 

nation because of its middle class—has existed inchoately for a long while, but the connection between 

exceptionalism and the middle class has tightened over time. Patriots and European travelers saw the United 

States as especially promising for its particular freedoms, distribution of (formerly native) land, and absence 

of aristocratic and churchly restraints. Frederick Jackson Turner’s writings on the frontier, like some of the 

work of Marx and Engels, posited that access to land set the United States apart from class-ridden Europe, 

with Turner adding that the frontier itself made for democratic practices. However, for Marx, Engels, and 

Turner, this process had an end, as frontiers ran out and troubles lay ahead. 

The precise term “American exceptionalism” came much later and amidst rich irony. One recent account has 

it originating from Stalin, who in 1929 was searching for a name for a heresy within the world Communist 

movement he dominated. Jay Lovestone, a US labor leader, led a tendency inside the Communist Party, with 

his faction arguing in the late 1920s that new strategies were necessary because US workers were not ready 

for revolution. Stalin branded this deviation as “American exceptionalism,” and Lovestone, arguing his 

corner, did use the phrase “middle class” to describe elements to be targeted in party appeals. 

Identifying American exceptionalism exclusively with the middle class risks disappearing the experiences of 

the poor, of victims of racial oppression, and of working-class people. 

The most famous Cold War intellectual to take up what made the United States special, Louis Hartz, argued 

in 1955 in his incredibly ambitious volume, The Liberal Tradition in America, that lacking a feudal order 
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against which to rebel, the United States could only generate limited traditions of revolt and even of social 

democracy. Hartz so fully embraced the idea that the United States was hardwired against socialist 

movements that he is often mistakenly remembered as a champion of the glories of American exceptionalism. 

He is better understood as a radical writing sadly and with deep awareness of Marxism. Liberal Tradition’s 

one use of “exceptionalism”—the term “American exceptionalism” does not appear—refers to the debates 

among Marxists in the 1930s. 

Hartz does use “middle class” centrally, though far less frequently than “bourgeois,” as the goal is to discuss 

bourgeois revolutions and their ideas, more than class structures. Far from seeking to ground exceptional 

national glory in the middle class, Hartz stressed the limitations of both that class and the nation. “The 

Americans,” he lamented, “though models to all the world in the middle-class way of life, lacked the 

passionate middle-class consciousness which saturated the liberal thought of Europe.” 

The “middle class nation” and “American exceptionalism” found each other late, and under specific 

circumstances. As the economic indices showing stagnating wages and soaring inequality have increasingly 

challenged both notions since 1970, the view that the United States is the product of their marriage has only 

gained political currency. Especially over the past quarter century, the reflexive response to middle-class 

decline has been to promise to defend the middle class and, through it, the nation. When Burton Bledstein 

began his valuable 1976 history of the middle class with the words, “From the 1840s until the present, the 

idea of the middle class has been central to the history of American social attitudes,” Cold War politics 

animated the over-reading involved in that assertion. The ersatz ubiquity that Bledstein assumed across space 

and time—one that led the historian Loren Baritz to liken the study of the middle class to “searching for 

air”—fed in particular on the American exceptionalist certainties of Bledstein’s next sentence: “No other 

national identity has been so essentially concerned with this one idea.” 

When Ronald Reagan established the potency of the direct invocation of “American exceptionalism” 

electorally in the 1980s and Bill Clinton the power of direct appeals to middle-class dreams in the 90s, the 

two came to prosper together among politicians and pundits. 

In 1996, the eminent centrist political scientist Seymour Martin Lipset revisited Hartz’s ideas. Forty years 

down the road, American exceptionalism was front and center in his celebrated book, American 

Exceptionalism: A Double-Edged Sword. The middle class immediately made an entrance, as Lipset wrote of 

a nation “dominated by pure bourgeois, individualistic values” over the long haul. Although Lipset allowed 

that in some of the best-designed studies, more people in the United States identified as working class than 

middle class at the time, the emphasis on a nation exceptional because it was middle class ran through the 

volume. Hartz’s gloom gave way in Lipset’s gleeful study. Between 1980 and 2000, a recent study shows, 

there was “a lot of talk” about American exceptionalism—457 mentions in national publications. However, in 

the new century’s first decade, this ballooned to 2,558 times. The first two years of the 2010s nearly doubled 

that of the entire prior decade. The most over-the-top example came in 2011 with the publication of 

conservative congressman and historian of sorts Newt Gingrich’s A Nation like No Other: Why American 

Exceptionalism Matters. 

Who is imagined and catered to when middle-class salvation gains a hearing? 

An early campaign profile for the relatively left-of-center 2020 presidential hopeful Elizabeth Warren 

appeared in a Salt Lake City publication under the headline, “Make the Middle Class Great Again.” Her 
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campaign must have smiled. As we have seen, commitment to saving the middle class animates campaigns 

across party lines and seems heartfelt at times. Obama, for example, faced no more elections when he said in 

2014: “I believe in American exceptionalism with every fiber of my being.” However, identification with the 

middle class wanes situationally. Beyond elections, the liabilities of pairing the “middle class nation” and 

American exceptionalist tropes are clear. In a 2017 Pew poll, a large majority of under-30s believed that 

“there are other countries better than the US.” At such a relatively clear-sighted juncture, identifying 

American exceptionalism exclusively with the middle class risks disappearing the experiences of the poor, of 

victims of racial oppression, and of working-class people. 

In still another way, the joining of the middle-class nation with the idea of American exceptionalism 

encourages fighting on terrain favorable to the Trumps of the world and to capital. Who is imagined and 

catered to when middle-class salvation gains a hearing? Since the middle class is such a hodgepodge of 

workers and owners involved in all sorts of different social relations, it can hardly surprise us that those 

writing about it consistently make one segment of it stand in for the imagined whole. To his credit, C. Wright 

Mills titled his major book on the subject White Collar, and referred in his subtitle to the Middle Classes, 

plural. Still, his work is taken as if it apprehends the whole of an actually existing middle class. British and 

German writers have similarly connected the middle class to a certain kind of employment (and dress), using 

either “white collar” or the very cool phrase “black-coated worker.” John and Barbara Ehrenreich shift back 

and forth between calling their subject the “professional-managerial class” and the “professional middle 

class.” Her singly authored book on the subject, Fear of Falling, nevertheless uses a subtitle identifying the 

whole middle class as the book’s subject. Immediately after that, the introduction bemoans how inadequate 

the very term middle class is. 

When we connect American exceptionalism to a middle-class nation, the small numbers of entrepreneurs in 

the United States acquire inflated importance. To suppose that the United States has “always” been middle 

class requires that huge numbers of farmers and a small number of independent businesspersons and 

professionals of the early United States be the founding fathers of the modern middle class. Their storied (and 

overstated) virtues of manly independence come to be writ large onto the modern United States, which has for 

a long time not resembled a society of independent proprietors at all. As the historian Steve Fraser recently 

summarized this transformation, the (white, male) nation in 1820 was “80 percent self-employed and by 1940 

80 percent worked for someone—or something—else.” Family farms (and their male heads of household), so 

important to the mythos of American exceptionalism, have long ranked among the least “American” things in 

the modern world. Less than one-half of one percent of the world’s 500 million family farms are in the United 

States, which trails the European nations significantly and the Global South utterly in percentage of farmers. 

Going behind such numbers, Mills wrote, “The nineteenth-century farmer and businessman were generally 

thought to be stalwart individuals—their own men.” The white-collar man is “always somebody’s man.” We 

would be tempted to add “or women,” but it is not quite that easy, as the attendant ideology was and is 

masculine, though not always in a very self-assured way. The great dissenting US scholar G. William 

Domhoff, for example, introduced Richard Parker’s searing book on the new middle class a half century ago 

by describing its subject as “a class of property paper pushers and people manipulators who must go along to 

get along.” Interestingly, it was experience in this new middle class that sometimes sharpened dreams of 

being self-employed. In 1905, a poll of retail clerks found that half of them had imbibed enough of what the 

German historian Jürgen Kocka described as “businessman as model” ideology that they not only hoped but 

believed that they were transitioning to self-employment. After World War II, when unionized autoworkers 
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were often seen as ascending to middle-class status, Eli Chinoy’s celebrated study of them found widespread 

desires to instead own a business or farm. 

Today, just one American in sixteen is an entrepreneur, and since about half of small businesses fail within 

five years, ex-entrepreneur is a more robust category. But the cult worship surrounding this tiny group drives 

rhetoric and policy. Again, the appeal is bipartisan, with liberal-seeming universities competing manically to 

see which can most emphasize the entrepreneurial in their vision statements. The peculiar recent US idea that 

being a businessman or “delivering a payroll” qualifies a candidate for political office finds its roots in the 

aggrandizement of the entrepreneur. Not even the Trump presidency has yet managed to discredit it. Where I 

live, in Kansas, the recent past has delivered tax cuts that amount to business tax exemptions specifically 

favoring entrepreneurs and established big businesses, bringing public education to the brink of ruin. The 

highest-paid state employee, University of Kansas basketball coach Bill Self, suddenly found the bulk of his 

income untaxed, coming from allegedly entrepreneurial activity, not salaried coaching. 

We deserve bigger and better explanations for this obsession than mis-leadership by demagogues. Michel 

Foucault’s theorizing of the “entrepreneurial self” among those far from being self-employed offers clues. The 

desire to someday become “independent,” the importance of housing market decisions to personal wealth, and 

the self-management of retirement accounts, as well as the calibration of how and when to invest in one’s own 

re-skilling, help shape such a self. The political chorus regarding an exceptional middle-class nation, 

supposedly chock-full of entrepreneurs, remains with us, powerfully influencing how “saving the middle 

class” is heard and acted upon. 

__________________________________ 

 

The Sinking Middle Class by David R. Roediger is available from OR Books. 

https://www.orbooks.com/catalog/the-sinking-middle-class/
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David R. Roediger teaches American Studies at the University of Kansas. His books include Seizing 

Freedom, The Wages of Whiteness, How Race Survived U.S. History, and Towards the Abolition of 

Whiteness. His book The Production of Difference (with Elizabeth Esch) recently won the International Labor 

History Association Book Prize. He is past president of the American Studies Association and of the 

Working-Class Studies Association. A long-time member of the Chicago Surrealist Group, his work grows 

out of engagement with social movements addressing inequality, from the United Farm Workers grape 

boycott to Black Lives Matter. 
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Poems Without an ‘I’ 

Madeleine Thien 
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Landscape painting, Tang dynasty era (618–907) 

The Banished Immortal: A Life of Li Bai (Li Po) 

by Ha Jin 

Pantheon, 301 pp., $28.00; $17.00 (paper) 
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The Selected Poems of Tu Fu: Expanded and Newly Translated 

by David Hinton 

New Directions, 267 pp., $18.95 (paper) 

Awakened Cosmos: The Mind of Classical Chinese Poetry 

by David Hinton 

Shambhala, 138 pp., $17.95 (paper) 

Du Fu and Li Bai, widely regarded as the two greatest poets in Chinese history, are still quoted by dictators 

and businessmen, students and dissidents. Lines from their verses have been embedded in the Chinese 

language for more than a millennium. Both poets were born during the Tang Dynasty (618–907), at the height 

of its sophistication and influence. In their middle age both suffered the horrors of the An Lushan Rebellion 

(755–763), a catastrophic civil war whose warning signs the government had ignored. Within seven years, 

two thirds of the Chinese population were dead, disappeared, or displaced. The rebellion was put down with 

the costly military assistance of Uighur troops, but the Tang Dynasty never recovered its former unity. 

About a decade before the civil war started, Li Bai and Du Fu met several times in the course of a single year, 

744–745, but never again. Both were called to serve, very briefly, in the Tang court; Li Bai was later found 

guilty of treason and exiled. Both men—Li Bai a hotheaded, ungovernable Daoist; Du Fu, a decade younger, 

a doting father and upright Confucian—became internal refugees when their country imploded in the 

rebellion. Du Fu wrote more than a dozen poems about Li Bai, and when the older poet became a pariah, Du 

Fu was one of the few to defend him. Both Li Bai and Du Fu attempted to understand the political 

disintegration around them by taking on subjects that normally remained outside Tang poetry. Their work was 

startling in its artistry and breadth—and still is, in a China that is again changing rapidly. Each died convinced 

he’d wasted his talent, at the margins of the empire he longed to serve. 

The novelist Ha Jin’s eighteenth book, The Banished Immortal, retrieves Li Bai from the legends that 

surround him, chronicling the life of this visionary artist in a collapsing political order. It is the first full-

length biography of Li Bai in English and comes to us from a writer whose own celebrated works are banned 

at home. Born in China in 1956, Ha Jin was ten when the Cultural Revolution began. At fourteen, he joined 

the People’s Liberation Army and was dispatched to the wilderness of the Soviet border. After the death of 

Mao in 1976, Chinese universities reopened, and Ha Jin studied English. In 1985, at the age of age twenty-

nine, he arrived in the United States to study for a degree in American literature at Brandeis University. 

The 1989 Tiananmen massacre devastated him; he understood it would be impossible for him to make a life 

in China, and he began to write in English. Since then he has published eight novels, four collections each of 

poetry and short fiction, and one book of essays. He has been repeatedly denied visas to return home; he gave 

up applying when his mother, whom he had not seen for thirty years, died in 2014. When asked how he 

imagines his audience now that he writes in English, Ha Jin replied by quoting John Berryman: a poet writes 

“for the dead whom thou didst love.” 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/081122838X?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=081122838X
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1611807425?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1611807425
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Ha Jin evokes the China of Li Bai as a refraction of our own moment; Li Bai’s country before the An Lushan 

Rebellion was “much more open than the China of our time,” but its economic inequities will be brutally 

familiar to anyone in today’s Shanghai, Delhi, London, or New York. Li Bai was an egalitarian, which made 

him beloved in the local taverns but anathema at court. 

Born in 701 in what is now Tokmok, Kyrgyzstan, Li Bai was a child of the borderlands. His mother is 

believed to have been of Turkic origin. His father made his fortune from caravans selling fabrics, paper, and 

wine. Li Bai was five when the family relocated—or fled—to Sichuan province in southwestern China. This 

grueling six-month journey through vast deserts, wilderness, and high mountain passes exerted a hold on his 

imagination for the rest of his life; his description of “the wind, tens of thousands of miles long” blowing 

through Yumen Pass is part of the Chinese lexicon. 

From the start, Li Bai showed an energetic mind, and his father hoped he would enter the civil service. As a 

merchant, his father belonged to a “dishonorable” part of society, and Li Bai was therefore barred from sitting 

for the imperial examinations. Then, as now, Ha Jin writes, “the best way to safeguard one’s interests in 

China has been to affiliate oneself with political power—to befriend high officials and even join their 

occupation.” For those of Li Bai’s background, government positions could be attained only through zhiju, 

recommendations made by influential patrons. 

Throughout much of China’s history, poems served as calling cards, résumés, thank you notes, political tracts, 

spiritual meditations; they revealed a man’s erudition, temperament, and genius. At seventeen Li Bai set out 

to make his mark. In elite salons, his heavy Sichuan accent made him seem like “a country bumpkin in an 

expensive robe,” yet the ingenuity and spontaneity of his poems brought him immediate acclaim. Ha Jin 

provides a number of his own translations, including of “Reflection in a Quiet Night,” written when Li Bai 

was twenty-five (and which, for the last thousand years, “every Chinese with a few years’ schooling has 

learned by heart”), and the beloved long poem “Please Drink”: 

Heaven begot a talent like me and 

    must put me to good use 

And a thousand cash in gold, 

    squandered, will come again 

…Since ancient times saints and 

    sages have been obscure, 

But only drinkers have left behind 

    their names. 

Li Bai crisscrossed the country singing his songs and writing them on walls. It was said that he could drink 

anyone under the table. His closest friends—barmen, recluses, farmers, aspiring officials—lent him money, 

gave him shelter, or shared their home brew. Listeners called him zhexian (banished immortal); he called 

himself “the great roc,” after the giant mythological bird. “The locals were impressed by his words,” writes 

Ha Jin with some understatement, “especially when he was tipsy and raving with abandon. Never had they 

met such a loquacious man.” But Li Bai rattled men of influence. A genius, they thought, but a loose cannon. 

They couldn’t risk association with such intemperance and declined to recommend him for a position—at the 

time a man like him might expect to be appointed to an influential government post if not directly to court. 
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He soon began to grasp his predicament: poets were welcome at parties and rewarded with gold and even a 

good horse, but they were little more than entertainment. The emperor was taxing the populace to bankruptcy 

and launching vanity wars. One by one, Li Bai’s closest friends retreated from the political life of the capital, 

and he continued to roam, leaving behind his wife, whose given name is lost to history. Ha Jin writes 

movingly of how she lived a “lonely married life” and observes that Li Bai’s most celebrated love poems are 

addressed to other women. 

His writings for his wife reveal a different ache; having failed to secure a position, he was ashamed to go 

home. Usually drunk, he was prone to depression, and his love was “willful and somewhat selfish.” Yet for a 

brief time, when Li Bai gave up his quest for promotion, he and his wife found comfort together. She died 

shortly after the birth of their second child, and he married a second time for the sole purpose of finding a 

mother for his children. Ha Jin observes that his life was essentially one of “endless wanderings…as though 

he was doomed to remain a guest in this world.” In 727, he composed a farewell to his beloved friend Meng 

Haoran, and its lines have since been recited by countless Chinese who have endured separation: 

My friend is sailing west, away from 

    Yellow Crane Tower. 

Through the March blossoms he is 

    going down to Yangzhou. 

His sail casts a single shadow in the 

    distance, then disappears, 

Nothing but the Yangtze flowing on 

    the edge of the sky. 

In 742, at the age of forty-one, humiliated by his repeated failure to secure a position, Li Bai was presented 

one day with a large red envelope. Emperor Xuanzong was personally summoning him to the capital. Jubilant, 

Li Bai set brush to paper: “How can a man/Like myself stay in the weeds for too long?” He became the talk of 

the country, especially when word spread that the emperor, in front of courtiers, had insisted on personally 

ladling out Li Bai’s small bowl of soup. 

Bored by the “mannered and subdued works” esteemed in literary circles and standardized by court officials, 

Li Bai sought a new way of speaking. He found in ancient poems, the Songs of Chu anthology, folk songs, 

and the learned poems known as gufeng—written a thousand years earlier and prized for their incantatory 

power, exuberance, and raw immediacy—an artistic lineage. 

His contemporaries described him reciting verses spontaneously, as if on currents of energy or madness and 

as intricately as a master swordsman. His admirers, Ha Jin writes, describe Li Bai “pouring out lines without 

premeditation. Every word, every line, and every rhyme were in place—the poem was perfectly wrought at 

the very first attempt.” 

Li Bai gave full-throated voice to the lives of others: boat pullers, innkeepers, courtesans, weaving women, 

conscripts, drinkers. In “Midnight Songs,” he speaks in the voice of women whose husbands have been 

conscripted: 
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The emissary will start out tomorrow 

    morning, 

So we are busy tonight sewing robes 

    for our men. 

Bony hands are pulling cold needles 

And it’s hard to handle scissors for a 

    whole night. 

What we’ve made will travel a long 

    way 

Though we have no idea when they 

    will reach Lintao. 

Li Bai’s folk songs brought into Tang poetry scenes that had previously gone unnoticed: crowded taverns, 

thousands of men quarrying stones, the lonely aging of a river-merchant’s wife. Daoist cosmology is 

structured on contact between all forms, appearing and dissolving, in a continuous and self-generating fabric. 

Therefore, any individual has the capacity to transform the order of things, but all individuals are grist for the 

endless transformations of the world. Embracing paradox, Li Bai writes, “When I sing, the moon will 

waver,/When I dance, my shadows will be scattered.” 

Such poetry has an analogy in classical Chinese painting: the artist masters a series of elements from nature 

(rocks, birds, mountains, boats, grasses, etc.) that are composed of formalized strokes. Art begins when the 

painter organizes the elements into a composition of his own and conveys them on paper in a fluid and 

uninterrupted session. The painting will not be revised; this art cannot be redone. The painting is a temporal 

gesture, an action that is born, lives, and dies. The artist must resolve or distill contradictions in the moment 

of composition. The highly prized quality of presence—execution, timing, skill, artistry—is revealed in the 

act itself. 

Once a celebrity, Li Bai died a pauper in 762. Some 1,100 of his poems have survived. Ha Jin observes that 

he “produced a masterpiece in every poetic form of his time.” Yet he was not keen on lüshi, eight-line 

regulated verse, then considered the apex of Chinese poetry. He felt hemmed in by its rules, which seemed to 

reward technical conformity over expression and spirit. 

Lüshi’s greatest practitioner was Du Fu, whom Li Bai met in 744 when the former was thirty-two years old. 

That year, Li Bai, fearing his enemies, left the emperor’s service at the age of forty-three. To force “a turning 

point” in his life, and to protect himself (those in religious orders, according to custom, could not be pursued), 

he chose to undergo Daoist induction rites, a series of physical tests so punishing—including kneeling under 

the open sky for the greater part of seven days, with hardly any food—they sometimes proved fatal. Du Fu, 

who had met Li Bai just a few months earlier, stayed with him through his recovery. For nearly two weeks, 

they “slept in the same bed, sharing a large thin quilt, their feet entangled.” Until his last years, Ha Jin writes, 

Du Fu “would dream of Li Bai, who had died by then, and would compose poems about him as if the light 

shed by Bai had never left him.” Yet this friendship seemed to have left little trace on Li Bai. 

Du Fu was born into an intellectually elite family, and he seemed destined for greatness. But he failed the 

civil service examination at least twice. Chroniclers, puzzled for a thousand years by such stumbles, have 

suspected that others sabotaged him. Perhaps Du Fu was too honest, too critical in his analysis of 

contemporary problems; no one knows. We know that he never managed to find a position that suited him and 
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that at some point he married, loved his wife, doted on his four children, and grew poor. He was one of the 

rare Tang poets to make family life the subject of his poetry. 

When the An Lushan Rebellion began, he became a prisoner of war. Somehow he escaped. Throughout his 

life, he managed to carry more than a thousand poems with him, unable to abandon his life’s work even as he 

and his family were displaced. One of his children died from starvation. The major anthologies of the era 

ignored him; he died penniless and obscure, worried about his family’s future. Eighty percent of his surviving 

work was written in the eleven years after the rebellion, and the 1,200 poems that we have from that period 

are believed to be only a fraction of his late work. 

David Hinton’s Awakened Cosmos focuses on the Daoist ontology undetected or unaddressed by most 

English translations of Du Fu’s poems. The fury of the An Lushan Rebellion revealed the decay of a political 

order in which he, a scholar-official, felt implicated; Hinton notes that his poems combine the “despair of a 

Confucian loss of faith” with an “almost metaphysical sense of displacement.” In nineteen essays on Daoism 

and translation, Hinton formulates a language to articulate “the wild”—a term he uses repeatedly to suggest 

that all existence is continuously transformed, and the self therein is a transient, open form. 

Upright, wistful, sometimes overcome by self-pity, Du Fu wrote about fatherhood, aging, ill health, 

friendship, the lives of others, and a spiritual consciousness or Daoist awareness that for him was inseparable 

from the composition of poetry. Du Fu, observes the scholar and translator Stephen Owen in his recent 

translation of Du Fu’s complete works, rose and fell through more social positions than any other Tang poet: 

“He often seems to have entirely forgotten what normally lay outside poetry’s sphere of discourse.”1 He still 

feels immediate, as if he might be living in the next room. 

The essential experience of Chinese poetry is all but untranslatable. Eliot Weinberger, Lucas Klein, Burton 

Watson, Stephen Owen, and David Hinton, among others, have set down superb translations, while noting 

that, in bringing Chinese poetry into English, more things go missing than in translations from other 

languages. Word-for-word translations, writes François Cheng in his masterful Chinese Poetic 

Writing (1977), can give “only the barest caricature.”2 Ha Jin describes a particular Li Bai poem as obtaining 

a beauty that “can be fully appreciated only in the Chinese.” Hinton observes that a particular line, severed 

from its radically different philosophical context, “fails absolutely in translation.” But the incommensurability 

of Chinese (logographic) and English (alphabetic) written systems begins the moment a mark is made. 

Chinese ideograms are composed of strokes, and each of the brushstrokes references others. Cheng gives this 

line from Wang Wei as an example, followed by its literal translation: 

木 末 芙 蓉 花 

branch end magnolia flowers 

The character for “branch” 木 begins to transform at its tips 末 and bud into life. In the third character, 艹 (the 

radical for “grass” 艸 or “flower”) bursts forth from the crown of the words 芙蓉 (magnolia) and ends in 花 

(flower). Further, in a simultaneous layer of images, the third character, Cheng writes, “contains the element 

天 ‘man,’ which itself contains the element 人 ‘Man’ (homo),” or person. “Face” 容 is visible in the fourth 

ideogram, and the fifth contains 化 (transformation). Thus the line also records a human trajectory: spiritual 

metamorphosis and then mortality embedded in nature itself. 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/du-fu-li-bai-poems/#fn-1
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/du-fu-li-bai-poems/#fn-2
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Many simple characters can be incorporated into a single ideogram—the word, Cheng writes, “never succeeds 

in completely repressing other, deeper meanings ever present within the sign”—and ideograms placed beside 

one another generate further significance. Transference, parallels, metonymy, and correspondences across 

words and lines generate a radically different poetic realm than lexical meanings produce in English-language 

poetry (with its own rich universe of etymologies and literary associations). Each of the twenty ideograms in, 

for instance, a pentasyllabic quatrain, are considered independent “sages” and personalities; words are not 

only denotative but have their own “reality.” 

This is a difficult thing to wrap one’s head around; the dimensionality of the Chinese writing system itself is 

akin to a forest we walk through (where the trees keep grouping and regrouping as we move among them), 

rather than a series of twigs arranged on a surface. Cheng observes that the writing system “has refused to be 

simply a support for the spoken language: its development has been characterized by a constant struggle to 

assure for itself both autonomy and freedom of combination.” To add to the constellations of meaning within 

any given poem, the disciplines of poetry, calligraphy, and painting are not considered distinct but rather 

facets of a single complete art. 

Hinton notes that the Chinese language is not constructed around “a center of identity”; each time we see an 

“I” in a translation of Tang poetry, it was almost certainly not in the original text. Chinese grammar—a 

genderless and verb-tense-less system in which past, present, and future are inferred by context—allows for a 

complex blurring of subjectivities, which is not just a side effect but a fundamental aspect of the language. In 

Chinese poetry, fiction, and philosophy, the “I” is not the nerve center from which thought and knowledge 

begin. 

Pictures from History/Bridgeman Images 

‘Going Up to Sun Terrace,’ the only surviving calligraphy by Li Bai, 700s 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/thien_2-100820.jpg
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Hinton’s austerely beautiful translations assume that Chinese classical poetry cannot be severed from 

philosophy. Guided by each poem, he translates and interprets Daoist concepts, refined over millennia, for 

which there are no precise English equivalents (just as, for example, Heidegger’s “dasein” carries a web of 

thinking that cannot be replaced by a conventional English word). We can translate the words, but in doing so, 

to borrow a phrase of Cheng’s, “nothing is truly translated.” 

