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Live auctioneering is a dying industry, with the pandemic pushing even more auctions and 

sales to online platforms. But professional auctioneer Eli Detweiler’s clear,  precise, concise 

chant is performance art: massaging listeners to dig deeper fo r money they hadn’t planned to 

spend.  
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Story by Jarrett Van Meter | Photos, Video, and Audio by Kate Medley 

 

February 15, 2022 

18 

It’s 9:50 a.m., 10 minutes before showtime, the temperature has already topped 80 degrees, and Eli 

Detweiler Jr. is sweating. Watching farmers inspect the tractors that he will soon sell, he knows the day will 

get hotter. It’s already noisier, as prospective buyers crank up three McCormick Farmalls, a blue Ford 5000, 

and a John Deere 4430. The caps of their exhaust stacks clap like syncopated cymbals. 

This is a goodbye auction for the Hepler farm, which has been run by the same family since the 1930s. 

Detweiler is an expert auctioneer hired to manage the sale of farm equipment and tools as well as antique 

furnishings and household appliances. Nearby farmers have brought a few items to be sold on consignment, 

but almost everything belongs to the Hepler family.  

There is a hand-crank washing machine from the 1930s and a vintage cider press, metal livestock gates 

speckled with rust, and handmade quilts tented over the tops of ladders so their intricate patterns can be 

admired. These are the fading remnants of a time when artistry and craftsmanship were prized by farmers who 

also knew how to pivot when the larger marketplace changed. 

Brothers Charles Larry and Robert Hepler, third-generation owners of this 38-acre farm in Thomasville, 

North Carolina, know what “adapt or die” means. Their family originally raised dairy cows and sold milk, 

then switched to beef cattle, and finally left the livestock business two decades ago to grow soybeans, hay, 

and corn for sale. 

Now the fields are fallow and the grim reaper of urbanization looms over the far fence. Neighboring farms 

have been replaced with residential developments and a golf course. New owners will take over the Hepler 

land with plans to build houses, condos, and a grocery store. Everything goes today: This is a total liquidation 

sale. Many are leaving the farming business, says Charles Larry Hepler, sitting on the open tailgate of his 

pickup. “You can’t make no damn money.” 

The Heplers are part of an exodus that is happening throughout the United States. In 1935, there were 6.8 

million farms in the U.S., but in 2020, that number had dropped to 2 million. About 6,000 farming operations 

in North Carolina have shut down since 2007, leaving 46,000 still in business in 2018. Auctioneering, which 

brings music and rhythm to the sale of just about anything, animate or not, has experienced a similar decline. 

In 2000, when big tobacco switched from live auctions to fixed contracts with growers, North Carolina had 

2,500 licensed auctioneers. Today, there are 1,800 in the state, director and past president of the Auctioneers 
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Association of North Carolina Bill Forbes says. Membership in professional associations is shrinking like a 

farm pond in a drought, and the future of the craft is unclear. 

 

Hear Eli Detweiler's Call 

  

Detweiler has a boot planted in each of these changing worlds. He is an expert when it comes to selling farms 

left behind by economic change. He grows hay and raises cattle on 140 acres in Ruffin, about an hour’s drive 

north of the Hepler farm. He knows the differences between steel and fiberglass T-posts, what Larry’s 

Farmall Super M is worth, and what the John Deere 4400 combine should bring him today. The Heplers hired 

E.B. Harris Inc./Auctioneers, and they, in turn, brought in Detweiler to manage the day’s proceedings. 

Although he’s mostly an independent auctioneer, Detweiler occasionally takes on management gigs like this 

one for other outfits, visiting the site ahead of time and uncovering saleable items like old wagon wheels or 

antique plows. He wants to bring in as much as possible for the customer, which also means his commission 

for the day will be higher. 
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Just before the 10 a.m. start time, Detweiler puts on his sunglasses, dons a cap with an E.B. Harris logo, wets 

his whistle, and limbers up with some tongue twisters.  

The handle goes up, the hammer comes down.  

Let a little in, let a little out. Let a little out, let a little in. 

Detweiler, E.B. Harris, and two helpers mount the flatbed trailer, and buyers gather round. Wearing 

Wranglers, boots, a white oxford shirt, and a red necktie, Detweiler looks like a country preacher. Nobody 

tops Detweiler as a bid caller, but Harris is the day’s emcee. He takes the microphone and greets the in-person 

crowd before turning to the proverbial elephant in the room staring down at the action from the truck bed. It’s 

a webcam.  

“All you folks on the internet, thank y’all,” Harris calls out in his Foghorn Leghorn voice. “Thank y’all for 

being here. Wherever you are, if you’re sitting at the kitchen table, or you’re in your shop, in the tractor, at the 

beach, thank ya for being here.” Today, the internet is the auctioneer’s friend because it brings in more 

bidders. But virtual marketplaces like eBay and Copart are gradually making live bid calling irrelevant, an 

effect that was only exacerbated by the Covid-19 shutdown. 

Harris jumps down from the truck, and the game is on. He auctions off the first few items from the ground as 

the other three hoist them high from the flatbed. A few items in, in the midst of selling a brass-tagged rabbit 

feeder, he stops. 

“Y’all take a mental picture of what y’all are seeing today,” Harris says. “These are getting fewer and farther 

in between, farmsteads like this, now.” 

Then he goes right back to calling bids. 
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Birdman Simmons of Halifax, North Carolina, puts forth a bid for a school bus at the auction. 

 

 

 

Some boys fall in love with trains, trucks, or baseball. Detweiler was beguiled by auctioneers. He grew 

up in a large Amish family and accompanied his dad to livestock auctions, where they bought cows to milk 

and horses to work the fields and pull the buggies. He was entranced by the music and rhythm of the 

auctioneer’s chant, and soon he was riffing on what he’d heard while milking cows or chopping row crops. 
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His uncle lived one farm over, and when he heard the chant, he knew which Detweiler boy was doing chores 

that day. After church on Sundays, a young Detweiler would stage pretend sales, casting his 13 siblings as 

buyers or sellers. He was always the auctioneer.  

He was 10 when his family decided to auction their 140-acre farm in Iowa and move to a 320-acre parcel in 

Wisconsin. The auctioneer was Howard Buckles, whom Detweiler remembers as towering above him. By that 

time, Buckles had already served a term as president of the National Auctioneers Association and won two 

state auctioneering championships. Buckles had a strong, clear chant. Detweiler knew excellence when he 

saw it and resolved to become an auctioneer as good as, if not better, than Buckles. 

The problem was that auctioneering was a forbidden profession in his Amish community. So was singing 

country music, the other dream Detweiler harbored. For 18 years he worked quietly and earnestly on the 

family farm, honing his chant in solitude. In July 1992, when he turned 18, he packed a bag, left a note for his 

parents telling them not to worry, and left the Amish community to become a professional bid caller, moving 

in with a friend in Coloma, Wisconsin. 

When Detweiler set out to pursue his dream, the golden age of auctioneering was already over. Lucky Strike 

cigarettes had sponsored “Your Hit Parade” on radio and television for almost three decades, and their 

commercials made auctioneer Lee Aubrey “Speed” Riggs a celebrity and his sign-off phrase, “Sold, 

American,” inescapable. But when Congress banned broadcast advertising for cigarettes with the Public 

Health Cigarette Smoking Act that was signed into law in 1970, the voice of auctioneering went silent in 

popular culture. 

There were still live auctions, of course, and training schools and competitions where aspiring auctioneers 

honed their skills. Detweiler was untutored, untested but still determined to succeed in a field where only a 

few elite practitioners got by without a second job.  

He found temporary work laying irrigation pipe on a nearby farm and spent every free minute cold-calling or 

writing job-hunting letters to auctioneers all over Wisconsin. He admitted he had not been to auctioneer 

school and had no formal training, but he swore he’d do anything to get into the business. A former Green 

Beret named Billy Bickford, who had taken up the craft after 20 years in the Army, hired him that fall. 

Detweiler spent the winter hauling and setting up sales, loading and carrying when they were over. He 

watched and learned, and practiced his chant on his own. 
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Going, Going, Gone 

  

In March of 1993, on a cold, overcast afternoon, Detweiler stood on the flatbed truck at a farm auction similar 

to the Hepler liquidation sale he would preside at some 28 years later. He hoisted items high while Bickford 

called bids. The day was winding down and he had already helped buyers load the good pieces into their cars 

and trucks. Only the scraps remained, and the crowd was melting away like spring snow. Detweiler felt a 

hand grab his leg. Bickford was looking up at him. 

“Time to sell that milk can,” he said. 

So Detweiler grabbed it and held it up as high as he could, waiting for Bickford’s chant to begin.  

“No, you sell it,” Bickford said. 
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So he did, for $7. Not only that, but Bickford let him finish out the day, selling off some tools and the 

contents of a few sheds dotting the property. 

“People were taken aback, like, ‘Whoa, he actually can auctioneer,’ and by the second or third item, they were 

falling right in there, bidding on stuff,” Detweiler remembers. 

View fullsize  

Charles Artis of Fremont, North Carolina 

 

Bickford helped Detweiler get a job with Wild Rose Auction and Realty Company, and less than one year 

later he was calling bids for antique, real estate, farm, and estate auctions run by the company. He won a 

novice bid calling competition in 1994, catching the eye of Jack Hines, a renowned professional who had 

been teaching for two decades at the World Wide College of Auctioneering (WWCA) in Mason City, Iowa. 

Hines offered Detweiler a scholarship to attend the school.  

Hines ranks Detweiler among the top 10 graduates of the program, an intensive, nine-day course that covers 

everything from bid calling to real estate sale and clerking. The word on Detweiler’s chant as he was coming 

up was that he was too fast and didn’t breathe enough, which WWCA helped him smooth out.  

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808940048-CEYCLWSEMLEU9LCUR715/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19071.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808940048-CEYCLWSEMLEU9LCUR715/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19071.jpg
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More importantly, he learned to sell every item as if it were his grandmother’s.  

 

Two men inspect a red Farmall tractor before the auction begins. 

 

 

 

At the Hepler sale, the bidders move slowly around the house, not unlike a herd of cattle, and then 

concentrate when the auctioneers reach the row of tractors out back. The truck with the mounted 

webcam is along as well, looming over the crowd. Detweiler takes the microphone and sells the first one, the 

McCormick Farmall 100. He starts the bidding at $2,000. 
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Will you go, will ya bid? Will you bid one, will you bid two, will you bid three, who’s gonna give four? 

It is performance art, massaging listeners to dig deeper for money they hadn’t planned to spend, coaxed by his 

powerful stage presence and the chant. Oh, the chant. Clear, precise, concise. 

Detweiler rides the rise all the way to $4,200. SOLD. Then he sells another Farmall for $4,000. There’s a 

concession tent next to the house, and the aroma of burgers on the grill drifts over the crowd. It’s 11:30 now, 

the temperature nearing 90, and everyone is jockeying for spots in sparse patches of shade. 

A farmer named Tom, who owns 200 acres on the line between Forsyth and Davidson counties, has come to 

purchase the giant Ferguson hay rake that will come up in a few minutes. He devours one, then two sausage 

biscuits while he waits. Tom used to grow tobacco on his farm, but now raises cattle, soybeans, hay, and corn. 

He lives in the part of the state now being marketed as “the Piedmont Triad,” where Greensboro, High Point, 

and Winston-Salem are increasingly desirable places to live. He worries that rampant development will 

squeeze out all the farms — like his and the Heplers’ — and turn the area into “another Atlanta.” Small profit 

margins keep him on a budget and he expects to pay about $350 for the rake. 

View fullsize  

T.C. Paramore of Greenville, North Carolina 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808830731-86DYH4OM5TZEVSMZK5BM/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18336.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808830731-86DYH4OM5TZEVSMZK5BM/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18336.jpg
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View fullsize  

Tatum Eason of Rocky Mount, North Carolina 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808828890-FGFIKKCVZKHV5V8YQYVV/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18463.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808828890-FGFIKKCVZKHV5V8YQYVV/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18463.jpg
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View fullsize  

Bobby Lee of Emporia, Virginia 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808902994-GCCE2002CRPW3UMLWY7L/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18570.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808902994-GCCE2002CRPW3UMLWY7L/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18570.jpg
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View fullsize  

A man with his bid card 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808911447-7F1QU5ZI1PT1RZMKIX1G/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18584.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808911447-7F1QU5ZI1PT1RZMKIX1G/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_18584.jpg
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View fullsize  

Tommy Thomasson of Suffolk, Virginia 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808925420-96MXWSXSVJEF0KIRJCER/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19028.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808925420-96MXWSXSVJEF0KIRJCER/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19028.jpg
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View fullsize  

Ben Moses of Jackson, North Carolina 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808992639-6G2KP7NI47EL8RW4QW7C/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19454.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808992639-6G2KP7NI47EL8RW4QW7C/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19454.jpg
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View fullsize  

Shawn Journigan of Franklinton, North Carolina 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808947328-QK1T49DKYOJX1SIEIXMH/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19086.jpg
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View fullsize  

Cody Bundy of Darlington, North Carolina 
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View fullsize  

Woodrow McPherson of Camden, North Carolina 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643808934601-L9XK98OV05GK28CETM10/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19034.jpg
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View fullsize  

Lynn Wollett of Hollister, North Carolina, & Buster 
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View fullsize  

Two men at the auction 

~ Click images to view larger ~ 

After the last tractor is sold, the crowd thins and the diehards trail into the back pasture for the last of the farm 

equipment. Tom’s rake comes up, and the bidding zooms to $500, $600, $650. Tom goes in for $700. Going 

once, twice, SOLD for $700. “Well, I got what I came for,” he says, sounding resigned.   

A Ford F250 pickup sells for $2,500 and a flatbed trailer for $4,000. The crowd dwindles to half a dozen 

people, who huddle around the remaining scraps like pigeons. The last item sold is an orphan tractor tire that 

goes for $3. 

When Detweiler is hired solely to call bids, his favorite part of the work, he earns between $300 and $1,000 

per day. He’ll take home a lot more from the Hepler auction because he was brought in to set up the sale in 

advance and manage the day. Neither he nor E.B. Harris, who hired him, will talk about the gross for the day 

or what percentage Detweiler will pocket.  

“The most fun of the auction business is calling the bids,” Detweiler says. But experience taught him that the 

real money was in commissions that sellers pay auctioneers who set up and manage sales. 

https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643817972772-JV0WWAI54LKY4TY76HBG/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19412.jpg
https://images.squarespace-cdn.com/content/v1/51bf0e35e4b010d205f86840/1643817972772-JV0WWAI54LKY4TY76HBG/BitterSoutherner_Auctioneer_19412.jpg
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Potential bidders keep a close eye on the proceedings. 

 

 

 

Detweiler won the Wisconsin State Auctioneer Bid Calling Championship in 1995, the year that eBay 

launched as the first online auction and shopping site. His calendar filled with paid auctioneering jobs, but 

to live comfortably he still needed to read residential meters for a gas company. His schedule was flexible 

enough that he began competing nationally with Jack Hines. He traveled to auctioneering competitions and 

conferences, and he met his future wife in North Carolina during one of those trips. Detweiler read his last 
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meter, left Wisconsin for good, and settled in North Carolina in 1998. Two years later, he won the North 

Carolina state title. The marriage didn’t last, but he bonded with his adopted home.  

Before he arrived, tobacco was king in North Carolina, an industry that built cities, universities, parks, 

museums, and hospitals — while gradually killing its customers. Since moving to the South, Detweiler has 

become friends with Sandy Houston, a man who was arguably the world’s best tobacco auctioneer when big 

tobacco companies bought sheets of dried leaves in huge, dusty warehouses. But when they started 

contracting directly with farmers, the auctions and the auctioneers were history. Between 1997 and 2000, 35 

North Carolina tobacco warehouses closed.  

“People say the auction system is dying,” Houston told the Greensboro News & Record in 1999. “I say it's 

been dead for five or six years. They just decided to bury it.” 

Detweiler, of course, doesn’t grieve tobacco auctions like his friend does, because he’d never been part of that 

system. But still, they got along. The two got to know one another because they both lived in the Piedmont 

Triad and carpooled twice a week to auto auctions in Myrtle Beach and Darlington, South Carolina. 

Twenty years later, Detweiler and Houston are best friends. Detweiler thinks his career hasn’t peaked yet, and 

Houston sees himself on the home stretch. Both have full schedules despite the growth of eBay, Copart, and 

other virtual marketplaces. These platforms have been competing with live auctions for 25 years, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic accelerated their growth. eBay reported more than $10 billion in revenue in 2020, 

nearly 20% more than the previous year. Copart, a much smaller digital platform, has also prospered due to 

the pandemic. 

Detweiler and other auctioneers hate to talk about whether the ease of bidding online will make them 

obsolete. Jack Hines, Detweiler’s teacher and mentor, insists there will always be live auctions. That said, he 

has watched his son, Jeff, transform their 60-year-old business into a largely online auction site. 

https://greensboro.com/silencing-the-rythmic-song-tobacco-auctioneers-are-fast-becoming-endangered-cultural-icons/article_10b40f71-5786-5a02-9783-c3b044468ab2.html
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(Left) Birdman Simmons stands in front of the bus he won at the auction. An E.B. Harris employee takes notes 

during the auction. 

Numbers tell the story. At a live auction, a turnout of 100 bidders is solid, Hines says. But if the same items 

are offered online, his company’s database holds more than 550,000 names. They can ship to buyers 

anywhere in the world. “Most of our real estate auctions we do live and online at the same time,” Hines says. 

“But most of the time, we are an online auction company. You’ve got to change with the technology.”  

 

~ Watch Video ~ 

 

Although the chant was what captivated Detweiler and made him want to be in the business, the same is not 

true for current students at the Carolina Auction Academy. When Betty and Bill O’Neal founded the school in 

2005, the students would have been rushing to study the art of bid calling with Eli Detweiler. The class he 

teaches is still required, but Betty O’Neal estimates that more than half of her students would skip it if they 
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could. Most want to build their businesses using online platforms like HiBid and BidWrangler. “A lot of them 

will tell you, ‘I’m only going to do online auctions, and I don’t have to have a chant,’” she says. She begs to 

differ, telling them, “You never know. Technology could break.”  

If he were just starting out in the business, Houston says, he would focus on web sales. It took years for 

tobacco auctions to disappear, and although it pains him to say so, he thinks that live auctions of cars and 

other manufactured goods aren’t far behind. “I’m in the fourth quarter and almost retired, so it won’t make an 

impact on me,” he says, “but some of the younger auctioneers, I do feel for them.” He says this is a scary time 

for young people in the business that has been his livelihood and passion for so long.  

“There won’t be a live auction at some point in time,” he says. “That would be my prediction. And like I said, 

I wouldn’t put a date on it, wouldn’t try to, but I think it is headed that way for sure.” 

 

Bobby Lee (third from left) stands with others during the auction. 
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On Monday night, two days after the Hepler farm sale, Detweiler is in Greensboro to sell cars at Ray’s 

Southern Auto Auction. In contrast to Saturday, where he had to worry about logistics, tonight he can focus 

on what he loves most, what brought him to the profession nearly three decades ago. Tonight he is a bid 

caller. 

After a burger at Wendy’s, he makes his way to a large asphalt compound at the edge of town where he sells 

used cars two nights a week. This is a dealers-only auction, with 144 cars on the evening’s run list. It’s a 

different sort of crowd and a different sort of event from the weekend farm sale. Instead of oxford shirt and 

tie, Detweiler wears a short-sleeve plaid shirt. Most of the cars being sold need work. There are dented 

fenders, busted windows, and a few of them even die on the runway through the garage. These days, 

Detweiler and Houston sell more cars than any other item. Detweiler will be in Statesville tomorrow morning, 

back in Greensboro on Wednesday morning, and then back here at Ray’s on Thursday evening. He’ll be 

auctioning cars at every stop.   

While he is the lead-off auctioneer at Ray’s on Thursdays, he closes the proceedings on Mondays. He quietly 

works through some tongue-twisters and sips on water under a large screen displaying the online bids. A 

second lane of the garage is opened and more cars roll in. One by one they stop at the front of the line and are 

surrounded by a gaggle of bid spotters, a sort of “Dukes of Hazzard” appraisal unit who yell out new bids like 

umpires calling third strikes. Detweiler climbs into the booth perched a few feet above the crowd. At 7:43 

p.m., he begins to sell. 

Tonight, he’s firmly entrenched in the proverbial zone. His voice electrifies the room. He feels the power and 

knows that his speed and cadence are much better than they were on Saturday, when he was sweating in a 

farmyard. He mounts a hill of filler words, letting them crest like a wave as he takes a single inhale, then 

speeds down the open face of the pause.  

“32-2-2-2-All-Done?” 

A streak of lightning flashes outside the garage. Online bids, piped in from the digital beyond, blink green 

across the monitor as he flies through another sale. Fast-fast-fast before gracefully high-stepping through 

“SEVEN-teen, EIGH-teen, NINE-teen,” and then sprinting again. He may not do this forever, but he’s sure as 

hell here tonight. A 2011 Subaru Legacy for $3,100. A Chevrolet Astro for $2,500. From 7:43 until 8:27, 
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when he sells the night’s final car — a no-title, parts-only 2007 Mitsubishi Eclipse for $375 — everyone in 

the garage has experienced what is undeniably art, the transcendent flow that only the great ones achieve.  