Du Fu’s “Spring Landscape” appears to non-Chinese readers like a block of ice, outwardly even and unified: 

国破山河在 

城春草木深 

感时花溅泪 

恨别鸟惊心 

烽火连三月 

家书抵万金 

白头搔更短 

浑欲不胜簪 

The poem is an experience; it’s trippy. Meaning is generated across its various planes—across couplets and 

images, vertically and horizontally. Hinton’s translation maintains the couplets that are the basic unit of Tang 

poetic forms, and he creates his ice-cube shape by enjambing the lines: 

The country in ruins, rivers and mountains 

continue. The city grows lush with spring. 

Blossoms scatter tears for us, and all these 

separations in a bird’s cry startle the heart. 

Beacon-fires three months ablaze: by now 

a mere letter’s worth ten thousand in gold, 

and worry’s thinned my hair to such white 

confusion I can’t even keep this hairpin in. 

In an essay that follows, Hinton notes that the opening is “possibly the most famous line in Chinese poetry” 

and that the poem is a sharp and unexpectedly wry observation of man-made tragedies overrun by the endless 

coming-into-being of the ten thousand things (all that exists, in the idiom of Chinese philosophy). Du Fu tells 

us that birds seem to cry for us, and blossoms weep. Of course, this is a fairy-tale view, and “in the knowledge 

of its falsity, heartbreaking.” Du Fu’s discomfiting joke at the end both overturns and accepts his fear and 

anxiety. 
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Hinton’s aim is to explore the most complex ideas of Daoism—emptiness 虚 (xū), absence 無 (mó), quiet 

solitude 幽 (yōu), Dao appearing of itself 自然 (tzu-jan), acting without the metaphysics of self 無為 

(wúwéi), and more—as expressed in Du Fu’s work. In essence, he wants us to learn words again, and to 

momentarily set aside the philosophical assumptions of the English language. Here, for instance, is a couplet 

from Du Fu’s “Standing Alone,” containing an image of two white gulls. Hinton begins with the Chinese 

original and a literal translation: 

float drift attack strike convenient 

laze ease go come wander 

This is how he renders that couplet into idiomatic English, describing two gulls that 

laze wind-drifted. Fit for an easy kill, 

to and fro, they follow contentment. 

Here we can glimpse some of the parallelisms visible on the image level: float-laze, drift-ease, attack-strike, 

and go-come. Lüshi poetry has strict rules governing symmetry and opposition of images and concepts, as 

well as tonal (the “level” and “deflected” tones of the spoken language) and rhyme patterns within lines and 

across couplets. Parallelism becomes, as Cheng writes, “a system turning on itself,” a dialectical mode of 

thought that creates inner tensions subject to resolution or release. 

Each of Hinton’s nineteen essays is preceded by a translation of the poems he discusses and a specific 

philosophical term at work within it. (These translations and many others are available in Hinton’s recently 

expanded edition of Selected Poems of Tu Fu.) “Standing Alone” ends with an image of frosted grass and 

hanging spiderwebs as the poet, a refugee fleeing with his family, awakens to the future where a “loom of 

origins/tangling our human ways” casts him into despair: “I stand/facing sorrow’s ten thousand sources.” That 

loom—天機 (tiānjī)—writes Hinton, stretches back to our origins, and 

to actually dwell there is to inhabit a place prior to thought and language, an inner wilds about which nothing 

can be said. And that is where this poem ends—a depth of dwelling in which Tu can only say that he is 

standing alone there. Or is he? “I” seems at first the most obvious way to fill in the empty grammatical space 

at the beginning of the last line…. But the subject of the penultimate line also carries over as a possible 

subject for the final line: “loom of origins.” 

With the last sentence folded in this way, the loom of origins—which continuously generates existence and 

into which all things will vanish—becomes the subject standing before sorrow’s ten thousand sources. The 

“I” exists and dissolves, but not without altering the loom. 

Hinton’s translations have always gone against the grain. He has been building, translation by translation, an 

English language for a Chinese conceptual world. His versions get closest to what makes Du Fu sublime for 

Chinese readers. He isn’t afraid to baffle us; the gaps remind us that we are only guests here, and that the 

poems do—indeed should—hover a bit beyond our grasp. In the twentieth century, Chinese poetry was 

translated into the American idiom by modernists like Ezra Pound and later poets including Kenneth Rexroth 

and Gary Snyder with a lightness of touch, a beguiling simplicity. Hinton is after the opposite: depth and 

boundlessness. Here is his translation of “Facing Snow”: 
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Enough new ghosts to mourn any war, 

and a lone old grief-sung man. Broken 

 

clouds at twilight’s ragged edge, wind 

buffets a dance of frenzied snow. Ladle 

 

beside my jar drained of emerald wine, 

flame-red illusion lingers in the stove. 

 

News comes from nowhere. I sit spirit- 

wounded, trace words empty onto sky. 

Hinton’s unconventional study of Du Fu privileges the poems themselves, which are all scholars have ever 

really had to piece together the man. He observes that Du Fu, as his world collapsed, was trying to awaken 

language itself: “To include all of experience equally, rather than limiting it to privileged moments of lyric 

beauty or insight,” and thus to express a “relentless realism” synonymous with consciousness itself. 

The question of why Du Fu and Li Bai are still so revered is a suggestive one. Both were extremely erudite 

scholars with a deep respect for the poetic traditions they inherited. They were also reformers. They broke 

open Tang forms and invested them with more inventiveness, in more poems, than anyone had before. The 

mystery of their meeting adds to the intrigue. Du Fu had no doubt that Li Bai’s works would last forever, and 

Li Bai, though less effusive, was kind to the unknown, obscure, and rather earnest Du Fu. They were both 

poets of genius who crisscrossed the country and experienced debilitating poverty. They were shamed by the 

ways their rulers abandoned the people, egotistically propelling them to war. 

Is this why they’ve lasted? Generation after generation, their words recall the tragedies provoked by corrupted 

power and testify to the keen clear eye of the poet. To read them is also to live out the belief that daring 

writing outlasts even emperors. 

1. 1 

See Stephen Owen, The Poetry of Du Fu (De Gruyter, 2016), which is the first and only translation into 

English of the complete works of Du Fu. ↩ 

2. 2 

Translated in 1982 by Donald A. Riggs and Jerome P. Seaton (New York Review Books, 2016). ↩ 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/du-fu-li-bai-poems/ 
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How Storytellers Use Math (Without Scaring People Away) 

Dan Rockmore on Infinite Powers and The Weil Conjectures 

By Dan Rockmore 

 

September 28, 2020 

Our current pandemic is not a first excursion into remote learning. Many may know of the origins story of 

calculus, born over Isaac Newton’s retreat to the countryside from Cambridge University during The Great 

Plague of London in the 17th century. This, as well as the broader history and wide applicability of 

mathematics’ successful wrestling match with the subtleties of infinity, is the subject of Infinite Powers by 

well-known math popularizer Steven Strogatz. Lesser known is the story of mathematician André Weil’s 

breakthroughs in understanding prime numbers while interned in a French military prison camp in 1939, a 

piece of Karen Olsson’s The Weil Conjecture, an elliptical tale that interweaves and integrates mathematics 

and memoir. These books share the quality of illuminating deep mathematical ideas for the broader public, 

but by very different paths. One is  unashamedly instructive and hinged on the promise of revelation of a deep 

idea that is surprisingly central to our everyday lives, while the other the revelation of a life through an 

elliptical and personal rediscovery of a deep idea. One is a tale of how mathematics has changed all of our 

lives, the other a tale of how mathematics changed one life. You’ll learn a lot from both of them—about math 

and other things too. 

* 

https://lithub.com/author/danrockmore/
https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780374287610
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Writing about mathematics presents some special challenges. All science writing generally amounts to 

explaining something that most people don’t understand in terms that they do. The farther the science is from 

daily experience, the tougher the task. When it comes to mathematics, its “objects” of study are hardly objects 

at all. In his famously heartfelt if somewhat dour memoir A Mathematician’s Apology, the mathematician G. 

H. Hardy describes mathematicians as “makers of patterns.” While all sciences depend on the ability to 

articulate patterns, the difference in mathematics is that often it is in the pattern in the patterns, divorced from 

any context at all, that are in fact the subject. 

None other than Winston Churchill was able to tell us how it feels to have tower of mathematical babble 

transformed to a stairway to understanding: “I had a feeling once about Mathematics—that I saw it all. Depth 

beyond depth was revealed to me—the Byss and Abyss. I saw—as one might see the transit of Venus or even 

the Lord Mayor’s Show—a quantity passing through infinity and changing its sign from plus to minus. I saw 

exactly why it happened and why the tergiversation was inevitable, but it was after dinner and I let it go.” 

Let’s assume it wasn’t just the whiskey talking. 

* 

There is an art to being a good tour guide of the depths of mathematics. Subject matter is key; infinity is 

fertile ground for both appreciating and explaining some mathematics. That’s the conceit of Steve Strogatz’s 

new book Infinite Powers (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt). Seeing the infinite in the quotidian has been not only 

the source of great poetry and literature and philosophical debate, it has also been the source of one of the 

great mathematical discoveries/inventions/creations of humankind: the calculus, of which he writes, “If 

anything deserves to be called the secret of the universe, calculus is it.” He wants you to appreciate calculus 

as an achievement that came from the willingness to imagine the infinite, wrestle with it, and ultimately tame 

it. The key to this is something that Strogatz calls “The Infinity Principle”—a problem-solving technique of 

seeing infinity in the everyday and then either dividing things into an infinity of infinitesimals or adding them 

all up—that is the reason that calculus has enabled so many mathematical and scientific discoveries. 

That much of mathematics largely proceeds without the real world in mind is the real mystery to many 

people. 

Poor finite creatures that we are, we don’t have much direct experience with infinity. Some of the early 

attempts to consider infinity in terms that we do understand, most famously by the philosopher Zeno, caused 

more confusion than clarity: “How can I get from here to there if no matter where I am I need to go half the 

distance first?” Fortunately, others brought some less fuzzy thinking to the problem, even in early days. 

Archimedes was among those who attempted to make mathematics of this in the Platonic context of finding 

areas of curved figures by adding up an infinity of infinitely thin rectangles. We get closer to language of the 

everyday when we revisit the Infinity Principle as an approach to the understanding of change in time. 

Newton’s laws of motion are written as the cause and effect of infinitesimal change (so-called “differential 

equations”) in the position and velocity of objects, and the implications of these laws require the adding up of 

an infinity of such infinitesimal changes (integration). The “mystery of curves, the mystery of motion, and the 

mystery of change,” Strogatz calls them, and with the last two of these we’re on ground where we’re speaking 

the same language. 

Strogatz is a terrific storyteller and patient teacher. Examples and illustrations are drawn from the everyday—

including one that is actually about the length of the day as it varies over the year. Packing overhead bins, 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781328879981
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Usain Bolt dashing down the track, and even cinnamon raisin bread make illuminating appearances. That 

said, Strogatz doesn’t shy from the use of an equation or two—or a few more—“How could we visit a gallery 

without seeing its masterpieces?” he asks. Let’s just say that there are a few places where one might pay a 

little more or a little less attention depending on the background. But let’s be honest, that’s true of a lot of 

great books, even some that aren’t about science. Ulysses, anyone? 

The inclusion of equations is an interesting stylistic choice and is even something of a gamble from a 

marketing point of view. Reportedly, Stephen Hawking was told that for every equation he included in A Brief 

History of Time he would cut his audience in half. He included one and it sold over 10 million copies (if only 

he had listened). But Strogatz doesn’t just want to tell you about mathematics, he wants to give you a little 

taste of doing mathematics, and maybe even cure a bad memory or two from high school or college. He’ll 

help you sum an infinite series or two and even—maybe without you knowing it—show you how to compute 

an integral. Natural teachers can’t help but want to teach and great teachers can’t help but teach well. It’s not 

showboating. 

Equations in popular science weren’t always taboo. In 1939 Lance Hogben published Mathematics for the 

Millions, titled not because it had a target audience of prospective bankers, but rather from its origin tale. 

Hogben—an unrepentant socialist—was persuaded to write it by “A few friends from the among the million 

or so intelligent people who have been frightened by mathematics while at school.” Mathematics for the 

Millions was written with the “conviction that the study of mathematics could be made exciting to ordinary 

people.” The book is full of equations and even exercises—yes, there is homework—but tempered with 

historical asides, including philosophical and social commentary. Writing against the backdrop of a looming 

World War, he unashamedly makes the case for the necessity of a “democratization of mathematics as a 

decisive step in the advance of civilization.” (One can only wonder if a little math might help address today’s 

barbarism too.) Of course there are applications: a favorite of mine is Chapter 4, “Euclid without Tears or 

What Can you do with Geometry.” 

Historical anecdotes are a favorite scaffold for popular mathematics (and are now commonplace in textbooks 

too). Among the many in Infinite Powers, the story of Newton’s discovery of calculus is beautifully retold. 

Newton loved to calculate! It’s always worth seeing that even geniuses put the time in to do homework. 

Strogatz’s Infinity Principle does some heavy lifting, but with a light touch, as he explains how Newton used 

it in concert with his famous Laws of Motion to deduce the elliptical orbit of the planets around the Sun, 

“Instead of inching the planet forward instant by instant in his mind, he used calculus to thrust it forward by 

leaps and bounds, as if by magic.” Fast forward a few centuries, and we learn how Katherine Johnson put 

these ideas to work in the early days of NASA, a story now made famous in the movie (and book) Hidden 

Figures. 

One of the most attractive features of Infinite Powers is that its story of calculus doesn’t end with Newton or 

even NASA. Some mathematicians might object, but Strogatz has a big-tent view of the subject, seeing it 

anywhere that the Infinity Principle is at play. “To be an applied mathematician is to be outward looking and 

intellectually promiscuous. To those in my field, math is not a pristine, hermetically sealed world of theorems 

and proofs echoing back on themselves. We embrace all kinds of subjects: philosophy, politics, science, 

history, medicine, all of it. That’s the story I want to tell—the world according to calculus.” He clearly has the 

“Why should I care?” questioner in mind. and his story of “heroic math” in the discovery of the cocktail 

approach to treating AIDS is a fascinating and illuminating response to even the most cynical. This is just one 

of many. Even Churchill would be happy: calculus actually does connect the observing of the Transit of 
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Venus (planetary motion and dynamics) to hearing the marching music accompanying the Lord Mayor’s 

Show (the mathematics of Fourier analysis). 

Luckily—or for some people, mysteriously—mathematics has this great relevance to the real world, 

sometimes in spite of itself. 

This “utility proposition” is the one frequently trotted out as the answer to “why should I care about this 

abstract math?” It’s not only students who hear it; I can promise you that every budget season, the 

government gets it too. But the real world is a big part of Infinite Powers. The explication of natural 

phenomena—and with that, the potential as well as reality of exploiting that understanding in terms of product 

development and even social good makes for a fertile expository wormhole for many a mathematics writer. It 

gets you quickly to things we do understand—or at least recognize. The ability of mathematics to provide a 

language that enables useful and predictive descriptions of the world has famously been summarized by 

Nobel Laureate Eugene Wigner as the “the unreasonable effectiveness of mathematics.” 

For Wigner the mathematics of symmetry turned out to be crucial to understanding atomic structure and 

quantum mechanics—and led to his Nobel Prize. What might be considered unreasonable about it is that the 

mathematics upon which it was founded wasn’t actually invented with anything about the world in mind. 

Rather it was created—at least in the beginning—to study a purely internal problem, that of a notion of 

relatedness among the solutions of equations, which, unreasonably, shares a good deal with a rigorous 

characterization of the colloquial way in which we think of a human being as right-left “symmetric” or a 

circle as an object of symmetry. Polynomials, people, and subatomic particles are unified by a pattern of 

patterns. This is a through-line of mathematics history: 

Luckily—or for some people, mysteriously—mathematics has this great relevance to the real world, 

sometimes in spite of itself. That is, mathematicians don’t always have the solving of the world’s—or 

science’s—problems in mind when they are doing their work, but lo and behold, surprisingly frequently, ideas 

borne of aesthetics or intellectual play appear deux ex machina to rescue a theory or enable an invention. 

That much of mathematics largely proceeds without the real world in mind is the real mystery to many 

people. Strogatz tells us, “It can’t just be a trick of circular reasoning. It’s not that we’re stuffing things back 

into calculus that we already know, and calculus is handing them back to us; calculus tells us things we’ve 

never seen, never could see, and never will see. In some cases it tells us about things that never existed but 

could—if only we had the wit to conjure them.” By bringing infinity down to earth (a “quantity passing 

through infinity”?) and coupling those stories with some periodic excursions back out to the stars, Infinite 

Powers does a marvelous job of bringing calculus to life. Many of the stories and intuitions will stay with you 

even after dinner. Whiskey be damned. 

* 

Very different is Karen Olsson’s The Weil Conjectures (FSG). Whereas Infinite Powers follows a more or less 

linear historical arc, dotted with teachable moments and real world application, Olsson’s book is fugue-like in 

structure and feel as it interweaves fragments of mathematical history and ideas with a personal story of 

creative struggle and process, as she tries to triangulate a love of mathematics and a love of words. All of this 

is hung on a spine of the story of the Weil siblings, Simone—the famed tragic and saintly feminist—and her 
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brother André, one of the great number theorists of the 20th century. Early on in the book Olsson gives the 

reader a nice preview of what to expect, both in language and content, “If this were a fable, I might begin: 

Once there were a brother and sister who devoted themselves to the search for truth. A brother who spent his 

long life solving problems. A sister who died before she could solve the problem of life.” 

What we are given is a beautiful and dreamy reconstruction of the Weils’ joined and separate lives, grounded 

in the facts and quotations of journals, memoirs, and especially, Simone Weil’s well-known copious and 

dense writings. But, for those in the know, the title of Olsson’s book is also a play on words. Conjectures in 

the world of mathematics are public and usually very precise guesses about mathematical truths. They are 

theorems waiting to be proved—or at least that’s what the person posing one thinks. Think, really interesting 

homework problem that might have a typo. The mathematical Weil Conjectures were posed by André Weil in 

1939 and the efforts to prove them—ultimately successful—generated many generations of beautiful 

mathematics. They concern the mathematics when your number system is finite. The most familiar example 

of this is the binary arithmetic of computers and digital technology. A zero and one make up their own 

consistent mathematical world, but similar things happen as long as you work in a number system with a 

prime number’s worth of numbers. 

The mathematical Weil Conjectures make their appearance late in the book. Until then the mathematics 

moves in and out of the narrative. These take the form of poetic short stories and tangents. They contribute to 

the tale of the Weils and also to the tale of the teller as she loves, loses, and then returns to mathematics later 

in life, something of a search for a personal truth and a reconciliation of seemingly divergent creative paths 

and aspirations. Eventually we learn that the Weil Conjectures embody a proposed connection between the 

squishy world of shapes that is topology and discrete collections of solutions to equations. Olsson’s goal—or 

achievement—in her book is not that the mathematical conjecture or ideas are precisely stated, but rather that 

something of the feeling of doing mathematics and thinking mathematically is communicated. “Think of an 

ordinary curve, a looping line drawn on a sheet of paper, as a subset of all possible points on the paper. Now 

generalize the idea to other spaces, other dimensions: conceptual ripples in conceptual dark seas. Think of 

families of curves and of ways to bundle them together.” Yes, just think of those things. “During the lull 

between waking and willing, the haphazard miracles of the liminal mind.” Whispers of Churchill. 

Among the great pleasures of The Weil Conjectures is its sprinklings of unearthed jewel-like epigrams about 

mathematics and mathematicians. We learn that Simone Weil wrote, “A mathematician is so rare an animal 

that he deserves to be preserved, be it only on the score of curiosity.” Olsson grants access to the mind of the 

mathematician, or rather minds of mathematicians. Creative spirits that choose—or perhaps are compelled—

to express their creativity, rare as it may be, in a certain context. For all her poetic protestations to the 

contrary, Olsson’s is such a mind. She just chose—or was compelled—to do something slightly different with 

it. We’re all the beneficiaries. Something of a fable, as she takes us from abyss to byss. Tergiversation 

accomplished. 

Dan Rockmore 

https://lithub.com/author/danrockmore/
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Dan Rockmore is the William H. Neukom 1964 Distinguished Professor of Computational Science, Associate 

Dean for the Sciences at Dartmouth College, and an External Professor at the Santa Fe Institute. In addition to 

his technical work he is the co-producer of four documentaries and his writing for the general public has 

appeared in The New Yorker, Slate, and the Atlantic. His most recent books are two edited volumes, What are 

the Arts and Sciences? A Guide for the Curious (UPNE), and Law as Data: Computation, Text, and the Future 

of Legal Analysis (Santa Fe Institute Press), co-edited with Professor Michael Livermore of the UVA School 

of Law. 

https://lithub.com/how-storytellers-use-math-without-scaring-people-away/ 

  

https://lithub.com/how-storytellers-use-math-without-scaring-people-away/
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Alexander Hamilton's Duel with Aaron Burr 

by Alexander Hamilton 

 

This story of Alexander Hamilton's demise was published in Hidden Treasures: Why Some Succeed While 

Others Fail by H.A. Lewis in 1887. Hamilton clearly did both, as this compelling story reveals. For a 

fascinating account of Hamilton's life, read Ron Chernow's novel, Alexander Hamilton (2004), which 

inspired the popular musical, Hamilton! 

Artist rendering of July 11, 1804 duel using Wogdon pistols 

Upon the accession of the Republicans to the control of the government, Jefferson ordered the books of 

Hamilton searched to ascertain what charges could be made against him, and to discover the alleged blunders 

and frauds perpetrated by the Federal official while in office. Albert Gallatin, himself one of the greatest 

financiers of his age, undertook the task with a hearty relish as he at that time entertained no great esteem for 

https://americanliterature.com/author/alexander-hamilton
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the great Federalist. Struck by the almost absolute perfection of the system, Gallatin reported to the President 

that any change would certainly injure it and that no blunders or frauds had been committed. 

This great man was born on one of the West India Islands, January 11th, 1757. His father failed when he was 

young and his mother died leaving the poor child in actual want. He was taken by friends at Santa Cruz. He 

had no great educational advantages there, but being able to read both English and French he devoured all 

such books as fell in his way. He was placed in a counting-house in Santa Cruz and, although he detested the 

business, applied himself diligently to his task and the knowledge here gained was no small factor of his 

future great success as a financier. 

He applied every spare moment to study and early began to use his pen. In 1772 a hurricane passed through 

St. Christophers, and an account which young Hamilton then wrote for the papers attracted so much attention 

that his friends decided to give him a better chance. They accordingly raised the money with which to send 

him to New York to school, and after a few months spent at a grammar school in Elizabethtown, New Jersey, 

he entered Columbia College, New York—then called Kings College. Here he began study preparatory to a 

medical course. 

About this time his attention became drawn toward the struggle which was about to commence between Great 

Britain and America, and at a public meeting he made a short speech which attracted general attention. He 

was now but seventeen years of age, yet his pen was keenly felt in the interest of America, through the 

columns of Holts Journal, to which he had become a regular contributor. He entered the army as captain of an 

artillery company which he was the chief means of raising, and did good service at White Plains, Trenton and 

Princeton. 

He secured this position through the influence of General Schuyler and, although but nineteen years of age, he 

was well qualified for the position, having made a study of artillery tactics. His ability had not escaped the 

attention of the army, and he was placed upon Washington's staff with rank of lieutenant-colonel. Washington 

needed some one to take charge of his great correspondence,—some one who could think for himself. Young 

as Hamilton was he assumed the entire responsibility of chief secretary, besides rendering much valuable 

assistance as aid. He married one of General Schuyler's daughters, and this alliance with one of the wealthiest 

families in the State proved a most fortunate epoch in his life. A difference arising between Washington and 

himself he resigned and, although Washington sent an apology, he refused to recall his resignation however 

their mutual esteem was continued. He subsequently commanded a brigade at the battle of Yorktown. 

He now took up his residence at Albany and began the study of law with his wife's father. He was soon 

licensed to practice, and was chosen one of the delegates to the Continental Congress. He realized the 

necessity of vesting more power in congress and secured the adoption, by the State of New York, of a 

resolution urging the amendment of the constitution with that object in view. He now moved to New York 

where he soon acquired an immense practice. His efforts in behalf of the constitution were untiring and 

useful. 

When Washington became president he selected Hamilton as his Secretary of Treasury. It was a wise choice 

as financial difficulties were the most formidable of any in the way of the administration, and no man was 

more capable of bringing order out of chaos than Alexander Hamilton. All parties agreed that the debts 

incurred abroad must be met according to contract, but as a large amount of the domestic debt was in the 

hands of men who had bought it for a rise it had been suggested that these obligations be settled upon the 
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basis of the amount paid for them by their present holders. This measure Hamilton opposed. While 

acknowledging that speculation was an evil, still he saw that such a measure would tend to weaken our 

financial credit. He also brought about the assumption by the government of the entire State debt incurred 

during the war. This measure was strongly opposed by Jefferson, and its passage had a marked effect on our 

system tending to centralize authority. 

It will thus be seen that to Alexander Hamilton belongs no small share of founding and shaping the destiny of 

this powerful country of to-day. Like many other great and good men, he was obliged to suffer the slander of 

the press, which charged him with a misappropriation of the public money, but as has already been shown in 

this narrative, it proved nothing but a foul story concocted through jealousy and partisan hate, and is no longer 

countenanced. His salary being insufficient for his support, he resigned his position and resumed the practice 

of his profession in New York. In the warlike demonstration of 1798 he became, upon the death of General 

Washington, the Commander-in-Chief of all the armies of America, but happily the war with France was 

averted and peace restored. 

Now we come to the saddest page of American history. We have followed this poor homeless boy from 

childhood; we have seen him rise from obscurity to a leading position at the bar, become a gallant soldier and 

the greatest financier in America. And yet, when his country most needs his council and help, we see him, at 

the age of fifty-seven, stricken down by an assassin. 

Aaron Burr was an ambitious politician. His alleged intrigues with the Federalists, whereby he sought to 

effect the election of himself to the presidency instead of Jefferson, the people's choice, cost him the 

confidence of his own party. Knowing New York to be the pivotal State, he sought the gubernatorial chair 

through an independent vote, hoping to secure Federal support, as it was conceded that they could not elect a 

candidate of their own. Hamilton, himself as pure as the bright sunshine, felt his party to be imposed upon by 

this intruder who, while professing to be a Republican, was seeking to thrust himself upon the other party. 

At a caucus Hamilton warmly opposed the endorsement of a man whom he characterized as dangerous and 

who had not ought to be trusted with the reins of government. Hamilton took no active part in the campaign, 

but his opinion was frequently quoted by those who did, and the result was Burr's defeat by Morgan Lewis. 

Attributing his defeat to Hamilton, and feeling him to be his greatest political rival, he early sought a duel 

with him. Hamilton detested this practice, and sought by all honorable means, as he wrote to his wife, to avoid 

it. But finally he accepted, not in the spirit of a professed duelist, but in the character of a public man. They 

met on the morning of July 11th, 1804, on the fatal field of Weehawken, New Jersey. 