Detweiler climbs down from the booth and grabs his water bottle. The taste is magnificent. On the drive back 

to his farm, he will decompress. He will listen to old country music — Waylon Jennings, Loretta Lynn, 

George Jones. He will rehydrate, and come back down to Earth. Tomorrow he will tend the hayfields, doctor 

an injured calf, and sell some more cars. But until he leaves the auction tonight, he is going to feel the magic. 

 

Jarrett Van Meter is a writer based in Asheville, North Carolina, where he also coaches high school 

basketball. He is currently enrolled in UGA’s Narrative Nonfiction MFA program. His first book, How Sweet 

It Is, is available for purchase on Amazon. 

Kate Medley, a native of Mississippi, is a photojournalist and filmmaker in the American South. Her work, 

which explores themes at the intersection of culture and social justice, regularly appears in publications 

including The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and NPR. She lives in Durham, North Carolina. You 

can find more of her work at katemedley.com. 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-last-call-of-the-auctioneer-eli-

detweiler?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F15%20-

%20The%20Auctioneer%20%28live%29%20%28RpRM2d%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://www.amazon.com/How-Sweet-Jarrett-Van-Meter/dp/0997397500#:~:text=Van%20Meter%20pulls%20on%20true,%2C%20perserverance%2C%20%26%20life%20itself.
https://www.amazon.com/How-Sweet-Jarrett-Van-Meter/dp/0997397500#:~:text=Van%20Meter%20pulls%20on%20true,%2C%20perserverance%2C%20%26%20life%20itself.
https://www.katemedley.com/
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-last-call-of-the-auctioneer-eli-detweiler?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F15%20-%20The%20Auctioneer%20%28live%29%20%28RpRM2d%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-last-call-of-the-auctioneer-eli-detweiler?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F15%20-%20The%20Auctioneer%20%28live%29%20%28RpRM2d%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-last-call-of-the-auctioneer-eli-detweiler?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F15%20-%20The%20Auctioneer%20%28live%29%20%28RpRM2d%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-last-call-of-the-auctioneer-eli-detweiler?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F15%20-%20The%20Auctioneer%20%28live%29%20%28RpRM2d%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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The dawn of what? 

ANTHROPOLOGY • HISTORY 

ByJesús Zamora Bonilla January 24, 2022 1 comment 

 

For the intellectual history of our century, one of the most important books published in 2021 will probably be 

David Graeber’s and David Wengrow’s The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity, a monumental 

description of the evolution of the first human societies and of our understanding thereof. The book is 

conceived as a kind anarchist of reply to some recent and famous bestsellers (like Yuval Harari’s Sapiens: A 

Brief History of Humanity, though others are explicitly mentioned), works that the authors consider 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/anthropology/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/history/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/24/the-dawn-of-what/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/24/the-dawn-of-what/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
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dangerously influenced by a too Darwinian-materialist-liberal-capitalist ideology. Actually, the best known 

author of the two, Graeber (who died suddenly while being on vacation in Venice just after finishing the 

book, one year before its publication) had gained world fame both from his anarchist political activism after 

the 2008 crisis and from his works on anarchist economic anthropology, the best known one being his 2018 

book Bullshit jobs, in which he documented and tried to explain the ubiquity of meaningless employments as 

an instrument of class domination; and in a way, the main (and non concealed) goal of The Down is just trying 

to complement that criticism of our contemporary world with a historical (or more often pre-historical or 

proto-historical) narrative that attempts to demolish the common idea that this economic and political system, 

in which most people is more or less violently subordinated to others, is the necessary result of an inexorable, 

natural-law-guided evolutionary process. Graeber and Wengrow try to show, instead, that history might have 

been different, and they mainly do it by showing that in many cases it was actually different from the uniform 

and linear evolution our modern dogmas make us believe. In principle, the book was conceived as ‘a history 

of inequality’, but the authors confess they soon discovered that this goal was too clumsy, mostly because the 

very concept of ‘inequality’ lead us unconsciously to think in terms of social facts that can be easily 

quantified and also ‘dealt with little by little’, instead of by more radical means. Instead, they tried to ask a 

more philosophical question, which is how and why humans ended losing our freedom. 

I cannot offer here a detailed summary of the plentiful facts the authors collect in order to underpin their 

conclusions (you are invited to enjoy the details in the book itself, which deserves a careful and engaging 

reading if you love the history of the pre-modern societies), but I shall try my best to give you the flavour of 

their main argument… and why I think it is not tenable, in spite of finding myself a lot of interesting and 

compelling things within the almost 700 pages of the book. First of all, the authors do not pretend to deceive 

anybody by making us think that theirs is a scientific work of, say, totally value-free historical investigation: 

the text is full of sentences like human history ‘going wrong’ at some point, and we permanently perceive the 

sympathy of the authors by the ‘good boys’ (and most often, girls) and their disapproval of the history’s 

‘villains’. To visualise this difference in an almost cinematographic fashion the authors themselves employ, 

the former would be those ‘primitive’ societies to which the westerners that had been captured as children 

would be eager to come back every time they were ‘rescued’; whereas the ‘baddies’ are, of course, those 

societies that are based on submission and domination through the use of diverse forms of violence, societies 

very often terribly wanting in terms of mutual solidarity (that is, most historic societies, which often means 

‘empires’). The main ‘freedoms’ the authors consider are, hence, those ‘delights’ that some primitive societies 

offered to their members, and that made them (the societies) so enjoyable for the latter in spite of their 

apparent material poverty. This value-laden character of the book does not become an intellectual 

problem tout court, just because it is wholly transparent, as well as a honest way of organising the facts 

around the book’s arguments, and hence, something that helps the construction of criticisms, as I shall try 

here. 

In my view, about this question the book contains two main philosophical arguments (though, of course, they 

are backed by historical, rather than by conceptual pieces of evidence). One, less central claim, is that our 

contemporary praise of ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ as the most important political values, was in fact 

something totally alien to the western mentality as this had evolved until the 17th century, and was most likely 

‘engrafted’ or even ‘culturally appropriated’ from the first contacts of European intellectuals with native 

North Americans. It was rare the Enlightenment philosophe that didn’t write a book depicting the European 

society through the (often very imaginary) eyes of some ‘savage’ people, usually criticising the despotic 

political practices of western states, after the tremendous success of the 1704 French book Dialogues avec le 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 593  march  2022 

 

33 

sauvage Adario, by the baron of Lahontan (copiously quoted in The Dawn), but actually, before that, the very 

idea that society should better be organised in something like ‘a democratic way’ would have sounded to most 

European people as the closest thing to the nonsensical. Many of the French illuministes, including 

Montesquieu, might even have interacted with some native American delegates that visited Paris during the 

18th century, and learned directly from them the ideas about how a society without a despotic ‘sovereign’ 

might function. Even if this intellectual influence is very speculative (for example, there is no way of knowing 

for certain to what extent Lahontan transfigured what he heard in his travels through North America before 

actually committing them to paper some decades later, in his exile in Amsterdam, and it is also a little 

dishonest to discard the work of philosophers that, decades before Lahontan, already had argued for a 

radically republican way of government, like Spinoza for example), I think there is no problem in accepting 

that there might have been some influence on European philosophers from the native Americans’ arguments 

about the things they despised in European societies, and even that the momentousness of the value of 

freedom may have gained a lot of appeal at that time in history just because of the living example of societies 

without anything resembling a central power. I also accept that the idea that ‘democracy was born in ancient 

Athens’ is more a myth than a reality, not only because the Athenian democratic experience was usually seen 

with abhorrence by most later Europeans till the late Modern Age, but also because many other societies had 

been ‘democratic’ many millennia before the Greek language even existed, and (even more importantly) 

because many of these other democracies would probably have been much more profoundly democratic that 

Pericles’ Athens, not to say in comparison with our own ‘democracies’. 

The second, more interesting argument, in The Dawn of Everything refers to what are the ‘freedoms’ that 

matter. Graeber and Wengrow identify three of them: the freedom to move away, the freedom to disobey 

orders, and the freedom to reorganize social relations. Many readers may be surprised that other more 

traditional rights are not given relevance, nor even mentioned, like the freedom of thought, of speech, of vote, 

of choice of profession, and others that use to occupy the first pages of modern Constitutions and Declarations 

of Rights. Graeber’s and Wengrow’s freedoms are indeed much more radical than those (after all, they are 

anarchists). The native North Americans that European colonist mostly found in what is now the East of the 

US and Canada (contrarily to what Spanish conquistadores found in Mexico or Peru, for example) lived in 

very small communities relatively independent of the neighbouring ones, and, even if they were not mere 

foragers, but had some noticeable amount of ‘gardening’ agriculture, they simply may go to a different place 

if others tried to subjugate them (the book mentions that indigenous women may even have deliberately 

spaced their births in order not to have a total population so big that there was not enough land for that kind 

of wandering life, but I take this cum grano salis: other, not so explicitly long-term reasons, may very well 

have justified birth control). But such a radical ‘freedom to move away’ is nearly unimaginable in a world as 

crowded as our own: even if we grant the right to choose a country or city of residence, things are now not so 

simple as to let anybody build a cottage, hunt rabbits and plant pumpkins wherever they want. 

Much weirder sounds to many of us the second liberty, the freedom to disobey orders, for, after all, we tend to 

interpret democracy as containing the principle of ‘the rule of law’, and laws are… well… things to 

be obeyed. We understand political liberty as not having to obey arbitrary orders by despotic tyrants (be these 

your king, your teacher, your husband, or your boss), but most of our freedoms essentially depend on the 

assumption that other people obey the laws (so that they don’t kill, rape, robe, or otherwise exploit us). What 

makes you free is not, in our societies, whether you obey or disobey the laws, but the fact that other people 

usually obey them, plus the fact that the laws are chosen through a relatively democratic procedure. If people 

had the ‘freedom to disobey’ those laws, the laws that protect you, then you would have a very small chance 
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of being really free in any meaningful sense, at least in a society where almost anything you get and do, from 

food to housing, from travel to study, essentially depends on things that thousands of other people, most of 

them totally unknown to you, have decided to do. Hence, the ‘freedom to disobey’, more even than the 

freedom to move, seems to be possible only in very small and simple societies, and totally incompatible with 

the internal complexity and interdependence of most historic civilisations, no matter how many monstrosities 

many of those societies may have contained as well. 

But the third of the liberties is probably the most important for the book’s argument, and also the most 

problematic from a philosophical point of view. To begin with, it is a freedom totally different from the other 

two, because the former were to be exercised at the level of single individuals or very small groups (perhaps a 

few families at most), whereas ‘the freedom to reorganise social relations’ is essentially what we can term a 

collective capacity: it is the society as a whole who ‘reorganises itself’, through a long and extended process 

of plural deliberation. Graeber and Wengrow apply this concept to another of the most fundamental ideas of 

their book: the polemical claim that one of the most important ‘mechanisms’ of differentiation and evolution 

of human societies is what they call schismogenesis, the capacity of separating and differentiating in a 

deliberate way from neighbouring communities to which one does one want ‘to look alike’. Our authors 

devote many pages to argue that this ‘choosing to become different from others’ is one cause of the diversity 

of human cultures much more important than the ‘ecological’, ‘optimising’, or ‘adaptationist’ mechanisms 

that (just because they look much more ‘scientific’) are most popular amongst social scientists. And I grant 

them that this may be as they say: after all, this is what ‘culture’ means, and we must also accept Graeber’s 

and Wengrow’s claim that human history (or ‘the evolution of cultures’) is utterly unpredictable no matter 

how many complex quantitative models we try to build in order to corset it. 

But, in the first place, I suspect that this superiority of ‘the cultural’ and ‘the meaningful’ over ‘the material’ 

or ‘the ecologically efficient’ may justify to see long term historical movements (I mean, those encompassing 

more than one generation, say) as the result of something remotely similar to ‘small group face to face 

deliberation’ (even if literally thousands of such deliberations take place within this process, of course, since 

they tend to be led by it, rather than leading it). In the second place, insisting in the collective nature of this 

‘capacity of reorganising the society’ hides the fact that many people within the society may oppose the 

‘collective decision’: Graeber and Wengrow tend to write as if (to use one of their own examples) native 

Californian tribes ‘chose’ to become as different as possible as those to the North in the Pacific coast, and 

hence, the former became much more pacific, egalitarian, and hard-working than the latter, even rejecting 

having slaves, as the latter had. One can certainly imagine a centuries old process of ‘conversation’ in which 

native Californians reinforced their ‘gentle’ values and ‘unanimously decide’ becoming more and more that 

kind of pacific human beings (though the process is, for us, completely conjectural, of course), but one may 

justifiably be much more skeptic when trying to apply the same scenario to the societies of the Pacific North, 

in which the ‘conversations’ between the masters and the slaves may have sounded not so much courteous. 

And, in the third and last place, in our own ultracomplex and overpopulated societies it is 

basically unimaginable how this ‘freedom to reorganise social relations’ could work in a way too much 

different from the perhaps not much inspiring combination of our liberal democratic mechanisms and the 

rather chaotic evolution of social and cultural fashions. 

In short, even accepting Graeber’s and Wengrow’s argument that history is mostly unpredictable, that the 

evolution of ultracomplex societies based on power differences may have been not historically unavoidable, 
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that ‘primitive’ societies may have experimented with a much more diverse catalogue of social organisations 

than we imagine, and that many ‘simpler’ cultures (including even not too big ‘civilisations’, like the Minoan 

bronze age society) may have been much more free and ‘humane’ than the most monumental empires (even 

perhaps, as they often suggest, thanks to the former having been ruled mostly by women), I think The Dawn 

of Everything makes an excellent reading in speculative history, but offers very little as a philosophical guide 

to reorganise our own societies in a much more democratic direction. At most, being basically concerned as it 

is about our cultural origins, the book can easily become, if not the Bible of wokism (of which it captures most 

of its clichés), at least its Pentateuch. 
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Resurrection on Repeat: Rules and Orders of the Humane Society (1787) 

Rules and Order of the Humane Society (London, 1787). 

To bring the deceased back to life, especially those taken before their time, has long been a dream of legends 

and myth. In the case of the “apparently drowned”, however, it is possible to perform the seemingly 

miraculous and restore a limp body to full animation before lethal asphyxiation occurs. Yet despite the 

relatively simple techniques needed to perform this operation, they have taken millenia to develop. Early 

representations of resuscitation are shallow in information. Some scholars point to the Battle of Kadesh, as 

depicted at the Egyptian Ramesseum, where the drowned Hittite Emperor is held upside down by his men; 

others to the Hebrew Book of Kings, where Elisha revives a dead child with his “mouth upon his mouth” as 

an example of artificial ventilation. The idiom “over a barrel” may point to a practice, possibly medieval in 

origins, for rolling an unconscious body on a cask until they cough up water (or it might equally suggest 

flogging). The history of modern resuscitation in Europe conjures, though did not coin, another idiom: “to 

blow smoke up your”. . . well, we all know where that leads. Driven by an Enlightenment humanitarianism, 

social reformers and physicians began addressing a leading cause of preventable expiration that had rarely 

been treated on a national scale — death by water. 

In the 1730s, René Antoine Ferchault de Réaumur popularized a recent discovery: the seemingly lifeless 

could be revived with a wealth of strategies. This “Pliny of the Eighteenth Century” (Réaumur invented a 

precursor to the Celsius scale, influenced methods of silk production in China, and pioneered the process of 

metallic tinning still used today) wrote a pamphlet titled Avis pour donner du secours à ceux que l’on croit 

noyez (Advice to aid those believed drowned). After debating the pros and cons of tickling the nose with 

feathers and filling a drowning man’s mouth with warm urine, Réaumur reveals what he believes to be the 

best technique: using a pipe stem to blow stimulating tobacco smoke into the intestines through the rectum. 

Louis XV found the pamphlet dazzling and encouraged its wide distribution. Startlingly, as Anton Serdeczny 

discusses in his recent book on reanimation, soon riverbanks across Europe were lined with “resuscitation 

kits”, as close-by as a contemporary defibrillator, which contained all the necessary supplies for giving a 

nicotine enema (and later, thankfully, included bellows as a substitute for breath). 

The pamphlet above documents thirteen years of success since the 1774 establishment of Britain’s Humane 

Society for the Recovery of Persons Apparently Dead by Drowning (still in existence, with an expanded 

mission, today). Why was a society necessary for what many might do on impulse? Despite a wealth of new 

resuscitation methods, it was difficult to encourage public uptake (even the anatomist William Hunter, for 

instance, considered mouth-to-mouth breathing “vulgar”). Due to the taboo of touching corpses and a 

scientific/folk belief that once respiration ceased, so too fled the soul, the semi-drowned often suffocated 

while surrounded by their rescuers, who presumed them already gone. Also, many would-be lifeguards did 

not know how to swim. The Humane Society in London was created after Dutch physicians, inspired by 

Réaumur, established a society in Amsterdam, where canal drownings were plentiful, offering educational 

information and paying “premiums to those who saved the life of a citizen in danger of perishing by water”. 

The success of this society, evidenced by its proceedings, encouraged similar social programs across Europe. 

In Britain, an English translation was commissioned by William Hawes and Thomas Cogan, who founded the 

Humane Society soon after, announcing “The Plan” in a 1774 pamphlet. 

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9762799b/f7.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k9762799b/f7.item
https://www.franceculture.fr/oeuvre/du-tabac-pour-le-mort-une-histoire-de-la-reanimation
https://royalhumanesociety.org.uk/
https://books.google.fi/books?id=0q7GFVU_LGEC&pg=PA190
https://books.google.fi/books?id=zPEIAAAAQAAJ&pg=PA685
https://books.google.fi/books?id=peNbAAAAQAAJ
https://wellcomecollection.org/works/vxqyd2mw/items?canvas=1


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 593  march  2022 

 

37 

 

The Most Effectual Method of Recovering a Drowned Person, a print made by John Fougeron, satirising the 

French technique, 1747 — Source. 

By 1787, the Society was able to show results — 897 lives saved — and, in the rhetoric of welfare statehood, 

deemed itself a “great public utility”. The pamphlet contains the latest “plain Methods of Treatment” to 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1868-0612-1197
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recover the drowned. First remove the clothes and replace them with the great-coats of bystanders. Then 

move the body to the nearest pub, preferably with a good fire in winter months. One person should blow 

bellows into a nostril, closing the other, so that “the noxious and stagnant vapours will be expelled, and 

natural breathing imitated”, while a second person rhythmically compresses the chest. What, for a moment, 

resembles contemporary CPR, then takes a culinary turn. Next, rub the body with salt and spritz it with rum: 

hot brandy should be applied to the stomach and loins when needed and “the nostrils now and then tickled 

with a feather”. Here comes the tobacco: “fumes should be thrown up the fundament”, continuously, while 

making sure to shake the body every so often. Should all else fail, the society recommends electrocuting the 

corpse — a technique only to be tried by “the judicious and skilful”. Never bleed the body. 

The rest of the pamphlet is packed with eye-witness testimonies of resuscitation. While the techniques are not 

quite those we use today, they seemed to get results, and were frequently reprinted in The Gentleman’s 

Magazine and other periodicals. Yet the Humane Society’s greatest tool may have been financial incentive: 

two guineas for attempted rescues in the Westminster area; four guineas per successful resuscitation; and a 

guinea to the pub for providing premises. Not only were the seemingly-drowned experiencing novel 

treatments, more bodies were being pulled out of the waters than ever before. 

While it is easy to laugh at the idea of a tobacco smoke enema, resuscitation practices continue to be refined 

— what saves lives today, may soon be antiquated. In 1906, Sydney Holland, President of the Life-Saving 

Society, fatally ruptured the spleen of a young woman by using the “Silvester Method”, which required four 

people to lift the arms and apply chest pressure, prompting him to encourage the “Schäfer Method”, where the 

body is placed face-down and the thorax compressed, which he subsequently propagated throughout the 

British Empire. The same networks that allowed Holland to disseminate reforms had been used to extract 

knowledge and medicines for centuries. During the colonial period when non-Western healthcare was 

systematically dismissed and suppressed as irrational and superstitious, indigenous techniques were 

refashioned as European. In 1891, physicians were inspired after a man in Australia was restored by a smoky 

fire, “a native method”. And the tobacco enema, requiring a New World crop, tracks back to the practices of 

indigenous peoples across North and South America, described by John Tennant, who controversially adapted 

these herbal remedies in The Poor Planter’s Physician (ca. 1727), more than a decade before Réaumur 

published his treatise. 

Text by Hunter Dukes 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/humane-society   

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/vxqyd2mw/items?canvas=1
https://archive.org/details/b29825544/page/52/mode/2up?q=method
https://archive.org/details/b22315858/page/18/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/lifesaving00goss/page/70/mode/2up
http://www.lifesavingsociety.com/media/202118/pages%2086-88%20from1910%20handbook_%20part%20iii-teaching%20swimming.pdf
https://books.google.fi/books?id=lNcXAAAAYAAJ
https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/bookviewer?PID=nlm:nlmuid-8111161-bk
https://publicdomainreview.org/contributor/hunter-dukes
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/humane-society
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Did male and female dinosaurs differ? A new statistical technique is helping answer the question 

BIOLOGY • STATISTICS 

ByInvited Researcher February 2, 2022 0 comments 

Author: Evan Thomas Saitta, Postdoctoral Scholar in Paleontology, University of Chicago 

How can researchers tell if male and female dinosaurs, like the stegosaur, were different? Photo: Susannah 

Maidment et al. & Natural History Museum, London, CC BY 

In most animal species, males and females differ. This is true for people and other mammals, as well as many 

species of birds, fish and reptiles. But what about dinosaurs? In 2015, I proposed that variation found in the 

iconic back plates of stegosaur dinosaurs was due to sex differences. 