At the first fire Hamilton sprang on his tip-toes, and, after a convulsive movement, fell forward on his face. At 

the same time his weapon was accidentally discharged, his missile flying wide of its mark. Indeed, Hamilton 

did not fire; in reality, he had resolved not to return his antagonist's fire, and never knew that his weapon was 

discharged, as he was insensible when he fell. He died within thirty hours, and his funeral was the most 

imposing ever witnessed in that day. Around the name of Hamilton there glows a halo which has brightened 

in the ages. Thus was America robbed of her brave soldier and pure statesman. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/alexander-hamilton/short-story/alexander-hamiltons-duel-with-aaron-

burr 

https://americanliterature.com/author/alexander-hamilton/short-story/alexander-hamiltons-duel-with-aaron-burr
https://americanliterature.com/author/alexander-hamilton/short-story/alexander-hamiltons-duel-with-aaron-burr
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Why art matters at the end of the world 

Art does not have to be political satire to help us reckon with the world. 

By Constance Grady@constancegrady  Sep 25, 2020, 12:10pm EDT 

Zac Freeland/Vox 

It’s difficult to think about art during an apocalypse. 

That’s one of the ideas I keep coming back to as the Vox Book Club continues on. Or more precisely, it is 

difficult to treat art as though it is worthy of attention during an apocalypse. 

I think that reading books and thinking about them and talking about them is important and valuable. I think it 

is important and valuable regardless of how horrible the rest of the world is. 

But sometimes I am caught up in the easy cynicism of letting them feel trivial. Sometimes I am tempted to 

say: Well, if we’re going to be wasting our time and attention on books, shouldn’t we at least make sure they 

https://www.vox.com/authors/constance-grady
https://www.twitter.com/constancegrady
https://www.vox.com/vox-book-club
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are topical? As if the novel is inherently valueless, and the only way to redeem it is to think about it in relation 

to our current political catastrophe. 

This September, the Vox Book Club is reading Elif Batuman’s The Idiot, which I read primarily as a book 

about language and meaning. And writing up our last discussion post, which gets into an esoteric little riff 

on semiotics, I found myself falling into that state of defensiveness. This is an election year, a plague year, a 

year of police riots and fire, and I am devoting my critical resources, my platform, to thinking about language 

and emails and fictional college students? Surely there are more important things I could spend my time on. 

RELATED 

Join the Vox Book Club to talk The Idiot with Elif Batuman live on Zoom 

So I want to make some space here to talk about why I wrote that post anyway, why I chose The Idiot to begin 

with, and why I don’t want to only ever write about books in terms of how they fit into the current news 

cycle. 

I want to talk about why art that is explicitly not about the state is valuable. I also want to talk about why it is 

valuable to read art without reducing it to its relationship to the state. 

 

The New Republic’s culture critic Josephine Livingstone wrote an essay shortly after Donald Trump’s 

inauguration in 2017 that I’ve thought about a lot in the years since. That was a moment in which it felt as 

though any work, any intellectual effort that wasn’t bound up in the effort to resist Trump, was worthless, and 

the only way to write about any piece of art — book, movie, TV show, podcast — was to say it was the Art 

We Needed Right Now. It was Perfect for the Age of Trump. It would help Explain Life in Trump’s America.  

Livingstone argued specifically against treating art as an especially handy way of understanding Trump and 

his presidency. They argued that it was most valuable instead to approach art by imagining a zone “staked out 

for a variety of ideas and postures to flex and interact.” 

This zone, Livingstone continued, “is the place where the arts play. It is not an apolitical place, it is just not 

owned by government. In this aesthetic space, the arts explore a less confined politics than the one that 

controls the state. The state is not the beginning, end, or the reason for this space.” 

Under Donald Trump’s leadership, the only coherent way to discuss American politics is to discuss them in 

terms of Donald Trump: what is possible under his administration, what he is trying to do, what his failures 

are, what’s happening in secret, who is pushing back against him, how likely it is that resistance will matter. 

Trump warps the fabric of reality around himself, and he would like to warp the fabric of our minds, too, until 

he becomes the only thing we can think about, until he is at the center of our thoughts and all our most 

powerful aesthetic ideas. 

https://go.redirectingat.com/?id=66960X1516588&xs=1&url=https%3A%2F%2Fbookshop.org%2Fbooks%2Fthe-idiot-9781524756222%2F9780143111061&referrer=vox.com&sref=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.vox.com%2Fculture%2F2020%2F9%2F25%2F21454442%2Fidiot-elif-batuman-art-politics-state
https://www.vox.com/culture/21423100/idiot-elif-batuman-semiotics-language-word-games
https://www.vox.com/culture/21423100/idiot-elif-batuman-semiotics-language-word-games
https://www.vox.com/culture/2020/9/8/21427450/elif-batuman-interview-live-vox-book-club-idiot
https://newrepublic.com/article/140908/defense-cultural-criticism-trumps-america
https://newrepublic.com/article/140908/defense-cultural-criticism-trumps-america
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Art is a space outside of the political landscape that Trump has built. It does not have the boundaries or the 

contours of the state. It is a discrete entity, and its relationship to the state can be much richer and more 

complex than merely attempting to render the state into the terms of the aesthetic, to explain or to subvert or 

to render glorious through propaganda. 

Art does not have to be What We Need to Understand Trump in order to be worthwhile. It can be valuable in 

its own right — not apolitically, because all art contains political content, but without the concerns of the state 

becoming the central concern of the art. 

 

In an essay in n+1 in 2006 — four years before she would publish her memoir Possessed and 10 years 

before The Idiot — Elif Batuman developed a definition of sorts for the novel. “A novel says, ‘I looked for x, 

and found a, b, c, g, q, r, and w,’” Batuman wrote. “The novel consists of all the irrelevant garbage, the effort 

to redeem that garbage, to integrate it into Life Itself, to redraw the boundaries of Life Itself.” 

And that statement of purpose holds for The Idiot. What makes The Idiot so good, the place where both the 

humor and the sorrow lie, is in the accumulation of its main character Selin’s observations as she watches “all 

the irrelevant garbage.” It’s in the quality of her thought as she thinks about the social rituals of college, of 

email, of buying clothes and traveling and journaling and flirting. What she is watching is mostly petty 

trivialities, and the power of the novel comes from Batuman’s ability to render those trivialities worthwhile. 

RELATED 

The joys and struggles of the gap between words and meaning 

And of course it’s political, too. Selin has thoughts about gender and colonialism; she is specifically a Turkish 

American character navigating mainstream American culture and forming relationships with other bicultural 

people. Even the language stuff can be read politically because politics is built out of rhetoric, out of words 

and signs, and thinking about the space between signifier and signified is useful when we are dealing with 

politicians who want to convince us of anything. 

But any political utility The Idiot might carry is not the only thing that makes it valuable. It is not the only 

thing that makes it art. 

The Idiot is art because it is a framework for thinking about what Batuman refers to as “Life Itself.” It is art 

because it takes what seems invisible or disposable and renders it visible and transcendent. 

 

Any cultural criticism I write, like most other cultural criticism on the internet, is governed by a system of 

clicks and incentives. And the criticism that most people are most drawn to — perhaps especially Vox readers 

— is frequently criticism of a piece of art that deals explicitly with Donald Trump or Brett Kavanaugh or 

https://nplusonemag.com/issue-4/essays/short-story-novel/
https://www.vox.com/culture/21423100/idiot-elif-batuman-semiotics-language-word-games
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American politics, followed closely by criticism of a piece of art that is not about Trump but can be read 

through that lens. 

This is natural. The world feels as though it is in existential danger, and to engage with anything less than that 

danger feels trivial. So people enjoy feeling that the art they engage with is in some way helping to save the 

world. 

But political satire is not the only way that art can help us reckon with the world. And to insist that all art 

must be satirically attempting to subvert the state to be worth our time, or else failing to properly subvert the 

state and hence in need of chastisement, is impoverishing. 

 

In that 2006 n+1 essay, Batuman describes America’s literary landscape as one animated by guilt. She 

calls guilt “the single greatest obstacle to American literature today.” 

“Guilt leads to the idea that all writing is self-indulgence,” she writes. “Writers, feeling guilty for not doing 

real work, that mysterious activity—where is it? On Wall Street, at Sloane-Kettering, in Sudan?—turn in 

shame to the notion of writing as ‘craft.’ (If art is aristocratic, decadent, egotistical, self-indulgent, then craft 

is useful, humble, ascetic, anorexic—a form of whittling.)” 

Since Batuman wrote that essay 14 years ago, guilt has if anything become more central, not just to American 

writing but across the English-language literary landscape. Sally Rooney’s whole oeuvre is devoted so 

intensely to this sense of aesthetic guilt that she seems to have looped back around and made the guilt the 

subject of her art. Zadie Smith’s last essay collection features a frigidly nihilistic essay describing writing as 

“something to do,” in which Smith says that, in quarantine, she has found that building her life around 

writing has left her with only “a dry, sad, small idea of a life.” 

Smith cannot make writing mean something to her in the midst of a pandemic and a police riot. She cannot 

make art matter when concrete political action is so blindingly necessary. “The people sometimes demand 

change,” Smith writes. “They almost never demand art.” 

Smith is correct, as she almost always is: People are demanding change, and they are not going to demand art. 

That is good and necessary. 

But I want to suggest that even still, even now, in the midst of plague and panic, art can be good and 

necessary, too. 

Art is valuable as a thing in and of itself. It is separate from the influences of the state, and sometimes it is 

separate even from the demands of capital. It is where all the things that make the world unbearable are 

rendered into a space where we can at last, finally and for once, survive them. 

https://nplusonemag.com/issue-4/essays/short-story-novel/
https://www.vox.com/culture/2019/9/3/20807728/sally-rooney-normal-people-conversations-with-friends
https://www.vox.com/culture/21345610/zadie-smith-intimations-review-quarantine-pandemic-essays
https://www.vox.com/culture/21345610/zadie-smith-intimations-review-quarantine-pandemic-essays
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It is not indulgent or escapist to engage with art on levels outside of the political, or to free art from the 

shackles of the state. That is how we insist that life matters, regardless of what little value the state is telling 

us that our lives hold. 

Do not apologize for caring about art. Do not apologize for engaging with art outside of the terms set by the 

state, even now, even now. Insist on the value of art. Insist on the value of your life. 

The Vox Book Club is linking to Bookshop.org to support local and independent booksellers. 

 

Correction: An earlier version of this article used “she” to refer to Jo Livingstone. Livingstone uses 

they/them pronouns. 

 

Help keep Vox free for all 

Millions turn to Vox each month to understand what’s happening in the news, from the coronavirus crisis to a 

racial reckoning to what is, quite possibly, the most consequential presidential election of our lifetimes. Our 

mission has never been more vital than it is in this moment: to empower you through understanding. But our 

distinctive brand of explanatory journalism takes resources. Even when the economy and the news advertising 

market recovers, your support will be a critical part of sustaining our resource-intensive work. If you have 

already contributed, thank you. If you haven’t, please consider helping everyone make sense of an 

increasingly chaotic world: Contribute today from as little as $3. 

 

https://www.vox.com/culture/2020/9/25/21454442/idiot-elif-batuman-art-politics-state  

https://go.redirectingat.com/?id=66960X1516588&xs=1&url=https://bookshop.org/shop/voxbookclub&referrer=vox.com&sref=https://www.vox.com/culture/21423100/idiot-elif-batuman-semiotics-language-word-games&xcust=___vx__e_21218483__t_w__d_D
https://www.vox.com/pages/support-now
https://www.vox.com/pages/support-now
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Neuroscientist David Eagleman on How the Physiology of Drug Withdrawal Explains the Psychology of 

Heartbreak and Loss 

“The difference between predictions and outcomes is the key to understanding a strange property of learning: 

if you’re predicting perfectly, your brain doesn’t need to change further.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Who is good if he knows not who he is? and who knows what he is, if he forgets that things which have been 

made are perishable, and that it is not possible for one human being to be with another always?” So wrote 

Epictetus two millennia ago, offering the Stoic strategy for surviving heartbreak as he contemplated love and 

loss long before the birth of neuroscience, before notions of hormones and neurotransmitters, before the 

heretical idea that out of this perishable flesh and its enskulled synaptic command center arises all of who and 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/08/26/epictetus-love-loss/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/17/diseases-of-the-will-cajal-advice-for-a-young-investigator/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/030790749X/braipick-20
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what we are. In the epochs since, countless poems and songs and private journal pages have likened the 

effects of love to those of a drug and the effects of loss, of heartbreak, of the dissolution of the illusion 

of always, to the maddening, debilitating effects of withdrawal. 

Such metaphors, it turns out, are not mere poetic fancy but an apt reflection of an underlying neurobiological 

reality. So argues neuroscientist David Eagleman in a portion of Livewired: The Inside Story of the Ever-

Changing Brain (public library) — an altogether fascinating tour of the astonishing plasticity and 

interconnectedness inside the cranial cradle of all of our experience of reality, animated by Eagleman’s 

erudite enthusiasm for his subject, aglow with the ecstasy of sensemaking that comes when the seemingly 

unconnected snaps into a consummate totality of understanding. 

Glial cells of the cerebral cortex of a child — one 

of neuroscience founding father Santiago Ramón y Cajal’s stunning drawings. 

Eagleman writes: 

The difference between predictions and outcomes is the key to understanding a strange property of learning: if 

you’re predicting perfectly, your brain doesn’t need to change further… Changes in the brain happen only 

when there’s a difference between what was expected and what actually happens. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/030790749X/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/030790749X/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/livewired-the-inside-story-of-the-ever-changing-brain/oclc/1184038759&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/23/beautiful-brain-santiago-ramon-y-cajal/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/23/beautiful-brain-santiago-ramon-y-cajal/
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The brain’s constant labor at predictive modeling of the world, this ceaseless calibration of expectation to 

actuality, is how addiction sinks its fangs into the tissue of being: 

Consumption of a drug changes the number of receptors for the drug in the brain — to such an extent that you 

can look at a brain after a person has died and determine his addictions by gauging his molecular changes. 

This is why people become desensitized (or tolerant) to a drug: the brain comes to predict the presence of the 

drug, and adapts its receptor expression so it can maintain a stable equilibrium when it receives the next hit. In 

a physical, literal way, the brain comes to expect the drug to be there: the biological details have calibrated 

themselves accordingly. Because the system now predicts a certain amount to be present, more is needed to 

achieve the original high. 

Another of Cajal’s forgotten drawings — 

synapses carrying auditory information and contacting neurons in the brainstem. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/23/beautiful-brain-santiago-ramon-y-cajal/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/23/beautiful-brain-santiago-ramon-y-cajal/
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Neurobiology and psychology converge in the common ground between drug withdrawal and heartbreak. 

Echoing poet Meghan O’Rourke’s observation from her stunning memoir of learning to live with loss that 

“the people we most love do become a physical part of us, ingrained in our synapses, in the pathways where 

memories are created,” Eagleman writes: 

People you love become part of you — not just metaphorically, but physically. You absorb people into your 

internal model of the world. Your brain refashions itself around the expectation of their presence. After the 

breakup with a lover, the death of a friend, or the loss of a parent, the sudden absence represents a major 

departure from homeostasis. As Kahlil Gibran put it in The Prophet, “And ever has it been that love knows 

not its own depth until the hour of separation.” 

In this way, your brain is like the negative image of everyone you’ve come in contact with. Your lovers, 

friends, and parents fill in their expected shapes. Just like feeling the waves after you’ve departed the boat, or 

craving the drug when it’s absent, so your brain calls for the people in your life to be there. When someone 

moves away, rejects you, or dies, your brain struggles with its thwarted expectations. Slowly, through time, it 

has to readjust to a world without that person. 

That, of course, is the miraculous thing about the brain — that it has to, and it does; that is the thing which 

Abraham Lincoln captured in his soulful letter of consolation to a bereaved friend, and that is the thing which 

Nick Cave serenaded with such splendor of sentiment in his meditation on loss. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/23/david-eagleman-livewired-drug-withdrawal-

heartbreak/?mc_cid=6b880b1b0f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/09/meghan-o-rourke-the-long-goodbye/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/21/kahlil-gibran-prophet-talking/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/13/letters-of-consolation
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/07/27/nick-cave-loss-grief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/23/david-eagleman-livewired-drug-withdrawal-heartbreak/?mc_cid=6b880b1b0f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/23/david-eagleman-livewired-drug-withdrawal-heartbreak/?mc_cid=6b880b1b0f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=29f9b24b71&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

History 
by Rowan Ricardo Phillips 

Issue no. 223 (Winter 2017) 

It’s late. History promises you a kiss 

When she comes to bed. So you say good night. 

You’re tired and can’t keep your eyes open, 

So you called it surprisingly early. 

She, like every night this summer, stays up 

To watch her shows. Later, she woke you, 

Accidentally, with a light you thought was 

Dawn but was just the white haze of her cell. 

You stayed half awake in the lit darkness 

Thinking she owed you something, a mere kiss, 

Waiting, one eye half open, like the flesh 

In a shell sensing a swimmer pass by. 

The light turned off like it never happened. 

And nothing came to you because you were 

Owed absolutely nothing. Not even 

The growing indifference in her voice. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=29f9b24b71&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=29f9b24b71&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=29f9b24b71&e=d538c8f2e0
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When the Rule of Law Turns into Rule by Law 

Ankush Khardori 

Johnny Louis/Getty Images 

Trump ally Roger Stone celebrating outside his Florida home after the president commuted his sentence, Fort 

Lauderdale, July 12, 2020 

Last week, Attorney General William Barr gave a speech at the conservative Hillsdale College, in Michigan, 

in which he warned of the “criminalization of politics” and complained that prosecutors have “too often 

inserted themselves into the political process based on the flimsiest of legal theories” using “hyper-aggressive 

extensions of the criminal law.” The next day, the Justice Department confirmed that it had looked into 

whether it could criminally prosecute city officials in Portland, and we learned that Barr had encouraged 

federal prosecutors to use sedition charges against protesters. 

This hypocrisy aside, his speech was absurd in other ways. Styled as a broadside against a straw-man 

argument that the decisions of career prosecutors should be exempt from review by political appointees at the 

department, it was chiefly a thinly veiled attack on Robert Mueller’s investigation of President Trump’s 

campaign in the run-up to the 2016 election. 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/ankush-khardori/
https://www.justice.gov/opa/speech/remarks-attorney-general-william-p-barr-hillsdale-college-constitution-day-event
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/courts_law/feds-explored-possibly-charging-portland-officials-in-unrest/2020/09/17/c5b7812e-f8f7-11ea-85f7-5941188a98cd_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/17/us/politics/justice-department-sedition.html
https://apnews.com/e3715bbc4c2cc64b1fe0470cebffe93a
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Barr argued that the rule of law “is the lynchpin of American freedom,” that its “essence” is that “whatever 

rule you apply in one case must be the same rule you would apply to similar cases,” and that it “requires that 

the law be clear, that it be communicated to the public, and that we respect its limits.” Here, too, rhetoric did 

not match reality. Under Trump and Barr, the rule of law has corroded into a corrupted version of the ideal 

that has proven remarkably effective as a vehicle for exercising and maintaining political power. 

* 

The concept of the rule of law, developed over centuries, encompasses a variety of principles. Some are 

formal in nature, like the requirement that the law be publicly available, so that people know what is and is 

not lawful and can manage their affairs accordingly, while others are procedural, like the right to have legal 

disputes decided by an independent judiciary. At the risk of oversimplification, Barr had this right: a society 

governed by the rule of law has general, clear, and accessible rules that apply to everyone, as opposed to one 

governed by an arbitrary, oppressive power. 

In recent years, another, intermediate notion has emerged in academic accounts: rule by law. Jeremy Waldron, 

a political and legal philosopher at New York University, has summed up the term as referring to “a debased 

version of the rule of law,” in which a government uses the law as an instrument of the state to achieve its 

objectives and to control the public, but without being subject itself to legal constraints in the same way. This 

is not the same exercise of power that an authoritarian regime uses. As Waldron puts it, an authoritarian 

regime does not really “use law at all,” while a government that rules by law accepts the formal rigor of 

legality “even if it remains instrumental to the purposes of the law-maker.” 

As members of the public, we still have laws we can use to guide our actions and set expectations for how the 

government will evaluate our conduct, and there remain some legal constraints on what the government can 

do to us and how it can go about doing it. There is significant value to that, even if we cannot hold the 

government and its officials accountable as we could in a rule-of-law society. 

This has considerable appeal as a description of the way the US legal system is increasingly operating today, 

and it is particularly useful for understanding the actions of the Department of Justice. We have seen plenty of 

examples of rule by law in the past few months. 

Last week, for instance, Trump’s recent former national security adviser, John Bolton, came under criminal 

investigation for whether he improperly disclosed classified information in his memoir. Bolton’s book had 

been cleared for publication early this year after a months-long prepublication review process conducted by a 

senior career official at the National Security Council; shortly thereafter, though, political appointees reversed 

that determination. When Bolton went ahead with publication anyway, the department went to court to try, 

unsuccessfully, to stop the book from being sold. With that effort’s failure, it seems the department is now 

weighing a punitive prosecution—this from an administration that has demonstrated a decidedly lax approach 

to information security protocols, including Trump’s own use of a personal cell phone that is being surveilled 

by foreign adversaries. 

Then there was the department’s recent decision to intervene in the defamation lawsuit brought by E. Jean 

Carroll against Trump, based on what she claims are false denials of a sexual assault he allegedly committed 

against her. The department’s legal argument is not in itself frivolous, as some commentators have claimed, 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/rule-of-law/#FormProcSubsRequ
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3378167
https://www.justsecurity.org/70897/questions-for-the-government-in-the-bolton-book-tro-hearings/
https://www.justsecurity.org/70897/questions-for-the-government-in-the-bolton-book-tro-hearings/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/23/us/politics/john-bolton-book-review-process.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/23/us/politics/john-bolton-book-review-process.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/24/us/politics/trump-phone-security.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/24/us/politics/trump-phone-security.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/08/nyregion/donald-trump-jean-carroll-lawsuit-rape.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/jean-carroll-william-barr-trump/2020/09/09/a53fca04-f2a9-11ea-bc45-e5d48ab44b9f_story.html
https://caselaw.findlaw.com/us-dc-circuit/1166225.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/09/09/opinions/william-barr-trump-carroll-suit-honig/index.html
https://www.msnbc.com/rachel-maddow-show/why-justice-dept-taking-over-trump-s-defense-carroll-case-n1239600
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but the DOJ did not get involved until ten months into the case and at the last possible moment—on the day 

that Trump would have had to appeal a significant ruling against him in New York state court, and when he 

would very soon have been forced to provide Carroll with a DNA sample and sit for a deposition. The 

department’s intervention at that particular juncture—undertaken at the direct request of the White House—

was far from “a normal application of the law,” despite that claim of Barr’s. 

The Justice Department’s earlier interventions in the prosecutions against a previous national security adviser, 

Gen. Michael Flynn, and Trump ally Roger Stone followed a similar pattern, with selective deployments of 

legal principles to suit Trump and his partisans. In Flynn’s case, after he sought to withdraw his guilty plea to 

a charge of lying to the FBI while waiting for sentencing, the department moved to dismiss its own case 

against him—according to a rationale that is extremely questionable. That may, however, prove to be beside 

the point, as the judge may conclude he is bound to take the DOJ’s assertion at face value and dismiss the 

case. 

In the case of Stone, who had been convicted of witness tampering and lying to Congress, Barr argued that 

Stone’s advanced age justified his decision to overrule the sentencing recommendation of career prosecutors 

and seek a more lenient prison term. Sentencing guidelines that prosecutors and the courts use are often too 

harsh, yet Barr has not intervened on these grounds in any other case. (Even this leniency turned out not to be 

enough for Trump, who later commuted Stone’s sentence entirely.) 

No such remedy was available for Kevin Clinesmith, the first prosecution to result from the investigation 

undertaken at Barr’s direction by John Durham, the US attorney for Connecticut, into the conduct of 

government officials during the Russia investigation. Clinesmith is a former FBI lawyer who, during the early 

stages of the agency’s Russia investigation, altered an email from another government official that was used 

as evidence to obtain a warrant under the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act to surveil a sometime foreign 

policy adviser to the Trump campaign, Carter Page. 

Clinesmith pled guilty to a false statement charge, but the department’s approach was glaringly 

inconsistent with its view of the same law involved in the Flynn prosecution, in which, contrary to the 

Clinesmith case, the department had taken an unprecedentedly narrow view of whether a false statement 

could have influenced (been “material” to) the person on the receiving end of it. The most obvious 

explanation is that both Trump and Barr have been eager for political and legal retribution for the Russia 

investigation, which they believe almost took Trump down. 

Barr has reportedly been pressing Durham to produce something more before the election—perhaps an 

interim report that can be released with a fanfare. The political motivation of Durham’s investigation was 

apparent from the start, but it became harder to deny after a senior prosecutor working on the investigation 

recently resigned from the department over pressure to rush the team’s work ahead of November. 

In all of these cases, the government found colorable arguments to support its positions, but it was their highly 

selective deployment that was revealing. That selectivity has also been on display in broader Justice 

Department initiatives under Barr. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/07/nyregion/jean-caroll-donald-trump-lawsuit-rape.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/09/09/e-jean-carroll-case-justice-department-asks-defend-donald-trump/5758724002/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/09/us/politics/trump-e-jean-carroll-lawsuit.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/08/michael-flynn-case-dc-circuit-court-farce.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/06/michael-flynn-judge-doj-rule-of-law.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/public-safety/roger-stone-jury-weighs-evidence-and-a-defense-move-to-make-case-about-mueller/2019/11/15/554fff5a-06ff-11ea-8292-c46ee8cb3dce_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/video/us/politics/100000007261010/barr-johnson-roger-stone-trump.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/11/us/politics/roger-stone-sentencing.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/10/us/politics/trump-roger-stone-clemency.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/09/us/politics/barr-durham-ig-report-russia-investigation.html
https://www.lawfareblog.com/recent-prosecution-shows-hypocrisy-flynns-defenders
https://www.lawfareblog.com/recent-prosecution-shows-hypocrisy-flynns-defenders
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/01/magazine/william-barr-attorney-general.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/magazine/2020/09/15/william-barr-president-trump-perfect-match/?arc404=true
https://www.washingtonpost.com/magazine/2020/09/15/william-barr-president-trump-perfect-match/?arc404=true
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/nora-dannehy-john-durham-trump-russia/2020/09/11/8bf49890-f466-11ea-b796-2dd09962649c_story.html
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Chip Somodevilla/Getty Images 

A congressional chamber prepared for a session of the House Judiciary Committee, before which Attorney 

General Barr Testified, Washington, D.C., July 28, 2020 

Late last month, for instance, the department announced that it had issued requests for information to New 

York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Michigan—all states run by Democratic governors—concerning their 

handling of the coronavirus in nursing homes. The nominal basis is a civil rights law that applies to group 

living facilities, but the department has evinced no interest in the rights of nursing home residents in 

Republican-run states, let alone inmates in jails and prisons throughout the country—where the same law 

applies, and where the spread of the virus has been a significant problem. 

In March, while appearing at one of Trump’s coronavirus briefings, Barr announced the creation of a task 

force to combat the supposed hoarding of medical supplies and personal protective equipment during the 

pandemic. Beside the fact that the effort has thus far yielded only a handful of prosecutions, its focus on PPE 

hoarding as a source of criminal misconduct is unduly narrow. The White House itself created a slapdash 

process of PPE distribution to the states that included taking “leads” from Jared Kushner’s college roommate 

(among others) and that, as The New York Times put it, “granted extraordinary access and deference” to 

“private interests”—including private-sector contacts of administration officials—but there is no indication 

that the department is looking into this obvious area of potential fraud. 

The Justice Department has also given highly favorable treatment to politically connected corporations, yet 

is reportedly rushing to complete a complex antitrust investigation against Google. Such a trust-busting 

https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/department-justice-requesting-data-governors-states-issued-covid-19-orders-may-have-resulted
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/08/doj-covid-nursing-home-inquiry-trump-corruption.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-vice-president-pence-members-coronavirus-task-force-press-briefing-9/
https://www.justice.gov/file/1262776/download
https://www.justice.gov/file/1262776/download
https://www.law360.com/whitecollar/articles/1285498/an-inside-look-at-doj-fight-against-covid-19-price-gouging
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/05/us/jared-kushner-fema-coronavirus.html
https://www.propublica.org/article/trump-political-appointees-overruled-settlements-with-barclays-royal-bank-of-scotland
https://www.propublica.org/article/walmart-was-almost-charged-criminally-over-opioids-trump-appointees-killed-the-indictment
https://www.wsj.com/articles/internal-justice-department-dispute-arises-over-possible-google-antitrust-suit-11597700874
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/03/us/politics/google-antitrust-justice-department.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/22/technology/justice-dept-case-google-search-dominance.html
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operation might have merit under normal circumstances, but it appears to have drawn particular interest for 

partisan reasons, because conservatives—including Barr and Trump themselves—believe that the company 

has censored views like theirs. According to The Wall Street Journal, “dozens” of Justice Department lawyers 

are working on this investigation, while a lean-staffed investigation into misconduct at Boeing over possible 

regulatory fraud in the development of the 737 MAX—implicated in hundreds of deaths resulting from 

crashes of the aircraft—is entering its third year with nothing yet to show. 

Most recently, the department’s pursuit of potential sedition charges in response to recent protests—in 

Portland, Seattle, and elsewhere—would be easier to take seriously if the department had brought the 

same level of scrutiny to bear when armed anti-lockdown protesters repeatedly showed up at the Michigan 

statehouse in May. Never mind the foolishness of the department labeling New York, Portland, and Seattle 

“anarchist jurisdictions,” given Trump’s own unhinged tweets telling his supporters to “LIBERATE” 

themselves from their Democratic state governments so that they could “save” their “great 2nd amendment.” 

* 

There has been no shortage of claims that the country under Trump and Barr is headed toward fascism and 

dictatorship. Although those claims are worth taking seriously, they can seem overwrought. The rule-by-law 

theory may better reflect the political situation than such overheated diction. 

At the other end of the rhetorical scale, some commentators have concluded simply that the Justice 

Department has become too “politicized,” but the phrase is not helpful; it has no analytical value. Federal law 

enforcement necessarily involves political decision-making; the Justice Department does belong to the 

executive branch of government, and the attorney general is a political appointee of the president. And if Joe 

Biden wins in November, a reverse “politicization” to address the degradation of the department and the worst 

excesses of the Trump administration should be expected. 

Important to note, also, is that the vast majority of the federal government’s law enforcement work remains 

predictable and intelligible. Moreover, even if the Justice Department’s ad hoc deployment and invocation of 

various legal principles and rules to justify its work are specious and transparently partisan, the adherence to 

the forms of law is not nothing, particularly since, to the extent that these disputes are played out in the courts, 

citizens and judges retain significant power. (It appears, for instance, that former FBI Deputy Director 

Andrew McCabe escaped criminal prosecution because a grand jury refused to rubber-stamp a politically 

motivated indictment.)  

Still, a country governed through rule by law—especially the US, given its military power and global 

influence—is not remotely a desirable state of affairs. The system largely represents the interests of a 

plutocratic ruling class, and it exploits the public’s faith in institutionalism—a hallmark of liberal 

democracy—to justify this arrangement, one that predated the Trump administration even as it has markedly 

deviated from rule-of-law norms. 

And those liberal-democratic institutions of justice and law enforcement are mutable and vulnerable, open to 

tampering by other tools in the political system than the fiat of the attorney general. Most notably, Trump and 

Senate Republicans have engineered a remarkable reshaping of the federal courts through the appointment 

of hundreds of conservative judges—some of them clearly political hacks and ideologues unfit for the bench. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/08/01/are-google-facebook-censoring-conservatives-problem-is-more-widespread-than-that/
https://www.foxnews.com/media/ag-barr-on-tech-companies-censoring-viewpoints-theres-something-very-disturbing-about-whats-going-on
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-attacks-google-claims-prioritizes-fake-news-searches/story?id=57444232
https://www.wsj.com/articles/internal-justice-department-dispute-arises-over-possible-google-antitrust-suit-11597700874
https://www.wsj.com/articles/prosecutors-face-complex-path-to-charging-boeing-over-737-max-11572777000
https://www.nationalreview.com/2020/09/yes-the-doj-should-charge-violent-anti-american-radicals-with-seditious-conspiracy/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-52496514
https://www.npr.org/2020/05/14/855918852/heavily-armed-protesters-gather-again-at-michigans-capitol-denouncing-home-order
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/sep/21/doj-new-york-portland-seattle-trump-bill-barr
https://www.detroitnews.com/story/news/politics/2020/04/17/trump-tweets-liberate-michigan-other-states-democratic-governors/5152037002/
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2020/01/15/william-barr-the-carl-schmitt-of-our-time/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/07/21/2020-election-trump-biden-fascism-autocrat/
https://www.lawfareblog.com/what-bill-barr-said-and-what-it-means
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2020-06-25/willima-barr-vote-by-mail-antitrust-google-department-of-justice
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/13/us/politics/andrew-mccabe-grand-jury.html
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/886302162
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2019/10/sarah-pitlyk-judge-nomination-anti-abortion-activist-trump.html
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They may now also permanently alter the balance of the Supreme Court if they confirm a replacement to Ruth 

Bader Ginsburg before the election. That would dramatically affect what sorts of actions do and do not satisfy 

“the law,” at least as the justices interpret it. In that case, the nominal procedural integrity of the legal path to 

a Supreme Court ruling will be of diminishing solace. 

The threat that faces the country, then, is of an increasingly dominant rule by law that could include a more 

comprehensive deployment of the criminal justice system against perceived opponents of the administration. 

This selective, skewed use of the law is dangerous precisely because it has the veneer of legal legitimacy that 

covers a corruption deeply corrosive to the political order. We are seeing versions of this playing out in 

countries like Poland and Hungary. At best, these may be temporary retreats from the rule of law, but there is 

no guarantee that these “illiberal democratic” arrangements, as they have been called, are stable over a long 

period. They are not without historical precedent, depending on how one views, for instance, Bonapartist 

France or Weimar Germany; but there is no preordained pattern for whether a rule-by-law state decays into 

outright authoritarianism or recovers to a fuller realization of the rule of law.   

Which way it goes remains for the country’s citizens and voters to determine—at least, through November. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2020/09/25/when-the-rule-of-law-turns-into-rule-by-law/ 

  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/03/world/europe/poland-court-presidential-election.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/16/world/europe/hungary-coronavirus-orban.html


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 539  october 2020 

 

92 

Chinua Achebe on Art as a Form of Citizenship: Lessons in Creativity as “Collective Communal 

Enterprise” from the Igbo Tradition of Mbari 

“There is no rigid barrier between makers of culture and its consumers. Art belongs to all and is a ‘function’ 

of society.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“The greatest poet in the English language found his poetry where poetry is found: in the lives of the people,” 

James Baldwin wrote in his superb meditation on Shakespeare. “Art must be life — it must belong to 

everybody,” Marina Abramović insisted in her artist life manifesto. Since long before Abramović, since long 

before Baldwin, since long before Shakespeare, the Igbo culture of Nigeria has embodied and enacted the 

notion that there is poetry — there is art and artistry — in the lives of the people, the ordinary people, 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/11/james-baldwin-shakespeare-language-poetry/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/30/marina-abramovic-artist-manifesto/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1517909325/braipick-20
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unleashed into communal belonging through their ritual of mbari — the ceremonial celebration of the creative 

spirit, dedicated to the Earth goddess Ala. 

Chinua Achebe 

Chinua Achebe (November 16, 1930–March 21, 2013) explores what mbari can teach us about the crucial 

interleaving of art and society in a long-ago essay titled “Africa and Her Writers,” excerpted and discussed 

in Pipers at the Gates of Dawn: The Wisdom of Children’s Literature (public library) — Jonathan Cott’s 

collection of erudite, sensitive, soaring conversations with such titans of feeling in word and image as 

Maurice Sendak, Dr. Seuss, and Astrid Lindgren, originally published just before I was born (and reprinted in 

2020 with a foreword I had the joy of writing). 

Achebe writes of the mbari temple as a spare but striking structure that, despite its simplicity, often becomes 

“a miracle of artistic achievement — a breathtaking concourse of images in bright, primary colors,” sculpted 

from Ala’s own material — “simple molded earth.” 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1517909325/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/pipers-at-the-gates-of-dawn-the-wisdom-of-childrens-literature/oclc/1155203243&referer=brief_results
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Figure of Ala in an mbari. (Photograph: Herbert M. Cole. University of Iowa Stanley Museum of Art.) 

Achebe describes its making and makers: 

https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/topic-essays/show/14?start=3
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Every so many years Ala would instruct the community through her priest to prepare a festival of images in 

her honor. That night the priest would travel through the town, knocking on many doors to announce to the 

various household whom of their members Ala had chosen for the great work. These chosen men and women 

then moved into the seclusion in a forest clearing and, under the instruction and guidance of master artists and 

craftsmen, began to build a house of images. The work might take a year or even two, but as long as it lasted 

the workers were deemed to be hallowed and were protected from undue contact from, and distraction by, the 

larger community. 

Mbari depicting a maternity clinic with three uniformed nurses attending to a woman in the act of giving 

birth. (Photograph: Herbert M. Cole. University of Iowa Stanley Museum of Art.) 

 

What emerges from this tradition is the bold, unfussy affirmation that art is not only a form of consciousness 

accessible to all but a form of citizenship — that the responsibility for its making, the right of its enjoyment, 

and the dialogue between the two are an essential and natural part of our civic conscience. Achebe writes: 

The making of art is not the exclusive concern of a particular caste or secret society. Those young men and 

women whom the goddess chose for the re-enactment of creation were not “artists.” They were ordinary 

members of society. Next time around, the choice would fall on other people. Of course, mere nomination 

https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/topic-essays/show/14?start=3
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would not turn everyman into an artist — not even divine appointment could guarantee it. The discipline, 

instruction, and guidance of a master artist would be necessary. But not even a conjunction of those two 

conditions would insure infallibly the emergence of a new, exciting sculptor or painter. But mbari was not 

looking for that. It was looking for, and saying, something else: There is no rigid barrier between makers of 

culture and its consumers. Art belongs to all and is a “function” of society. 

“Spirit worker” pounding clay from anthills for the apprentice artist to sculpt with. (Photograph: Herbert M. 

Cole. University of Iowa Stanley Museum of Art.) 

 

Achebe recognizes that while this notion may be a natural part of the “holistic concern” of traditional 

societies, it is “abominable heresy in the ears of mystique lovers” — the ego-pricked ears of those who exalt 

the artist as a special class of citizen, apart from and above the rest of society. With a wry wink, Achebe 

offers a necessary disclaimer “for their sake and their comfort.” Echoing Thoreau’s distinction between an 

artisan, an artist, and a genius, he writes: 

https://africa.uima.uiowa.edu/topic-essays/show/14?start=3
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/03/thoreau-on-genius/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/03/thoreau-on-genius/
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The idea of mbari does not deny the place or importance of the master with unusual talent and professional 

experience. Indeed it highlights such gift and competence by bringing them into play on the seminal 

potentialities of the community. Again, mbari does not deny the need for the creative artist to go apart from 

time to time so as to commune with himself, to look inwardly into his own soul. For when the festival is over, 

the villagers return to their normal lives again, and the master artists to their work and contemplation. But 

they can never after this experience, this creative communal enterprise, become strangers again to one 

another. And by logical and physical extension the greater community, which comes to the unveiling of the 

art and then receives is makers again into its normal life, becomes a beneficiary — indeed an active partaker 

— of this experience. 

Complement this slender portion of Cott’s wholly magnificent Pipers at the Gates of Dawn with Achebe 

on how storytelling helps us survive history’s rough patches and his superb forgotten conversation with James 

Baldwin, then revisit Baldwin on what it means to be an artist and Iris Murdoch on why art is essential for 

democracy. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/06/chinua-achebe-mbari/?mc_cid=d1e330e7f2&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1517909325/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/11/16/chinua-achebe-bill-moyers-interview/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/21/james-baldwin-chinua-achebe-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/21/james-baldwin-chinua-achebe-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/24/james-baldwin-life-magazine-1963/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/18/iris-murdoch-existentialists-mystics-philosophy-literature-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/18/iris-murdoch-existentialists-mystics-philosophy-literature-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/06/chinua-achebe-mbari/?mc_cid=d1e330e7f2&mc_eid=d1c16ac662


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 539  october 2020 

 

98 

Diluted blood plasma found to reverse aging in mice 

By Nick Lavars 

 

Older mice exhibited many more new muscle fibers (seen as the pink “donut” shapes), after undergoing a 

blood plasma dilution procedure (bottom) 

Irina Conboy 

A new study by bioengineers at the University of California (UC), Berkeley has revealed an interesting new 

pathway in efforts to fight off the effects of aging. The team’s research has shown how diluting the blood 

plasma of older mice can have a strong rejuvenation effect on tissues and organs, by reducing the 

concentration of inflammatory proteins that typically increase with age. 

The new research builds on a study published 15 years ago, where UC Berkeley scientists Irina and Michael 

Conboy found that when making conjoined twins of old and young mice so they shared blood and organs, 

they could reverse some of the effects of aging in the older animal. This prompted a lot of research into the 

proteins and molecules that could be contained in the younger mouse’s blood that might function as a 

“fountain of youth” and might possibly be harnessed to slow or reverse aging. 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
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All these years later, the pair are still probing the mysteries of aging and the repercussions of their 

groundbreaking study, but are looking at it from a slightly different angle. The researchers have been 

investigating the idea that rather than using the proteins and molecules from young blood, perhaps the process 

of aging could be slowed by cleansing the old blood of its harmful proteins and molecules. 

“We thought, ‘What if we had some neutral age blood, some blood that was not young or not old?’” says 

Michael Conboy. “We’ll do the exchange with that, and see if it still improves the old animal. That would 

mean that by diluting the bad stuff in the old blood, it made the animal better. And if the young animal got 

worse, then that would mean that that diluting the good stuff in the young animal made the young animal 

worse.” 

The scientists explored this idea through experiments involving treated blood plasma, where part of the 

animal’s blood was substituted for a special solution made of basic ingredients in saline and the protein 

albumin, which replaces the lost albumin proteins in the extracted blood. 

This neutral blood exchange, where half of the blood plasma in older mice was swapped out for the solution, 

was found to significantly improve their health. The rejuvenation effects on the brain, liver and muscles were 

the same or stronger than in the original experiments in 2005, while the procedure was found to have no ill 

health effects on younger mice. 

Using proteomic analysis to study the blood plasma and its contents of proteins, the team found that the 

process acts like a “molecular reset button.” Following the exchange, the team observed lower concentrations 

of pro-inflammatory proteins that increase with age, while beneficial proteins including those that promote 

vascularization, where able to flourish. 

“There are two main interpretations of our original experiments," says Irina Conboy. "The first is that, in the 

mouse joining experiments, rejuvenation was due to young blood and young proteins or factors that become 

diminished with aging, but an equally possible alternative is that, with age, you have an elevation of certain 

proteins in the blood that become detrimental, and these were removed or neutralized by the young partners. 

As our science shows, the second interpretation turns out to be correct. Young blood or factors are not needed 

for the rejuvenating effect; dilution of old blood is sufficient.” 

The exchange of plasma in humans is already approved in the US for treatment of some autoimmune diseases, 

taking two to three hours and producing mild or zero side effects. The team is now in the process of drawing 

up clinical trials to explore the potential of these neutral blood exchanges in older people. 

“A few of these proteins are of particular interest, and in the future, we may look at them as additional 

therapeutic and drug candidates,” Michael Conboy says. “But I would warn against silver bullets. It is very 

unlikely that aging could be reversed by changes in any one protein. In our experiment, we found that we can 

do one procedure that is relatively simple and FDA-approved, yet it simultaneously changed levels of 

numerous proteins in the right direction.” 
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The research was published in the journal Aging. 

Source: University of California, Berkeley 
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https://www.aging-us.com/article/103418
https://news.berkeley.edu/2020/06/15/diluting-blood-plasma-rejuvenates-tissue-reverses-aging-in-mice/
https://www.bmj.com/content/327/Suppl_S3/0309317?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2752083?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=JAMA_Network_Open_TrendMD_1
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2752083?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=JAMA_Network_Open_TrendMD_1
https://www.360dx.com/regulatory-news/fda-approves-abbott-alinity-s-system-blood-plasma-screening?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_term=360Dx%20Daily%20News&trendmd-shared=1#.XTvO91lnVkw
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/287?utm_source=trendmd&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=bp&utm_content=americas&utm_term=latin
https://bestpractice.bmj.com/topics/es-es/624?utm_source=trendmd&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=bp&utm_content=americas&utm_term=latin
https://www.precisiononcologynews.com/sequencing/ovarian-cancer-mutational-signatures-immune-features-tied-combination-treatment-response?utm_campaign=TMD_PON&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_source=TrendMD#.XnO6o5NKjOQ
https://newatlas.com/medical/diluted-blood-plasma-reverse-aging-in-mice/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=64b33e3600-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_04_06_57&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-64b33e3600-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/diluted-blood-plasma-reverse-aging-in-mice/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=64b33e3600-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_04_06_57&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-64b33e3600-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/diluted-blood-plasma-reverse-aging-in-mice/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=64b33e3600-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_04_06_57&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-64b33e3600-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/diluted-blood-plasma-reverse-aging-in-mice/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=64b33e3600-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_04_06_57&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-64b33e3600-92970593
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August Heat 

by W. F. Harvey 

 

August Heat (1910) is featured in our collection of Halloween Stories and Mystery Stories. 

 

Robert Templeton, Courtroom sketch, 1971 

PHENISTONE ROAD, CLAPHAM. 

August 20th, 190--. 

I have had what I believe to be the most remarkable day in my life, and while the events are still fresh in my 

mind, I wish to put them down on paper as clearly as possible. 

Let me say at the outset that my name is James Clarence Withencroft. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/w-f-harvey
https://americanliterature.com/halloween
https://americanliterature.com/mystery-stories
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I am forty years old, in perfect health, never having known a day's illness. 

By profession I am an artist, not a very successful one, but I earn enough money by my black-and--white 

work to satisfy my necessary wants. 

My only near relative, a sister, died five years ago, so that I am independent. I breakfasted this morning at 

nine, and after glancing through the morning paper I lighted my pipe and proceeded to let my mind wander in 

the hope that I might chance upon some subject for my pencil. 

The room, though door and windows were open, was oppressively hot, and I had just made up my mind that 

the coolest and most comfortable place in the neighbourhood would be the deep end of the public swimming 

bath, when the idea came. 

I began to draw. So intent was I on my work that I left my lunch untouched, only stopping work when the 

clock of St. Jude's struck four. 

The final result, for a hurried sketch, was, I felt sure, the best thing I had done. It showed a criminal in the 

dock immediately after the judge had pronounced sentence. The man was fat---enormously fat. The flesh 

hung in rolls about his chin; it creased his huge, stumpy neck. He was clean shaven (perhaps I should say a 

few days before he must have been clean shaven) and almost bald. He stood in the dock, his short, clumsy 

fingers clasping the rail, looking straight in front of him. The feeling that his expression conveyed was not so 

much one of horror as of utter, absolute collapse. 

There seemed nothing in the man strong enough to sustain that mountain of flesh. 

I rolled up the sketch, and without quite knowing why, placed it in my pocket. Then with the rare sense of 

happiness which the knowledge of a good thing well done gives, I left the house. 

I believe that I set out with the idea of calling upon Trenton, for I remember walking along Lytton Street and 

turning to the right along Gilchrist Road at the bottom of the hill where the men were at work on the new tram 

lines. 

From there onwards I have only the vaguest recollection of where I went. The one thing of which I was fully 

conscious was the awful heat, that came up from the dusty asphalt pavement as an almost palpable wave. I 

longed for the thunder promised by the great banks of copper- coloured cloud that hung low over the western 

sky. 

I must have walked five or six miles, when a small boy roused me from my reverie by asking the time. 

It was twenty minutes to seven. 

When he left me I began to take stock of my bearings. I found myself standing before a gate that led into a 

yard bordered by a strip of thirsty earth, where there were flowers, purple stock and scarlet geranium. Above 

the entrance was a board with the inscription-- 
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CHS. ATKINSON. MONUMENTAL MASON. 

WORKER IN ENGLISH AND ITALIAN MARBLES 

From the yard itself came a cheery whistle, the noise of hammer blows, and the cold sound of steel meeting 

stone. 

A sudden impulse made me enter. 

A man was sitting with his back towards me, busy at work on a slab of curiously veined marble. He turned 

round as he heard my steps and I stopped short. 

It was the man I had been drawing, whose portrait lay in my pocket. 

He sat there, huge and elephantine, the sweat pouring from his scalp, which he wiped with a red silk 

handkerchief. But though the face was the same, the expression was absolutely different. 

He greeted me smiling, as if we were old friends, and shook my hand. 

I apologised for my intrusion. 

"Everything is hot and glary outside," I said. "This seems an oasis in the wilderness." 

"I don't know about the oasis," he replied, "but it certainly is hot, as hot as hell. Take a seat, sir!" 

He pointed to the end of the gravestone on which he was at work, and I sat down. 

"That's a beautiful piece of stone you've got hold of," I said. 

He shook his head. "In a way it is," he answered; "the surface here is as fine as anything you could wish, but 

there's a big flaw at the back, though I don't expect you'd ever notice it. I could never make really a good job 

of a bit of marble like that. It would be all right in the summer like this; it wouldn't mind the blasted heat. But 

wait till the winter comes. There's nothing quite like frost to find out the weak points in stone." 

"Then what's it for?" I asked. 

The man burst out laughing. 

"You'd hardly believe me if I was to tell you it's for an exhibition, but it's the truth. Artists have exhibitions: 

so do grocers and butchers; we have them too. All the latest little things in headstones, you know." 
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He went on to talk of marbles, which sort best withstood wind and rain, and which were easiest to work; then 

of his garden and a new sort of carnation he had bought. At the end of every other minute he would drop his 

tools, wipe his shining head, and curse the heat. 

I said little, for I felt uneasy. There was something unnatural, uncanny, in meeting this man. 

I tried at first to persuade myself that I had seen him before, that his face, unknown to me, had found a place 

in some out-of-the-way corner of my memory, but I knew that I was practising little more than a plausible 

piece of self-deception. 

Mr. Atkinson finished his work, spat on the ground, and got up with a sigh of relief. 

"There! what do you think of that?" he said, with an air of evident pride. The inscription which I read for the 

first time was this-- 

SACRED TO THE MEMORY 

OF 

JAMES CLARENCE WITHENCROFT. 

BORN JAN. 18TH, 1860. 

HE PASSED AWAY VERY SUDDENLY 

ON AUGUST 20TH, 190-- 

"In the midst of life we are in death." 

For some time I sat in silence. Then a cold shudder ran down my spine. I asked him where he had seen the 

name. 

"Oh, I didn't see it anywhere," replied Mr. Atkinson. "I wanted some name, and I put down the first that came 

into my head. Why do you want to know?" 

"It's a strange coincidence, but it happens to be mine." He gave a long, low whistle. 

"And the dates?" 

"I can only answer for one of them, and that's correct." 

"It's a rum go!" he said. 
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But he knew less than I did. I told him of my morning's work. I took the sketch from my pocket and showed it 

to him. As he looked, the expression of his face altered until it became more and more like that of the man I 

had drawn. 

"And it was only the day before yesterday," he said, "that I told Maria there were no such things as ghosts!" 

Neither of us had seen a ghost, but I knew what he meant. 

"You probably heard my name," I said. 

"And you must have seen me somewhere and have forgotten it! Were you at Clacton-on-Sea last July?" 

I had never been to Clacton in my life. We were silent for some time. We were both looking at the same thing, 

the two dates on the gravestone, and one was right. 

"Come inside and have some supper," said Mr. Atkinson. 

His wife was a cheerful little woman, with the flaky red cheeks of the country-bred. Her husband introduced 

me as a friend of his who was an artist. The result was unfortunate, for after the sardines and watercress had 

been removed, she brought out a Doré Bible, and I had to sit and express my admiration for nearly half an 

hour. 

I went outside, and found Atkinson sitting on the gravestone smoking. 

We resumed the conversation at the point we had left off. "You must excuse my asking," I said, "but do you 

know of anything you've done for which you could be put on trial?" 

He shook his head. "I'm not a bankrupt, the business is prosperous enough. Three years ago I gave turkeys to 

some of the guardians at Christmas, but that's all I can think of. And they were small ones, too," he added as 

an afterthought. 

He got up, fetched a can from the porch, and began to water the flowers. "Twice a day regular in the hot 

weather," he said, "and then the heat sometimes gets the better of the delicate ones. And ferns, good Lord! 

they could never stand it. Where do you live?" 

I told him my address. It would take an hour's quick walk to get back home. 

"It's like this," he said. "We'll look at the matter straight. If you go back home to-night, you take your chance 

of accidents. A cart may run over you, and there's always banana skins and orange peel, to say nothing of 

fallen ladders." 

He spoke of the improbable with an intense seriousness that would have been laughable six hours before. But 

I did not laugh. 
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"The best thing we can do," he continued, "is for you to stay here till twelve o'clock. We'll go upstairs and 

smoke, it may be cooler inside." 

To my surprise I agreed. 

* * * 

We are sitting now in a long, low room beneath the eaves. Atkinson has sent his wife to bed. He himself is 

busy sharpening some tools at a little oilstone, smoking one of my cigars the while. 

The air seems charged with thunder. I am writing this at a shaky table before the open window. 

The leg is cracked, and Atkinson, who seems a handy man with his tools, is going to mend it as soon as he has 

finished putting an edge on his chisel. 

It is after eleven now. I shall be gone in less than an hour. 

But the heat is stifling. 