I was surprised by how strongly some of my colleagues disagreed, arguing that differences between sexes, 

called sexual dimorphism, did not exist in dinosaurs. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/biology/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/statistics/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/02/did-male-and-female-dinosaurs-differ-a-new-statistical-technique-is-helping-answer-the-question/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/02/did-male-and-female-dinosaurs-differ-a-new-statistical-technique-is-helping-answer-the-question/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Journal.pone.0138352.g001A.jpg#/media/File:Journal.pone.0138352.g001A.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Journal.pone.0138352.g001A.jpg#/media/File:Journal.pone.0138352.g001A.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.2307/2407393
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0123503
https://doi.org/10.1017/pab.2016.51
https://doi.org/10.2307/2407393
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I am a paleontologist, and the debate sparked by my 2015 paper has made me reconsider how researchers 

studying ancient animals use statistics. 

The limited fossil record makes it hard to declare if a dinosaur was sexually dimorphic. But I and some others 

in my field are beginning to shift away from traditional black-or-white statistical thinking that relies on p-

values and statistical significance to define a true finding. Instead of only looking for yes or no answers, we 

are beginning to consider the estimated magnitude of sexual variation in a species, the degree of uncertainty 

in that estimate and how these measures compare to other species. This approach offers a more nuanced 

analysis to challenging questions in paleontology as well as many other fields of science. 

In many species, like these mandarin ducks, males (left) and females (right) look very different. 

Photo: Francis C. Franklin via WikimediaCommons, CC BY-SA 

Differences between males and females 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=umU9KBMAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-019-00857-9
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pair_of_mandarin_ducks.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://images.theconversation.com/files/443076/original/file-20220127-9640-1ercxvu.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Sexual dimorphism is when males and females of a certain species differ on average in a particular trait – not 

including their reproductive anatomy. Classic examples are how male deer have antlers and male peacocks 

have flashy tail feathers, while the females lack these traits. 

Dimorphism can also be subtle and unflashy. Often the difference is one of degree, like differences in the 

average body size between males and females – as in gorillas. In these modest cases, researchers use statistics 

to determine whether a trait differs on average between males and females. 

 

 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-47829-6_433-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-012-9130-3
https://images.theconversation.com/files/437461/original/file-20211214-15-1gmw3ot.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 593  march  2022 

 

42 

The dinosaur dilemma 

Studying sexual dimorphism in extinct animals is fraught with uncertainty. If you and I independently dig up 

similar fossils of the same species, they are inevitably going to be slightly different. These differences could 

be due to sex, but they could also be driven by age – young birds are fuzzy, adult birds are sleek. They could 

also be due to genetics unrelated to sex, like eye color in humans. 

It’s possible that variation among individual dinosaurs of the same species could be due to sexual 

dimorphism, but there are rarely good enough samples to assert so using traditional statistics. Image: James 

Ormiston, CC BY-ND 

If paleontologists had thousands of fossils to study of every species, the many sources of biological variation 

wouldn’t matter as much. Unfortunately, the ravages of time have left the fossil record painfully incomplete, 

often with less than a dozen good specimens for large, extinct vertebrate species. Additionally, there is 

currently no way to identify the sex of an individual fossil except in rare cases where obvious clues exist, 

like eggs preserved within the body cavity. 

So where does all this leave the debate on whether male and female dinosaurs had differences within traits? 

On the one hand, birds – which are direct descendants of dinosaurs – commonly show sexual dimorphism. So 

do crocodilians, dinosaurs’ next closest living relatives. Evolutionary theory also predicts that, since dinosaurs 

reproduced with sperm and egg, there would be a benefit to sexual dimorphism. 

These things all suggest that dinosaurs likely were sexually dimorphic. But in science you need to be 

quantitative. The challenge is that there is little in the way of statistically significant analyses of the fossil 

record to support dimorphism. 

Statistical shifts 

There are a couple of ways paleontologists could test for sexual dimorphism. They could look to see if there 

are statistically significant differences between fossils from presumed males and females, but there are very 

few specimens where researchers know the sex. Another method is to see whether there are two distinct 

groupings of a trait, called a bimodal distribution, which could suggest a difference between males and 

females. 

https://www.worldcat.org/title/avian-anatomy-integument/oclc/603445440&referer=brief_results
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1002/bies.201700167
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1110578
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.1998.0308
https://doi.org/10.18475/cjos.v45i1.a12
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2011.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1017/pab.2016.51
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0708903105
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Very large sex differences can create a 

bimodal distribution that looks like two distinct groupings of a certain measurement. Image: Maksim via 

WikimediaCommons, CC BY 

To tell whether a perceived difference between two groups is true, scientists have traditionally used a tool 

called the p-value. P-values quantify the probability of a result being due to random chance. If a p-value is 

low enough, the result is deemed “statistically significant” and considered unlikely to have happened by 

chance. 

But p-values can be heavily influenced by sample size and the design of the study, in addition to the actual 

degree of sexual dimorphism. Because of the very small sample size of fossils, relying on this statistical 

technique makes it exceedingly difficult to categorically proclaim what dinosaur species were dimorphic. 

The weakness of the black-or-white approach that focuses solely on whether a result is statistically significant 

has led to hundreds of scientists calling to abandon significance testing with p-values in favor of something 

called effect size statistics. Using this approach, researchers would simply report the measured difference 

between two groups and the uncertainty in that measurement. 

Effect size statistics 

I have begun to apply effect size statistics in my research on dinosaurs. My colleagues and I compared sexual 

dimorphism in body size between three different dinosaurs: the duck-billed Maiasaura, Tyrannosaurus 

rex and Psittacosaurus, a small relative of Triceratops. None of these species would be expected to show 

statistically significant size differences between males and females according to p-values. But that approach 

does not capture the nature of the variation within these species. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-019-00857-9
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-185X.2007.00027.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/biolinnean/blaa105
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Using effect size statistics, researchers were able to determine that the duck-billed 

dinosaur Maiasaura showed a larger amount of dimorphism with the least uncertainty in that estimate 

compared to other dinosaurs. Photo: Daderot via WikimediaCommons 

When we instead used effect size statistics, we were able to estimate that male and 

female Maiasaura demonstrate a greater difference in body mass compared to the other two species and that 

we had a higher confidence in this estimate as well. A few of the characteristics within the data helped reduce 

the uncertainty. First, we had a large number of Maiasaura fossils, from individuals of various ages. These 

bones very nicely fit with trajectories of how size changes as an individual grows from juvenile to adult, so 

we could control for differences due to age and instead focus on differences due to sex. 

Additionally, the Maiasaura fossils all come from a single bone bed of individuals that died in the same place 

at the same time. This means that variation between individuals is likely not due to them being different 

species from different regions or time periods. 

If my colleagues and I had approached the problem expecting a yes or no answer on whether males and 

females differed in size, we would have completely missed all of these intricacies. Effect size statistics allow 

researchers to produce much more nuanced and, I think, informative results. It is almost as much a difference 

in the philosophical approach to science as it is a mathematical one. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maiasaura#/media/File:Maiasaura_peeblesorum_cast_-_University_of_California_Museum_of_Paleontology_-_Berkeley,_CA_-_DSC04688.JPG
https://doi.org/10.1017/pab.2015.19
https://images.theconversation.com/files/443567/original/file-20220131-15-3xspkd.jpeg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Studying dinosaur dimorphism is not the only place p-values create issues. Many fields of science, 

including medicine and psychology, are having similar debates about issues in statistics and a worrying 

problem of unrepeatable studies. 

Embracing uncertainty in data – rather than looking for black-or-white answers to questions like whether male 

and female dinosaurs were sexually dimorphic – can help elucidate dinosaur biology. But this shift in thinking 

may be felt far and wide across the sciences. A careful consideration of problems within statistics could have 

deep impacts across many fields. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Original article. 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/02/did-male-and-female-dinosaurs-differ-a-new-statistical-technique-

is-helping-answer-the-question/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email  

  

https://theconversation.com/the-replication-crisis-is-good-for-science-103736
https://doi.org/10.1080/00031305.2018.1543137
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.0020124
https://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/did-male-and-female-dinosaurs-differ-a-new-statistical-technique-is-helping-answer-the-question-173634
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/02/did-male-and-female-dinosaurs-differ-a-new-statistical-technique-is-helping-answer-the-question/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/02/did-male-and-female-dinosaurs-differ-a-new-statistical-technique-is-helping-answer-the-question/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
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Delivery Ward 

By Jana Prikryl 

Issue no. 222 (Fall 2017) 

We trusted no one so he came 

along that first dinner and felt 

or inferred the pile under footfalls 

ordering things there. 

Their legacies of taking notes,  

who’d blame us for having  

a flattering evening clocking 

the imprints of our friends. 

Thoughtfulness drew with a huge  

compass a circle on the hardwood 

so the hole for falling through 

would be clean. 

Oh city of one mind, 

the flash which alone 

shows everything 

so much so that after you close your eyes 

the valley lives 

whereas those slow good 

questions, the visitor leaves going 

They know very well what’s coming. 

Even things you  

set in motion may grab you 

from behind in a corridor as though you 

were part of some larger scheme. 

At that time I’d already dreamed  

of doing the impossible— 

I was a woman at that time— 

but the place was a heritage forest. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=20d03c71b2&e=d538c8f2e0
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My hospital gown was elegant, 

airy and boxy around my thighs 

like a press release and the women in the ward  

weren’t saying what they knew. 

 

My bed was the invitation  

to balance on a log  

near a stalker’s altar and let nothing 

of my thighs be exposed. 

The damp was material,  

greens and browns 3-D as pleats 

on mitochondria, each particular 

could swallow you. 

It’s not that the forest takes your baby  

just you might want to avoid  

having a baby in the middle of a forest.  

The whole world’s full of newborns now 

more so than usual, yes, 

and mothers saying are you kidding me 

including those without children. 

Who joins me in asking pardon of this boy 

for the year that fetched him in? 

Not so fast. If the fault was always here  

but hidden, isn’t it best  

to have it out? 

A figure for this that’s just 

does not exist and a hero would make  

a figure so I continue pacing.  

Heroism’s safety, I thought and thought. 

He’s soft, he glows  

when I smile, he plants his whole face  

in my neck, the locks  

of abstraction on visible things collect around him. 
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From a distance as though it were walking here 

the thought grew taller till I saw it 

while I held him one morning,  

What’ll he do with a bit of strength? 

Dirt and dust and stuff I can’t describe 

push his foundation deeper as he grows. 

My memories all feel like news 

as if I’ve been good at getting them wrong. 

  

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

• More work by Jana Prikryl, including three new poems published in our Winter 2021 issue? 

 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=20d03c71b2&e=d538c8f2e0 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5837a5a579&e=d538c8f2e0
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Ancient discovery reveals new knowledge of early Mesopotamian farming 

Earliest definitive evidence of broomcorn millet in Mesopotamia 

 
 

Drone footage of the Khani Masi plain in the Garmian Province, Kurdistan Region of Iraq. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

February 1, 2022 

Researchers have unearthed the earliest definitive evidence of broomcorn millet, Panicum miliaceum, in 

Mesopotamia -- a territory that roughly coincides with present-day Iraq -- challenging the current 

understanding of humanity's earliest agricultural practices. The findings appear in the journal Scientific 

Reports. The research is funded in part by the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304346&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-03552-w
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1724488&HistoricalAwards=false
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"The presence of millet in Mesopotamia during this earlier time period challenges the accepted narrative of 

agricultural development in the region, as well as our models of how ancient societies provisioned 

themselves," said Elise Laugier, an environmental archaeologist at Rutgers University.  

Broomcorn millet is a quick-growing and versatile summer crop that was first domesticated in East Asia. The 

researchers analyzed microscopic plant remains, or phytoliths, from Khani Masi, a mid-late second 

millennium B.C. (1500 -- 1100 B.C.) site in the Kurdistan region of modern Iraq.   

"The presence of this East Asian crop in Mesopotamia highlights the interconnected nature of Eurasia during 

this time, contributing to our knowledge of early food globalization," Laugier said. "The discovery of millet 

and thus the evidence of cultivation practices also forces us to reconsider the capacity and resilience of the 

agricultural systems that sustained and provisioned Mesopotamia's early cities, states and empires."  

The discovery of broomcorn millet in ancient Mesopotamia was surprising for environmental and historical 

reasons. Until now, researchers thought millet wasn't grown in Mesopotamia until the construction of later 

first millennium B.C. imperial irrigation systems. Millet generally requires summer precipitation to grow, but 

Southwest Asia has a wet winter and dry summer climate, and agricultural production is based almost entirely 

on crops grown during the winter, such as wheat and barley.  

The researchers' new evidence that crops and food were in fact grown in summer months means that previous 

studies likely under-appreciated the capacities and resilience of ancient agricultural food-system societies in 

semi-arid ecosystems.  

The study adds to archaeological research showing that in the past, agricultural innovation was a local 

initiative, adopted as part of local diversification strategies before such strategies were used regionally, the 

scientists said. This new information provides insights into how agricultural innovations are spread. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304346&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.rutgers.edu/news/ancient-mesopotamian-discovery-transforms-knowledge-early-farming
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304346&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304346&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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A Case of Identity 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

"My dear fellow," said Sherlock Holmes as we sat on either side of the fire in his lodgings at Baker Street, 

"life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent. We would not dare to conceive 

the things which are really mere commonplaces of existence. If we could fly out of that window hand in hand, 

hover over this great city, gently remove the roofs, and peep in at the queer things which are going on, the 

strange coincidences, the plannings, the cross-purposes, the wonderful chains of events, working through 

generation, and leading to the most outre results, it would make all fiction with its conventionalities and 

foreseen conclusions most stale and unprofitable." 

"And yet I am not convinced of it," I answered. "The cases which come to light in the papers are, as a rule, 

bald enough, and vulgar enough. We have in our police reports realism pushed to its extreme limits, and yet 

the result is, it must be confessed, neither fascinating nor artistic." 

"A certain selection and discretion must be used in producing a realistic effect," remarked Holmes. "This is 

wanting in the police report, where more stress is laid, perhaps, upon the platitudes of the magistrate than 

upon the details, which to an observer contain the vital essence of the whole matter. Depend upon it, there is 

nothing so unnatural as the commonplace." 

I smiled and shook my head. "I can quite understand your thinking so." I said. "Of course, in your position of 

unofficial adviser and helper to everybody who is absolutely puzzled, throughout three continents, you are 

brought in contact with all that is strange and bizarre. But here"--I picked up the morning paper from the 

ground--"let us put it to a practical test. Here is the first heading upon which I come. 'A husband's cruelty to 

his wife.' There is half a column of print, but I know without reading it that it is all perfectly familiar to me. 

There is, of course, the other woman, the drink, the push, the blow, the bruise, the sympathetic sister or 

landlady. The crudest of writers could invent nothing more crude." 

"Indeed, your example is an unfortunate one for your argument," said Holmes, taking the paper and glancing 

his eye down it. "This is the Dundas separation case, and, as it happens, I was engaged in clearing up some 

small points in connection with it. The husband was a teetotaler, there was no other woman, and the conduct 

complained of was that he had drifted into the habit of winding up every meal by taking out his false teeth and 

hurling them at his wife, which, you will allow, is not an action likely to occur to the imagination of the 

average story-teller. Take a pinch of snuff, Doctor, and acknowledge that I have scored over you in your 

example." 

He held out his snuffbox of old gold, with a great amethyst in the centre of the lid. Its splendour was in such 

contrast to his homely ways and simple life that I could not help commenting upon it. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle
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"Ah," said he, "I forgot that I had not seen you for some weeks. It is a little souvenir from the King of 

Bohemia in return for my assistance in the case of the Irene Adler papers." 

"And the ring?" I asked, glancing at a remarkable brilliant which sparkled upon his finger. 

"It was from the reigning family of Holland, though the matter in which I served them was of such delicacy 

that I cannot confide it even to you, who have been good enough to chronicle one or two of my little 

problems." 

"And have you any on hand just now?" I asked with interest. 

"Some ten or twelve, but none which present any feature of interest. They are important, you understand, 

without being interesting. Indeed, I have found that it is usually in unimportant matters that there is a field for 

the observation, and for the quick analysis of cause and effect which gives the charm to an investigation. The 

larger crimes are apt to be the simpler, for the bigger the crime the more obvious, as a rule, is the motive. In 

these cases, save for one rather intricate matter which has been referred to me from Marseilles, there is 

nothing which presents any features of interest. It is possible, however, that I may have something better 

before very many minutes are over, for this is one of my clients, or I am much mistaken." 

He had risen from his chair and was standing between the parted blinds gazing down into the dull neutral-

tinted London street. Looking over his shoulder, I saw that on the pavement opposite there stood a large 

woman with a heavy fur boa round her neck, and a large curling red feather in a broad-brimmed hat which 

was tilted in a coquettish Duchess of Devonshire fashion over her ear. From under this great panoply she 

peeped up in a nervous, hesitating fashion at our windows, while her body oscillated backward and forward, 

and her fingers fidgeted with her glove buttons. Suddenly, with a plunge, as of the swimmer who leaves the 

bank, she hurried across the road, and we heard the sharp clang of the bell. 

"I have seen those symptoms before," said Holmes, throwing his cigarette into the fire. "Oscillation upon the 

pavement always means an affaire de coeur. She would like advice, but is not sure that the matter is not too 

delicate for communication. And yet even here we may discriminate. When a woman has been seriously 

wronged by a man she no longer oscillates, and the usual symptom is a broken bell wire. Here we may take it 

that there is a love matter, but that the maiden is not so much angry as perplexed, or grieved. But here she 

comes in person to resolve our doubts." 

As he spoke there was a tap at the door, and the boy in buttons. entered to announce Miss Mary Sutherland, 

while the lady herself loomed behind his small black figure like a full-sailed merchant-man behind a tiny pilot 

boat. Sherlock Holmes welcomed her with the easy courtesy for which he was remarkable, and, having closed 

the door and bowed her into an armchair, he looked her over in the minute and yet abstracted fashion which 

was peculiar to him. 

"Do you not find," he said, "that with your short sight it is a little trying to do so much typewriting?" 
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"I did at first," she answered, "but now I know where the letters are without looking." Then, suddenly 

realizing the full purport of his words, she gave a violent start and looked up, with fear and astonishment upon 

her broad, good-humoured face. "You've heard about me, Mr. Holmes," she cried, "else how could you know 

all that?" 

"Never mind," said Holmes, laughing; "it is my business to know things. Perhaps I have trained myself to see 

what others overlook. If not, why should you come to consult me?" 

"I came to you, sir, because I heard of you from Mrs. Etherege, whose husband you found so easy when the 

police and everyone had given him up for dead. Oh, Mr. Holmes, I wish you would do as much for me. I'm 

not rich, but still I have a hundred a year in my own right, besides the little that I make by the machine, and I 

would give it all to know what has become of Mr. Hosmer Angel." 

"Why did you come away to consult me in such a hurry?" asked Sherlock Holmes, with his finger-tips 

together and his eyes to the ceiling. 

Again a startled look came over the somewhat vacuous face of Miss Mary Sutherland. "Yes, I did bang out of 

the house," she said, "for it made me angry to see the easy way in which Mr. Windibank--that is, my father--

took it all. He would not go to the police, and he would not go to you, and so at last, as he would do nothing 

and kept on saying that there was no harm done, it made me mad, and I just on with my things and came right 

away to you." 

"Your father," said Holmes, "your stepfather, surely, since the name is different." 

"Yes, my stepfather. I call him father, though it sounds funny, too, for he is only five years and two months 

older than myself." 

"And your mother is alive?" 

"Oh, yes, mother is alive and well. I wasn't best pleased, Mr. Holmes, when she married again so soon after 

father's death, and a man who was nearly fifteen years younger than herself. Father was a plumber in the 

Tottenham Court Road, and he left a tidy business behind him, which mother carried on with Mr. Hardy, the 

foreman; but when Mr. Windibank came he made her sell the business, for he was very superior, being a 

traveller in wines. They got 4700 pounds for the goodwill and interest, which wasn't near as much as father 

could have got if he had been alive." 

I had expected to see Sherlock Holmes impatient under this rambling and inconsequential narrative, but, on 

the contrary he had listened with the greatest concentration of attention. 

"Your own little income," he asked, "does it come out of the business?" 
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"Oh, no, sir. It is quite separate and was left me by my uncle Ned in Auckland. It is in New Zealand stock, 

paying 4 1/2 per cent. Two thousand five hundred pounds was the amount, but I can only touch the interest." 

"You interest me extremely," said Holmes. "And since you draw so large a sum as a hundred a year, with 

what you earn into the bargain, you no doubt travel a little and indulge yourself in every way. I believe that a 

single lady can get on very nicely upon an income of about 60 pounds." 

"I could do with much less than that, Mr. Holmes, but you understand that as long as I live at home I don't 

wish to be a burden to them, and so they have the use of the money just while I am staying with them. Of 

course, that is only just for the time. Mr. Windibank draws my interest every quarter and pays it over to 

mother, and I find that I can do pretty well with what I earn at typewriting. It brings me twopence a sheet, and 

I can often do from fifteen to twenty sheets in a-day." 