It is enough to send a man mad. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/w-f-harvey/short-story/august-heat 
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Costly Lessons from the Second Avenue Subway 

Eric Goldwyn 

Astrid Riecken For The Washington Post via Getty Images) 

A crowd entering the 96 St station of the Q line extension of the Second Avenue Subway on opening day of 

phase one, New York City, January 1, 2017 

I celebrated New Year’s Day of 2017 by riding the Q train from 63rd Street and Third Avenue to 96th Street 

and Second Avenue. I traveled with thousands of other New Yorkers eager to make their maiden trip on the 

new Second Avenue subway—a project almost a century in the making. At each new station—72nd Street, 

86th Street, and 96th Street—I exited the train and gleefully inspected each escalator, elevator, mezzanine, 

and mosaic. Later that year, The New York Times reported that the final cost of the project had surpassed more 

than $2 billion per mile, making it the most expensive mile of subway on earth. 

As expensive as this nearly two-mile project was, as early as 2016 the Metropolitan Transportation Authority 

(MTA) announced that phase two, of a proposed four phases, would cost closer to $4 billion per mile. At this 

rate, it’s too costly to build at more than a mile or two at a time, let alone complete the remaining three phases 

of the 8.5-mile Second Avenue subway, which is planned to run from 125th Street and Lexington Avenue in 

East Harlem to Hanover Square in the Financial District. 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/eric-goldwyn/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/second-avenue-subway-2017.jpg
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In our research on transit-infrastructure construction costs at NYU’s Marron Institute of Urban Management, 

my colleagues Alon Levy, Elif Ensari Sucuoğlu, and I have collected data on more than five hundred urban 

rail projects in fifty countries and found that New York’s are consistently the most expensive in the world. 

Outside of New York, new subways and extensions typically cost between $250-$450 million per mile. While 

every project is unique, it is not immediately clear why digging a subway on the Upper East Side is twenty 

times more expensive than in Seoul or ten times more expensive than in Paris. 

The effect of these runaway costs is dire: first, they inhibit the expansion and development of high-capacity 

rapid-transit systems at a moment when concerns about climate and unequal access to affordable housing, 

jobs, education, and services are paramount. The New York City subway, which opened in 1904 but has 

hardly expanded since 1940, helped to distribute the incredible population density of the Lower East Side 

more evenly across the city by allowing New Yorkers to move out of tenements downtown and into new 

housing in neighborhoods like Jackson Heights and Washington Heights, while supporting intense 

commercial concentration in Midtown and Lower Manhattan. 

Second, money funneled into capital expansion—i.e., building new subway lines and extending existing ones, 

as was the case during phase one of the Second Avenue subway—is often diverted from maintaining and 

upgrading the existing network, which leads to mechanical failures and unreliable service. If New Yorkers 

lose faith in the subway’s ability to get them where they need to go, the logic of New York breaks down and it 

becomes impossible to fill office towers in Midtown without building acres of new parking lots. 

On top of the cost concerns, the Covid-19 pandemic has challenged underlying assumptions that transit will 

continue to operate at its current capacity into the future. As hospitalizations peaked in New York, daily 

ridership on the subway declined by more than 90 percent and even now is down 70 percent from last year. 

With many fewer MetroCard swipes at the turnstiles, the federal government provided nearly $4 billion in 

operating assistance in March to make up for the loss of revenue. Even with this enormous operating grant in 

hand, the MTA estimates that it needs an additional $4 billion to continue running service through 2020. Even 

though there is no imminent plan for another round of bailouts from D.C., transit agencies across the country 

have banded together to lobby for an additional $32 billion in aid due to Covid-19. 

If all goes according to plan and New Yorkers continue to come out of isolation as summer turns to fall, will 

they return to buses and subways? This open question hinges on two issues: first, will there be jobs and 

schools to return to in the near future? With the unemployment rate still at historic highs, many non-essential 

workers continuing to work from home, and city schools offering remote learning options, it is likely that 

millions of New Yorkers will not need to return to mass transit on a daily basis in the coming months. 

Second, does the subway help spread the coronavirus? 

Recent studies out of Paris, Austria, and Tokyo have been unable to trace virus clusters back to crowded 

public transit. Furthermore, Asian cities like Seoul, Beijing, Shanghai, Taipei, and Hong Kong have 

experienced ridership rebounds as new cases of coronavirus have diminished, which suggests that transit can 

be managed safely during this pandemic. Public health officials are encouraged by the data and argue that 

with short trips, good ventilation, lack of socializing, and compulsory mask usage transmission rates can be 

kept low. 

* 
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As bleak as the future of transit looks, the promise of a Second Avenue subway remains eternal. In Last 

Subway: The Long Wait for the Next Train in New York City, published earlier this year, just as the pandemic 

hit New York, political scientist and former manager of planning and policy at the MTA Philip Plotch 

examines the nearly ninety-year history of proposals to build a Second Avenue subway. In the book’s final 

pages, Plotch describes the Second Avenue subway as “too popular to be canceled and too expensive to 

build.” The book shows that historically, the promise of the Second Avenue subway has been used to gain 

New Yorkers’ support to raise fares, approve bond acts, or accept inconveniences—and explains why we only 

have one extremely expensive and small portion of the line to show for 

it.  

Spencer Platt/Getty Images 

MTA workers looking at proposed designs for a completed Second Avenue Subway line, New York City, 

April 12, 2007 

 

One of the biggest lessons of Last Subway is that crises, like the one we are currently experiencing, crystalize 

focus around the system’s most urgent priorities. In 1929, the same year as the stock market crash that 

precipitated the Great Depression, the Second Avenue subway was billed as a vital plank in a one-hundred-

mile expansion plan, but it eventually lost out to construction on the Sixth and Eighth Avenue lines. In the 

1940s and 1950s, elected officials dangled the Second Avenue subway in front of New Yorkers as the shiny 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/second-avenue-subway-plans.jpg
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new train that justified raising fares for the first time in the system’s history. After the fare increase was 

approved, those new funds were in fact used to address decades’ worth of deferred maintenance, such as 

replacing dilapidated train cars, rehabilitating stations, and repairing the power and signal systems. 

In the late 1960s and the 1970s, the dream of a Second Avenue subway reemerged as the centerpiece of an 

ultimately disastrous expansion plan designed to gain approval for a $2.5 billion transportation bond and 

propel Governor Nelson Rockefeller to the White House. To entice voters across the state to support the bond 

at the polls, Plotch writes, Rockefeller promised something for everyone: “better subways in the city, 

commuter rail improvements in the suburbs, new rural highways, a bridge across the Long Island Sound 

between Westchester County and Long Island, and plenty of construction jobs for unions.” 

But even after voters approved the bond act, it wasn’t enough to deliver all of the Governor’s promises. 

Construction costs for the Second Avenue subway ended up being seven times greater than anticipated. The 

governor turned to the voters again to approve even more debt to build all of the transportation projects he had 

promised. But voters refused to support additional multibillion-dollar transportation bonds in 1971 and 1973. 

Rather than abandoning capital expansion altogether, MTA leadership “started siphoning money away from 

rehabilitating the existing system,” writes Plotch. “The Transit Authority spent more than three-quarters of its 

capital funds buying new cars and expanding the system, while annual expenditures to upgrade its existing 

infrastructure decreased by nearly 40 percent.” 

With less money available for routine maintenance, the MTA had to cut corners to continue running service 

and pursing capital expansion. Plotch explains that historically, subway cars were inspected before leaving a 

storage yard so that minor issues could be addressed before putting it into service. “In the late 1970s, workers 

waited until subway cars broke down before fixing them. As a result, trains broke down four times more often 

in 1980 than in 1968,” writes Plotch. 

Without additional resources to complete the Second Avenue subway, not only were plans shelved, but also 

the discontinuous sections of tunnel already built along the Second Avenue corridor had to be sealed off 

because their lack of connection to an existing line or a train yard made them unusable. Furthermore, service 

became more unreliable, which caused a vicious cycle of declining ridership, greater operating losses, and 

more mechanical failures. 

Despite these setbacks in the 1970s, the 1980s gave way to new leadership at the MTA that used the crisis as 

an opportunity to focus on the fundamentals of operating and maintaining the subway system. As the MTA 

focused on getting the system to a state of good repair, people and jobs flocked to New York. Since 1980, 

New York has gained more than 1.2 million jobs and nearly 1.4 million residents. This, in turn, led to record-

breaking subway ridership in the 2010s. 

As subway ridership grew and the MTA’s fiscal outlook improved, plans for the Second Avenue subway 

reemerged. In 2001 the MTA announced an eye-popping $16.8 billion cost estimate for the entirety of the 8.5-

mile Second Avenue subway. As a consequence of these high costs and with little direct financial support 

from the state and city, the MTA pursued a funding strategy that combined a voter-approved transportation 

bond and federal money. In order to ensure federal support, the project was strategically divided into four 

phases at an estimated cost of $4.5 billion each, making the initial request from the MTA less onerous than 

what it would have been for the full project. In 2007 the federal government awarded the MTA $1.3 billion 

for phase one but did not commit to funding additional phases of the project. 
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The incredibly high costs of phase one of the Second Avenue subway highlight three problems that plague 

transit-infrastructure costs across the country. First, although phasing projects reduces voters’ and the federal 

government’s initial financial commitment, this incremental approach creates downstream costs. In the case 

of the Second Avenue subway, expensive work that could have been done once for the entire project, such as 

launching the tunnel boring machine or carrying out environmental studies, must now be replicated for each 

phase of construction. Second, the procurement process has not galvanized robust competition to bring down 

costs. Only two companies bid on the contract to dig the tunnel for phase one of the Second Avenue subway, 

making the final cost of digging 20 percent more than the initial estimate. Third, the MTA’s efforts to comply 

with regulations, mollify people who are impacted by the project, and appease other governmental agencies 

leads to decision-making that often accepts additional costs unrelated to the project, such as sewer line 

replacement, noise mitigation, alignment changes, or street rebuilding even for those unaffected by 

construction. 

The larger problem, as Plotch notes, is one of political will. Elected officials rarely champion transit and stick 

by its side once conflicts emerge. Phase one of the Second Avenue subway had strong support at the local, 

state, and federal levels of government, but even those supporters were careful not to push back against public 

criticism regarding needed inconveniences like street closures. Without strong political support from the 

outset, the planning process focuses on avoiding controversy at all costs rather than delivering high quality 

transit.   

But if political leaders laid out a strong case to the public, as they have in New York for face masks and 

public health, I believe New Yorkers would accept and adapt to the inconveniences of construction, which 

would speed up construction and reduce costs. In 2016, MTA leadership proposed and approved a plan 

widely supported by transit riders to shut down the L train for eighteen months in 2019 to carry out vital 

repairs rather than endure a longer partial shutdown. The MTA ultimately pursued a different strategy that 

avoided a full closure of the tunnel, but the willingness of transit riders to select greater disruption for a 

shorter window of construction shouldn’t be forgotten as the city and MTA consider new transportation 

projects. 

* 

I wasn’t surprised that I had to cram my way into the front car of a northbound Q train or wait for crowds to 

clear to examine Lou Reed’s portrait at the 86th Street station on New Year’s Day, 2017. Like Halley’s 

Comet or the Mets winning the World Series, the opening of subway service along Second Avenue felt like a 

once-in-a-lifetime event worthy of celebration. 

Phase two of the Second Avenue subway was working its way through final engineering, regulatory 

approvals, and a federal funding commitment before the Covid-19 pandemic hit. It is impossible to say when 

construction of phase two will begin, but rest assured that the Second Avenue subway will one day reemerge 

as part of a transportation bond act for voters to approve, or part of an ambitious politician’s transportation 

vision. In 1976, when New York seemed on the brink of collapse, former MTA Chair David Yunich was 

asked in an interview if he thought the Second Avenue subway would ever be built. His response: “Well, 

‘ever’ is a long time.” 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2020/09/22/costly-lessons-from-the-second-avenue-subway/ 
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A microscopy method to look at amyloid protein structure 

ByRosa García-Verdugo   

Courtesy: Lew Lab 

Amyloid plaques are a hallmark of some neurodegenerative diseases like Alzheimer’s or Parkinson’s. Even 

though the exact role of amyloid protein in the disease is not clear, being able to follow amyloid protein 

misfolding and plaque formation could be a step forward for the study of the disease. Now, Matthew Lew’s 

lab has developed 1 a new optical microscopy method that allows to look at the orientation of single 

molecules in the amyloid protein. 

Since all biochemical reactions involve interactions among molecules, and those imply movement and certain 

displacement, it might be possible that these misfolded protein aggregates causes disruptions to these 

interactions, leading eventually to death. That is why the team developed this imaging methodology to be able 

to understand these molecular movements. 

To get the most information of the technique, and determine orientation, the researchers used a fluorescent 

label directly attached to each single amyloid molecule, and measured extra parameters like light polarization. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/07/a-microscopy-method-to-look-at-amyloid-protein-structure/#author
https://starvingneuron.com/en/neurociencia/mad-cow-disease-alzheimers/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/07/a-microscopy-method-to-look-at-amyloid-protein-structure/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-7171-1
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They followed over time the changes in orientation, the movement in the end, that every molecule 

experienced every time a new one joined an aggregate. 

This microscopic method is open to imaging labs and can look into amyloid protein orientation 

What’s most interesting about their imaging setup is that, according to them, everyone could have one, in that 

they used commercial components common to single-molecule super-resolution microscopy. In a 

commendable move towards Open Science, they even shared the analysis code used in the project. 

By characterizing differences in the behaviour of these molecules, the researches want to get an insight into 

long-term amyloid aggregate formation, dispersion and its organization. 

Their hope is that their technique can help understand the disease and eventually lead to potential treatments 

or even better ways of preventing amyloid disease. 
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A Convert of the Mission 

by Bret Harte 

 

A Convert of the Mission is about a Northern California minister in need of rehabilitation to restore his body 

and spirit. Ordered by his doctor: "you must go somewhere and change your habits and mode of life 

COMPLETELY." 

 

Henry 

Chapman Ford, Mission San Juan Capistrano, 1880 

The largest tent of the Tasajara camp meeting was crowded to its utmost extent. The excitement of that dense 

mass was at its highest pitch. The Reverend Stephen Masterton, the single erect, passionate figure of that 

confused medley of kneeling worshipers, had reached the culminating pitch of his irresistible exhortatory 

power. Sighs and groans were beginning to respond to his appeals, when the reverend brother was seen to 

lurch heavily forward and fall to the ground. 

At first the effect was that of a part of his performance; the groans redoubled, and twenty or thirty brethren 

threw themselves prostrate in humble imitation of the preacher. But Sister Deborah Stokes, perhaps through 

some special revelation of feminine intuition, grasped the fallen man, tore loose his black silk necktie, and 

https://americanliterature.com/author/bret-harte
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dragged him free of the struggling, frantic crowd whose paroxysms he had just evoked. Howbeit he was pale 

and unconscious, and unable to continue the service. Even the next day, when he had slightly recovered, it 

was found that any attempt to renew his fervid exhortations produced the same disastrous result. 

A council was hurriedly held by the elders. In spite of the energetic protests of Sister Stokes, it was held that 

the Lord "was wrestlin' with his sperrit," and he was subjected to the same extraordinary treatment from the 

whole congregation that he himself had applied to THEM. Propped up pale and trembling in the "Mourners' 

Bench" by two brethren, he was "striven with," exhorted, prayed over, and admonished, until insensibility 

mercifully succeeded convulsions. Spiritual therapeutics having failed, he was turned over to the weak and 

carnal nursing of "womenfolk." But after a month of incapacity he was obliged to yield to "the flesh," and, in 

the local dialect, "to use a doctor." 

It so chanced that the medical practitioner of the district was a man of large experience, of military training, 

and plain speech. When, therefore, he one day found in his surgery a man of rude Western type, strong-

limbed and sunburned, but trembling, hesitating and neurotic in movement, after listening to his symptoms 

gravely, he asked, abruptly: "And how much are you drinking now?" 

"I am a lifelong abstainer," stammered his patient in quivering indignation. But this was followed by another 

question so frankly appalling to the hearer that he staggered to his feet. 

"I'm Stephen Masterton--known of men as a circuit preacher, of the Northern California district," he 

thundered--"and an enemy of the flesh in all its forms." 

"I beg your pardon," responded Dr. Duchesne, grimly, "but as you are suffering from excessive and repeated 

excitation of the nervous system, and the depression following prolonged artificial exaltation--it makes little 

difference whether the cause be spiritual, as long as there is a certain physical effect upon your BODY--which 

I believe you have brought to me to cure. Now--as to diet? you look all wrong there. 

"My food is of the simplest--I have no hankering for fleshpots," responded the patient. 

"I suppose you call saleratus bread and salt pork and flapjacks SIMPLE?" said the doctor, coolly; "they are 

COMMON enough, and if you were working with your muscles instead of your nerves in that frame of yours 

they might not hurt you; but you are suffering as much from eating more than you can digest as the veriest 

gourmand. You must stop all that. Go down to a quiet watering-place for two months." . . . 

"I go to a watering-place?" interrupted Masterton; "to the haunt of the idle, the frivolous and wanton--never!" 

"Well, I'm not particular about a 'watering-place,'" said the doctor, with a shrug, "although a little idleness and 

frivolity with different food wouldn't hurt you--but you must go somewhere and change your habits and mode 

of life COMPLETELY. I will find you some sleepy old Spanish town in the southern country where you can 

rest and diet. If this is distasteful to you," he continued, grimly, "you can always call it 'a trial.'" 

Stephen Masterton may have thought it so when, a week later, he found himself issuing from a rocky gorge 

into a rough, badly paved, hilly street, which seemed to be only a continuation of the mountain road itself. It 

broadened suddenly into a square or plaza, flanked on each side by an irregular row of yellowing adobe 
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houses, with the inevitable verandaed tienda in each corner, and the solitary, galleried fonda, with a half-

Moorish archway leading into an inner patio or courtyard in the center. 

The whole street stopped as usual at the very door of the Mission church, a few hundred yards farther on, and 

under the shadow of the two belfry towers at each angle of the facade, as if this were the ultima thule of every 

traveler. But all that the eye rested on was ruined, worn, and crumbling. The adobe houses were cracked by 

the incessant sunshine of the half-year-long summer, or the more intermittent earthquake shock; the paved 

courtyard of the fonda was so uneven and sunken in the center that the lumbering wagon and faded diligencia 

stood on an incline, and the mules with difficulty kept their footing while being unladen; the whitened plaster 

had fallen from the feet of the two pillars that flanked the Mission doorway, like bandages from a gouty limb, 

leaving the reddish core of adobe visible; there were apparently as many broken tiles in the streets and alleys 

as there were on the heavy red roofs that everywhere asserted themselves--and even seemed to slide down the 

crumbling walls to the ground. There were hopeless gaps in grille and grating of doorways and windows, 

where the iron bars had dropped helplessly out, or were bent at different angles. The walls of the peaceful 

Mission garden and the warlike presidio were alike lost in the escalading vines or leveled by the pushing 

boughs of gnarled pear and olive trees that now surmounted them. The dust lay thick and impalpable in 

hollow and gutter, and rose in little vapory clouds with a soft detonation at every stroke of his horse's hoofs. 

Over all this dust and ruin, idleness seemed to reign supreme. From the velvet-jacketed figures lounging 

motionless in the shadows of the open doorways--so motionless that only the lazy drift of cigarette smoke 

betokened their breathing--to the reclining peons in the shade of a catalpa, or the squatting Indians in the 

arroyo--all was sloth and dirt. 

The Rev. Stephen Masterton felt his throat swell with his old exhortative indignation. A gaudy yellow fan 

waved languidly in front of a black rose-crested head at a white-curtained window. He knew he was stifling 

with righteous wrath, and clapped his spurs to his horse. 

Nevertheless, in a few days, by the aid of a letter to the innkeeper, he was installed in a dilapidated adobe 

house, not unlike those he had seen, but situated in the outskirts and overlooking the garden and part of the 

refectory of the old Mission. It had even a small garden of its own--if a strip of hot wall, overburdened with 

yellow and white roses, a dozen straggling callas, a bank of heliotrope, and an almond tree could be called a 

garden. It had an open doorway, but so heavily recessed in the thick walls that it preserved seclusion, a 

sitting-room, and an alcoved bedroom with deep embrasured windows that however excluded the unwinking 

sunlight and kept an even monotone of shade. 

Strange to say, he found it cool, restful, and, in spite of the dust, absolutely clean, and, but for the scent of 

heliotrope, entirely inodorous. The dry air seemed to dissipate all noxious emanations and decay--the very 

dust itself in its fine impalpability was volatile with a spicelike piquancy, and left no stain. 

A wrinkled Indian woman, brown and veined like a tobacco leaf, ministered to his simple wants. But these 

wants had also been regulated by Dr. Duchesne. He found himself, with some grave doubts of his effeminacy, 

breakfasting on a single cup of chocolate instead of his usual bowl of molasses-sweetened coffee; crumbling a 

crisp tortilla instead of the heavy saleratus bread, greasy flapjack, or the lard-fried steak, and, more wonderful 

still, completing his repast with purple grapes from the Mission wall. He could not deny that it was simple--

that it was even refreshing and consistent with the climate and his surroundings. On the other hand, it was the 

frugal diet of the commonest peasant--and were not those peons slothful idolaters? 
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At the end of the week--his correspondence being also restricted by his doctor to a few lines to himself 

regarding his progress--he wrote to that adviser: 

"The trembling and unquiet has almost ceased; I have less nightly turmoil and visions; my carnal appetite 

seems to be amply mollified and soothed by these viands, whatever may be their ultimate effect upon the 

weakness of our common sinful nature. But I should not be truthful to you if I did not warn you that I am 

viewing with the deepest spiritual concern a decided tendency toward sloth, and a folding of the hands over 

matters that often, I fear, are spiritual as well as temporal. I would ask you to consider, in a spirit of love, if it 

be not wise to rouse my apathetic flesh, so as to strive, even with the feeblest exhortations, against this sloth 

in others--if only to keep one's self from falling into the pit of easy indulgence." 

What answer he received is not known, but it is to be presumed that he kept loyal faith with his physician, and 

gave himself up to simple walks and rides and occasional meditation. His solitude was not broken in upon; 

curiosity was too active a vice, and induced too much exertion for his indolent neighbors, and the 

Americano's basking seclusion, though unlike the habits of his countrymen, did not affect them. The 

shopkeeper and innkeeper saluted him always with a profound courtesy which awakened his slight 

resentment, partly because he was conscious that it was grateful to him, and partly that he felt he ought to 

have provoked in them a less satisfied condition. 

Once, when he had unwittingly passed the confines of his own garden, through a gap in the Mission orchard, 

a lissome, black- coated shadow slipped past him with an obeisance so profound and gentle that he was 

startled at first into an awkward imitation of it himself, and then into an angry self-examination. He knew that 

he loathed that long-skirted, womanlike garment, that dangling, ostentatious symbol, that air of secrecy and 

mystery, and he inflated his chest above his loosely tied cravat and unbuttoned waistcoat with a contrasted 

sense of freedom. But he was conscious the next day of weakly avoiding a recurrence of this meeting, and in 

his self-examination put it down to his self-disciplined observance of his doctor's orders. But when he was 

strong again, and fitted for his Master's work, how strenuously he should improve the occasion this gave him 

of attacking the Scarlet Woman among her slaves and worshipers! 

His afternoon meditations and the perusal of his only book--the Bible--were regularly broken in upon at about 

sunset by two or three strokes from the cracked bell that hung in the open belfry which reared itself beyond 

the gnarled pear tees. He could not say that it was aggressive or persistent, like his own church bells, nor that 

it even expressed to him any religious sentiment. Moreover, it was not a Sabbath" bell, but a DAILY one, and 

even then seemed to be only a signal to ears easily responsive, rather than a stern reminder. And the hour was 

always a singularly witching one. 

It was when the sun had slipped from the glaring red roofs, and the yellowing adobe of the Mission walls and 

the tall ranks of wild oats on the hillside were all of the one color of old gold. It was when the quivering heat 

of the arroyo and dusty expanse of plaza was blending with the soft breath of the sea fog that crept through 

the clefts of the coast range, until a refreshing balm seemed to fall like a benediction on all nature. It was 

when the trade-wind- swept and irritated surfaces of the rocky gorge beyond were soothed with clinging 

vapors; when the pines above no longer rocked monotonously, and the great undulating sea of the wild-oat 

plains had gone down and was at rest. It was at this hour, one afternoon, that, with the released scents of the 

garden, there came to him a strange and subtle perfume that was new to his senses. He laid aside his book, 

went into the garden, and, half-unconscious of his trespass, passed through the Mission orchard and thence 

into the little churchyard beside the church. 
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Looking at the strange inscriptions in an unfamiliar tongue, he was singularly touched with the few cheap 

memorials lying upon the graves--like childish toys--and for the moment overlooked the papistic emblems 

that accompanied them. It struck him vaguely that Death, the common leveler, had made even the symbols of 

a faith eternal inferior to those simple records of undying memory and affection, and he was for a moment 

startled into doubt. 

He walked to the door of the church; to his surprise it was open. Standing upon the threshold, he glanced 

inside, and stood for a moment utterly bewildered. In a man of refined taste and education that bizarre and 

highly colored interior would have only provoked a smile or shrug; to Stephen Masterton's highly emotional 

nature, but artistic inexperience, strangely enough it was profoundly impressive. The heavily timbered, 

roughly hewn roof, barred with alternate bands of blue and Indian red, the crimson hangings, the gold and 

black draperies, affected this religious backwoodsman exactly as they were designed to affect the heathen and 

acolytes for whose conversion the temple had been reared. He could scarcely take his eyes from the tinsel-

crowned Mother of Heaven, resplendent in white and gold and glittering with jewels; the radiant shield before 

the Host, illuminated by tall spectral candles in the mysterious obscurity of the altar, dazzled him like the 

rayed disk of the setting sun. 

A gentle murmur, as of the distant sea, came from the altar. In his naive bewilderment he had not seen the few 

kneeling figures in the shadow of column and aisle; it was not until a man, whom he recognized as a muleteer 

he had seen that afternoon gambling and drinking in the fonda, slipped by him like a shadow and sank upon 

his knees in the center of the aisle that he realized the overpowering truth. 

HE, Stephen Masterton, was looking upon some rite of Popish idolatry! He was turning quickly away when 

the keeper of the tienda--a man of sloth and sin--gently approached him from the shadow of a column with a 

mute gesture, which he took to be one of invitation. A fierce protest of scorn and indignation swelled to his 

throat, but died upon his lips. Yet he had strength enough to erect his gaunt emaciated figure, throwing out his 

long arms and extended palms in the attitude of defiant exorcism, and then rush swiftly from the church. As 

he did so he thought he saw a faint smile cross the shopkeeper's face, and a whispered exchange of words 

with a neighboring worshiper of more exalted appearance came to his ears. But it was not intelligible to his 

comprehension. 

The next day he wrote to his doctor in that quaint grandiloquence of written speech with which the half-

educated man balances the slips of his colloquial phrasing: 

Do not let the purgation of my flesh be unduly protracted. What with the sloth and idolatries of Baal and 

Ashteroth, which I see daily around me, I feel that without a protest not only the flesh but the spirit is 

mortified. But my bodily strength is mercifully returning, and I found myself yesterday able to take a long 

ride at that hour which they here keep sacred for an idolatrous rite, under the beautiful name of "The 

Angelus." Thus do they bear false witness to Him! Can you tell me the meaning of the Spanish words "Don 

Keyhotter"? I am ignorant of these sensuous Southern languages, and am aware that this is not the correct 

spelling, but I have striven to give the phonetic equivalent. It was used, I am inclined to think, in reference to 

MYSELF, by an idolater. 

P.S.--You need not trouble yourself. I have just ascertained that the words in question were simply the title of 

an idle novel, and, of course, could not possibly refer to ME. 
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Howbeit it was as "Don Quixote"--that is, the common Spaniard's conception of the Knight of La Mancha, 

merely the simple fanatic and madman--that Mr. Stephen Masterton ever after rode all unconsciously through 

the streets of the Mission, amid the half- pitying, half-smiling glances of the people. 

In spite of his meditations, his single volume, and his habit of retiring early, he found his evenings were 

growing lonely and tedious. He missed the prayer meeting, and, above all, the hymns. He had a fine baritone 

voice, sympathetic, as may be imagined, but not cultivated. One night, in the seclusion of his garden, and 

secure in his distance from other dwellings, he raised his voice in a familiar camp-meeting hymn with a strong 

Covenanter's ring in the chorus. Growing bolder as he went on, he at last filled the quiet night with the 

strenuous sweep of his chant. Surprised at his own fervor, he paused for a moment, listening, half frightened, 

half ashamed of his outbreak. But there was only the trilling of the night wind in the leaves, or the far-off yelp 

of a coyote. 

For a moment he thought he heard the metallic twang of a stringed instrument in the Mission garden beyond 

his own, and remembered his contiguity to the church with a stir of defiance. But he was relieved, 

nevertheless. His pent-up emotion had found vent, and without the nervous excitement that had followed his 

old exaltation. That night he slept better. He had found the Lord again--with Psalmody! 

The next evening he chanced upon a softer hymn of the same simplicity, but with a vein of human tenderness 

in its aspirations, which his more hopeful mood gently rendered. At the conclusion of the first verse he was, 

however, distinctly conscious of being followed by the same twanging sound he had heard on the previous 

night, and which even his untutored ear could recognize as an attempt to accompany him. But before he had 

finished the second verse the unknown player, after an ingenious but ineffectual essay to grasp the right 

chord, abandoned it with an impatient and almost pettish flourish, and a loud bang upon the sounding-board 

of the unseen instrument. Masterton finished it alone. 

With his curiosity excited, however, he tried to discover the locality of the hidden player. The sound evidently 

came from the Mission garden; but in his ignorance of the language he could not even interrogate his Indian 

housekeeper. On the third night, however, his hymn was uninterrupted by any sound from the former 

musician. A sense of disappointment, he knew not why, came over him. The kindly overture of the unseen 

player had been a relief to his loneliness. Yet he had barely concluded the hymn when the familiar sound 

again struck his ears. But this time the musician played boldly, confidently, and with a singular skill on the 

instrument. 

The brilliant prelude over, to his entire surprise and some confusion, a soprano voice, high, childish, but 

infinitely quaint and fascinating, was mischievously uplifted. But alas! even to his ears, ignorant of the 

language, it was very clearly a song of levity and wantonness, of freedom and license, of coquetry and 

incitement! Yet such was its fascination that he fancied it was reclaimed by the delightful childlike and 

innocent expression of the singer. 

Enough that this tall, gaunt, broad-shouldered man arose and, overcome by a curiosity almost as childlike, 

slipped into the garden and glided with an Indian softness of tread toward the voice. The moon shone full 

upon the ruined Mission wall tipped with clusters of dark foliage. Half hiding, half mingling with one of 

them--an indistinct bulk of light-colored huddled fleeces like an extravagant bird's nest--hung the unknown 

musician. So intent was the performer's preoccupation that Masterton actually reached the base of the wall 

immediately below the figure without attracting its attention. But his foot slipped on the crumbling debris 
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with a snapping of dry twigs. There was a quick little cry from above. He had barely time to recover his 

position before the singer, impulsively leaning over the parapet, had lost hers, and fell outward. But Masterton 

was tall, alert, and self-possessed, and threw out his long arms. The next moment they were full of soft 

flounces, a struggling figure was against his breast, and a woman's frightened little hands around his neck. But 

he had broken her fall, and almost instantly, yet with infinite gentleness, he released her unharmed, with 

hardly her crisp flounces crumpled, in an upright position against the wall. Even her guitar, still hanging from 

her shoulder by a yellow ribbon, had bounded elastic and resounding against the wall, but lay intact at her 

satin- slippered feet. She caught it up with another quick little cry, but this time more of sauciness than fear, 

and drew her little hand across its strings, half defiantly. 

"I hope you are not hurt?" said the circuit preacher, gravely. 

She broke into a laugh so silvery that he thought it no extravagance to liken it to the moonbeams that played 

over her made audible. She was lithe, yet plump; barred with black and yellow and small-waisted like a pretty 

wasp. Her complexion in that light was a sheen of pearl satin that made her eyes blacker and her little mouth 

redder than any other color could. She was small, but, remembering the fourteen-year-old wife of the 

shopkeeper, he felt that, for all her childish voice and features, she was a grown woman, and a sudden shyness 

took hold of him. 

But she looked pertly in his face, stood her guitar upright before her, and put her hands behind her back as she 

leaned saucily against the wall and shrugged her shoulders. 

"It was the fault of you," she said, in a broken English that seemed as much infantine as foreign. "What for 

you not remain to yourself in your own CASA? So it come. You creep so--in the dark- -and shake my wall, 

and I fall. And she," pointing to the guitar, "is a'most broke! And for all thees I have only make to you a 

serenade. Ingrate!" 

"I beg your pardon," said Masterton quickly, "but I was curious. I thought I might help you, and--" 

"Make yourself another cat on the wall, eh? No; one is enough, thank you!" 

A frown lowered on Masterton's brow. "You don't understand me," he said, bluntly. "I did not know WHO 

was here." 

"Ah, BUENO! Then it is Pepita Ramirez, you see," she said, tapping her bodice with one little finger, "all the 

same; the niece from Manuel Garcia, who keeps the Mission garden and lif there. And you?" 

"My name is Masterton." 

"How mooch?" 

"Masterton," he repeated. 
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She tried to pronounce it once or twice desperately, and then shook her little head so violently that a yellow 

rose fastened over her ear fell to the ground. But she did not heed it, nor the fact that Masterton had picked it 

up. 

"Ah, I cannot!" she said, poutingly. "It is as deefeecult to make go as my guitar with your serenade." 

"Can you not say 'Stephen Masterton'?" he asked, more gently, with a returning and forgiving sense of her 

childishness. 

"Es-stefen? Ah, ESTEBAN! Yes; Don Esteban! BUENO! Then, Don Esteban, what for you sink so melank-

olly one night, and one night so fierce? The melank-olly, he ees not so bad; but the fierce--ah! he is weeked! 

Ess it how the Americano make always his serenade?" 

Masterton's brow again darkened. And his hymn of exultation had been mistaken by these people--by this--

this wanton child! 

"It was no serenade," he replied, curtly; "it was in the praise of the Lord!" 

"Of how mooch?" 

"Of the Lord of Hosts--of the Almighty in Heaven." He lifted his long arms reverently on high. 

"Oh!" she said, with a frightened look, slightly edging away from the wall. At a secure distance she stopped. 

"Then you are a soldier, Don Esteban?" 

"No!" 

"Then what for you sink 'I am a soldier of the Lord,' and you will make die 'in His army'? Oh, yes; you have 

said." She gathered up her guitar tightly under her arm, shook her small finger at him gravely, and said, "You 

are a hoombog, Don Esteban; good a' night," and began to glide away. 

"One moment, Miss--Miss Ramirez," called Masterton. "I--that is you--you have--forgotten your rose," he 

added, feebly, holding up the flower. She halted. 

"Ah, yes; he have drop, you have pick him up, he is yours. I have drop, you have pick ME up, but I am NOT 

yours. Good a' night, COMANDANTE Don Esteban!" 

With a light laugh she ran along beside the wall for a little distance, suddenly leaped up and disappeared in 

one of the largest gaps in its ruined and helpless structure. Stephen Masterton gazed after her stupidly, still 

holding the rose in his hand. Then he threw it away and re-entered his home. 

Lighting his candle, he undressed himself, prayed fervently--so fervently that all remembrance of the idle, 

foolish incident was wiped from his mind, and went to bed. He slept well and dreamlessly. The next morning, 
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when his thoughts recurred to the previous night, this seemed to him a token that he had not deviated from his 

spiritual integrity; it did not occur to him that the thought itself was a tacit suspicion. 

So his feet quite easily sought the garden again in the early sunshine, even to the wall where she had stood. 

But he had not taken into account the vivifying freshness of the morning, the renewed promise of life and 

resurrection in the pulsing air and potent sunlight, and as he stood there he seemed to see the figure of the 

young girl again leaning against the wall in all the charm of her irrepressible and innocent youth. More than 

that, he found the whole scene re-enacting itself before him; the nebulous drapery half hidden in the foliage, 

the cry and the fall; the momentary soft contact of the girl's figure against his own, the clinging arms around 

his neck, the brush and fragrance of her flounces--all this came back to him with a strength he had NOT felt 

when it occurred. 

He was turning hurriedly away when his eyes fell upon the yellow rose still lying in the debris where he had 

thrown it--but still pure, fresh, and unfaded. He picked it up again, with a singular fancy that it was the girl 

herself, and carried it into the house. 

As he placed it half shyly in a glass on his table a wonderful thought occurred to him. Was not the episode of 

last night a special providence? Was not that young girl, wayward and childlike, a mere neophyte in her 

idolatrous religion, as yet unsteeped in sloth and ignorance, presented to him as a brand to be snatched from 

the burning? Was not this the opportunity of conversion he had longed for--this the chance of exercising his 

gifts of exhortation that he had been hiding in the napkin of solitude and seclusion? Nay, was not all this 

PREDESTINED? His illness, his consequent exile to this land of false gods--this contiguity to the Mission--

was not all this part of a supremely ordered plan for the girl's salvation--and was HE not elected and ordained 

for that service? Nay, more, was not the girl herself a mere unconscious instrument in the hands of a higher 

power; was not her voluntary attempt to accompany him in his devotional exercise a vague stirring of that 

predestined force within her? Was not even that wantonness and frivolity contrasted with her childishness-- 

which he had at first misunderstood--the stirrings of the flesh and the spirit, and was he to abandon her in that 

struggle of good and evil? 

He lifted his bowed head, that had been resting on his arm before the little flower on the table--as if it were a 

shrine--with a flash of resolve in his blue eyes. The wrinkled Concepcion coming to her duties in the morning 

scarcely recognized her gloomily abstracted master in this transfigured man. He looked ten years younger. 

She met his greeting, and the few direct inquiries that his new resolve enabled him to make more freely, with 

some information-- which a later talk with the shopkeeper, who had a fuller English vocabulary, confirmed in 

detail. 

"YES! truly this was a niece of the Mission gardener, who lived with her uncle in the ruined wing of the 

presidio. She had taken her first communion four years ago. Ah, yes, she was a great musician, and could play 

on the organ. And the guitar, ah, yes--of a certainty. She was gay, and flirted with the caballeros, young and 

old, but she cared not for any." 

Whatever satisfaction this latter statement gave Masterton, he believed it was because the absence of any 

disturbing worldly affection would make her an easier convert. 
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But how continue this chance acquaintance and effect her conversion? For the first time Masterton realized 

the value of expediency; while his whole nature impelled him to seek her society frankly and publicly and 

exhort her openly, he knew that this was impossible; still more, he remembered her unmistakable fright at his 

first expression of faith; he must "be wise as the serpent and harmless as the dove." He must work upon her 

soul alone, and secretly. He, who would have shrunk from any clandestine association with a girl from mere 

human affection, saw no wrong in a covert intimacy for the purpose of religious salvation. Ignorant as he was 

of the ways of the world, and inexperienced in the usages of society, he began to plan methods of secretly 

meeting her with all the intrigue of a gallant. The perspicacity as well as the intuition of a true lover had 

descended upon him in this effort of mere spiritual conquest. 

Armed with his information and a few Spanish words, he took the yellow Concepcion aside and gravely 

suborned her to carry a note to be delivered secretly to Miss Ramirez. To his great relief and some surprise the 

old woman grinned with intelligence, and her withered hand closed with a certain familiar dexterity over the 

epistle and the accompanying gratuity. To a man less naively one- ideaed it might have awakened some 

suspicion; but to the more sanguine hopefulness of Masterton it only suggested the fancy that Concepcion 

herself might prove to be open to conversion, and that he should in due season attempt HER salvation also. 

But that would be later. For Concepcion was always with him and accessible; the girl was not. 

The note, which had cost him some labor of composition, simple and almost businesslike as was the result, 

ran as follows: 

"I wish to see you upon some matter of grave concern to yourself. Will you oblige me by coming again to the 

wall of the Mission tonight at early candlelight? It would avert worldly suspicion if you brought also your 

guitar." 

The afternoon dragged slowly on; Concepcion returned; she had, with great difficulty, managed to see the 

senorita, but not alone; she had, however, slipped the note into her hand, not daring to wait for an answer. 

In his first hopefulness Masterton did not doubt what the answer would be, but as evening approached he 

grew concerned as to the girl's opportunities of coming, and regretted that he had not given her a choice of 

time. 

Before his evening meal was finished he began to fear for her willingness, and doubt the potency of his note. 

He was accustomed to exhort ORALLY--perhaps he ought to have waited for the chance of SPEAKING to 

her directly without writing. 

When the moon rose he was already in the garden. Lingering at first in the shadow of an olive tree, he waited 

until the moonbeams fell on the wall and its crests of foliage. But nothing moved among that ebony tracery; 

his ear was strained for the familiar tinkle of the guitar--all was silent. As the moon rose higher he at last 

boldly walked to the wall, and listened for any movement on the other side of it. But nothing stirred. She was 

evidently NOT coming--his note had failed. 

He was turning away sadly, but as he faced his home again he heard a light laugh beside him. He stopped. A 

black shadow stepped out from beneath his own almond tree. He started when, with a gesture that seemed 
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familiar to him, the upper part of the shadow seemed to fall away with a long black mantilla and the face of 

the young girl was revealed. 

He could see now that she was clad in black lace from head to foot. She looked taller, older, and he fancied 

even prettier than before. A sudden doubt of his ability to impress her, a swift realization of all the difficulties 

of the attempt, and, for the first time perhaps, a dim perception of the incongruity of the situation came over 

him. 

"I was looking for you on the wall," he stammered. 

"MADRE DE DIOS!" she retorted, with a laugh and her old audacity, "you would that I shall ALWAYS hang 

there, and drop upon you like a pear when you shake the tree? No!" 

"You haven't brought your guitar," he continued, still more awkwardly, as he noticed that she held only a long 

black fan in her hand. 

"For why? You would that I PLAY it, and when my uncle say 'Where go Pepita? She is loss,' someone shall 

say, 'Oh! I have hear her tink-a-tink in the garden of the Americano, who lif alone.' And then--it ess finish!" 

Masterton began to feel exceedingly uncomfortable. There was something in this situation that he had not 

dreamed of. But with the persistency of an awkward man he went on. 

"But you played on the wall the other night, and tried to accompany me." 

"But that was lass night and on the wall. I had not speak to you, you had not speak to me. You had not sent 

me the leetle note by your peon." She stopped, and suddenly opening her fan before her face, so that only her 

mischievous eyes were visible, added: "You had not asked me then to come to hear you make lof to me, Don 

Esteban. That is the difference." 

The circuit preacher felt the blood rush to his face. Anger, shame, mortification, remorse, and fear alternately 

strove with him, but above all and through all he was conscious of a sharp, exquisite pleasure--that frightened 

him still more. Yet he managed to exclaim: 

"No! no! You cannot think me capable of such a cowardly trick?" 

The girl started, more at the unmistakable sincerity of his utterance than at the words, whose full meaning she 

may have only imperfectly caught. 

"A treek? A treek?" she slowly and wonderingly repeated. Then suddenly, as if comprehending him, she 

turned her round black eyes full upon him and dropped her fan from her face. 

"And WHAT for you ask me to come here then?" 
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"I wanted to talk with you," he began, "on far more serious matters. I wished to--" but he stopped. He could 

not address this quaint child-woman staring at him in black-eyed wonder, in either the measured or the 

impetuous terms with which he would have exhorted a maturer responsible being. He made a step toward her; 

she drew back, striking at his extended hand half impatiently, half mischievously with her fan. 

He flushed--and then burst out bluntly, "I want to talk with you about your soul." 

"My what?" 

"Your immortal soul, unhappy girl." 

"What have you to make with that? Are you a devil?" Her eyes grew rounder, though she faced him boldly. 

"I am a Minister of the Gospel," he said, in hurried entreaty. "You must hear me for a moment. I would save 

your soul." 

"My immortal soul lif with the Padre at the Mission--you moost seek her there! My mortal BODY," she 

added, with a mischievous smile, "say to you, 'good a' night, Don Esteban.'" She dropped him a little curtsy 

and--ran away. 

"One moment, Miss Ramirez," said Masterton, eagerly; but she had already slipped beyond his reach. He saw 

her little black figure passing swiftly beside the moonlit wall, saw it suddenly slide into a shadowy fissure, 

and vanish. 

In his blank disappointment he could not bear to re-enter the house he had left so sanguinely a few moments 

before, but walked moodily in the garden. His discomfiture was the more complete since he felt that his defeat 

was owing to some mistake in his methods, and not the incorrigibility of his subject. 

Was it not a spiritual weakness in him to have resented so sharply the girl's imputation that he wished to make 

love to her? He should have borne it as Christians had even before now borne slander and false testimony for 

their faith! He might even have ACCEPTED it, and let the triumph of her conversion in the end prove his 

innocence. Or was his purpose incompatible with that sisterly affection he had so often preached to the 

women of his flock? He might have taken her hand, and called her "Sister Pepita," even as he had called 

Deborah "Sister." He recalled the fact that he had for an instant held her struggling in his arms: he 

remembered the thrill that the recollection had caused him, and somehow it now sent a burning blush across 

his face. He hurried back into the house. 

The next day a thousand wild ideas took the place of his former settled resolution. He would seek the Padre, 

this custodian of the young girl's soul; he would convince HIM of his error, or beseech him to give him an 

equal access to her spirit! He would seek the uncle of the girl, and work upon his feelings. 

Then for three or four days he resolved to put the young girl from his mind, trusting after the fashion of his 

kind for some special revelation from a supreme source as an indication for his conduct. This revelation 

presently occurred, as it is apt to occur when wanted. 
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One evening his heart leaped at the familiar sound of Pepita's guitar in the distance. Whatever his ultimate 

intention now, he hurriedly ran into the garden. The sound came from the former direction, but as he 

unhesitatingly approached the Mission wall, he could see that she was not upon it, and as the notes of her 

guitar were struck again, he knew that they came from the other side. But the chords were a prelude to one of 

his own hymns, and he stood entranced as her sweet, childlike voice rose with the very words that he had 

sung. The few defects were those of purely oral imitation, the accents, even the slight reiteration of the "s," 

were Pepita's own: 

Cheeldren oof the Heavenly King, 

As ye journey essweetly ssing; 

Essing your great Redeemer's praise, 

Glorioos in Hees works and ways. 

He was astounded. Her recollection of the air and words was the more wonderful, for he remembered now 

that he had only sung that particular hymn once. But to his still greater delight and surprise, her voice rose 

again in the second verse, with a touch of plaintiveness that swelled his throat: 

We are traveling home to God, 

In the way our farzers trod, 

They are happy now, and we 

Soon their happiness shall see. 

The simple, almost childish words--so childish that they might have been the fitting creation of her own 

childish lips--here died away with a sweep and crash of the whole strings. Breathless silence followed, in 

which Stephen Masterton could feel the beatings of his own heart. 

"Miss Ramirez," he called, in a voice that scarcely seemed his own. There was no reply. "Pepita!" he 

repeated; it was strangely like the accent of a lover, but he no longer cared. Still the singer's voice was silent. 

Then he ran swiftly beside the wall, as he had seen her run, until he came to the fissure. It was overgrown 

with vines and brambles almost as impenetrable as an abatis, but if she had pierced it in her delicate crape 

dress, so could he! He brushed roughly through, and found himself in a glimmering aisle of pear trees close 

by the white wall of the Mission church. 

For a moment in that intricate tracing of ebony and ivory made by the rising moon, he was dazzled, but 

evidently his irruption into the orchard had not been as lithe and silent as her own, for a figure in a parti-

colored dress suddenly started into activity, and running from the wall, began to course through the trees until 

it became apparently a part of that involved pattern. Nothing daunted, however, Stephen Masterton pursued, 

his speed increased as he recognized the flounces of Pepita's barred dress, but the young girl had the 

advantage of knowing the locality, and could evade her pursuer by unsuspected turns and doubles. 

For some moments this fanciful sylvan chase was kept up in perfect silence; it might have been a woodland 

nymph pursued by a wandering shepherd. Masterton presently saw that she was making toward a tiled roof 

that was now visible as projecting over the presidio wall, and was evidently her goal of refuge. He redoubled 
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his speed; with skillful audacity and sheer strength of his broad shoulders he broke through a dense ceanothus 

hedge which Pepita was swiftly skirting, and suddenly appeared between her and her house. 

With her first cry, the young girl turned and tried to bury herself in the hedge; but in another stride the circuit 

preacher was at her side, and caught her panting figure in his arms. 

While he had been running he had swiftly formulated what he should do and what he should say to her. To his 

simple appeal for her companionship and willing ear he would add a brotherly tenderness, that should invite 

her trustfulness in him; he would confess his wrong and ask her forgiveness of his abrupt solicitations; he 

would propose to teach her more hymns, they would practice psalmody together; even this priest, the 

custodian of her soul, could not object to that; but chiefly he would thank her: he would tell her how she had 

pleased him, and this would lead to more serious and thoughtful converse. All this was in his mind while he 

ran, was upon his lips as he caught her and for an instant she lapsed, exhausted, in his arms. But, alas! even in 

that moment he suddenly drew her toward him, and kissed her as only a lover could! 

The wire grass was already yellowing on the Tasajara plains with the dusty decay of the long, dry summer 

when Dr. Duchesne returned to Tasajara. He came to see the wife of Deacon Sanderson, who, having for the 

twelfth time added to the population of the settlement, was not "doing as well" as everybody--except, 

possibly, Dr. Duchesne--expected. After he had made this hollow-eyed, over- burdened, undernourished 

woman as comfortable as he could in her rude, neglected surroundings, to change the dreary chronicle of 

suffering, he turned to the husband, and said, "And what has become of Mr. Masterton, who used to be in 

your--vocation?" A long groan came from the deacon. 

"Hallo! I hope he has not had a relapse," said the doctor, earnestly. "I thought I'd knocked all that nonsense 

out of him--I beg your pardon--I mean," he added, hurriedly, "he wrote to me only a few weeks ago that he 

was picking up his strength again and doing well!" 

"In his weak, gross, sinful flesh--yes, no doubt," returned the Deacon, scornfully, "and, perhaps, even in a 

worldly sense, for those who value the vanities of life; but he is lost to us, for all time, and lost to eternal life 

forever. Not," he continued in sanctimonious vindictiveness, "but that I often had my doubts of Brother 

Masterton's steadfastness. He was too much given to imagery and song." 

"But what has he done?" persisted Dr. Duchesne. 

"Done! He has embraced the Scarlet Woman!" 

"Dear me!" said the doctor, "so soon? Is it anybody you knew here?--not anybody's wife? Eh?" 

"He has entered the Church of Rome," said the Deacon, indignantly, "he has forsaken the God of his fathers 

for the tents of the idolaters; he is the consort of Papists and the slave of the Pope!" 

"But are you SURE?" said Dr. Duchesne, with perhaps less concern than before. 
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"Sure," returned the Deacon angrily, "didn't Brother Bulkley, on account of warning reports made by a God-

fearing and soul-seeking teamster, make a special pilgrimage to this land of Sodom to inquire and spy out its 

wickedness? Didn't he find Stephen Masterton steeped in the iniquity of practicing on an organ--he that 

scorned even a violin or harmonium in the tents of the Lord-- in an idolatrous chapel, with a foreign female 

Papist for a teacher? Didn't he find him a guest at the board of a Jesuit priest, visiting the schools of the 

Mission where this young Jezebel of a singer teaches the children to chant in unknown tongues? Didn't he 

find him living with a wrinkled Indian witch who called him 'Padrone'--and speaking her gibberish? Didn't he 

find him, who left here a man mortified in flesh and spirit and pale with striving with sinners, fat and rosy 

from native wines and fleshpots, and even vain and gaudy in colored apparel? And last of all, didn't Brother 

Bulkley hear that a rumor was spread far and wide that this miserable backslider was to take to himself a 

wife-- in one of these strange women--that very Jezebel who seduced him? What do you call that?" 

"It looks a good deal like human nature," said the doctor, musingly, "but I call it a cure!" 

 

s://americanliterature.com/author/bret-harte/short-story/a-convert-of-the-m 
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The Stanley Crouch I Knew 

Adam Shatz 

Michael Jackson (jackojazz.com) 

Stanley Crouch playing drums at the Jazz Journalists Association awards at B.B. King’s, New York City, 

2004 

When I was first introduced to Stanley Crouch, more than twenty years ago, I never imagined becoming 

friends with him. Stanley, who died last week, at seventy-four, after a long illness, was at the height of his 

fame: a regular on the Charlie Rose show, a consultant to Ken Burns’s documentary on jazz, a consigliere to 

the trumpeter Wynton Marsalis for the concert series Jazz at Lincoln Center. I was a freelance jazz critic 

hardly five years out of college. To me, Stanley was the embodiment of a doctrinaire, traditionalist jazz 

establishment that was hostile to the avant-garde musicians I admired—many of whom he himself had once 

championed. Our meeting—arranged by my girlfriend at the time, who was friends with Stanley—didn’t look 

promising. 

But Stanley liked sparring with antagonists. He lived for music and argument, and they went hand in hand. 

His passion for “the music” (as we in jazz call it) was contagious; so was the passion with which he defended 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/adam-shatz/
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his positions about what he called the “jazz fundamentals,” blues and swing. Whether you agreed with him or 

not, you had—to use one of his favorite verbs—to “deal” with him. And while Stanley didn’t hesitate to press 

his case with me, singing the praises of some new “young lion” in Marsalis’s orbit, or belittling Cecil Taylor, 

one of my heroes, he didn’t try to proselytize. Instead, he told stories about musicians, often about their lives, 

most of them unpublishable. “You see, Billy Higgins used to tell me,” he’d begin, as if he were sharing this 

confidence for the first time. He wasn’t; but then he’d be off and you’d have been a fool not to listen. Stanley 

traded on these stories throughout his career, but they gave his criticism, for all its rhetorical bombast, its 

allure of authenticity (another word he loved). 