"You have made your position very clear to me," said Holmes. "This is my friend, Dr. Watson, before whom 

you can speak as freely as before myself. Kindly tell us now all about your connection with Mr. Hosmer 

Angel." 

A flush stole over Miss Sutherland's face, and she picked nervously at the fringe of her jacket. "I met him first 

at the gasfitters' ball," she said. "They used to send father tickets when he was alive, and then afterwards they 

remembered us, and sent them to mother. Mr. Windibank did not wish us to go. He never did wish us to go 

anywhere. He would get quite mad if I wanted so much as to join a Sunday-school treat. But this time I was 

set on going, and I would go; for what right had he to prevent? He said the folk were not fit for us to know, 

when all father's friends were to be there. And he said that I had nothing fit to wear, when I had my purple 

plush that I had never so much as taken out of the drawer. At last, when nothing else would do, he went off to 

France upon the business of the firm, but we went, mother and I, with Mr. Hardy, who used to be our 

foreman, and it was there I met Mr. Hosmer Angel." 

"I suppose," said Holmes, "that when Mr. Windibank came back from France he was very annoyed at your 

having gone to the ball." 

"Oh, well, he was very good about it. He laughed, I remember, and shrugged his shoulders, and said there was 

no use denying anything to a woman, for she would have her way." 

"I see. Then at the gasfitters' ball you met, as I understand, a gentleman called Mr. Hosmer Angel." 

"Yes, sir. I met him that night, and he called next day to ask if we had got home all safe, and after that we met 

him--that is to say, Mr. Holmes, I met him twice for walks, but after that father came back again, and Mr. 

Hosmer Angel could not come to the house any more." 

"No?" 
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"Well, you know father didn't like anything of the sort. He wouldn't have any visitors if he could help it, and 

he used to say that a woman should be happy in her own family circle. But then, as I used to say to mother, a 

woman wants her own circle to begin with, and I had not got mine yet." 

"But how about Mr. Hosmer Angel? Did he make no attempt to see you?" 

"Well, father was going off to France again in a week, and Hosmer wrote and said that it would be safer and 

better not to see each other until he had gone. We could write in the meantime, and he used to write every 

day. I took the letters in in the morning, so there was no need for father to know." 

"Were you engaged to the gentleman at this time?" 

"Oh, yes, Mr. Holmes. We were engaged after the first walk that we took. Hosmer--Mr. Angel--was a cashier 

in an office in Leadenhall Street--and--" 

"What office?" 

"That's the worst of it, Mr. Holmes, I don't know." 

"Where did he live, then?" 

"He slept on the premises." 

"And you don't know his address?" 

"No--except that it was Leadenhall Street." 

"Where did you address your letters, then?" 

"To the Leadenhall Street Post-Office, to be left till called for. He said that if they were sent to the office he 

would be chaffed by all the other clerks about having letters from a lady, so I offered to typewrite them, like 

he did his, but he wouldn't have that, for he said that when I wrote them they seemed to come from me, but 

when they were typewritten he always felt that the machine had come between us. That will just show you 

how fond he was of me, Mr. Holmes, and the little things that he would think of." 

"It was most suggestive," said Holmes. "It has long been an axiom of mine that the little things are infinitely 

the most important. Can you remember any other little things about Mr. Hosmer Angel?" 
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"He was a very shy man, Mr. Holmes. He would rather walk with me in the evening than in the daylight, for 

he said that he hated to be conspicuous. Very retiring and gentlemanly he was. Even his voice was gentle. 

He'd had the quinsy and swollen glands when he was young, he told me, and it had left him with a weak 

throat, and a hesitating, whispering fashion of speech. He was always well dressed, very neat and plain, but 

his eyes were weak, just as mine are, and he wore tinted glasses against the glare." 

"Well, and what happened when Mr. Windibank, your stepfather, returned to France?" 

"Mr. Hosmer Angel came to the house again and proposed that we should marry before father came back. He 

was in dreadful earnest and made me swear, with my hands on the Testament, that whatever happened I 

would always be true to him. Mother said he was quite right to make me swear, and that it was a sign of his 

passion. Mother was all in his favor from the first and was even fonder of him than I was. Then, when they 

talked of marrying within the week, I began to ask about father; but they both said never to mind about father, 

but just to tell him afterwards, and mother said she would make it all right with him. I didn't quite like that, 

Mr. Holmes. It seemed funny that I should ask his leave, as he was only a few years older than me; but I didn't 

want to do anything on the sly, so I wrote to father at Bordeaux, where the company has its French offices, 

but the letter came back to me on the very morning of the wedding." 

"It missed him, then?" 

"Yes, sir; for he had started to England just before it arrived." 

"Ha! that was unfortunate. Your wedding was arranged, then, for the Friday. Was it to be in church?" 

"Yes, sir, but very quietly. It was to be at St. Saviour's, near King's Cross, and we were to have breakfast 

afterwards at the St. Pancras Hotel. Hosmer came for us in a hansom, but as there were two of us he put us 

both into it and stepped himself into a four-wheeler, which happened to be the only other cab in the street. We 

got to the church first, and when the four-wheeler drove up we waited for him to step out, but he never did, 

and when the cabman got down from the box and looked there was no one there! The cabman said that he 

could not imagine what had become of him, for he had seen him get in with his own eyes. That was last 

Friday, Mr. Holmes, and I have never seen or heard anything since then to throw any light upon what became 

of him." 

"It seems to me that you have been very shamefully treated," said Holmes. 

"Oh, no, sir! He was too good and kind to leave me so. Why, all the morning he was saying to me that, 

whatever happened, I was to be true; and that even if something quite unforeseen occurred to separate us, I 

was always to remember that I was pledged to him, and that he would claim his pledge sooner or later. It 

seemed strange talk for a wedding-morning, but what has happened since gives a meaning to it." 
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"Most certainly it does. Your own opinion is, then, that some unforeseen catastrophe has occurred to him?" 

"Yes, sir. I believe that he foresaw some danger, or else he would not have talked so. And then I think that 

what he foresaw happened." 

"But you have no notion as to what it could have been?" 

"None." 

"One more question. How did your mother take the matter?" 

"She was angry, and said that I was never to speak of the matter again." 

"And your father? Did you tell him?" 

"Yes; and he seemed to think, with me, that something had happened, and that I should hear of Hosmer again. 

As he said, what interest could anyone have in bringing me to the doors of the church, and then leaving me? 

Now, if he had borrowed my money, or if he had married me and got my money settled on him, there might 

be some reason, but Hosmer was very independent about money and never would look at a shilling of mine. 

And yet, what could have happened? And why could he not write? Oh, it drives me half-mad to think of it, 

and I can't sleep a wink at night." She pulled a little handkerchief out of her muff and began to sob heavily 

into it. 

"I shall glance into the case for you," said Holmes, rising, "and I have no doubt that we shall reach some 

definite result. Let the weight of the matter rest upon me now, and do not let your mind dwell upon it further. 

Above all, try to let Mr. Hosmer Angel vanish from your memory, as he has done from your life." 

"Then you don't think I'll see him again?" 

"I fear not." 

"Then what has happened to him?" 

"You will leave that question in my hands. I should like an accurate description of him and any letters of his 

which you can spare." 

"I advertised for him in last Saturday's Chronicle," said she. "Here is the slip and here are four letters from 

him." 
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"Thank you. And your address?" 

"No. 31 Lyon Place, Camberwell." 

"Mr. Angel's address you never had, I understand. Where is your father's place of business?" 

"He travels for Westhouse & Marbank, the great claret importers of Fenchurch Street." 

"Thank you. You have made your statement very clearly. You will leave the papers here, and remember the 

advice which I have given you. Let the whole incident be a sealed book, and do not allow it to affect your 

life." 

"You are very kind, Mr. Holmes, but I cannot do that. I shall be true to Hosmer. He shall find me ready when 

he comes back." 

For all the preposterous hat and the vacuous face, there was something noble in the simple faith of our visitor 

which compelled our respect. She laid her little bundle of papers upon the table and went her way, with a 

promise to come again whenever she might be summoned. 

Sherlock Holmes sat silent for a few minutes with his fingertips still pressed together, his legs stretched out in 

front of him, and his gaze directed upward to the ceiling. Then he took down from the rack the old and oily 

clay pipe, which was to him as a counsellor, and, having lit it, he leaned back in his chair, with the thick blue 

cloud-wreaths spinning up from him, and a look of infinite languor in his face. 

"Quite an interesting study, that maiden," he observed. "I found her more interesting than her little problem, 

which, by the way, is rather a trite one. You will find parallel cases, if you consult my index, in Andover in 

'77, and there was something of the sort at The Hague last year. Old as is the idea, however, there were one or 

two details which were new to me. But the maiden herself was most instructive." 

"You appeared to read a good deal upon her which was quite invisible to me," I remarked. 

"Not invisible but unnoticed, Watson. You did not know where to look, and so you missed all that was 

important. I can never bring you to realize the importance of sleeves, the suggestiveness of thumb-nails, or the 

great issues that may hang from a boot-lace. Now, what did you gather from that woman's appearance? 

Describe it." 

"Well, she had a slate-colored, broad-brimmed straw hat, with a feather of a brickish red. Her jacket was 

black, with black beads sewn upon it, and a fringe of little black jet ornaments. Her dress was brown, rather 

darker than coffee color, with a little purple plush at the neck and sleeves. Her gloves were grayish and were 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 593  march  2022 

 

59 

worn through at the right forefinger. Her boots I didn't observe. She had small round, hanging gold earrings, 

and a general air of being fairly well-to-do in a vulgar, comfortable, easy-going way." 

Sherlock Holmes clapped his hands softly together and chuckled. 

"'Pon my word, Watson, you are coming along wonderfully. You have really done very well indeed. It is true 

that you have missed everything of importance, but you have hit upon the method, and you have a quick eye 

for color. Never trust to general impressions, my boy, but concentrate yourself upon details. My first glance is 

always at a woman's sleeve. In a man it is perhaps better first to take the knee of the trouser. As you observe, 

this woman had plush upon her sleeves, which is a most useful material for showing traces. The double line a 

little above the wrist, where the typewritist presses against the table, was beautifully defined. The sewing-

machine, of the hand type, leaves a similar mark, but only on the left arm, and on the side of it farthest from 

the thumb, instead of being right across the broadest part, as this was. I then glanced at her face, and, 

observing the dint of a pince-nez at either side of her nose, I ventured a remark upon short sight and 

typewriting, which seemed to surprise her." 

"It surprised me." 

"But, surely, it was obvious. I was then much surprised and interested on glancing down to observe that, 

though the boots which she was wearing were not unlike each other, they were really odd ones; the one 

having a slightly decorated toe-cap, and the other a plain one. One was buttoned only in the two lower buttons 

out of five, and the other at the first, third, and fifth. Now, when you see that a young lady, otherwise neatly 

dressed, has come away from home with odd boots, half-buttoned, it is no great deduction to say that she 

came away in a hurry." 

"And what else?" I asked, keenly interested, as I always was, by my friend's incisive reasoning. 

"I noted, in passing, that she had written a note before leaving home but after being fully dressed. You 

observed that her right glove was torn at the forefinger, but you did not apparently see that both glove and 

finger were stained with violet ink. She had written in a hurry and dipped her pen too deep. It must have been 

this morning, or the mark would not remain clear upon the finger. All this is amusing, though rather 

elementary, but I must go back to business, Watson. Would you mind reading me the advertised description 

of Mr. Hosmer Angel?" 

I held the little printed slip to the light. 

"Missing [it said] on the morning of the fourteenth, a gentleman named Hosmer Angel. About five ft. seven 

in. in height; strongly built, sallow complexion, black hair, a little bald in the centre, bushy, black side-

whiskers and moustache; tinted glasses, slight infirmity of speech. Was dressed, when last seen, in black 

frock-coat faced with silk, black waistcoat, gold Albert chain, and gray Harris tweed trousers, with brown 
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gaiters over elastic-sided boots. Known to have been employed in an office in Leadenhall Street. Anybody 

bringing--" 

"That will do," said Holmes. "As to the letters," he continued, glancing over them, "they are very 

commonplace. Absolutely no clew in them to Mr. Angel, save that he quotes Balzac once. There is one 

remarkable point, however, which will no doubt strike you." 

"They are typewritten," I remarked. 

"Not only that, but the signature is typewritten. Look at the neat little 'Hosmer Angel' at the bottom. There is a 

date, you see, but no superscription except Leadenhall Street, which is rather vague. The point about the 

signature is very suggestive --in fact, we may call it conclusive." 

"Of what?" 

"My dear fellow, is it possible you do not see how strongly it bears upon the case?" 

"I cannot say that I do unless it were that he wished to be able to deny his signature if an action for breach of 

promise were instituted." 

"No, that was not the point. However, I shall write two letters, which should settle the matter. One is to a firm 

in the City, the other is to the young lady's stepfather, Mr. Windibank, asking him whether he could meet us 

here at six o'clock tomorrow evening. It is just as well that we should do business with the male relatives. And 

now, Doctor, we can do nothing until the answers to those letters come, so we may put our little problem upon 

the shelf for the interim." 

I had had so many reasons to believe in my friend's subtle powers of reasoning and extraordinary energy in 

action that I felt that he must have some solid grounds for the assured and easy demeanour with which he 

treated the singular mystery which he had been called upon to fathom. Once only had I known him to fail, in 

the case of the King of Bohemia and of the Irene Adler photograph; but when I looked back to the weird 

business of 'The Sign of Four', and the extraordinary circumstances connected with 'A Study in Scarlet', I felt 

that it would be a strange tangle indeed which he could not unravel. 

I left him then, still puffing at his black clay pipe, with the conviction that when I came again on the next 

evening I would find that he held in his hands all the clews which would lead up to the identity of the 

disappearing bridegroom of Miss Mary Sutherland. 

A professional case of great gravity was engaging my own attention at the time, and the whole of next day I 

was busy at the bedside of the sufferer. It was not until close upon six o'clock that I found myself free and was 

able to spring into a hansom and drive to Baker Street, half afraid that I might be too late to assist at the 
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denouement of the little mystery. I found Sherlock Holmes alone, however, half asleep, with his long, thin 

form curled up in the recesses of his armchair. A formidable array of bottles and test-tubes, with the pungent 

cleanly smell of hydrochloric acid, told me that he had spent his day in the chemical work which was so dear 

to him. 

"Well, have you solved it?" I asked as I entered. 

"Yes. It was the bisulphate of baryta." 

"No, no, the mystery!" I cried. 

"Oh, that! I thought of the salt that I have been working upon. There was never any mystery in the matter, 

though, as I said yesterday, some of the details are of interest. The only drawback is that there is no law, I 

fear, that can touch the scoundrel." 

"Who was he, then, and what was his object in deserting Miss Sutherland?" 

The question was hardly out of my mouth, and Holmes had not yet opened his lips to reply, when we heard a 

heavy footfall in the passage and a tap at the door. 

"This is the girl's stepfather, Mr. James Windibank," said Holmes. "He has written to me to say that he would 

be here at six. Come in!" 

The man who entered was a sturdy, middle-sized fellow, some thirty years of age, clean-shaven, and sallow-

skinned, with a bland, insinuating manner, and a pair of wonderfully sharp and penetrating gray eyes. He shot 

a questioning glance at each of us, placed his shiny top-hat upon the sideboard, and with a slight bow sidled 

down into the nearest chair. 

"Good-evening, Mr. James Windibank," said Holmes. "I think that this typewritten letter is from you, in 

which you made an appointment with me for six o'clock?" 

"Yes, sir. I am afraid that I am a little late, but I am not quite my own master, you know. I am sorry that Miss 

Sutherland has troubled you about this little matter, for I think it is far better not to wash linen of the sort in 

public. It was quite against my wishes that she came, but she is a very excitable, impulsive girl, as you may 

have noticed, and she is not easily controlled when she has made up her mind on a point. Of course, I did not 

mind you so much, as you are not connected with the official police, but it is not pleasant to have a family 

misfortune like this noised abroad. Besides, it is a useless expense, for how could you possibly find this 

Hosmer Angel?" 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 593  march  2022 

 

62 

"On the contrary," said Holmes quietly; "I have every reason to believe that I will succeed in discovering Mr. 

Hosmer Angel." 

Mr. Windibank gave a violent start and dropped his gloves. "I am delighted to hear it," he said. 

"It is a curious thing," remarked Holmes, "that a typewriter has really quite as much individuality as a man's 

handwriting. Unless they are quite new, no two of them write exactly alike. Some letters get more worn than 

others, and some wear only on one side. Now, you remark in this note of yours, Mr. Windibank, that in every 

case there is some little slurring over of the 'e,' and a slight defect in the tail of the 'r.' There are fourteen other 

characteristics, but those are the more obvious." 

"We do all our correspondence with this machine at the office, and no doubt it is a little worn," our visitor 

answered, glancing keenly at Holmes with his bright little eyes. 

"And now I will show you what is really a very interesting study, Mr. Windibank," Holmes continued. "I 

think of writing another little monograph some of these days on the typewriter and its relation to crime. It is a 

subject to which I have devoted some little attention. I have here four letters which purport to come from the 

missing man. They are all typewritten. In each case, not only are the 'e's' slurred and the 'r's' tailless, but you 

will observe, if you care to use my magnifying lens, that the fourteen other characteristics to which I have 

alluded are there as well." 

Mr. Windibank sprang out of his chair and picked up his hat. "I cannot waste time over this sort of fantastic 

talk, Mr. Holmes," he said. "If you can catch the man, catch him, and let me know when you have done it." 

"Certainly," said Holmes, stepping over and turning the key in the door. "I let you know, then, that I have 

caught him!" 

"What! where?" shouted Mr. Windibank, turning white to his lips and glancing about him like a rat in a trap. 

"Oh, it won't do--really it won't," said Holmes suavely. "There is no possible getting out of it, Mr. Windibank. 

It is quite too transparent, and it was a very bad compliment when you said that it was impossible for me to 

solve so simple a question. That's right! Sit down and let us talk it over." 

Our visitor collapsed into a chair, with a ghastly face and a glitter of moisture on his brow. "It--it's not 

actionable," he stammered. 

"I am very much afraid that it is not. But between ourselves, Windibank, it was as cruel and selfish and 

heartless a trick in a petty way as ever came before me. Now, let me just run over the course of events, and 

you will contradict me if I go wrong." 
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The man sat huddled up in his chair, with his head sunk upon his breast, like one who is utterly crushed. 

Holmes stuck his feet up on the corner of the mantelpiece and, leaning back with his hands in his pockets, 

began talking, rather to himself, as it seemed, than to us. 

"The man married a woman very much older than himself for her money," said he, "and he enjoyed the use of 

the money of the daughter as long as she lived with them. It was a considerable sum, for people in their 

position, and the loss of it would have made a serious difference. It was worth an effort to preserve it. The 

daughter was of a good, amiable disposition, but affectionate and warm-hearted in her ways, so that it was 

evident that with her fair personal advantages, and her little income, she would not be allowed to remain 

single long. Now her marriage would mean, of course, the loss of a hundred a year, so what does her 

stepfather do to prevent it? He takes the obvious course of keeping her at home and forbidding her to seek the 

company of people of her own age. But soon he found that that would not answer forever. She became 

restive, insisted upon her rights, and finally announced her positive intention of going to a certain ball. What 

does her clever stepfather do then? He conceives an idea more creditable to his head than to his heart. With 

the connivance and assistance of his wife he disguised himself, covered those keen eyes with tinted glasses, 

masked the face with a moustache and a pair of bushy whiskers, sunk that clear voice into an insinuating 

whisper, and doubly secure on account of the girl's short sight, he appears as Mr. Hosmer Angel, and keeps 

off other lovers by making love himself." 

"It was only a joke at first," groaned our visitor. "We never thought that she would have been so carried 

away." 

"Very likely not. However that may be, the young lady was very decidedly carried away, and, having quite 

made up her mind that her stepfather was in France, the suspicion of treachery never for an instant entered her 

mind. She was flattered by the gentleman's attentions, and the effect was increased by the loudly expressed 

admiration of her mother. Then Mr. Angel began to call, for it was obvious that the matter should be pushed 

as far as it would go if a real effect were to be produced. There were meetings, and an engagement, which 

would finally secure the girl's affections from turning towards anyone else. But the deception could not be 

kept up forever. These pretended journeys to France were rather cumbrous. The thing to do was clearly to 

bring the business to an end in such a dramatic manner that it would leave a permanent impression upon the 

young lady's mind and prevent her from looking upon any other suitor for some time to come. Hence those 

vows of fidelity exacted upon a Testament, and hence also the allusions to a possibility of something 

happening on the very morning of the wedding. James Windibank wished Miss Sutherland to be so bound to 

Hosmer Angel, and so uncertain as to his fate, that for ten years to come, at any rate, she would not listen to 

another man. As far as the church door he brought her, and then, as he could go no farther, he conveniently 

vanished away by the old trick of stepping in at one door of a four-wheeler and out at the other. I think that 

was the chain of events, Mr. Windibank!" 

Our visitor had recovered something of his assurance while Holmes had been talking, and he rose from his 

chair now with a cold sneer upon his pale face. 

"It may be so, or it may not. Mr. Holmes," said he, "but if you are so very sharp you ought to be sharp enough 

to know that it is you who are breaking the law now, and not me. I have done nothing actionable from the 
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first, but as long as you keep that door locked you lay yourself open to an action for assault and illegal 

constraint." 

"The law cannot, as you say, touch you," said Holmes, unlocking and throwing open the door, "yet there 

never was a man who deserved punishment more. If the young lady has a brother or a friend, he ought to lay a 

whip across your shoulders. By Jove!" he continued, flushing up at the sight of the bitter sneer upon the man's 

face, "it is not part of my duties to my client, but here's a hunting crop handy, and I think I shall just treat 

myself to--" He took two swift steps to the whip, but before he could grasp it there was a wild clatter of steps 

upon the stairs, the heavy hall door banged, and from the window we could see Mr. James Windibank running 

at the top of his speed down the road. 

"There's a cold-blooded scoundrel!" said Holmes, laughing, as he threw himself down into his chair once 

more. "That fellow will rise from crime to crime until he does something very bad, and ends on a gallows. 

The case has, in some respects, been not entirely devoid of interest." 

"I cannot now entirely see all the steps of your reasoning," I remarked. 

"Well, of course it was obvious from the first that this Mr. Hosmer Angel must have some strong object for 

his curious conduct, and it was equally clear that the only man who really profited by the incident, as far as 

we could see, was the stepfather. Then the fact that the two men were never together, but that the one always 

appeared when the other was away, was suggestive. So were the tinted spectacles and the curious voice, 

which both hinted at a disguise, as did the bushy whiskers. My suspicions were all confirmed by his peculiar 

action in typewriting his signature, which, of course, inferred that his handwriting was so familiar to her that 

she would recognize even the smallest sample of it. You see all these isolated facts, together with many minor 

ones, all pointed in the same direction." 

"And how did you verify them?" 

"Having once spotted my man, it was easy to get corroboration. I knew the firm for which this man worked. 

Having taken the printed description. I eliminated everything from it which could be the result of a disguise--

the whiskers, the glasses, the voice, and I sent it to the firm, with a request that they would inform me whether 

it answered to the description of any of their travellers. I had already noticed the peculiarities of the 

typewriter, and I wrote to the man himself at his business address asking him if he would come here. As I 

expected, his reply was typewritten and revealed the same trivial but characteristic defects. The same post 

brought me a letter from Westhouse & Marbank, of Fenchurch Street, to say that the description tallied in 

every respect with that of their employee, James Windibank. Voila tout!" 

"And Miss Sutherland?" 
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"If I tell her she will not believe me. You may remember the old Persian saying, 'There is danger for him who 

taketh the tiger cub, and danger also for whoso snatches a delusion from a woman.' There is as much sense in 

Hafiz as in Horace, and as much knowledge of the world." 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/a-case-of-identity 
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After years of dredging, straightening, and leveling, the largest river swamp in the United States needs help. 

But no one can agree on what this iconic wilderness is supposed to look like. How do you conserve a 

landscape when the only constant is change? 

Words by Boyce Upholt | Photos by Rory Doyle 
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January 4, 2022 

27 

A land manager and a Cajun crawfisherman walk into a beige-walled conference room in rural 

Louisiana. As do several businessmen — employees for a pipeline company and a barge line and a port 

facility — and a handful of local politicians and bureaucrats and government engineers. 

So: two dozen men and women (and let’s be honest, it’s mostly men here) walk into a Louisiana conference 

room. 

This is not supposed to be the setup for a bad joke. It’s the official governmental response to what state 

officials have called an “emergency”: the broken landscape of the Atchafalaya Basin. Habitat is disappearing. 

Water quality is declining. Floods are seizing local neighborhoods. Because this region is supposed to be a 

“floodway” that protects the entire South from devastation, the accumulation of mud threatens the safety of 

nearby cities like New Orleans and Baton Rouge. 

You may know this basin from photographs, the water extending across the frame, studded with moss-draped 

cypress trees, gilded in sunset or the mist of a light rain. Or you may know it from Hank Williams’ 1952 hit, 

“Jambalaya (On the Bayou),” which depicted these waterways as a refuge for an old-fashioned lifestyle, a 

place where people with names like Thibodaux and Fontenot can “settle down far from town” and “have big 

fun” — picking guitars, sipping unnamed liquids from fruit jars, living off money earned by catching and 
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selling fish. This is the Cajun heartland; the surrounding region is officially branded as “America’s Foreign 

Country.” It’s one of the nation’s most iconic landscapes, its largest remaining river swamp. 

 

Artist Alain Gakwaya exhibits his Louisiana-inspired art at Lake Martin, which sits just outside the 

Atchafalaya Basin but offers a glimpse of what the basin’s aqueous landscape looked like before the 

engineers waded in. 

Williams’ song is an elegy. By 1952, Cajun families were moving to dry land on the far side of the new 

federal-built levees that lined the swamps. The Atchafalaya River had just been reengineered to carry more 

water, which meant it carried more mud, too. Within a few years, conservationists began to push to save the 

depopulated waterways by turning them into a wilderness area, perhaps even a national park. That idea 

proved so controversial that it launched a decades-long battle. Very little conservation has been accomplished 

since. 

Which is why, in late 2020, Louisiana’s governor convened a task force, a group of stakeholders who have 

met once a month over the past year as they’ve tried to forge a “master plan” to save this place. Some 
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meetings have veered toward chaos. In April, two of its members, the land manager and the crawfisherman, 

failed to even agree on the nature of the place. Was this a terrestrial swamp, or was it aquatic? 

Really, the debate doubled as the latest salvo in a decades-old grudge match. Eventually, the task force 

chairman had to intervene. “We’re not going to get personal,” he said. “We’re not going to rehash old wounds 

and pick old scabs about who tried to put who in jail and this, that, and the other.” He asked the combatants to 

stick to the issue at hand: land and resource use. Nonetheless, the land manager launched into a soliloquy on 

the history of Louisiana property law and just why it prohibits crawfishermen from fishing on his land. 

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, this is the official government body tasked with preserving a beloved American 

wilderness. Welcome to the Atchafalaya swamp. Let’s have big fun. 

 

 

 

Think of the Atchafalaya Basin as an inverted island: rather than a hump of high dirt surrounded by 

water, this is an expanse of lowlands encircled by slight ridges. The high ground was dumped by the 

Mississippi River, which over millennia flailed back and forth along the Louisiana coastline, charting various 

routes to the Gulf of Mexico.  

Through the center of this basin runs its namesake, the Atchafalaya River. The name is a rough approximation 

of the Choctaw phrase for “long river,” though this is not truly a river. It’s a distributary, an alternate path to 

the ocean. It is, in fact, the largest distributary of the continent’s largest river: A few dozen miles below 

Natchez, the Atchafalaya veers away from the Mississippi to the west. 

On a geological scale, the Atchafalaya is an infant. Just a few hundred years ago, the northern basin included 

many small streams; not until the 16th century did these coil together into a single channel. Even into the 19th 

century, visitors reported you could walk across the Atchafalaya headwaters by laying down a single plank. 

This little stream flowed for 50 miles, passing through solid, forested ground. Then it frayed into a maze of 
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interlinked ponds, bayous, and lakes. Grand Lake, the largest, once occupied nearly half the basin. Though 

it’s been slowly filled by Atchafalaya mud, Grand Lake at the beginning of the 20th century still spanned 175 

square miles. At the southern edge of the lake, the water squeezed back into a single channel so as to press 

through the basin’s southern ridge into the Gulf. 

Early European settlers saw the Atchafalaya Basin as a nearly impossible landscape, a place where “the 

inexperienced traveler would require the thread of Ariadne in order not to wander forever,” as one 1803 

visitor suggested. It was a seeming no-man’s-land, in part because it was inaccessible to anyone floating 

down the Mississippi River. Its uppermost 40 miles were plugged with driftwood. Some visitors claimed they 

could ride across these logs on horseback; flowers and shrubs grew up from the rotten wood. 

 

The Atchafalaya River near the Old River Control Structure. The gates are raised or lowered daily, ensuring 

that each year 70% of the upstream water stays in the Mississippi, while 30% flows down into the 

Atchafalaya and its swamps. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 593  march  2022 

 

71 

 

But it was not a no-man’s-land. Shell mounds here date back thousands of years and are still visited by the 

Chitimacha, a tribe that holds lands just west of the basin. In the 1710s, after a disastrous war with the French, 

the Chitimacha retreated into the swamps and avoided the scrutiny of settler culture for more than 100 years. 

By then, they’d been joined by Acadian farmers, peasants of French extraction who were evicted from Nova 

Scotia by the conquering Brits. The Acadians settled on the high ridges of land surrounding the basin, where 

they set up small farms and eked out a living. Then sugar boomed, and a new wave of Americans — made 

wealthy by the free labor of enslaved African people — proved willing to pay high prices for dry ground. The 

Acadians could hardly afford to say no. Some drifted into new home sites deeper in the swamps. Eventually, 

through the lazy habits of the American tongue, the Acadians became known as Cajuns. 

The reengineering of the Atchafalaya began in the mid-19th century as the Louisiana government cleared the 

old logjam, opening a path for steamboats that serviced the sugar plantations. The federal government had 

already straightened the Mississippi just upstream of the Atchafalaya. Together, these changes made a rinky-

dink river much bigger — carrying more water and flooding the little Acadian farms. This, in retrospect, is 

not remembered as a tragedy but the beginning of what some call the “golden age” in the 

Atchafalaya swamps. Men made their living catching fish or felling timber. Some camps had no dry land to 

speak of — just houses built atop floating rafts of logs, with floating plywood yards where chickens and pigs 

and pets could live when the water was high. Other villages were built on the strips of forested riverbank. The 

largest was Bayou Chene, which would have been akin to any rural town in the era, with frame houses and 

churches and a general store and, in this case, a saloon that doubled as the funeral home. The one key 

distinction: Instead of roads, there was a network of bayous. Timber companies owned much of the land, but 

people “just settled anywhere, with some of them later acquiring land through ‘Squatter’s Rights,’” as local 

writer Gladys Calhoon Case recalled in her 1974 book, The Bayou Chene Story. “Anyway, no one ever asked 

folks to move. Once a man found a spot that suited him and his family, he stayed.” 

These people became known as “swampers.” Some were the descendants of Acadian settlers; others were new 

arrivals drawn by the emerging industries on the water. From the Chitimacha, the swampers learned 

traditional medicines: cocklebur tea to treat a fever, oil of alligator tongue to fight a cough. They profited 

from a full faunal calendar. There were rabbits and squirrels and snipe and woodcock in winter, raccoons 

and opossums and turtles in springtime, catfish and crabs all year. In the 1920s, good money could be found 

picking Spanish moss, which was considered prime material for stuffing furniture. The sheriff rarely visited, 

and for those who chose to float in houseboats, no property taxes were ever due. 

The beginning of the end came in 1927. The timber industry was already waning — the trees had been 

cleared, mostly — and then one of the worst floods in U.S. history snarled down the Mississippi River. The 

water poured into the Atchafalaya Basin, too, where gardens were choked and houses were swamped. The 

water stood 12 feet deep in some places that had never been known to flood. 

To avoid another disaster, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers decided the Mississippi needed a series of 

“spillways,” emergency release valves that could be opened when the river grew too full. As a large and 

mostly undeveloped swath of swampland, the lower Atchafalaya Basin was designated the largest of the 
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spillways. In the case of the “project flood” — a statistically calculated worst-case scenario — it will carry 

half of the water that comes down the Mississippi and its tributaries. 

That’s 1.5 million cubic feet of water each second, a lot of flow for a little river. (It’s enough to fill the 

Superdome in less than a minute and a half.) So in the 1930s and ’40s, the Army Corps set to work renovating 

the old Atchafalaya Basin. They dredged a single channel through the morass of lakes and bayous, one that 

could pass more water. They cut a second outlet through the ridge that separates the basin from the 

marsh along the Gulf of Mexico, ensuring the water would not get trapped. They erected new and improved 

levees around two towns near the head of the Atchafalaya and put up a floodwall at Morgan City, the port 

town that sits at the Atchafalaya’s mouth. The most obvious change is the addition of two guide levees, north-

to-south earthen walls that set the 15-mile- wide floodway apart from the protected dry terrain. These sliced 

Grand Lake into two pieces; its western edge now sits outside the levees and is known as Lake Fausse Pointe. 

The dry side of these levees remains quiet, rural Louisiana: sugar cane fields, humble homes and trailers; a 

dusty state highway that runs alongside a sluggish brown bayou. Trump flags flutter and johnboats sit atop 

trailers in driveways. The levee stands so tall — up to 20 feet above the natural elevation — that you cannot 

see into the swamps. Climb to the top, though, and you find yourself standing upon the edge of a water world. 

The lakes and streams and forest blare with birds — and are all but empty of people. I know few places in the 

world where the transition from one ecozone to another is so abrupt or complete. 

 

 

 

“Do you eat frog legs?” Annie Blanchard asked me when I visited her home last spring. I told her it had 

been a few years. “Today is your day,” she replied. 

Roy Blanchard, Annie’s husband, had seen the frogs jumping in Red Eye Swamp when he was baiting 

trotlines. He’d told his son, who caught the frogs, then gifted them back to his parents. Now Annie was frying 

them in a cast-iron Dutch oven to be served atop rice and stewed white beans. I was just the latest link in this 

chain of Cajun hospitality. 

The Blanchards offer a link, too, to the old basin. Roy can trace his Louisiana ancestry back 11 generations; 

he was born in 1941, just as the guide levees came up along the new floodway. Though his family lived on the 

levee’s dry side, their home was on an island with no roads. Roy took a boat to school, at least for the years 

that he attended. He quit by seventh grade — frustrated that they never let him speak his native French — and 
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started fishing. He worked alone, usually, meeting his father back at the dock to unload the spoils. He loved 

the work, and loved the water. 

Annie, too, knows the swamps intimately, and not just because she accompanies her husband on hunting trips. 

She was born in a houseboat on Lake Rond in the late 1940s. Her family moved to the dry side of the spillway 

levees when she was ready to go to school. 

The swamps were changed already: The spillway corridor was half the size of the natural basin, and less space 

for the water led to a predictable outcome. The annual high water went higher, so that even the forested ridges 

were swallowed. After the floodwaters drained, they left behind a thick layer of silt. Each year, a few more 

families gave up their flooded, mud-streaked homes. 

Meanwhile, thanks to outboard motors, it had become possible to live on dry land and still hop in a boat to get 

to the lakes. In the 1950s and ’60s, new towns arose along the levees; sometimes, fishermen still lived in 

houseboats, which were now set on pilings on dry ground. The timber companies had found a new lifeline, 

too: They pivoted to oil and gas, which had been discovered beneath the basin’s mud. Pumpjacks and 

pipelines began to sprout where villages once stood. At the end of 1952 — the year that “Jambalaya” was 

released, and just as Roy Blanchard was launching his career on the water — the post office at Bayou Chene 

was closed. 

Now the couple lives in a trim white house that sits just outside the western guide levee. Roy built the house 

himself, with cypress he pulled from the swamps. He built the levee, too, or at least rebuilt it, earning extra 

money in the off-season by joining work crews engaged in the periodic task of upkeep and improvement. 

One of the Blanchards’ neighbors, a frail and elderly man, used to talk about going back to Bayou Chene. He 

begged Roy to take him out in his boat. “Well, you should’ve brought him,” Annie told Roy, as we discussed 

their memories. “I mean, just for him to ... realize.” 

The man seemed not to understand that there are no more homes at Bayou Chene, just a few part-time camps. 

The old town has been caked over with 12 feet of silt, and the live oak trees — chenes, in French — have 

been killed off by the river’s rise, their branches grasping up from the mud. 
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It is not just homes that have been buried: the basin’s lakes, too, are filling in. In the two decades after the 

1927 flood, Grand Lake shrank by nearly half. (Lake Fausse Pointe, outside the levee, remains nearly 

unchanged, frozen in its 1932 state.) At first, the Army Corps supposed locals would be pleased, since more 

mud meant more land for planting crops. The typical response was closer to Roy Blanchard’s. The place is 

being ruined, he told me: “Our fishing ground, it done shrank to a fourth of what we had.” His kids and 

grandkids do not make a full-time living swamping. This is a career — a way of life — that is disappearing 

with the water. 

But the mud is not just a problem for swampers; it undercut the effectiveness of the Army Corps’ spillway, 

too. As an agency official once put it, if you dump 15 gallons of dirt into a 30-gallon bathtub, the thing is no 

longer really a 30-gallon bathtub. It’ll hold just 15 gallons of water. 

In the 1950s, as families were abandoning the basin, the Corps set out to solve this problem by dredging the 

Atchafalaya River, trying to keep it deep and powerful. They closed some of the bayous that branched away 

from the river, assuming that if you hold all the water in the river’s main channel, the force of the current will 

carry the mud south into the Gulf. 
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This was an imperfect solution. The southern Atchafalaya Basin comprises two separate waterscapes: the 

Atchafalaya River runs through the middle; it is surrounded by slower-moving backswamps. The swamps 

face a “paradox of water flow and sedimentation,” as one state official put it at the May task force meeting: If 

the river water runs into them, it delivers sediment, choking the lakes and bayous. But if river water does not 

run into the backswamps, they grow stagnant until — as a writer noted in a 1979 National Geographic story 

— they sometimes smell like a septic tank. 

 

Annie and Roy Blanchard fish on a canal outside their home near Dauterive Lake. Annie was born in a 

houseboat on Lake Rond in the late 1940s; Roy can trace his Louisiana ancestry back 11 generations. 

 

The first efforts to “save” the Atchafalaya Basin were focused on this stagnant water. In the 1950s, as the 

Army Corps began dredging, sportsmen complained about the impacts on fish. In 1970, the National 

Environmental Policy Act was signed into law, requiring the engineers to consider this problem. The dredging 

program, paused a few years earlier due to a lack of funds, could not be resumed until the Corps analyzed its 

environmental impacts. That process — which quickly grew heated — took 12 years. 
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By 1970, conservationists were worried not just about the Army Corps, but also about landowners. 

They were clearing forests, especially in the high ground near the head of the Atchafalaya, and eyeing ground 

farther south that might be dried out by the dredging. Meanwhile, in order to install gas pipelines, companies 

had carved canals, piling the mud into “spoil banks” that ran latitudinally across the basin. Before, when the 

water flowing through the bayous rose into a flood, it would become a nearly basin-wide sheet unfurling 

south. Now the spoil banks acted like walls, impeding this flow. 

Conservationists had long dreamed of finding some public agency that could buy up the land. Perhaps the 

Army Corps itself, or a state agency, or even the National Park Service. This was the “obvious way” to 

protect the remaining wetlands, as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service put it in a 1978 booklet. The publication 

described the swamps as a national treasure being hoarded by a few wealthy fat cats: 50 companies and 

individuals together owned 70% of the land in the lower portion of the spillway, where most of the swamps 

are concentrated. 

To underline its message, the booklet included a photo collage of “NO TRESPASSING” and “POSTED” 

signs that were then beginning to be tacked to the swamp’s trees. 

Two years later, an association of landowners shot back with its own booklet. Called “The Atchafalaya Story: 

The Part They Forgot to Tell You,” its layout precisely mimicked that of its governmental predecessor, 

though its tone was quite different. The opening epigraph quoted a public school teacher who, at a public 

meeting, had compared the public-purchase proposal to the regimes of Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong. 

The book was “dedicated to all the people of Louisiana who believe in the right to private ownership of 

property and in the free enterprise system that built the greatest nation in the history of the world.” It 

highlighted the people of Bayou Chene in particular, insinuating that the Army Corps had forced their 

removal by creating the spillway. (The agency paid very few landowners in the southern spillway for 

damages, claiming that the region was already flood-prone before the guide levees were built.) In response to 

the no-trespassing collage, this book featured its own montage artwork: a collection of newspaper headlines 

decrying the “federal land grab.” 
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A house on a canal north of Dauterive Lake. 
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In 1982, the Army Corps finally assembled a compromise that suited all parties. Dow Chemical, which owned 

substantial acreage in the basin, donated land to the state. This became the nucleus of a small wildlife refuge, 

which today is run by the Fish and Wildlife Service. (The Corps also began to purchase easements from 

willing landowners, who committed to leaving their acreage undeveloped.) The basin was split into 13 “water 

management units,” or WMUs, which could be individually managed so as to address issues of both mud 

accumulation and water quality. Two units were selected as pilot projects, though no specific plans were set. 

Due to lack of funding, work on the WMUs was postponed for another two decades. And while there were 

new investments in the basin, including boat ramps and a visitor center, the ecological issues — big floods 

choking forests; mud filling lakes; still water going sour — persisted. 

In 2015, The Nature Conservancy (TNC), a national nonprofit conservation group, tried a new tack: They 

purchased a 5,000-acre tract nestled within a portion of the basin the state had targeted for restoration. This 

purchase reinvigorated a long-delayed plan: The state intends to cut notches in the spoil banks that run along 

the edges of the area, allowing some water to flow longitudinally once more. TNC spent years researching the 

region’s ecology and building relationships in the region; they touted their involvement as a major step 

forward: a collaboration between environmentalists and landowners, rather than a fight. 