Many jazz critics avoid hanging out with musicians, usually because they’re afraid of jeopardizing their 

objectivity. Stanley was different. Not only did he think that spending time with musicians was crucial to 

understanding their work, he loved being around them. His appetite for the jazz life—for life, generally—

seemed to know no limits. Some musicians thought he was full of shit, but even those who did mostly liked 

him. (Not all, of course: “Fuck him,” one musician he’d attacked wrote me just after his death.) Stanley knew 

jazz as intimately as he did because he lived the jazz life. If it led him to be less than objective, he didn’t see 

the point of being critically detached about the music he loved. 

For a young writer who knew jazz mostly from records, this was mighty seductive. I’m sure Stanley knew 

this; he was good at sizing people up. He also knew that when it came to “how things really went down” in 

New York City, I knew precisely nothing. The nickname he chose for me was telling: Baby Shatz. He didn’t 

ask me to kiss his ring, but he found ways to remind me that I was in his city, and he had the keys. I didn’t 

care; I just wanted to listen to his tales. Stanley was not the most disciplined of writers, but he was one of 

America’s great raconteurs: at once urbane and down-home, witty, cutting, always impassioned. He’d started 

out in theater and remained an improvising artist. He had an unforgettable voice, a low, somewhat nasally 

instrument that could move into a higher register, with a slightly Southern twang common to many black 

people from Los Angeles of his generation.   

In his preface to the 1995 Penguin edition of Saul Bellow’s novel Mr. Sammler’s Planet—one of his finest 

pieces of criticism—Stanley wrote of “Bellow’s gift for bringing together the intellect, the passion, the spirit, 

and the flesh.” Stanley had that gift, too, in his best writing. It’s no wonder both Bellow and Philip Roth 

befriended him. In his reverence for books and art, his loathing of academic cant, and his love of intellectual 

combat, Stanley was one of the last old-school New York intellectuals. Stanley in no way modeled himself 

on the New York intellectuals, but he had a lifelong fascination with Jews, “a people,” he wrote in his Bellow 

preface, “who cut their teeth on their endless variety of argument, high and low, the constant disruption of 

warring interpretations.” The New York intellectual he resembled most was the art critic Clement Greenberg, 

who, like Stanley, denounced kitsch with near-religious fervor and became an adviser to the painters he 

admired. Stanley’s alliance with Wynton Marsalis was not unlike Greenberg’s with Jackson Pollock, a 

partnership that fused critical advocacy and worldly self-interest. But his brazen style was closer to Norman 

Mailer, and, like Mailer, he won a pass to say outrageous things because—as my girlfriend at the time used to 

say, eyes rolled—“Stanley’s just being Stanley.” 

In the 1980s, Stanley acquired a reputation as a black conservative because of his attacks on fellow black 

intellectuals and artists who trafficked, as he saw it, in victimology. But he was too unpredictable to pin down 

(and remained, throughout his life, a registered Democrat). If he felt the lure of the new black conservatism 

that flourished in Reaganite think tanks, he never fell for its assault on the welfare state—or its ideology of 

“color-blindness.” The reason he loathed gangsta rap and other black styles of radical will is that he believed 
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they pandered to the racial fantasies of white audiences: a kind of latter-day minstrelsy. His wasn’t a 

“respectability” politics so much a politics of self-respect and black middle-class pride, white liberals be 

damned. And he didn’t hesitate to draw upon the cadences of black nationalism when it served him. In 2003, 

for example, he sparked a row in the jazz world when he published a piece accusing white critics of 

promoting inferior white musicians and “putting the white man in charge.” 

Flying Dutchman Records 

Cover art for Crouch’s 1969 album 
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What Stanley believed in, I think, was calling things as he saw them even if it meant speaking hard truths, 

which used to be the business of critics. He left a number of bruises, not always in the right places: his 

virulent review for The New Republic of Toni Morrison’s Beloved—“a blackface Holocaust novel”—was an 

especially unfortunate example of his weakness for gratuitous, attention-seeking polemic. Yet he remained 

faithful to his belief that a critic shouldn’t mince words or genuflect to fashionable pieties. And for all his 

criticisms of his black intellectual peers, he argued unceasingly that American culture and black culture are 

inseparable, indeed almost synonymous. America, he wrote, “is not so much a melting pot as it is a rich thick 

soup in which every ingredient both maintains its taste and also takes on the taste of everything else.” That, I 

think, is the thing Stanley most wanted to impart: what he considered the real taste of American culture. The 

idea that “anti-blackness” is foundational to the republic didn’t shock him, but neither did it preoccupy him; 

he was more interested in the miracle of how blackness transformed the nation’s culture—above all, in its 

music. Jazz, as he saw it, was not only the expression of American democracy, but it was also the only 

working model of meritocracy in America, other than sports. Rather than bemoan its absence in other arenas, 

he wanted to build on the example.      

For Stanley, the person who best exemplified American culture’s possible grandeur was Edward Kennedy 

“Duke” Ellington, whom he worshipped. Stanley had no chance of climbing to the top of Mount Ellington, 

even as he traded in his dashikis for suits. He wasn’t suave or elegant. He was a heavy-set, bald man from a 

working-class family whom no one would have described as handsome: a bruiser, not an aristocrat. (If there 

were ever a biopic, he’d be played by Ving Rhames, not Denzel Washington.) But Stanley was shrewd 

enough to turn his manner and looks into an asset. That a self-made man like him could become one of the 

country’s best-known cultural critics would become a source of rugged pride. But it was also proof of his 

convictions about the democratic nature and “rich mulatto tones” of American culture. 

* 

Stanley Crouch was born in 1945 in South-Central Los Angeles, and grew up listening to Duke Ellington 

thanks to his mother, a domestic worker who was a passionate jazz listener, and an equally passionate believer 

in her son’s education. His father, a heroin addict, didn’t enter his life until Stanley was twelve. (James 

Crouch shared a dealer with Charlie Parker: the wheelchair-bound Emry Byrd, whom Parker immortalized in 

his 1946 composition “Moose the Mooche.”) In his teens, Stanley writes in his 2006 collection of 

essays Considering Genius, “I discovered a truth that still applies: the Negro community, which has produced 

an extraordinary number of artists, has little or no value for art and will always, like most communities, drop 

to its knees before entertainment clichés or trends.” Jazz “offered an alternative to the mediocrity, oafishness, 

and stupidity that loomed over my adolescence.” 

The struggle for civil rights offered a different kind of alternative to life in the ghetto. After the Watts uprising 

in LA in August 1965, Stanley briefly fell under the intoxicating spell of the black nationalism that, as he 

recalled, “swept through the younger generation like a hallucinatory fever of the intellect.” Waiting for the 

black revolution, he wrote insurrectionary poems heavily influenced by LeRoi Jones, who would soon rename 

himself Amiri Baraka. Jones was also a brilliant jazz critic, close to both John Coltrane and Ornette Coleman, 

and Stanley, an amateur drummer, was deeply impressed by Jones’s argument that black music expressed an 

insurgent sensibility, the musical version of Black Power. By then a professor of drama and literature at the 

Claremont Colleges—he somehow talked his way into teaching gigs without ever finishing his studies at two 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 539  october 2020 

 

133 

community colleges—Stanley created the band Black Music Infinity with the alto saxophonist Arthur Blythe, 

the bassist Mark Dresser, and the tenor player David Murray, who was a student of his (all went on to 

illustrious careers in the avant-garde). He also performed in plays, notably a Studio Watts production of Jean 

Genet’s The Blacks. The Black Arts Movement in LA was on fire after Watts, and Stanley was at the heart of 

it. 

But Stanley was also developing growing reservations about what he called the “tribal” impulse in the 

movement, and its deepening alienation from mainstream America, especially after he read Ralph Ellison’s 

1964 essay collection Shadow and Act—a gift from the poet Jayne Cortez, Coleman’s ex-wife. What Stanley 

learned from Ellison was that black people didn’t need to separate from America or establish a black nation, 

because America was already permanently imprinted by their presence: if anyone had a claim to authentic 

Americanness, it was the black people who had built the country and created its most original art form, jazz. 

Later, he read Ellison’s 1969 essay on Ellington, in which he describes Duke’s “aura of mockery,” a “creative 

mockery” that “rises above itself to offer us something better, more creative and hopeful, than we’ve attained 

while seeking other standards.” Ellington’s secret was that he knew himself to be superior to those who 

looked down upon him as a mere entertainer, and who denied him the Pulitzer Prize. 

Stanley wasn’t quite ready to break with Baraka and the Black Arts Movement’s spirit of revolt, but he found 

himself increasingly swayed by Ellison’s celebration of the grace, poise, and sophistication of black culture, 

its supreme self-confidence and subtle—to white ears, all but inaudible—ridicule of the white world’s 

hypocrisies. You can hear the struggle between these two poles in Stanley’s 1969 live album Ain’t No 

Ambulances for No Nigguhs Tonight (the title is lifted from a remark made by someone during the Watts 

revolt, and was also used for Stanley’s 1972 volume of the album’s lyrics). A typical work of Black Arts 

poetry and speechifying in the mode of Gil Scott-Heron’s 1970 debut Small Talk at 125th and Lenox, its 

language owes everything to Baraka and Eldridge Cleaver, especially the homophobic slurs against “faggots” 

and “sissies” (identified as white). But Stanley also relishes lambasting “fraudulent, pseudo revolutionaries” 

and “fashion-plate nationalists… too busy selling clothes to notice they died in their bright African colors, 

Swahili colors dripping from their mouths.” He can’t quite muster Baraka’s sternness or his ideological 

discipline; he’s a revolutionary jester more than a political revolutionary. “I get everybody in this, see, so I 

may have to leave after I finish this one, if you can get to that.”  

Stanley’s monologues on the album, moreover, are Ellisonian (and Ellingtonian) in their almost pedagogical 

insistence on the pervasive, albeit suppressed, influence, of black culture in America: 

What I’m trying to say is that black people know more about white people and imitation black people and 

imitation black artists than they know about black artists…. We have not only had our greatest artists hidden 

from us, but the white man has thrown imitators of those artists at us and we know them better than the ones 

that did the first thing…. In American culture, what has been considered innovational has usually been 

whatever some white person has been able to get his hands on that some black person had already done…. If 

you subtract black people from America, you come up with the same corny thing that those people who got 

here in 1620 came up with, which was nothing, but a whole bunch of thieves if you ask the Indians because 

there ain’t no Iroquois left. 

Once “you start studying your own music,” he continues, “you’ll find out who Louis [Armstrong] really is. 

He ain’t that grinnin’ coon you see on television for ten minutes every three or four months.” It’s time, he 

says, for “people like Ralph Ellison” to “write our own history books.” Stanley’s language would evolve, but 
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he never veered from his belief that American mass culture prevented black Americans from discovering the 

true culture they had created—and what the white mainstream owed to them. 

In 1975, Stanley moved to New York, where he shared a loft with David Murray, on Second Street and the 

Bowery. He traveled uptown to meet Ellison himself, and the critic Albert Murray, and later described those 

encounters as “a Southern and Southwestern one-two punch that flattened all of my former involvements with 

black nationalism and liberated me from the influence of LeRoi Jones, whose work I once copied as 

assiduously as Sonny Stitt did Charlie Parker’s.” Murray’s 1976 ode to black music, Stomping the Blues, 

would become Stanley’s bible, and he spread its gospel with missionary zeal. 

In his early years in New York, Stanley booked concerts at the Tin Palace and ingratiated himself with some 

of New York’s best musicians, including Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor. He was as close to the music as 

a critic can get without becoming a musician. But Stanley still played occasionally, and hadn’t given up on his 

dream of making it as a drummer. When the drumming chair in Cecil Taylor’s unit opened up, in the late 

1970s, Stanley reportedly hoped that Taylor might hire him and give him a shot at glory. But Taylor declined 

to even audition him. Stanley, who reportedly never recovered from this slight, stopped playing drums, 

though he often insisted that if he’d only had proper training, he would have been one of the greats. 

Stanley’s failure as a musician—and his rejection by Taylor—is sometimes offered as an explanation for his 

embittered turn against the jazz avant-garde, and his cruel outing of Taylor in SoHo Weekly News in 1982. His 

treatment of Taylor, and the vehemence with which he criticized Taylor’s work, was certainly striking, even 

peculiar, given his earlier admiration and their former friendship. (According to a pianist I know, Taylor was 

so wounded that he wanted to see Crouch “offed.”) But Stanley believed a critic had a right to change his 

mind. 

By then, he had become enthralled by another avant-garde pianist whose work he preferred to Taylor’s. Don 

Pullen was a blazingly talented musician who admired Taylor and started out by emulating him, but Pullen’s 

mature style was all his own, and it had a much more traditional sense of swing and song form. Stanley wrote 

superb liner notes for Pullen, while missing no opportunity to praise Pullen against Taylor. Unlike “more 

publicized piano players” who “sacrificed the identifiable elements of jazz in favor of vocabularies that 

became progressively European in sound and substance,” Stanley wrote, “Pullen…managed to subvert his 

clusters and dissonant glissandi with such success that they were made to swing, fit inside song structures, and 

expand upon the harmonic options basic to the proposition of the blue note.” Pullen, in other words, was still 

a blues-and-swing man, who respected the fundamentals rather than trying to question or expand them. 

When, years later, I asked Stanley why he’d become disenchanted with Taylor, he told me that once he’d 

listened to Olivier Messiaen’s piano compositions, Taylor’s struck him as an impoverished copy. Maybe, but 

I don’t hear much Messiaen in Taylor. I suspect, rather, that Stanley simply grew bored with the avant-garde 

and tired of its defiantly “outsider” stance, much as he’d turned away from the Black Arts Movement. 

Ellington hadn’t been an outsider, and Stanley didn’t want to be one, either. As he came into his own as a 

writer in the 1980s, a larger world opened up to him; so did greater opportunities than the loft jazz scene 

could ever supply. He coproduced one of the great albums of the decade, Joe Henderson’s State of the 

Tenor (1986), published artful liner notes for dozens of other musicians, and established himself as a 

contrarian essayist as zesty as Robert Hughes or James Wolcott. 
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Sometimes he was merely settling scores, usually with black nationalists, in prose still infected with the spirit 

of the movement he’d abandoned. (In this, he was reminiscent of certain New York intellectuals who’d 

started out as Marxists at City College only to become equally dogmatic neoconservatives.) But the aim of his 

criticism, aside from provocation, was to clear the ground for a more supple and elastic understanding of what 

he’d later call the “all-American skin game,” the strange tangle of race, identity, and power in American life. 

(If only he were around to write about Jessica “La Bombera” Krug, the white academic historian who 

“passed” as a black Latina until she outed herself in a recent blog post.) Black nationalism’s strident rhetoric 

thinly veiled its insecurity, he believed. A people who’d produced Louis Armstrong, Billie Holiday, Duke 

Ellington, Miles Davis, and John Coltrane could afford to be more confident about their identity. They didn’t 

need dashikis or Kwanzaa to discover it. 

During his 1980–1988 tenure at The Village Voice, Stanley expanded his palette as a writer, publishing 

elegant travel essays from Italy, a deeply felt portrait of the black figurative painter Bob Thompson, and an 

admiring profile of the gay novelist John Rechy—his homophobia having mutated into warm sympathy, and 

an almost voyeuristic fascination. He even wrote about R&B when a talent that couldn’t be denied overcame 

his reflexive suspicion of popular culture. One of his loveliest pieces was a short essay on Marvin Gaye, 

whom he compared to Ellington and Miles Davis. The “intricacy and subtlety” of Gaye’s work, he wrote, 

“challenge the adolescent sentimentality at the core of the idiom without abandoning the dance and seductive 

inclinations of the tradition.” Stanley also heard “a spiritual anguish” in his singing, “a mosquito net of sorrow 

the sleeping Don Juan would have to meet upon awakening.” Some of these essays were reprinted in his 1991 

collection Notes of a Hanging Judge, his finest book. 

Having made it in a white-dominated publishing world, Stanley regarded other black writers warily. He 

sneered at one young black writer at the Voice—now one of America’s more prominent essayists—that he 

was there only because of affirmative action. In 1988, a young black music critic at the Voice baited Stanley 

by saying Public Enemy was as good as Coltrane. Stanley punched him in the face, knocking him to the 

floor—and, by so doing, lost his job. But he no longer needed the Voice, since he had forged an alliance with 

the musician who would help him to move from downtown celebrity to midtown power broker. When Stanley 

first saw Wynton Marsalis perform, with Art Blakey’s Jazz Messengers in 1980, Marsalis was a nineteen-

year-old-student at Juilliard. He had flawless technique and an impeccable origin story, coming from a 

distinguished musical family in jazz’s birthplace, New Orleans. They had dinner shortly thereafter, and 

Stanley played him Ornette Coleman’s “Bird Food.” “I never heard Charlie Parker play like that,” Marsalis 

responded. Stanley began to mentor him, introducing him to Ellison and Murray. Seven years later, they 

launched Jazz at Lincoln Center. 

* 
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Frank Stewart 

Wynton Marsalis with Crouch, New York City, 1991 

Jazz at Lincoln Center (JALC) was a formidable achievement: a veritable palace devoted to the performance 

and celebration of jazz in the middle of Manhattan, on par with the Metropolitan Opera. For the first decade 

or so of its existence, JALC was almost Thermidorean in its insistence upon the fundamentals of blues and 

swing and its aversion to avant-garde forms of expression. As the jazz historian John Gennari has observed, 

Stanley presided over “a kind of new moldy-fig classicism,” an allusion to white critics in the 1940s who 

promoted swing against the innovations of the black-led bebop movement. The difference was that Stanley’s 

stance had a strong element of black self-assertion and cultural reclamation—and there were plenty of young 

black musicians, the so-called Young Lions, who felt the same way. Jazz, he argued, echoing Ellison and 

Murray, was too proud, too serious, and too venerable a discipline to be described as a music of eternal racial 

protest: “Having the worst luck with white people, women, gambling, or keeping a job is no guarantee that a 

Negro will be able to swing the blues as well as, for instance, Stan Getz, a pure and gifted musician from any 

perspective.” (Stanley savored the word “Negro,” using it alternately as an honorific and a putdown.) Black 

people hadn’t created jazz, or mastered the form, because they’d suffered, or because of some native genius, 

but because they’d patiently developed a tradition and worked hard at preserving and extending it. And these 

were the goals of his project with Marsalis. 
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When JALC came under criticism for the narrowness of its vision, Stanley didn’t hesitate to take out the 

rhetorical knives he’d sharpened as a disciple of Baraka. He described the trumpeter Dave Douglas as “white, 

blond, short, and from the upper middle class,” and said his music “provides the same thing that at a certain 

point so-called ‘West Coast Jazz’ provided, which is a rebellion against the Negro”—an argument that he 

might have lifted from the chapter on “cool jazz” in Baraka’s 1963 study Blues People. (It should be noted 

that Stanley had no problem with white musicians—he loved the tenor saxophonist Joe Lovano, for 

example—so long as they played in what he considered to be the blues tradition.) 

The fullest expression of Stanley’s work as an ideologue was not an essay or interview, or even the 2001 Ken 

Burns documentary Jazz, which introduced Stanley’s views to the wider public. It was a sermon he wrote for 

Marsalis’s 1989 album The Majesty of the Blues, “Premature Autopsies.” (The title may have been a knowing 

allusion to the Art Ensemble of Chicago’s 1968 piece “Jazz Death?”) The sermon was recited on the album 

by the Reverend Jeremiah Wright Jr.—yes, that Jeremiah Wright, the fiery preacher whose church Barack 

Obama attended in Chicago, and whose bleak vision of American racism the then candidate for the 

Democratic presidential nomination condemned during his 2008 campaign. As Marsalis’s band plays a New 

Orleans dirge, Wright excoriates the “moneylenders of the marketplace,” who “have never ever known the 

difference between the place where bodies were sold and the place where souls were saved,” and who 

gleefully celebrated the death of jazz, that “noble sound” that provided “the level of revelation we can only 

expect of great art.” 

Stanley seemed to have seen the light and anointed himself the designated mourner and resurrectionist, if not 

the messiah, of the jazz tradition. Innovation, whether it involved borrowing from European concert music or 

black popular music like hip hop, wasn’t just deviation. It was sin. 

This was a strange position for so secular a critic, and for a writer so inclined to doubt and contention. In a 

searing review of Miles Davis’s autobiography, published in 1990 in The New Republic, Stanley wrote that 

Davis’s embrace of electric instruments reflected “the essential failure of contemporary Negro culture: its 

mock-democratic idea that the elite, too, should like it down in the gutter.” Miles, he added, “blurts a sound so 

decadent that it can no longer disguise the shriveling of its maker’s soul.” Having banished Miles from the 

kingdom of jazz, Stanley spent the first half of the 1990s fiercely proselytizing for Marsalis’s jazz revivalism, 

in what Gennari rightly calls a “macho gangster pose,” and castigating musicians who strayed from the 

righteous path. When the critic K. Leander Williams panned Marsalis’s Pulitzer Prize–winning 1997 

composition about slavery, Blood on the Fields, Stanley threatened to clean his ears out with steel wool. 

“What are you doing here,” he asked a well-known free jazz pianist at a funeral. “I thought this event was for 

VIPs.” 

By the time I became friends with Stanley, a few years later, he’d settled into a less bellicose mood, at least 

off the page. (His Daily News column, which I ignored, was often embarrassingly reactionary.) After one of 

our first dinners together in the West Village, we went to his apartment to listen to music. He put on an album 

by a young pianist, a Marsalis disciple I respected but didn’t find all that exciting. Then he put on Sonny 

Meets Hawk!, Sonny Rollins’s 1963 album with Coleman Hawkins. As the pianist Paul Bley took a solo on 

“Yesterdays,” he whispered, “Now, see, this is what the avant-garde cats should be listening to.” Stanley 

loved Bley, for the same reason he loved Don Pullen: unlike Cecil Taylor, Bley had discovered a way to play 

free while honoring the fundamentals. Stanley’s lecture didn’t dampen my enthusiasm for Taylor. But he was 

so eloquent about what he loved that he (almost) made you forget his tirades against what he didn’t.  
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He spent the rest of the evening talking up his forthcoming novel, Don’t the Moon Look Lonesome, which he 

expected to be a major event in American fiction and to catapult him into the ranks of Bellow, Ellison, and 

Roth. (To my knowledge, Stanley didn’t read women novelists.) It was not to be. The novel, about a love 

affair between a white woman and a black saxophonist, was a critical catastrophe, memorable largely for the 

demolitions it inspired by John Updike in The New Yorker and Dale Peck in The New Republic. When Stanley 

subsequently saw Peck sitting in the same restaurant, he walked over to his table and smacked him. 

Stanley stood by his book, but he put its failure to good use: for the first time, notes of humility began to 

appear in his writing. In his 2004 essay on Ellington’s symphonic “tone parallel” to black American 

history, Black, Brown and Beige, mocked by Paul Bowles and other critics after its 1943 premiere, Stanley 

wrote movingly of Ellington’s bitter sense of disappointment, which led the composer and band leader never 

again to attempt a work on such a grand scale. Stanley also argued passionately in defense of Ellington’s 

once-maligned late suites, which are now widely seen as some of his finest work. But the moment in that 

essay I find most stirring is its sublime—and, for Stanley, surprisingly austere—description of Mahalia 

Jackson, who laid aside her resistance to profane music to sing in Ellington’s 1958 recording of the “black” 

section of Black, Brown and Beige: 

Within her marvelous brown being, the entire heritage of the religious music from slavery and the spiritual 

music that came after bondage was given communicative residence of a special kind. She was a woman of 

large beauty and regal presence. Her voice was humbling because it was absolutely pure in its impersonality, 

which meant that it sounded unlike personal expression or autobiography or belief. She possessed the quality 

that all great religious singers must have—the ability to give the impression that they are not telling you what 

they believe or what happened to them somewhere in the world at some time, no, but what was always true in 

every time and in every place. 

* 

After moving to London in 2007, I lost touch with Stanley. When I saw him on a visit to New York in 

January 2010, we heard a set of stately, intelligent straight-ahead jazz by the late pianist Mulgrew Miller, at 

the Jazz Standard. “I went to that same club where we heard Mulgrew Miller and heard what amounts to a 

miracle of sorts,” he wrote me in May. The trumpeter Wallace Roney (one of the first among a number of jazz 

musicians to die of Covid-19) had played there with a new band, and Stanley told me, “I wished you were still 

in New York throughout the set because it would have been quite thrilling. All is well. It was a good omen, 

with the grand old man Hank Jones having passed away on Sunday at 91.” The next time I heard from 

Stanley, that August, he told me that he was just reemerging from a terrible depression, and “the feeling of 

being back in the world has brought many soaring sensations…. I do not believe in therapy, or do not believe 

it worth my time, but friends remain an invincible position in handling whatever I am faced with and what I 

must do to get from one place to the next. Thank you again, the fire has been relit under the brain pan.” 

When I moved back to New York the next year, he took me to dinner to celebrate. He seemed rejuvenated. He 

was working furiously to finish the first volume of his long-awaited Charlie Parker biography, while still 

finding time to enjoy the city he loved so passionately. The exhibit of Picasso’s paintings of Marie-Thérèse 

Walter at the Gagosian gallery was, he told me, one of the best things he’d ever seen, and I must go. (I did; he 

was right.) “That was a pure New York talk of the kind I dreamed of before moving out here in 1975,” he 

emailed me the next morning. “Knowing the right people means the best versions can always happen. I 

sincerely hope that you find all of the actual happiness possible now that you have moved back home. It will 
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also be good to see you with your child as you unavoidably play the proud father, which is never less than a 

vital identity—especially when one is not playing.” 

Stanley had grown into a new vocation, that of mentor to younger writers. His supportiveness felt authentic, 

even if it contained the occasional undertone of one-upmanship. When, in 2013, I published an essay on 

Charles Mingus, he emailed me, “I had never expected to see you climb over that fence and reveal your 

coming mastery of emitting deeper meanings—profound, fraudulent, accidental and tragic-comic at the end—

but it was done and will stand apart from you and everyone else, becoming a truth needing nothing but itself.” 

Curiously, that praise was followed by an attack on Amiri Baraka, who seemed still to haunt him, and a plug 

for his forthcoming book on Charlie Parker: 

That boy LeRoi decided to descend lower than the icy place where Satan is frozen into an eternal “payback” 

for his sins of cowardice and “a taste for power,” as Elaine Brown so accurately called it in when describing 

her career as a black pantherette in the show business of saber rattling. Gone are the days. Kansas City 

Lightning will expand your ambitions substantially because you will read it very well, the task of all having 

truest ambition. 