Last January, I joined TNC ecologist Joe Baustian on a trek through the project area. The mud seized my 

boots, which were borrowed and slightly too large; I nearly tumbled a few times into a face-full of cold 

swamp muck. Baustian was a far more experienced swamp-walker, but even he moved slowly, especially 

when the water reached our hips. At one point, the skeletal tower of a cypress tree rose before us, spared by 

the loggers a century ago because it was already hollow. Thirty feet up, there was a hole, carved out by a 

woodpecker — perhaps an ivory-billed, Baustian said, a species that is now presumed extinct. 

While Baustian navigated — consulting an iPad hanging from his neck — I assisted by carrying a heavy 2-

foot cylinder: a sonde, a specially designed probe that, once inserted into a vertical frame, would track the 

water’s temperature, turbidity, and oxygen content. This will supply baseline data. More than six years after 

TNC first announced its purchase, no engineering work had begun. The state was waiting on the Army Corps 

to approve the permits. Baustian speculated that the agency might be stalling, worried it’d get sued for the 

project. He noted that one man, in particular, was likely to object to the permits: Dean Wilson, known as the 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper, often viewed as a hero of these swamps. 
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Dean Wilson was 24 years old when he first arrived on the Atchafalaya River in 1984, a young 

adventurer en route to a vaguely planned Amazonian expedition. Wilson had grown up on the balmy 

coast of Spain, and his plan in Louisiana was to acclimate to humidity and mosquitoes. He looked at a map 

and picked an empty-looking patch of green. Then, armed with a bow and arrow, a spear, a few fishing hooks, 

and a canoe, he lived in a tent for four months.  

He ate nutria and catfish and squirrel. He watched egrets lift like angels into the pale blue sky. He found 

himself amid the largest freshwater wetland ecosystem in the United States. Wilson lost his interest in the 

Amazon. He stayed, and taught himself to crawfish, which became his livelihood for 16 years. This was one 

benefit of the spillway: The levees all but guaranteed high water each year, a key ingredient for a bumper crop 

of these crustaceans. 

Commercial crawfishing is a relatively new industry in the U.S. Until the 1930s, there was no way to keep the 

crustaceans alive long enough to ship them to restaurants. But highways and refrigeration changed the 

calculus. By the 1960s, crawfishing had become so central to the Atchafalaya economy that during the high 

season, swampers like Roy Blanchard did little else. 

It’s a sometimes fraught business. Blanchard told me that when the river rises, crawfishermen can go 

anywhere that’s flooded. (“After a flood, there’s no law.”) Louisiana case law disagrees, but for years, so long 

as they didn’t fell any timber, landowners seemed not to care where swampers fished. By the 1970s, as 

the public-purchase feud grew heated, no-trespassing signs were coming up. So in the 1980s, as Wilson 

settled into crawfishing, his peers began to organize, launching the Louisiana Crawfish Producers Association 

West, a group that fights in court for access rights on the water. 

Wilson, too, grew concerned about access, and about what landowners were doing to this landscape. New 

pipelines kept appearing, creating new spoil banks. Timber companies sold off ancient, gnarled cypresses, 

which were shredded into garden mulch. He eventually joined the Sierra Club, and then, in 2004, founded the 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper, or ABK — a local outpost of an international network focused on protecting 

waterways. His work involves staking out mulch plants and tailing logging trucks and flying over the 

Atchafalaya Basin to monitor forest destruction. If the problems can’t be resolved through the usual channels, 

ABK takes the culprits to court. 

In February, a few weeks after my travels with Baustian, I joined Wilson and his staff on a patrol in his 

bateau. He stood at the front of the boat, shirtless, in jeans and cowboy boots, while his German Shepherd, 

Tanka, scuttled back and forth beneath the seats, pausing sometimes to bark at the passing waves. We 

were joined by the ABK development director, Monica Fisher, as well as an intern, Ellie Sovcik, and a 

volunteer photographer named Preston Holm. Wilson pointed out scrubby willow trees and flares of 

buttonbush that lined the narrow channels. These, he said, were growing on the newly accumulated 

mudbanks. They are nothing like the majesty of the old cypress swamps. 
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The real concern was a site that Wilson and this team had visited a few weeks earlier. A recently completed 

Army Corps project had resulted in a small rivulet of water trickling over the banks of the Atchafalaya River. 

The river was rising; Wilson was worried that the increased flow might bust a hole in the bank. 

As we pulled close to the site, a hush descended over the team. “Holy fuck,” Holm said, half under his breath, 

and then apologized for the expletive. It fit the mood of the boat, though. Where there had been land a few 

weeks ago, there was now the mouth of a new bayou, pouring muddy water into the backswamps. 

“Unbelievable,” Wilson said, though he quickly corrected himself. This is just what he expected to happen. 

It’s less unbelievable than it is unconscionable. 

 

 

 

As Holm launched a drone to document the damage, Wilson smoked a cigarette on the bank of the 

river and explained the conspiracy he sees unfolding in the basin. The landowners, he told me, are 

working behind the scenes to convince the state to reengineer the swamps so as to build new land. “They say 

‘water quality,’” he tells me. “They always use the same excuse — water quality.” 

Here, again, is the paradox of water flow. From the 1950s through the 1970s, the coalition fighting to save the 

Atchafalaya included recreational fishermen and environmentalists — people who wanted flowing water. 

Wilson and his team, meanwhile, believe river water should never be artificially diverted into the 

backswamps, where it piles up silt and sand. He often points to a 1979 EPA report that, for the sake of both 

flood control and ecosystem health, discouraged such diversions. This might mean stagnant water in the 

backswamps, but low-quality water is better than no water at all. Better still, Wilson said he would like the 

spoil banks removed, restoring the natural flow of water, drifting slowly from north to south. 

The implications are not just ecological implications; they’re economic. Water law, and Louisiana water law 

in particular, is an ornate tangle of tests and rules and classifications. Whether a water body is considered a 

stream or a lake, for example — not always a clear distinction in the Atchafalaya Basin — can determine 

whether the banks are public or private property. One thing is clear, at least: All of the waterways that were 
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navigable when Louisiana became a state in 1812 are considered public property. The trouble, though, is that 

if these waterways fill with mud, the newly built land becomes a part of the adjoining property. 

The fight over access in the Atchafalaya gets tense. In 2004, when a man named Jody Meche was frogging 

with his two sons in a lake, gunshots broke the water’s surface just a few feet from his boat. The shooter was 

a landowner who claimed the family was trespassing. Meche is the president of the Louisiana Crawfish 

Producers Association West, and currently serves on the Atchafalaya River Basin Restoration and 

Enhancement Task Force. He’s worked to keep access at the center of the conversation. (“I’m fighting for the 

public,” he said at the April meeting. “My rights are the rights of everybody.”) This kind of advocacy has led 

to more attacks, he says: His truck windows were smashed a few years ago, and a tire came off his boat trailer 

while he was driving on Interstate 10 around 2006. He believes a lug nut was intentionally loosened. 

The Nature Conservancy has publicly expressed its commitment to working alongside landowners, and has 

received funding from major corporations that own land in the basin, including Shell Oil. In Wilson’s eyes, 

this money taints the group. “They came in to support projects to fill swamps,” he said as we stood on the 

riverbank. (Full disclosure: While reporting earlier stories in the Atchafalaya Basin, I have twice accepted free 

lodging in a houseboat owned by TNC.) 

Wilson considers the TNC-affiliated restoration proposal, known officially as the East Grand Lake Project, to 

be among the greatest threats to ever face the basin. Some spoil banks on the south end of the project will 

remain unnotched, and Dean worries that mud will be trapped here. This, he believes, threatens not only 

aquatic ecosystems and the last remnants of the longtime swamping culture, but also the safety of the entire 

region, since it fills up the spillway with more mud. ABK has written dense legalese letters to the Army Corps 

and to state agencies, explaining their opposition to the project. Baustian, though, indicated that this tract 

drains naturally already, which is why no new outlets were planned. 

The kind of government corruption that Wilson imagines has precedent in the Atchafalaya Basin. In 2005, an 

environmental project was completed within the spillway, on Bayou Postillion. More than a decade later, in 

an investigation prompted by a whistleblower, the state Legislative Auditor’s Office determined the project’s 

staff had conflicts of interest, given their relationships with landowners. The investigation found that the 

scope of the project had been altered for the sake of oil and gas companies, which wanted better access to 

the waterway so they could more easily drill. Don Haydel, who oversaw the state’s Atchafalaya restoration 

projects during the investigation, maintains that the work at Bayou Postillion was successful. Even now, the 

public has access to a bayou that, until the engineers intervened, was being filled. 
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When Governor John Bel Edwards launched the Atchafalaya River Basin Restoration and 

Enhancement Task Force in late 2020, controversy erupted immediately. Wilson was unhappy that he 

had not been notified ahead of time, and along with three other nonprofits — the local branch of the Sierra 

Club, a regional advocacy group called Healthy Gulf, and the Louisiana Crawfish Producers Association 

West — he sent a formal request to the governor asking to be included. 

The task force seats were doled out to leaders of various constituencies with an interest in the basin: the 

pipeline industry, for example; the river barge industry; the recreational and commercial fishing industries. 

Two seats were reserved for landowners and two for conservation groups. One of these latter seats was 

granted to Thomas Edgar Ashley, a friend of Wilson’s and a donor to ABK. That makes him a “member” of 

the organization, technically, but not an official representative. The two men remain close — we visited 

Ashley’s camp after surveying the crevasse along the river — but Wilson is nonetheless displeased. “Nobody, 

not even the governor, can tell Basinkeeper who is going to represent Basinkeeper,” Wilson said. “So we’re 

pretty pissed off. And the problem is, I probably know more — well, no, not probably — I know more about 

all the threats to the basin than anybody else on the planet.” 

The second conservation seat was granted to Karen Gautreaux, the state director for TNC — a group that, as 

Wilson notes, itself owns land and wants to work with landowners. “It’s like putting Exxon in charge to come 

up with a solution to global warming,” he said. “You cannot do that.” (Gautreaux, in an interview, pointed out 

that land ownership and conservation are not mutually exclusive.) 

Wilson has scored some victories. At the June task force meeting, an official announced that the Louisiana 

Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, which serves as the local sponsor for the basin’s engineering, 

had pulled out of a water management unit project that ABK had long opposed, meaning it would not be built. 

The restoration authority also announced that it had paused its pursuit of a permit for the East Grand Lake 

project, the partnership with The Nature Conservancy. Conditions had changed in the basin — in particular, 

the riverbank breach I had visited with Wilson had changed the flow of water — and so the project needed 

further study. Wilson, though, remains concerned that the plans might be resumed at any moment, with no 

further input from the public. 

In August, the task force assembled a set of recommendations; the members had managed to find a few points 

of consensus. Everyone is worried about the accumulation of sediment near the mouth of the river, which 

creates a pinch point that causes flooding upstream. There is agreement, too, that the Atchafalaya deserves 

more attention and more money. The task force wants the state to push Congress to fund more Army Corps 

studies of the basin, and for the agency to make restoration a priority here, alongside flood control. In terms of 

what restoration looks like, the task force wants to bring back the north-to-south sheet flow that has been 

inhibited by the pipeline spoil banks — though first a study needs to be completed to determine where the 

spoil banks even are. Deepwater habitat should be retained, too, by limiting the flow of sediment out of the 

river. Wilson told me he was excited by the final recommendations, though he remains concerned that ABK 

lacks a seat on the task force, which the CPRA hopes to continue to use for input on projects moving forward. 
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Throughout the task force meetings, the key disagreement was over what the Atchafalaya Basin is — and 

what constitutes an ecological problem. Wilson’s key ally on the task force is Jody Meche, the president of 

the Louisiana Crawfish Producers Association West. He, like Wilson, does not want any river water flowing 

into the backswamps, and at meetings loudly and vehemently argues his case. Meche paints a picture of a 

once-watery wilderness that is quickly filling with mud. Meanwhile, Rudy Sparks, a landowner 

representative, describes formerly dry forests that are drowning in the rising water. The back-and-forth 

between these two men sometimes grows tense. 

 

Rudy Sparks at his office in Patterson, Louisiana. Sparks is a landowner representative on the Atchafalaya 

River Basin Restoration and Enhancement Task Force and thinks the state has poorly managed the 

crawfishing industry. “The lake beds, they’ve now become swamp,” he says. “That horse is out of the barn.” 

 

Sparks is the vice president of Williams, Inc., a company that owns 85,000 acres across Louisiana, mostly 

concentrated within the southern spillway. F.B. Williams, the company’s founder, went into the timber 

business in 1872; by the early 1900s, he operated one of the country’s largest sawmills. In 1928, his company 
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announced that the cypress swamps were exhausted; the sawmill closed. The company was saved by the 

discovery of oil and gas on the former cypress lands in the 1930s. 

Sparks and I chatted over lunch after the June task force meeting. His frustration with the crawfishing 

industry was clear. He thinks the industry has been poorly managed — that populations have crashed because 

of overfishing. “They want no seasons, they want no mesh-size limits, they want no regulations,” he told me. 

“You can’t do that to any resource.” He wants the state to create a better plan, and he wants to be paid for 

crawfish that are taken on his land. Despite the law, crawfishermen still go wherever they want. “It’s our 

property,” he said. “We pay property tax on it. Go to the courthouse — there’s the paperwork, we own it. If 

somebody gets hurt out there, who are they going to sue? They ain’t going to sue another fisherman.” 

The disagreement really comes down to which part of the landscape each man cares about. Sparks 

acknowledges that mud is filling in old lakes. “The lake beds, they’ve now become swamp,” he said. “That 

horse is out of the barn.” But he is not a fisherman; he is a forester, focused on the high ridges of land that 

once ran along the bayous. These were covered with live oaks, he said, and then, below the ridges, on the 

edge of the swamps, there were breaks of overcup oak and bitter pecan. Then, finally, came the low-lying 

cypress woods. “It was magnificent,” he said. 

Now the trees are dying, choked by the high water. “[There’s] no natural regeneration. We’re not going to 

have any natural regeneration. So all that area is going to revert to open water,” Sparks said. This is the 

modern Atchafalaya: at once too much mud and too much water. 

The task force has endorsed an idea that Sparks proposed: use the sediment to our advantage, piling it on the 

existing uplands to keep them above water. It would be just as possible, Sparks acknowledges, to make the 

basin one giant crawfish pond. “We can go either direction,” he said. “We’ve got total control over it.” Then, 

quickly, he corrected himself: Mother Nature might answer all these questions herself. 

 

 

 

This brings us to what is perhaps the most famous fact of the Atchafalaya Basin: It’s where the 

Mississippi River wants to flow. The Mississippi builds a delta at its mouth, dumping out the dirt it carries 

— thereby creating an ever longer path for itself, one that is increasingly inefficient. Every thousand years or 

so, the river “avulses,” as geologists put it, finding some weak point in the terrain where it can push through 

to claim a shorter path. 
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This is the geological process that created the Atchafalaya Basin; its surrounding ridges are the remnants of 

old, abandoned routes to the sea. The river has been making such jumps for 12,000 years now. Then, three 

centuries ago, we began to build New Orleans — and later added highways and suburbs and pipelines and 

ports. If the Mississippi jumps again, all this will sit along a tiny, brackish creek, without the supply of fresh 

water the city needs for its power and industrial facilities, or for its citizens to drink. (The flood of water down 

the Atchafalaya, meanwhile, would bury its swamps under 20 feet of silt.) 

As early as the 1810s, when engineers first discussed removing the driftwood from the Atchafalaya’s mouth, 

they expressed fears of impending avulsion. If the Atchafalaya grew bigger, it might capture the Mississippi’s 

flow, becoming the master stream. But no one conducted a comprehensive geological investigation of the 

Mississippi River’s valley until 1941, when the spillway was nearly complete. 

 

That study, conducted by Harold Fisk, remains a classic; its multicolored maps tracking the river’s wandering 

history double as psychedelic art. By the time he was done, Fisk was worried about the Atchafalaya. In the 

1880s, the river had pulled less than 10% of the water out of the Mississippi. By the 1940s, the Atchafalaya 

was seizing a quarter of the bigger river’s flow. A subsequent report determined that if the problem was 

not solved, somehow, by the end of the 1950s, it might be too late to prevent the Atchafalaya from “pirating” 

the Mississippi entirely. 
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The Army Corps scrambled to build what I think of as a giant thumbtack: a wall of steel and concrete that 

regulates the flow of water between the rivers. The thing is nearly 600 feet long and wide enough to 

accommodate a two-lane highway; as you drive across, gantry cranes, used to pull open the 11 gates, loom 

above your car. Steel beams, driven 90 feet into the mud below the river, help rivet the wall in place; concrete 

wing walls flare from its edges, channeling the water through the gates. Another wall, six times longer, sits 

just upstream to ensure that even when the river rises out of its banks, the flow can be controlled. By 1963, 

construction on the complex — known as the Old River Control Structure — was complete. The rivers were 

frozen into place. Each day, the gates are raised or lowered, ensuring that 70% of the upstream water stays in 

the Mississippi, while 30% flows down into the Atchafalaya and its swamps. 

Sometimes, when I’m traveling these bayous, I get a tingling sense that I’ve entered an alternate dimension, a 

place that would not exist but for the intervention of our godlike engineers. But is there anywhere on Earth 

left, really, where this is not the case? 

 

A pessimist might see the Atchafalaya as a story of human hubris still awaiting its comeuppance. The Old 

River Control Structure will fail; the river will have its way. This nearly happened in 1973, when a massive 

flood began to dredge a hole in the mud beneath the gates; one of the wing walls was torn completely free. 

The thumbtack survived, but it was so thoroughly damaged that the Army Corps had to add one more set of 

gates, known as the auxiliary structure, to the complex. Now the Mississippi’s bed is rising just 

downstream of Old River; for some reason, more mud is settling here. That makes the Atchafalaya an all the 

more tempting path. 

One solution might be to reengineer the control structure so more mud runs down the floodway, keeping the 

Mississippi relatively mud-free. Doing so would further fill the backswamps, reducing the 

floodway’s capacity even further. One catastrophe or another: Such seems to be our choice on the modern 

Mississippi. 

Any change to this infrastructure is years away. The Army Corps is not even sure how much mud currently 

runs down the Atchafalaya; this is one of many questions currently being researched by the agency. (Another: 

whether the original control gates, now more than 60 years old, can still perform as needed.) The Army Corps 

has two major studies underway about the Atchafalaya that, once completed, will inform a third report — 

which is where recommendations about changes to the system might finally appear. The Nature Conservancy, 

meanwhile, is working with the Corps to determine whether small tweaks to the flow through the control 

structures might improve the basin’s ecology. “We’ve got a lot going on,” Ricky Boyett, a spokesperson for 

the agency’s New Orleans district, told me. “It’s all making sure we can pass what we’re facing now — but 

also that we have a system that can continue to manage this water in the future.” 

Journalists like to invoke the Atchafalaya River and its control structures as a symbol of the human fight 

against nature. I’m not sure, though, that what we’re controlling here is nature, really. Engineers began to 

rework this river nearly 200 years ago — clearing out plugs of driftwood and reshaping the channels of 
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the Mississippi upstream. Thus the Atchafalaya grew bigger. Then the engineers added pumps and floodgates 

and concrete control walls. They’ve sent out fleets of dredge boats to alter the shape of the Atchafalaya’s own 

channels. They’ve frozen some geological processes; others have been sent into hyperdrive. So what is 

natural? It’s impossible to say, at least here. 

The first people to live in these swamps knew it was a place of constant change. They expected to move at 

times to accommodate its flow. Now modern scientists are finally catching up to this idea: Ecosystems are 

dynamic. Restoration, then, is always arbitrary. We have to decide what conditions to restore. The fight in the 

Atchafalaya is not against nature, but among humans who disagree about what to build next. 

When I visited the Blanchards, while we waited on our frog legs, I asked Roy if he thought the basin might be 

saved yet, or if it was just a place where people would fish for however many years remained before 

the swamps were filled. “That’s about it,” he said. It’s too late to rebuild what he knew. 

I wondered if that made him sad. “It’s more than sad,” he told me. But he noted that his father, Wilmer 

Blanchard Sr., was sad before him. “Son, you never saw beautiful country,” the older man, born in 1910, used 

to say. Wilmer had known the basin in its golden days, before the spillway — a place of narrow coulees and 

winding bayous and big oak trees. Eventually, he refused to even cross over the levees with Roy. Back then, 

Roy was incredulous. He was making good money catching crawfish. He was having fun. How could the 

place be ruined? 

Roy leaned back in his chair, recalling his old way of thinking, and chuckled — tickled, apparently, by the 

way he used to think. He’s come around to his father’s view. 

His laugh sounded less mournful, really, than accepting. He’s not on the task force. He’s a retired fisherman. 

He can afford to contemplate the inevitable truth: The mud will come, as it always has. He once had a water 

well dug on his property, he told me, and the drill turned up cypress shavings 180 feet down — remnants of 

ancient forests, long ago buried. That’s how much sediment has accumulated over the past few thousand 

years. “Just think of what’s down there,” Annie said, as she joined the conversation. A dinosaur, maybe, she 

suggested. A different landscape, certainly. “There’s changes all the time,” she told us. “We’re just here for a 

little while.” 

“Atchafalaya Mud” is available in Issue No. 2 of The Bitter Southerner magazine. 

This story was updated on Jan. 27, 2022. 

 

https://bsgeneralstore.com/products/bs-magazine-issue-no-2
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Boyce Upholt is a freelance writer living in New Orleans. He won the 2019 James Beard Award for 

investigative journalism, and his work has been noted in the Best American Science and Nature Writing 

series. Follow Boyce's work at www.boyceupholt.com or on Instagram @boyceu. 

 

Rory Doyle is a working photographer based in Cleveland, Mississippi, in the rural Mississippi Delta. Born 

and raised in Maine, Doyle studied journalism at St. Michael’s College in Colchester, Vermont. In 2009, he 

moved to Mississippi to pursue a master’s degree at Delta State University. Doyle has remained committed to 

photographing Mississippi and the South, with a particular focus on sharing stories from the Delta. 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/atchafalaya-mud  

http://www.boyceupholt.com/
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Stories vs Ideas: 

Finding Something Deeply Personal in the Philosophical Novel 

David Hollander on Fiction as an Alternative to Silence 

By David Hollander 

 

January 13, 2022 

I. 

The Cosmic Pathway 

The tony upper west side of Manhattan hosts a curious edifice known as the Rose Center for Earth and 

Space—a great glass cube within which enormous replicas of our solar system’s planets appear to levitate 

unassisted. The venue is arguably best known for its world-class Hayden Planetarium, but my favorite of its 

many mind-bending installations is something called “The Cosmic Pathway.” It’s a 360-foot trail that 

descends in a spiral and presents you with the 13-billion-year history of the universe. Its apex represents the 

Big Bang—the moment at which Nothing became Everything—and with each downward step you travel tens 

of millions of years through cosmological history toward our current position in space-time. 

Placards along the railing illustrate your journey: here the first hydrogen atoms are born; here, millions of 

years later, the first stars explode into existence, spitting heavier elements into the void; here, billions of years 

https://lithub.com/author/davidhollander/
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later, the first planets form from fire and enter into precarious orbit. Down and down you go until finally, after 

taking over a hundred steps, you arrive at the bottom of the helix, where you find a small glass box 

displaying—on a canvas of white cotton—a single human hair. Beneath the box it says: The width of this hair 

represents how long humans have been here. 

This is humbling, and also—for someone of my disposition—horrifying. We treat the width of that human 

hair as if it were something of great significance, but the human race just got here, and by all indications it 

will be gone before the universe can blink. Viral pandemics, food shortages, water shortages, fires so vast 

they are visible from space, wide-scale floods and wider-scale drought… humanity seems to be rushing 

toward its end at a visible clip, like one of those sped-up film-reels of flowers blooming (or, more 

appropriately, withering on the branch). But of course, we must manufacture—in order to live our lives—an 

illusion of stability and permanence. There’s no shame in that; making meaning from experience is a 

hardwired human trait. Objecting to it would be like asking bees to stop pollinating. 

Nevertheless, from the time I was a child I’ve desperately wanted—or needed—to connect our species’ 

conventions and mores to something bigger, to feel like there was some eternal or cosmic truth to which we 

belonged. Otherwise, it seemed to me, our entire system of beliefs and the lives they informed unfolded in a 

tiny human vacuum; they were significant to us, but from the standpoint of the cosmos our ephemeral 

presence rounded to Zero. That human hair at the bottom of The Cosmic Pathway was like the single hair 

holding aloft the Sword of Damocles; one day soon it would snap, and our brief reign would end without 

ceremony. 

In order for real meaning to emerge, we would have to have access to the cosmological truth, to the God’s-

eye perspective. So, at least, has always run my despairing calculus. 

This is meant to be, in its way, an essay about fiction writing, about why I am a writer and how fiction, in a 

very real sense, saved me from despair. But it may already be obvious that I came to fiction from an odd 

angle. I never, for instance, wanted to “tell stories,” as most writers did when they were kids. I didn’t grow up 

imagining that I would become a writer at all. Even when I was studying literature as an undergraduate, it 

never occurred to me that I might try to make the stuff. 

While philosophy could beautifully describe the shape and dimensions of our human cage, only art could 

rattle its bars. 

Reading Jane Austen, Thomas Hardy, George Eliot, Charles Dickens, what I felt was the kind of appreciation 

one feels for the ornate 19th-century stonework adorning Brooklyn brownstones: I knew I was in the presence 

of beautiful and baroque artifacts, but they did not feel relevant to the existential dread I spent my days 

managing, nor did they seem tied into the bewildering speed and excess of contemporary life. 

The place where I did find an attempt to commune with Big Problems of Time and Space was not literature, 

but philosophy. I had hoped—like a lot of young people who study philosophy—to figure out how I should 
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live, given my skepticism about the worth and validity of human systems. Philosophy was good for me in that 

it provided a more solid ground upon which I could tremble. 

Immanuel Kant was especially instructive; he introduced to philosophy the idea that you could not talk about 

the world without talking about a subject through whom the world filtered. This limited our intuitions to the 

shape and form of a conceptual framework. When we talk about Truth and about Meaning, we are talking 

about Truth and Meaning for us, for human beings. Kant articulated my conundrum perfectly, but what was 

apparently a touchstone of philosophical progress was, for me, only a confirmation that I could never be 

whole. 

The Austrian philosopher (and probably my biggest hero) Ludwig Wittgenstein once said that “language is a 

form of life,” and, relatedly, that “if a lion could speak you wouldn’t understand it.” After all, a lion’s world is 

vastly different from mine; its language would grow in accordance with the necessities of that lion-world, not 

this human one. Wittgenstein’s way of talking about language revealed that so many of the seemingly 

profound propositions that formed the philosophical canon were in fact mere nonsense. Philosophy, 

Wittgenstein said, was what happened when we became bewitched by language. It’s what happened when we 

tried to get language to do something it couldn’t do… to say something bigger than what it could say. 

Wittgenstein cured me of the hope that philosophy could somehow expose the big, eternal truths that had 

otherwise eluded me. My jejune belief that I might somehow—through intellect or will—know the world as 

God might know it died its necessary death and left behind an emptiness, one that I would need to fill with 

something other than intellect. (And thank goodness, because I’m not a very smart person; whatever 

intelligence I possess is highly selective and finds a way to turn every problem into the Problematic this essay 

has thus far sought to articulate.) I may have been cured of a kind of wishful thinking, but I was still not okay 

with the fact that we had no access to “cosmic truth.” Our language was a form of life, sure, but it was also a 

cage from which we could never escape. 

Wittgenstein famously suggested that “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.” It seemed that 

the objectivity (or “God-truth”) that I wanted so desperately to access wasn’t merely elusive; it was so far 

beyond our cage that we couldn’t even begin to speak about it. Be silent, W. said; there is nothing more to 

know. 

But though I understood, in my bones, that Wittgenstein was right, I was unable to surrender the quest to 

express the truth that lay beyond his prescribed silence. Somewhere within those silent spaces lay God, and I 

wanted to scream bloody murder into them. And what I discovered—at least partly through my exposure to 

certain kinds of fiction I had not known, as a student of the 19th-century novel, existed—was that while 

philosophy could beautifully describe the shape and dimensions of our human cage, only art could rattle its 

bars. 

In the fictions of Robert Coover, Donald Barthelme and Angela Carter I found a kind of narrative fracture that 

had little to do with the actual content of the stories, and more to do with a kind of formal resistance to human 

systems. 
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This epiphany arrived in my final year as an undergraduate, when I took a class with the then relatively 

unknown writer Rick Moody, who was a fan of the experimental or postmodern school of literature—a thing I 

had not previously encountered. My experience of fiction had been confined to canonical college-level texts 

and escapist science-fiction novels (the latter of which helped me survive my awful adolescence). But what I 

found in the texts I was exposed to via Moody was a kind of meaning that wasn’t connected to storytelling. In 

the fictions of Robert Coover, Donald Barthelme and Angela Carter I found a kind of narrative fracture or 

instability that had little to do with the actual content of the stories, and more to do with a kind of formal 

resistance to human systems. 

In fact, one story from those days, Robert Coover’s “The Babysitter,” remains on my teaching syllabus 20 

years later, and I am fond of telling students that it changed my life. It’s a cold story. There isn’t a verifiable 

character to be found in its pages, and the “plot” is ridiculous: a bunch of toxically masculine dudes are 

lusting after a babysitter. But the reason the story meant so much to me is that its self-devouring structure felt 

a lot like my own brain patterns. Every time a “truth” is arrived at in “The Babysitter,” it is immediately 

swapped out for a different truth, a different reality. There is no central or objective source of authority. The 

story, in other words, felt to me like the struggle I was going through to find or express something 

“universally verifiable.” It seemed to be aimed directly into those silent spaces that Wittgenstein had warned 

me against trying to infiltrate. 

The quantum structure of “The Babysitter” didn’t resemble the organization or the logic of “real life.” That 

was the reason it could have its unsettling effect on me, an effect less connected to what the story said than to 

how it behaved. It felt (for lack of a better term) “God-sized” to me. 

I’m not saying that Coover is some religious writer. He’s a postmodern trickster. He loves to play games, to 

mess with readerly expectations. But his method opened up a door that led to many rooms: to Beckett, to 

Borges, to Anne Carson and Italo Calvino, to Cormac McCarthy and John Hawkes and Clarice Lispector. 

Everything I have ever loved in literature has beat against the rim of our conceptual framework, trying 

desperately to cast a few syllables out into that space whereof we (supposedly) cannot speak. 

Readers who have followed me this far might be glad to know that we have arrived at the portion of this essay 

where I talk about fiction writing, and more specifically, about how and why some writers and readers 

gravitate toward—or even need—unconventional and ambitious kinds of fiction. If you are suspicious of 

systems… if you feel as if every story you read is sort of missing the point… if fiction seems to you to be 

failing to register the problem suggested by the Cosmic Pathway’s human hair… then you begin seeking out a 

kind of fiction that has the capacity to howl. (I find myself thinking here of Bob Marley’s boast: I don’t come 

to beg, I come to conquer.) 

  

II. 

Universality Over Individuality: Some Examples 

https://lithub.com/on-the-destabilizing-brilliance-of-robert-coovers-the-babysitter/
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I acknowledge that what I am searching for in literature bears little resemblance to what most people are 

searching for. I am not trying to prescribe how others should read, nor am I belittling the kinds of work that 

are most loved by the most people. Romance novels, detective novels, thrillers, big fantasy series… I am glad 

that people read these and derive joy and comfort from them. They may not satisfy my deepest needs as a 

reader, but then neither do the novels of Jane Austen or Charles Dickens. I’m not saying that Austen wasn’t a 

great writer. Of course, she was! But her novels are written from within the deep interior of the cage I’ve been 

describing; she isn’t worried about Objective Truth or the unknowability of the “world as it is.” Why should 

she be? She’s actually interested in people’s lives, whereas I seem to be interested in what people are, in more 

universal terms, and how our limited faculties generate a matrix-like illusion. If anyone here suffers 

deformities of character and perspective, Dear Reader, c’est moi! 

This isn’t an essay about how great fiction looks or behaves; it’s an essay about how a person like me—

skeptical of systems and at risk of lapsing into dangerous nihilism—can be saved by texts that hint at 

something bigger than what we can know directly. 

But so what do these texts look like? How do they behave? It’s easy to say (as I often have) that “I know it 

when I see it,” which while true is also lame and a failure of conviction. In the next section of this essay, I 

hope to give a few examples of works that seem to “refuse to serve,” and that howl out into the 

Wittgensteinian silence. This list will not be exhaustive but exemplary; there is no set of prerequisites for the 

appearance of this type of fiction, which floats above the identity-driven, socially-attuned method of fiction-

making that tops most of the literary bestseller lists these days. I begin with a high-literary rendition of the 

Western. 

Blood Meridian 

In the following incantatory passage from Cormac McCarthy’s masterpiece, Blood Meridian, I feel the thrill 

of divine disinterest: 

That night they rode through a region electric and wild where strange shapes of soft blue fire ran over the 

metal of the horses’ trappings and the wagonwheels rolled in hoops of fire and little shapes of pale blue light 

came to perch in the ears of the horses and in the beards of the men. All night sheetlightning quaked 

sourceless to the west beyond the midnight thunderheads, making a bluish day of the distant desert, the 

mountains on the sudden skyline stark and black and livid like a land of some other order out there whose true 

geology was not stone but fear. The thunder moved up from the southwest and lightning lit the desert all 

about them, blue and barren, great clanging reaches ordered out of the absolute night like some demon 

kingdom summoned up or changeling land that come the day would leave them neither trace nor smoke nor 

ruin more than any troubling dream. 

McCarthy here (and nearly everywhere) employs parataxis, a style in which clauses accumulate with speed 

and unpredictability. He eschews the subordinating conjunctions that define the opposing style, 

hypotaxis. McCarthy doesn’t say, “While riding through a region electric and wild, the men noticed lightning 

storms quaking in the western sky.” Rather, using the coordinating conjunction “and,” he stacks action and 
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description with a rhapsodic relentlessness. (Sometimes when I read his work aloud I fear I may accidentally 

summon a demon.) 

McCarthy’s relentless use of coordinating conjunctions and his lengthy rhythmic festoons have some deep 

roots. Here, for instance, is the opening of the First Book of Moses, Commonly Called Genesis (emphasis 

mine): 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void and darkness 

was upon the face of the deep and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. And God said 

“Let there be light,” and there was light. And God saw that the light was good and God separated the light 

from the darkness and God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was 

evening and there was morning, one day. 

Here we see the same comma-less, coordinating-conjunction heavy parataxis. One of the reasons McCarthy 

can seem to be creating a world from scratch on the page, is that he is echoing a text that claims to chronicle 

the literal creation of a world from scratch. 

If anyone here suffers deformities of character and perspective, Dear Reader, c’est moi! 

McCarthy’s work is about many things, but one of them is almost indisputably the universe’s hostility toward 

man. Blood Meridian explodes over and over with horrific violence, then returns to a meaningless trek on 

horseback across cracked desert landscapes. In applying Old Testament stylings to a message that is, at times, 

opposite the one Genesis aims to deliver, McCarthy is simultaneously glorifying our religious myths and 

suggesting their total inadequacy or incorrectness. It creates a global kind of dissonance, which may be why I 

can read his sentences, devoid of all surrounding context, and be chilled to the bone. 

The feeling created by bringing these two unlike things into close contact is much more powerful than 

anything McCarthy is actually saying. His profound dissonance vibrates out into those spaces that 

Wittgenstein warned us against trying to penetrate. But of course, McCarthy’s hyper-masculine (and often 

brutal) writing has no aesthetic or philosophical monopoly on this effect. He’s not the only one aware of that 

hair at the bottom of the Cosmic Pathway. 

Autobiography of Red 

The sui generis Anne Carson’s “novel-in-verse,” Autobiography of Red, is a miniature masterpiece of both 

language and form—a bizarre re-conceptualization of a story attributed to Stesichoros, an obscure ancient 

Greek poet who chronicled Herakles’s slaughter of a red monster named Geryon, who lived on a red island, 

accompanied by his red dog and the “corresponding red breezes.” 
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The book’s deeply strange front matter includes an essay identifying adjectives as the lynchpin between the 

novel and the epic, and a flow chart inviting you to decode the attitude of the Greek Gods toward 

Stesichoros’s writing. More remarkably, a series of fragments from Stesichoros’s original text are translated 

here, in these early appendices, by Carson herself (who is a classical Greek scholar). Here’s one: 

XV. TOTAL THINGS KNOWN ABOUT GERYON 

He loved lightning He lived on an island His mother was a 

Nymph of a river that ran to the sea His father was a gold 

Cutting tool Old scholia say that Stesichoros says that 

Geryon had six hands and six feet and wings He was red and 

His strange cattle excited envy Herakles came and 

Killed him for his cattle 

The dog too 

Eventually Carson descends into the novel proper, where she imagines a modern version of Stesichoros’ 

Geryon, a boy growing up somewhere in Canada with a sexually abusive brother and a loving, but ultimately 

ineffectual, mother. Carson’s Geryon is somehow both a little red monster with wings, and an artistically-

tempered adolescent who ultimately falls in love with a young man named—naturally—Herakles. He is both 

the subject of a novel (and thus possessed of free will), and the death-object in an unchanging epic (and thus 

destined to be destroyed in perpetuity). The strangest part is that Geryon knows about this conflation. He is 

haunted by the epic poem from which he’s been airlifted, and by Stesichoros’ rendition of his death. 

Early in the text—about 25 pages removed from the above-excerpted fragment—Geryon accompanies his 

mother to an elementary school parent/teacher conference, at which the teacher shares some of Geryon’s 

writing (which you see here): 

IDEAS 

Total Facts Known About Geryon 

Geryon was a monster everything about him was red. Geryon lived 

on an island in the Atlantic called The Red Place. Geryon’s mother 

was a river that runs to the sea the Red Joy River Geryon’s father 

was gold. Some say Geryon had six hands six feet some say wings. 

Geryon was red so were his strange red cattle. Herakles came one 

day killed Geryon got the cattle. 

(The teacher goes on to ask, “Does he ever write anything with a happy ending?”) 
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I’ve intentionally chosen the least subtle example of a structural mirroring that occurs constantly and stirs 

powerful crosscurrents: between the ancient and the modern; between the mundane and the grotesque; 

between deadly knowledge and blissful ignorance; between the mortality of living things and the immortality 

of literary characters. 

The book is finely crafted (Carson is a master of “white space,” and while her miniature chapters tend to take 

in fewer than five minutes of experience, months and years will often pass between chapters; Wittgensteinian 

silence is built into the very structure of her book), but craft alone could not engineer a book that vibrates so 

violently. In suggesting that time is both already written and finished, AND always unfolding and subject to 

our decisions, Carson has created something new and startling, a text both assonant in its plot structure and 

dissonant in its meaning. Its vibration hums out into the silence like the rumblings of a just-awakening 

volcano. 

A Poetics for Bullies 

It would be difficult to find a narrator more determined to rail against his own cage than Push the Bully, in 

Stanley Elkin’s miraculous story, “A Poetics for Bullies.” Elkin employs the word “poetics” in its Aristotelian 

form, to mean the art or the essence of something. Here is the story’s opening: 

I’m Push the bully, and what I hate are new kids and sissies, dumb kids and smart, rich kids, poor kids, kids 

who wear glasses, talk funny, show off, patrol boys and wise guys and kids who pass pencils and water the 

plants—and cripples, especially cripples. I love nobody loved. 

One time I was pushing this red-haired kid (I’m a pusher, no hitter, no belter; an aggressor of marginal 

violence, I hate real force) and his mother stuck her head out the window and shouted something I’ve never 

forgotten. “Push,” she yelled. “You, Push. You pick on him because you wish you had his red hair!” It’s true; 

I did wish I had his red hair. I wish I were tall, or fat, or thin. I wish I had different eyes, different hands, a 

mother in the supermarket. I wish I were a man, a small boy, a girl in the choir. I’m a coveter, a Boston 

Blackie of the heart, casing the world. Endlessly I covet and case. (Do you know what makes me cry? The 

Declaration of Independence. “All men are created equal.” That’s beautiful.) 

The story ends up being “about” a battle between Push the Bully, “God of the neighborhood,” and a new kid 

at school, John Williams, who is the ultimate do-gooder and seems determined to rid the world of all the same 

flaws that Push the Bully has made it his life’s work to exploit. On the one hand, it’s a highly approachable 

story about two kids who hate each other and must eventually fight. On the other hand, it is about the decision 

Lucifer makes in Paradise Lost: “It is better to rule in hell than to serve in heaven.” 

During the story’s final scene, as Push and John Williams finally engage each other on the schoolyard 

blacktop, Push spits out the words: “Indulger. Dispense me no dispensations! Push the Bully hates your 

heart!” He is talking to John Williams, sure, but he also seems to be speaking to the God whose own 

perfection is nowhere to be found in the creatures he has sadistically animated. 
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When I share this story with students, I have to lead them past their initial observation that “no bully would 

really talk like this.” Of course, the friction in the piece derives from this obvious, almost mathematical given. 

No bully would talk like this, but Push does. He becomes both a character who you desperately root for, and 

the embodiment of human resistance to an oppressive divine homogeneity. And he will not be silenced. 

Labyrinths 

I began this essay by talking about my journey from philosophy to fiction. One writer who was with me 

during the most important part of this trip was the Argentinian writer, Jorge Luis Borges. The stories in his 

famous collection, Labyrinths, are so perfectly executed that they feel like mathematical formulations. They 

play with ideas of time, infinity, and repetition, and drive the human mind right up against the limits of what it 

can hold. Every story in the collection challenges our assumptions about what literature is and can be, as 

Borges dismantles the idea that individuals are special, that selfhood is inviolable. 

In “The Circular Ruins” a man attempts to dream another man into existence; he succeeds, but the price he 

pays is the discovery that he himself was so dreamed. In “Funes the Memorius,” Borges imagines a man 

whose eidetic memory contains everything he has ever seen and experienced in minute detail; the story 

reveals to us that memory cannot work this way and does not provide a safe hideout for the self. But the piece 

that perhaps meant the most to me in Labyrinths is the short parable at its end, titled “Borges and I,” which 

begins like so: 

The other one, the one called Borges, is the one things happen to. I walk through the streets of Buenos Aires 

and stop for a moment, perhaps mechanically now, to look at the arch of entrance hall and the grillwork on 

the gate; I know of Borges from the mail and see his name on a list of professors or in a biographical 

dictionary. I like hourglasses, maps, eighteenth-century typography, the taste of coffee and the prose of 

Stevenson; he shares these preferences, but in a vain way that turns them into the attributes of an actor. 