Kansas City Lightning, finally published in 2013, had been in the making since 1987. When he first applied 

for a fellowship to write the book, Ellison’s letter of support remarked that Stanley’s work displayed “an 

unintended pretentiousness; a temptation to place too much of a load of cultural, sociological, and historical 

analysis upon the slender reed of Parker’s saxophone as upon the brief and narrow social range of his 

turbulent life.” (Ellison famously disliked Parker’s work.) But Stanley wasn’t a scholar; nor was he an 

original thinker like Murray, whose ideas about the blues he popularized (and whose influence he would later, 

and unconvincingly, try to disavow). Stanley was a cultural mythmaker of rare inspiration. Kansas City 

Lightning wasn’t the most reliable account of Parker’s early life, but it was animated by extraordinarily 

candid interviews with musicians who’d known him, perfumed with Stanley’s deep knowledge of the jazz 

life, and written with greater restraint than usual. Parker remains something of a cipher, but Stanley 

memorably evoked the epic resonances of his journey from Kansas City to New York, where he changed the 

face of American music. 

I reviewed the book for The New York Review and told Stanley in an email that I heard echoes of Ellison and 

Murray (who had died earlier that year) in his writing. “But that is no more than sauce,” he replied. “The meat 

on the bone is all mine. That also is how it goes. VIA, SC.” (He always signed his emails “VIA,” for “victory 

is assured.”) He doubted that “either Ellison or Murray would have been happy with my book because there 

are too many original ideas and insights, though they often build upon their work Perhaps neither of them felt 

as Charlie Parker did, ‘There is always room at the top.’” Unlike Ellison, who, in Stanley’s words, had “lived 

with a constant, debilitating sense of having failed” because he could never finish his follow-up to Invisible 

Man, he had completed his great book, or at least its first volume. 

But while the reviews of Kansas City Lightning were mostly favorable, they were more respectful than 

ecstatic. And the hour of triumph was short-lived. In December 2014, Stanley’s beloved sister died. He had 

spoken to her two weeks earlier, and they had “traded a lot of laughs, going back over the funniest and most 

foolish and most enlightening memories—tears, laughter, and the most durable facets of experience…. I 

mulled over how well we had come to deal with each other on the higher side of sibling life, having both lived 

through the lower and darker side, where all the correct or incorrect anger resided…. Gone was all the trivia, 
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whirling away in a sandstorm of memory. Victoria Maria Crouch, my only sister, is also gone, as vitally 

unique as any I have ever known.” 

In the last few years of his life, Stanley was in almost constant poor health. The deterioration was not only 

physical. He’d been writing a novel, inspired by the “nighttown” episode of James Joyce’s Ulysses, which is 

set in a brothel. He sent me a few chapters, convinced it was a grand act of transgression: 

The girl’s name in the sex business was Praline and her marketing motto was, “Never met a dick I couldn’t 

take.” She was what Negroes called “thick,” which made her ample calves, thighs, and backside virtues for a 

frame always accepted as superior to anyone considered far too thin, except for the rare one of virtuoso 

muscular control and apparently bottomless capacity who could command an anxiety swaddled in shock and 

awe. 

It became much more graphic. I shouldn’t have been surprised: Stanley had often extolled the eroticism of 

jazz, the “boudoir” ambience that had nourished the music from its early days. Stanley explained that he’d 

just read the critic Andrew Graham-Dixon’s biography of Caravaggio and was struck by Graham-Dixon’s 

argument about “concealing a devout message within an apparently profane, secular subject.” That, Stanley 

said, “is a fundamental blues theme: the spiritual rising up from the muck and dripping filth as it licks itself 

clean.” The spiritual dimensions of Stanley’s novel eluded me, and I couldn’t see it being published in an 

environment shaped by increasing concerns over sexism. The problem wasn’t that it was vulgar; the problem 

was that it was dull. I replied as politely as I could, and Stanley, too proud to say that he was hurt, never 

brought it up again.   

Sadder still, Stanley seemed out of touch with a jazz scene that combined an appreciation of his 

“fundamentals” with a growing curiosity about the 1960s and 1970s avant-garde he’d pilloried. (When I 

mentioned the pianist Craig Taborn, he grouchily acknowledged that “he can play.”) Much as I missed 

hearing from him, his retreat from public life struck me as a kind of mercy. He had become an anachronism. 

I saw Stanley for the last time a year ago, at a nursing home in Riverdale, in the Bronx, where he had moved 

after a fall in his apartment. He was sitting quietly in his wheelchair in a common area when I arrived, 

unannounced, with the writer Clifford Thompson. When he saw us, Stanley smiled and said, “My day just got 

a lot better. Come, let’s go to my room.” (Cliff tried to thank him for his work, but Stanley wasn’t feeling 

sentimental: “Nobody owes anybody anything.”) 

For the next twenty minutes, he delivered an obscene monologue about James Baldwin’s intimate life. It was 

a scene out of one of those Bellow novels that Stanley had written so brilliantly about. Cliff and I looked at 

each other in disbelief and sadness. Hoping to change the subject, I asked Stanley about his long friendship 

with Ornette Coleman. Suddenly, all of his lucidity came back, and he spoke with his usual salty lyricism and 

no-bullshit candor about the man from Texas who’d launched the free jazz revolution. 

Don’t believe anything Ornette said about his theory of “harmolodics,” he told us, as if letting us in on the 

real deal. That was simply justificatory nonsense. Ornette, he said, was a country blues player of genius, not 

an intellectual. And did either of us know that Cecil Taylor used to go by Ornette’s place to practice in the 

early 1980s? Denardo, Ornette’s son, has tapes of what they played, which hardly anyone has heard—other 

than Stanley, of course. 
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I looked around the room. There were no records. He no longer needed them. They were all dancing in his 

head. 

 

Michael Jackson (jackojazz.com) 

Crouch at B.B. King’s, New York City, 2004 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2020/09/24/the-stanley-crouch-i-knew/ 
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Tempest and Sunshine 

by Mary Jane Holmes 

 

Next Chapter 

Chapter I 

 

MR. WILMOT ARRIVES AT MR. MIDDLETON'S 

 

 

It was the afternoon of a bright October day. The old town clock had just tolled the hour of four, when the 

Lexington and Frankfort daily stage was heard rattling over the stony pavement in the small town of V----, 

Kentucky. In a few moments the four panting steeds were reined up before the door of The Eagle, the 

principal hotel in the place. "Mine host," a middle-aged, pleasant-looking man, came hustling out to inspect 

the newcomers, and calculate how many would do justice to his beefsteaks, strong coffee, sweet potatoes and 

corn cakes, which were being prepared in the kitchen by Aunt Esther. 

 

 

This good dame divided her time between squeezing the steaks, turning the corn cakes, kicking the dogs and 

administering various cuffs to sundry little black urchins, who were on the lookout to snatch a bit of the "hoe 

cake" whenever they could elude the argus eyes of Aunt Esther. When the rattling of the stage was heard, 

there ensued a general scrambling to ascertain which would be first to see who had come. At length, by a 

series of somersaults, helped on by Aunt Esther's brawny hand, the kitchen was cleared and Aunt Esther was 

"monarch of all she surveyed." 

 

 

The passengers this afternoon were few and far between, for there was but one inside and one on the box with 

the driver. The one inside alighted and ordered his baggage to be carried into the hotel. The stranger was a 

young man, apparently about twenty-five years of age. He was tall, well-proportioned and every way 

prepossessing in his appearance. At least the set of idlers in the barroom thought so, for the moment he 

entered they all directed their eyes and tobacco juice toward him! 

https://americanliterature.com/author/mary-jane-holmes/book/tempest-and-sunshine/summary
https://americanliterature.com/author/mary-jane-holmes
https://americanliterature.com/author/mary-jane-holmes/book/tempest-and-sunshine/chapter-ii
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By the time he had uttered a dozen words, they had come to the conclusion that he was a stranger in the place 

and was from the East. One of the men, a Mr. Edson, was, to use his own words, "mighty skeary of Northern 

folks," and as soon as he became convinced that the stranger was from that way, he got up, thinking to 

himself, "Some confounded Abolitionist, I'll warrant. The sooner I go home and get my gang together, the 

better 'twill be." But on second thought he concluded that "his gang" was safe, for the present at least; so he'd 

just sit down and hear what his neighbor, Mr. Woodburn, was saying to the newcomer. 

 

 

The Kentuckians are as famous as the Yankees for inquisitiveness, but if they inquire into your history, they 

are equally ready to give theirs to you, and you cannot feel as much annoyed by the kind, confiding manner 

with which a Kentuckian will draw you out, as by the cool, quizzing way with which a Yankee will "guess" 

out your affairs. 

 

 

On the present occasion, Mr. Woodburn had conjectured the young man's business, and was anxious to know 

who he was, and, if possible, to render him assistance. It took but a short time for the stranger to tell that he 

was from the East, from New York; that his name was Wilmot, and that he was in quest of a school; and in as 

short a time Mr. Woodburn had welcomed young Wilmot to Kentucky, but expressed his regrets that he did 

not come sooner, for all the schools were engaged. "But," added he, "you had better remain around here 

awhile and get acquainted, and then there will be no doubt of your eventually getting a situation. Meantime, 

as you are a stranger here, you are welcome to make my house your home." 

 

 

Such kindness from an entire stranger was unlooked for by Wilmot. He knew not what to make of it; it was so 

different from the cold, money-making men of the North. He tried to stammer out his thanks, when Mr. Edson 

interrupted him by nudging Mr. Woodburn and saying: "Don't you mind old Middleton. He's been tarin' round 

after a Yankee teacher these six weeks. I reckon this chap'll suit." 

 

 

Mr. Woodburn hesitated. He did not like to send Mr. Wilmot to such a place as Mr. Middleton's, for though 

Mr. Middleton was a very kind man, he was very rough and uncouth in his manner and thought his money 

much better applied when at interest than when employed to make his house and family more comfortable. 
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At length Mr. Woodburn replied: "True, I did not think of Mr. Middleton, but I hardly like to send a stranger 

there. However, Mr. Wilmot, you must not judge all Kentuckians by him, for though he is very hospitable to 

strangers, he is extremely rough." 

 

 

Mr. Wilmot thanked them for their information and said he thought he would go to Mr. Middleton's that 

night. 

 

 

"Lord knows how you'll get there," said Mr. Edson. 

 

 

"Why, is it far?" asked Wilmot. 

 

 

"Not very far," said Mr. Edson, "little better than four miles, but a mighty mean road at any time and a heap 

worse since the rains. For a spell you can get on right smart, but then, again, you'll go in co-slush!" 

 

 

Mr. Wilmot smiled, but said he "thought he would try the road if Mr. Edson would give him the direction." 

 

 

Then followed a host of directions, of which the most prominent to Wilmot were, that "about two miles from 

the house is an old hemp factory, full of niggers, singing like all fury; then comes a piece of woods, in the 

middle of which is a gate on the left hand; open that gate and follow the road straight till you come to the 

mightiest, mean-looking house you ever seen, I reckon; one chimbley tumbled down, and t'other trying to. 

That is Middleton's." 
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Here Mr. Woodburn said, "That as the road was so bad, and it was getting late, Mr. Wilmot had better stay at 

his house that night and the next day they would send him to Middleton's." 

 

 

Before Mr. Wilmot had time to reply, Mr. Edson called out, "Halloo! Just in time, Wilmot!" Then rushing to 

the door he screamed, "Ho! Jim Crow, you jackanapes, what you ridin' Prince full jump down the pike for? 

Say, you scapegrace, come up here!" 

 

 

Mr. Wilmot looked from the window and saw a fine looking black boy of about sixteen years of age riding a 

beautiful horse at full speed through the street. He readily divined that the boy was the property of Mr. Edson, 

and as he had brought from home a little abolitionism safely packed away, he expected to see a few cuffs 

dealt out to the young African. But when the young hopeful, at the command of his master, wheeled his horse 

up to the door, gave a flourish with his rimless old hat and a loud whistle with his pouting lips, Mr. Wilmot 

observed that his master gave the bystanders a knowing wink, as much as to say, "Isn't he smart?" Then 

turning to the boy he said, "How now, you Jim, what are you here for, riding Prince to death?" 

 

 

"I begs marster's pardon berry much," said the negro, "but you see how I done toted all the taters you told me, 

and missis she 'vise me to ride Prince a leetle, 'case he's gettin' oneasy like when Miss Carline rides him." 

 

 

"Likely story," said Mr. Edson; "but for once you are in the way when I want you. You know where Mr. 

Middleton lives?" 

 

 

"Yes, marster, reckon I does." 
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"Well, this young man wants to go there. Now jump down quick and help him on. Do you hear?" 

 

 

"Yes, marster," said the negro, and in a moment he was on the ground, holding the stirrup for Mr. Wilmot to 

mount. 

 

 

Wilmot hesitated for two causes. The first was, he was not a good horseman and did not like to attempt 

mounting the spirited animal before so many pairs of eyes. He looked wistfully at the horse block, but did not 

dare propose having the horse led up to it. The second reason was he did not know whether to accept or 

decline the kindness of Mr. Edson; but that man reassured him by saying: 

 

 

"Come! What are you waiting for? Jump up. I'd a heap rather Jim would go with you than ride Prince to 

death." 

 

 

Here Mr. Woodburn spoke. He knew that New York people were, comparatively speaking, inferior riders, and 

he conjectured why Mr. Wilmot hesitated; so he said: 

 

 

"Here, Jim, lead the horse up to the block for the gentleman"; then turning to the bystanders, said, as if 

apologizing for Wilmot: "You know it is so thickly settled in New York that they do not ride as much as we 

do, and probably the young man has always been at school." 

 

 

This was satisfactory to the white portion of the audience, but not to the group of blacks, who were assembled 

at the corner of the house. They thought it a shame not to be a good rider and when they saw the awkward 

manner in which Mr. Wilmot finally mounted the horse and the ludicrous face of Jim Crow as he sprang up 

behind him, they were, as they afterward told Aunt Esther, "dreffully tickled and would have larfed, sartin, if 

they hadn't knowed marster would have slapped their jaws." 
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"And sarved you right," was the rejoinder of Aunt Esther. 

 

 

But to return to Mr. Edson. As soon as Mr. Wilmot, Jim and Prince had disappeared, he felt a return of his 

fears concerning the "confounded Abolitionist." Thought he, "What a fool I was to let Prince and Jim Crow, 

too, go off with that ar' chap! Thar's Prince, worth a hundred and fifty, and Jim, at the least calculation, 'll 

fetch eight hundred. Well, anyway, they can't get far on that dirt road, so if Jim isn't home by nine, I'll go after 

'em, that's so." Having settled the matter thus satisfactorily in his own mind, he called for his horse and started 

for home. 

 

 

Meantime Mr. Wilmot was slowly wending his way toward Mr. Middleton's. It took but a short time for him 

to ascertain that the road was fully equal to the description given of it by Mr. Edson. At times he could 

scarcely keep his head, and he felt conscious, too, that the black machine behind him was inwardly convulsed 

with laughter at his awkward attempts to guide the horse in the best part of the road. At length he ventured a 

remark: 

 

 

"Jim, is this animal ugly?" 

 

 

"Ugly! Lor' bless you, marster, is you blind? As handsome a creetur as thar is in the country!" 

 

 

Mr. Wilmot understood that he had used the word ugly in its wrong sense, so he said: 

 

 

"I do not mean to ask if the horse is ill-looking, but is he skittish?" 
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"If marster means by that will he throw him off, I don't think he will as long as I'm on him, but sometimes he 

is a leetle contrary like. Reckon marster ain't much used to ridin'." 

 

 

By this time they had reached the gate spoken of by Mr. Edson. To Mr. Wilmot's great surprise the horse 

walked tip to it and tried to open it with his mouth! Mr. Wilmot was so much amused that he would not suffer 

Jim to get down and open the gate, as he wished to see if the horse could do it. 

 

 

"Oh, yes, marster, he'll do it easy," said the negro; and sure enough, in a moment the well-trained animal 

lifted the latch and pushed open the gate! But it was a rickety old thing, and before Prince had got fairly 

through it tumbled down, hitting his heels and causing him to jump sideways, so as to leave Mr. Wilmot 

riding the gate and Jim Crow in quiet possession of the saddle! With a great effort Jim forced down his desire 

to scream and merely showed twenty-eight very large, white teeth. 

 

 

Springing from the horse he offered to assist Mr. Wilmot to mount again, but he had no inclination to do so. 

He preferred walking the rest of the way, he said, and as he could now easily find the house, Jim could return 

home. This was not what Jim wanted. He had anticipated a nice time in relating his adventures to Mr. 

Middleton's negroes, but as Mr. Wilmot slipped a quarter into his hand, he felt consoled for the loss of his 

"yarn"; so mounting Prince again, he gave his old palm leaf three flourishes round his head, and with a loud 

whoop, started the horse with a tremendous speed down the road and was soon out of sight, leaving Mr. 

Wilmot to find his way alone through the wood. This he found no difficulty in doing, for he soon came in 

sight of a house, which he readily took for Mr. Middleton's. 

 

 

It was a large, old-fashioned stone building, with one chimney fallen down, as Mr. Edson had said, and its 

companion looked likely to follow suit at the first high wind. The windows of the upper story were two-thirds 

of them destitute of glass, but its place was supplied by shingles, which kept the cold out if they did not let the 

light in. Scattered about the yard, which was very large, were corn cribs, hay racks, pig troughs, carts, 

wagons, old plows, horses, mules, cows, hens, chickens, turkeys, geese, negroes, and dogs, the latter of which 

rushed ferociously at Mr. Wilmot, who was about to beat a retreat from so uninviting quarters, when one of 

the negroes called out, "Ho, marster, don't be feared, 'case I'll hold Tiger." So Wilmot advanced with some 

misgivings toward the negro and dog. 
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He asked the negro if his master were at home. 

 

 

"No, sar, marster's done gone away, but Miss Nancy, she's at home. Jist walk right in thar, whar you see the 

pile of saddles in the entry." 

 

 

Accordingly, Mr. Wilmot "walked in where the pile of saddles were," and knocked at a side door. It was 

opened by a very handsome young girl, who politely asked the stranger to enter. He did so and found within a 

mild-looking, middle-aged lady, whose dark eyes and hair showed her at once to be the mother of the young 

lady who had opened the door for him. 

 

 

Mrs. Middleton, for she it was, arose, and offering her hand to the stranger, asked him to be seated in the large 

stuffed chair which stood before the cheerful blazing fire. In a few moments he had introduced himself, told 

his business and inquired for Mr. Middleton. 

 

 

"My husband is absent," said Mrs. Middleton, "but he will be at home tonight and we shall be glad to have 

you remain with us till tomorrow at least, and as much longer as you like, for I think Mr. Middleton will be 

glad to assist you in getting a school." 

 

 

Mr. Wilmot accepted the invitation and then looked round the room to see if the interior of the house 

corresponded with the exterior, It did not, for the room, though large, was very comfortable. The floor was 

covered with a bright-colored home-made carpet. In one corner stood a bed, the counterpane of which was as 

white as snow, and the curtains of the windows were of the same hue. In another corner was a small bookcase, 

well filled with books and on a stand near a window were several house plants. 
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He concluded that the books and the plants were the property of the young lady, whom Mrs. Middleton 

introduced to him as her eldest daughter Julia. She was an intelligent-looking girl, and Mr. Wilmot instantly 

felt interested in her, but when he attempted to converse with her, she stole quietly out of the room, leaving 

her mother to entertain the visitor. 

 

 

At last supper was brought in by old Aunt Judy, who courtesied so low to the "young marster," that she upset 

the coffee pot, the contents of which fell upon a spaniel, which lay before the fire. The outcries of the dog 

brought Miss Julia from the kitchen, and this time she was accompanied by her younger sister, Fanny, who 

together with Julia and Aunt Judy, lamented over the wounded animal. 

 

 

"I didn't go to do it, sartin, Miss July," said Aunt Judy, "Lor' knows I didn't." 

 

 

"Who said you did, you black thing, you?" said Julia, who in her grief for her favorite, and her anger at Aunt 

Judy, forgot the stranger, and her bashfulness, too. "You were careless, I know you were," she continued, "or 

you never could have tipped the coffee over in this manner." 

 

 

"Never mind, sister," said Fanny, "never mind; of course, Aunt Judy didn't mean to do it, for she likes Dido as 

well as we do." 

 

 

"Lor' bless Miss Fanny's sweet face, that I do like Dido," said Aunt Judy. 

 

 

"Yes, that you do," repeated Julia mockingly, "just as though you could like anything." 
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Here Mrs. Middleton interposed and ordered Julia and Fanny to take their seats at the table, while Judy 

cleared away all traces of the disaster. Julia complied with an ill-grace, muttering something about "the 

hateful negroes," while Fanny obeyed readily, and laughingly made some remark to Mr. Wilmot about their 

making so much ado over a dog, "but," said she, "we are silly girls, and of course do silly things. Probably we 

shall do better when we get old like you--no, like mother, I mean." 

 

 

Here she stopped, blushing deeply at having called Mr. Wilmot old, when in fact she thought him quite 

young, and very handsome--in short, "just the thing." She thought to herself, "There, I've done it now! Julia 

and I have both introduced ourselves to him in a pretty light, but it's just like me--however, I'll not say another 

word tonight!" 

 

 

The little incident of the coffee pot gave Mr. Wilmot something of an insight into the character and 

disposition of the two girls. And surely nothing could have been more unlike than their personal appearance, 

as they sat side by side at the supper table. Julia was about seventeen years of age and was called very 

handsome, for there was something peculiarly fascinating in the ever-varying expression of her large black 

eyes. She was a brunette, but there was on her cheek so rich and changeable a color that one forgot in looking 

at her, whether she were dark or light. Her disposition was something like her complexion--dark and variable. 

Her father was a native of South Carolina, and from him she inherited a quick, passionate temper. At times 

she was as gentle as a lamb, but when anything occurred to trouble her, all her Southern blood boiled up, and 

she was as Fanny said, "always ready to fire up at a moment's warning." Mr. Middleton called her "Tempest," 

while to Fanny he gave the pet name of "Sunshine," and truly, compared with her sister, Fanny's presence in 

the house was like a ray of sunshine. 

 

 

She was two years younger than Julia and entirely different from her, both in looks and disposition. Her face 

was very pale and her bright golden hair fell in soft curls around her neck and shoulders, giving her something 

the appearance of a fairy. Her eyes were very large and very dark blue, and ever mirrored forth the feelings of 

her soul. 

 

 

By the servants Julia was feared and dreaded; but Fanny was a favorite with all. Not a man, woman or child 

on the plantation but was ready to do anything for "darling Miss Fanny." And they thought, too, every one 

must love her as well as they did, for they said "she showed by her face that she was an angel." This was the 

opinion of the blacks, and it was also the partially formed opinion of Mr. Wilmot before he finished his 
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supper; and yet he could not help thinking there was something wondrously attractive in the glance of Julia's 

large, dark eyes. 

 

 

After supper he tried to engage the girls in conversation in order to ascertain which had the better mind. He 

found Fanny most ready to converse. She had forgotten her resolution not to talk, and before the evening was 

half spent seemed perfectly well acquainted with him. She had discovered that his name was Richard, that he 

had a sister Kate, who called him Dick, that he was as yet possessor of his own heart, but was in danger of 

losing it! The compliment Fanny very generously gave to her sister Julia, because she observed that Mr. 

Wilmot's eyes were often directed toward the corner where the dark beauty sat, silent and immovable. 

 

 

Julia had taken but little part in the conversation and Mr. Wilmot's efforts to "draw her out" had proved 

ineffectual. She felt piqued that Fanny should engross so much attention and resolved on revenge; so she 

determined to show Mr. Wilmot that she could talk but not upon such silly subjects as pleased Fanny. 

Accordingly, when books were mentioned, she seemed suddenly aroused into life. She was really very 

intelligent and a very good scholar. She had a great taste for reading, and what books she could not prevail on 

her father to buy, she would borrow, so she had a tolerably good knowledge of all the standard works. Mr. 

Wilmot was surprised and pleased to find her so well informed and in the spirited conversation which 

followed poor Fanny was cast entirely into the background. 

 

 

Fanny, however, attributed it to her sister's superior knowledge of Latin, and inwardly "thanked her stars" that 

she knew nothing of that language further than the verb Amo, to love. The practical part of that verb she 

understood, even if she did not its conjugation. She sat quietly listening to Mr. Wilmot and her sister, but her 

cogitations were far different from what Julia's had been. 

 

 

Fanny was building castles--in all of which Mr. Wilmot and Julia were the hero and heroine. She gazed 

admiringly at her sister, whose face grew handsomer each moment as she became more animated, and she 

thought, "What a nice-looking couple Julia and Mr. Wilmot would make! And they would be so happy, too--

that is if sister didn't get angry, and I am sure she wouldn't with Mr. Wilmot. Then they would have a nicer 

house than this old shell, and perhaps they would let me live with them!" 
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Here her reverie was interrupted by Mr. Wilmot, who asked her if she ever studied Latin. Fanny hesitated; she 

did not wish to confess that she had once studied it six months, but at the end of that time she was so heartily 

tired of its "long-tailed verbs," as she called them, that she had thrown her grammar out of the window and 

afterward given it to Aunt Judy to start the oven with! 

 

 

This story was told, however, by Julia, with many embellishments, for she delighted in making Fanny appear 

ridiculous. She was going on swimmingly when she received a drawback from her mother, who said: 

 

 

"Julia, what do you want to talk so for? You know that while Fanny studied Latin, Mr. Miller said she learned 

her lessons more readily than you did and recited them better, and he said, too, that she was quite as good a 

French scholar as you." 

 

 

Julia curled her lip scornfully and said, "she didn't know what her mother knew about Fanny's scholarship." 

Meantime Fanny was blushing deeply and thinking that she had appeared to great disadvantage in Mr. 

Wilmot's eyes; but he very kindly changed the conversation by asking who Mr. Miller was, and was told that 

he was a young man from Albany, New York, who taught in their neighborhood the winter before. 

 

 

The appearance of some nice red apples just then turned the attention of the little company in another channel 

and before they were aware of it the clock struck ten. Mr. Middleton had not returned and as it was doubtful 

whether he came at all that night, Julia went into the kitchen for Luce, to show Mr. Wilmot to his room. She 

was gone some time, and when she returned was accompanied by a bright-looking mulatto girl, who, as soon 

as she had conducted Mr. Wilmot into his room, commenced making excuses about "marster's old house! 

Things was drefful all round it, but 'twasn't Miss Julia's fault, for if she could have her way 'twould be fixed 

up, sartin. She was a born'd lady, anybody could see; so different from Miss Fanny, who cared nothing how 

things looked if she could go into the kitchen and turn hoe cakes for Aunt Judy, or tend the baby!" 

 

 

By this time Luce had arranged the room all it wanted arranging, and as Mr. Wilmot had no further need of 

her services, she left him to think of what she had said. He did not know that the bright red ribbon, which 

appeared on Luce's neck next morning, was the gift of Julia, who had bribed her to say what she did to him. 

Julia knew that she had made a favorable impression on Mr. Wilmot by making him think meanly of Fanny. 
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What Luce said had its effect upon him, too. He was accustomed to the refinements of the North and he could 

not help respecting a young lady more who showed a taste for neatness. That night he dreamed that a bright 

pair of dark eves were looking at him from each pane of shingle in the window, and that a golden-haired fairy 

was dancing the Polka in Aunt Judy's hoe cake batter. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/mary-jane-holmes/book/tempest-and-sunshine/chapter-i 