This little parable has the feeling of a confessional, even as it systematically dissolves its author, reduces him 

to a set of perceived qualities. What are we, beyond these perceptions? Can we claim our own individuality, 

or is selfhood an illusion sustained by language and convention? Schopenhauer once tried to formulate an 

answer to this question. He said, “An infinite time has passed before my birth. What was I during this time? 

Metaphysically, it might be answered, ‘I was always I’; that is, all who during that time said ‘I’ were just ‘I.’” 

“Borges and I” ends with these chilling lines: 

Years ago I tried to free myself from him and went from the mythologies of the suburbs to the games with 

time and infinity, but those games belong to Borges now and I shall have to imagine other things. Thus my 

life is a flight and I lose everything and everything belongs to oblivion, or to him. 

I do not know which of us has written this page. 
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Borges’s fiction is completely unconcerned with any of the things that much of contemporary literary fiction 

obsesses over. Social justice, intersectionality, individuality, the “stay in your lane” nature of identity-driven 

thought and writing… these become ridiculous in the Borgesian paradigm. To many, his work seems cold, 

dusty, irrelevant. But for a few, it is a powerful howl into a void most humans aren’t aware exists. 

  

III. 

The Terrifying Spaces of the Universe 

These four examples—chosen after an enormous amount of equivocating—do not begin to exhaust the 

parameters for the kind of cage-defying fiction I’ve attempted to discuss here. The necessary shock to the 

system can occur via a presumably limitless number of formal or aesthetic approaches. A certain percentage 

of these might qualify as “experimental,” and might alienate many (or most) readers. 

The defining characteristic of the works that, for me, refuse Wittgenstein’s call for silence, is that they value 

mystery, dissonance, and universality over explanation, assonance, and individuality. 

Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, for instance—one of my favorite books—is… esoteric. Structured after a 

mathematical construct called the Fibonacci Sequence, the book features a running conversation between 

Marco Polo and Kublai Khan; it is framed as Polo’s description of the myriad cities in Khan’s empire but is in 

fact a deep dive into the nature of language and the (un)knowability of the world. To me, it is sheer sorcery. 

But I sometimes feel the same power coursing through books written for children. I remember, for instance, 

encountering as a precocious kindergartener a picture book narrated by Grover (of Sesame Street fame) 

called The Monster at the End of this Book. Grover attempts to convince you not to turn pages (so as to avoid 

confronting the titular monster), unaware that he is that monster. This, of course, is supposed to be a funny 

metafictional lark; it chilled me to the bone. In The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, the witch is permitted 

to execute Aslan according to rules of magic that are as old as time. But Aslan is able to return because he has 

access to a magic even older than time. (!) 

The defining characteristic of the works that, for me, refuse Wittgenstein’s call for silence, is that they value 

mystery, dissonance, and universality over explanation, assonance, and individuality. (Robert Smithson: 

“Establish enigmas, not explanations.”) These works do not come to serve our systems; they come to conquer, 

or at least resist, them. 

This is what I search literature for. When I read (or write) fiction, it’s not to tell stories; it’s to try to get above 

stories, the way an extraterrestrial spacecraft might hover above human societies. I understand how strange a 

preoccupation this is. But I am unable to experience literature without knowledge of The Cosmic Pathway’s 

cosmic truth. I am unable to forget that the human world in its entirety exists beneath Damocles’ dangling 

sword. 
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I live my life within the circle of humanity; I am a father, a husband, a teacher. But I do so with a sense, as 

Pascal once said, “of the terrifying spaces of the universe hemming me in.” In acknowledging these spaces, 

there is the possibility of art, and of survival. 
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Auden in the Aquarium 

By Cynthia Zarin 

Issue no. 154 (Spring 2000) 

It was a hot day in June. 

Inside the aquarium it was so cool 

after the bright light outside that 

it seemed as if we were swimming up 

the arteries of a cold broad-backed fish. 

We took in the crabs, the sea urchins, 

the jellyfish that shone like 

Japanese lanterns, and as we looked 

our reflections flitted past us 

on the green glass, animated, lit, 

as if this was the shade to which 

they are always hoping to return, 

the reason they only show themselves 

on surfaces that mimic water. 

At some of the tanks the lights 

had been arranged so there were 

no reflections—it was like looking 

through a window with the sash 

raised—and it was at one of these 

I saw you, Wystan, your crepe-paper 

face on a huge tautog, swimming alone 

in a clutch of striped bass. 

The bass kept opening and shutting 

their mouths like sheep, or choristers 

—though their singing was completely 

inaudible—and along their sides 

were dark inky lines, like the marks 

of tire tracks. There was an eel 

there too, below you, its body 

an s, then an o, at home, at least 

it seemed, in its permanently 

Unitarian element: air filtered, fire 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7e80cc35a1&e=d538c8f2e0
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stamped out. The aquarium was filled 

with schoolchildren, whistling, 

shoving, with tourists in their 

tropical clothes, waiting, as we were, 

for the ferry to Vineyard Haven. 

We stood at the tank. The glass was cold. 

A tent of light shown down. Your scales 

were the color of old silver, of smoke. 

Behind you on the wall were a few 

carefully painted sea grasses, 

a few rocks, a wave but no sign 

of a boy, and a warning: 

                DO NOT TAP ON GLASS 

for you to read backwards, in Icelandic. 

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

• The Art of Poetry No. 17 with W. H. Auden, born on this day in 1907, from issue no. 57 (Spring 

1974)? Then, read Emily Leithauser’s poem “Interregnum” in our Winter 2021 issue, which begins 

with an epigraph from Auden: “Do not believe you can abdicate.” 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=7e80cc35a1&e=d538c8f2e0 
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A Night Among the Nihilists 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

A NIGHT AMONG THE NIHILISTS. 

"Robinson, the boss wants you!" 

"The dickens he does!" thought I; for Mr. Dickson, Odessa agent of Bailey & Co., corn merchants, was a bit 

of a Tartar, as I had learned to my cost. "What's the row now?" I demanded of my fellow-clerk; "has he got 

scent of our Nicolaieff escapade, or what is it?" 

"No idea," said Gregory: "the old boy seems in a good enough humour; some business matter, probably. But 

don't keep him waiting." So summoning up an air of injured innocence, to be ready for all contingencies, I 

marched into the lion's den. 

Mr. Dickson was standing before the fire in a Briton's time-honoured attitude, and motioned me into a chair in 

front of him. "Mr. Robinson," he said, "I have great confidence in your discretion and common sense. The 

follies of youth will break out, but I think that you have a sterling foundation to your character underlying any 

superficial levity." 

I bowed. 

"I believe," he continued, "that you can speak Russian pretty fluently." 

I bowed again. 

"I have, then," he proceeded, "a mission which I wish you to undertake, and on the success of which your 

promotion may depend. I would not trust it to a subordinate, were it not that duty ties me to my post at 

present." 

"You may depend upon my doing my best, sir," I replied. 

"Right, sir; quite right! What I wish you to do is briefly this: The line of railway has just been opened to 

Solteff, some hundred miles up the country. Now, I wish to get the start of the other Odessa firms in securing 

the produce of that district, which I have reason to believe may be had at very low prices. You will proceed by 
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rail to Solteff, and interview a Mr. Dimidoff, who is the largest landed proprietor in the town. Make as 

favourable terms as you can with him. Both Mr. Dimidoff and I wish the whole thing to be done as quietly 

and secretly as possible—in fact, that nothing should be known about the matter until the grain appears in 

Odessa. I desire it for the interests of the firm, and Mr. Dimidoff on account of the prejudice his peasantry 

entertain against exportation. You will find yourself expected at the end of your journey, and will start to-

night. Money shall be ready for your expenses. Good-morning, Mr. Robinson; I hope you won't fail to realise 

the good opinion I have of your abilities." 

"Gregory," I said, as I strutted into the office, "I'm off on a mission—a secret mission, my boy; an affair of 

thousands of pounds. Lend me your little portmanteau—mine's too imposing—and tell Ivan to pack it. A 

Russian millionaire expects me at the end of my journey. Don't breathe a word of it to any of Simpkins's 

people, or the whole game will be up. Keep it dark!" 

I was so charmed at being, as it were, behind the scenes, that I crept about the office all day in a sort of cloak-

and-bloody-dagger style, with responsibility and brooding care marked upon every feature; and when at night 

I stepped out and stole down to the station, the unprejudiced observer would certainly have guessed, from my 

general behaviour, that I had emptied the contents of the strong-box before starting into that little valise of 

Gregory's. It was imprudent of him, by the way, to leave English labels pasted all over it. However, I could 

only hope that the "Londons" and "Birminghams" would attract no attention, or at least that no rival corn-

merchant might deduce from them who I was and what my errand might be. 

Having paid the necessary roubles and got my ticket, I ensconced myself in the corner of a snug Russian car, 

and pondered over my extraordinary good fortune. Dickson was growing old now, and if I could make my 

mark in this matter it might be a great thing for me. Dreams arose of a partnership in the firm. The noisy 

wheels seemed to clank out "Bailey, Robinson & Co.," "Bailey, Robinson & Co.," in a monotonous refrain, 

which gradually sank into a hum, and finally ceased as I dropped into a deep sleep. Had I known the 

experience which awaited me at the end of my journey it would hardly have been so peaceable. 

I awoke with an uneasy feeling that some one was watching me closely; nor was I mistaken. A tall dark man 

had taken up his position on the seat opposite, and his black sinister eyes seemed to look through me and 

beyond me, as if he wished to read my very soul. Then I saw him glance down at my little trunk. 

"Good heavens!" thought I, "here's Simpkins's agent, I suppose. It was careless of Gregory to leave those 

confounded labels on the valise." 

I closed my eyes for a time, but on reopening them I again caught the stranger's earnest gaze. 

"From England, I see," he said in Russian, showing a row of white teeth in what was meant to be an amiable 

smile. 

"Yes," I replied, trying to look unconcerned, but painfully aware of my failure. 
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"Travelling for pleasure, perhaps?" said he. 

"Yes," I answered eagerly. "Certainly for pleasure; nothing else." 

"Of course not," said he, with a shade of irony in his voice. "Englishmen always travel for pleasure, don't 

they? Oh, no; nothing else." 

His conduct was mysterious, to say the least of it. It was only explainable upon two hypotheses—he was 

either a madman, or he was the agent of some firm bound upon the same errand as myself, and determined to 

show me that he guessed my little game. They were about equally unpleasant, and, on the whole, I was 

relieved when the train pulled up in the tumble-down shed which does duty for a station in the rising town of 

Solteff—Solteff, whose resources I was about to open out, and whose commerce I was to direct into the great 

world channels. I almost expected to see a triumphal arch as I stepped on to the platform. 

I was to be expected at the end of my journey, so Mr. Dickson had informed me. I looked about among the 

motley crowd, but saw no Mr. Dimidoff. Suddenly a slovenly, unshaved man passed me rapidly, and glanced 

first at me and then at my trunk—that wretched trunk, the cause of all my woes. He disappeared in the crowd; 

but in a little time came strolling past me again, and contrived to whisper as he did so, "Follow me, but at 

some distance," immediately setting off out of the station and down the street at a rapid pace. Here was 

mystery with a vengeance! I trotted along in his rear with my valise, and on turning the corner found a rough 

droschky waiting for me. My unshaven friend opened the door, and I stepped in. 

"Is Mr. Dim——" I was beginning. 

"Hush!" he cried. "No names, no names; the very walls have ears. You will hear all to-night;" and with that 

assurance he closed the door, and, seizing the reins, we drove off at a rapid pace—so rapid that I saw my 

black-eyed acquaintance of the railway carriage gazing after us in surprise until we were out of sight. 

I thought over the whole matter as we jogged along in that abominable springless conveyance. 

"They say the nobles are tyrants in Russia," I mused; "but it seems to me to be the other way about, for here's 

this poor Mr. Dimidoff, who evidently thinks his ex-serfs will rise and murder him if he raises the price of 

grain in the district by exporting some out of it. Fancy being obliged to have recourse to all this mystery and 

deception in order to sell one's own property! Why, it's worse than an Irish landlord. It is monstrous! Well, he 

doesn't seem to live in a very aristocratic quarter either," I soliloquised, as I gazed out at the narrow crooked 

streets and the unkempt dirty Muscovites whom we passed. "I wish Gregory or some one was with me, for it's 

a cut-throat-looking shop! By Jove, he's pulling up; we must be there!" 

We were there, to all appearance; for the droschky stopped, and my driver's shaggy head appeared through the 

aperture. 
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"It is here, most honoured master," he said, as he helped me to alight. 

"Is Mr. Dimi——" I commenced; but he interrupted me again. 

"Anything but names," he whispered; "anything but that. You are too used to a land that is free. Caution, oh 

sacred one!" and he ushered me down a stone-flagged passage, and up a stair at the end of it. "Sit for a few 

minutes in this room," he said, opening a door, "and a repast will be served for you;" and with that he left me 

to my own reflections. 

"Well," thought I, "whatever Mr. Dimidoff's house may be like, his servants are undoubtedly well trained. 'Oh 

sacred one!' and 'revered master!' I wonder what he'd call old Dickson himself, if he is so polite to the clerk! I 

suppose it wouldn't be the thing to smoke in this little crib; but I could do a pipe nicely. By the way, how 

confoundedly like a cell it looks!" 

It certainly did look like a cell. The door was an iron one, and enormously strong, while the single window 

was closely barred. The floor was of wood, and sounded hollow and insecure as I strode across it. Both floor 

and walls were thickly splashed with coffee or some other dark liquid. On the whole, it was far from being a 

place where one would be likely to become unreasonably festive. 

I had hardly concluded my survey when I heard steps approaching down the corridor, and the door was 

opened by my old friend of the droschky. He announced that my dinner was ready, and, with many bows and 

apologies for leaving me in what he called the "dismissal room," he led me down the passage, and into a large 

and beautifully furnished apartment. A table was spread for two in the centre of it, and by the fire was 

standing a man very little older than myself. He turned as I came in, and stepped forward to meet me with 

every symptom of profound respect. 

"So young and yet so honoured!" he exclaimed; and then seeming to recollect himself, he continued, "Pray sit 

at the head of the table. You must be fatigued by your long and arduous journey. We dine tête-à-tête; but the 

others assemble afterwards." 

"Mr. Dimidoff, I presume?" said I. 

"No, sir," said he, turning his keen grey eyes upon me. "My name is Petrokine; you mistake me perhaps for 

one of the others. But now, not a word of business until the council meets. Try your chef's soup; you will find 

it excellent, I think." 

Who Mr. Petrokine or the others might be I could not conceive. Land stewards of Dimidoff's, perhaps; though 

the name did not seem familiar to my companion. However, as he appeared to shun any business questions at 

present, I gave in to his humour, and we conversed on social life in England—a subject in which he displayed 
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considerable knowledge and acuteness. His remarks, too, on Malthus and the laws of population were 

wonderfully good, though savouring somewhat of Radicalism. 

"By the way," he remarked, as we smoked a cigar over our wine, "we should never have known you but for 

the English labels on your luggage; it was the luckiest thing in the world that Alexander noticed them. We had 

had no personal description of you; indeed we were prepared to expect a somewhat older man. You are young 

indeed, sir, to be entrusted with such a mission." 

"My employer trusts me," I replied; "and we have learned in our trade that youth and shrewdness are not 

incompatible." 

"Your remark is true, sir," returned my newly-made friend; "but I am surprised to hear you call our glorious 

association a trade! Such a term is gross indeed to apply to a body of men banded together to supply the world 

with that which it is yearning for, but which, without our exertions, it can never hope to attain. A spiritual 

brotherhood would be a more fitting term." 

"By Jove!" thought I, "how pleased the boss would be to hear him! He must have been in the business 

himself, whoever he is." 

"Now, sir," said Mr. Petrokine, "the clock points to eight, and the council must be already sitting. Let us go up 

together, and I will introduce you. I need hardly say that the greatest secrecy is observed, and that your 

appearance is anxiously awaited." 

I turned over in my mind as I followed him how I might best fulfil my mission and secure the most 

advantageous terms. They seemed as anxious as I was in the matter, and there appeared to be no opposition, 

so perhaps the best thing would be to wait and see what they would propose. 

I had hardly come to this conclusion when my guide swung open a large door at the end of a passage, and I 

found myself in a room larger and even more gorgeously fitted up than the one in which I had dined. A long 

table, covered with green baize and strewn with papers, ran down the middle, and round it were sitting 

fourteen or fifteen men conversing earnestly. The whole scene reminded me forcibly of a gambling hell I had 

visited some time before. 

Upon our entrance the company rose and bowed. I could not but remark that my companion attracted no 

attention, while every eye was turned upon me with a strange mixture of surprise and almost servile respect. 

A man at the head of the table, who was remarkable for the extreme pallor of his face as contrasted with his 

blue-black hair and moustache, waved his hand to a seat beside him, and I sat down. 
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"I need hardly say," said Mr. Petrokine, "that Gustave Berger, the English agent, is now honouring us with his 

presence. He is young, indeed, Alexis," he continued to my pale-faced neighbour, " and yet he is of European 

reputation." 

"Come, draw it mild!" thought I, adding aloud, "If you refer to me, sir, though I am indeed acting as English 

agent, my name is not Berger, but Robinson—Mr. Tom Robinson, at your service." 

A laugh ran round the table. 

"So be it, so be it," said the man they called Alexis. "I commend your discretion, most honoured sir. One 

cannot be too careful. Preserve your English sobriquet by all means. I regret that any painful duty should be 

performed upon this auspicious evening; but the rules of our association must be preserved at any cost to our 

feelings, and a dismissal is inevitable to-night." 

"What the deuce is the fellow driving at?" thought I. "What is it to me if he does give his servant the sack? 

This Dimidoff, wherever he is, seems to keep a private lunatic asylum." 

"Take out the gag!" The words fairly shot through me, and I started in my chair. It was Petrokine who spoke. 

For the first time I noticed that a burly stout man, sitting at the other end of the table, had his arms tied behind 

his chair and a handkerchief round his mouth. A horrible suspicion began to creep into, my heart. Where was 

I? Was I in Mr. Dimidoff's? Who were these men, with their strange words? 

"Take out the gag!" repeated Petrokine; and the handkerchief was removed. 

"Now, Paul Ivanovitch," said he, "what have you to say before you go?" 

"Not a dismissal, sirs," he pleaded; "not a dismissal: anything but that! I will go into some distant land, and 

my mouth shall be closed for ever. I will do anything that the society asks; but pray, pray do not dismiss me." 

"You know our laws, and you know your crime," said Alexis, in a cold, harsh voice. "Who drove us from 

Odessa by his false tongue and his double face? Who wrote the anonymous letter to the Governor? Who cut 

the wire that would have destroyed the arch-tyrant? You did, Paul Ivanovitch; and you must die." 

I leaned back in my chair and fairly gasped. 

"Remove him!" said Petrokine; and the man of the droschky, with two others, forced him out. 
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I heard the footsteps pass down the passage, and then a door open and shut Then came a sound as of a 

struggle, ended by a heavy, crunching blow and a dull thud. 

"So perish all who are false to their oath," said Alexis solemnly; and a hoarse "Amen" went up from his 

companions. 

"Death alone can dismiss us from our order," said another man further down; "but Mr. Berg—Mr. Robinson is 

pale. The scene has been too much for him after his long journey from England." 

"Oh, Tom, Tom," thought I, "if ever you get out of this scrape you'll turn over a new leaf. You're not fit to die, 

and that's a fact." It was only too evident to me now that by some strange misconception I had got in among a 

gang of cold-blooded Nihilists, who mistook me for one of their order. I felt, after what I had witnessed, that 

my only chance of life was to try to play the rôle thus forced upon me until an opportunity for escape should 

present itself; so I tried hard to regain my air of self-possession, which had been so rudely shaken. 

"I am indeed fatigued," I replied; "but I feel stronger now. Excuse my momentary weakness." "It was but 

natural," said a man with a thick beard at my right hand. "And now, most honoured sir, how goes the cause in 

England?" 

"Remarkably well," I answered. 

"Has the great commissioner condescended to send a missive to the Solteff branch?" asked Petrokine. 

"Nothing in writing," I replied. 

"But he has spoken of it?" 

"Yes: he said he had watched it with feelings of the liveliest satisfaction," I returned. 

"'Tis well! 'tis well!" ran round the table. I felt giddy and sick from the critical nature of my position. Any 

moment a question might be asked which would show me in my true colours. I rose and helped myself from a 

decanter of brandy which stood on a side table. The potent liquor flew to my excited brain, and as I sat down I 

felt reckless enough to be half amused at my position, and inclined to play with my tormentors. I still, 

however, had all my wits about me. 

"You have been to Birmingham?" asked the man with the beard. 

"Many times," said I. 
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"Then you have of course seen the private workshop and arsenal?" 

"I have been over them both more than once." 

"It is still, I suppose, entirely unsuspected by the police?" continued my interrogator. 

"Entirely," I replied. 

"Can you tell us how it is that so large a concern is kept so completely secret?" 

Here was a poser; but my native impudence and the brandy seemed to come to my aid. 

"That is information," I replied, "which I do not feel justified in divulging even here. In withholding it I am 

acting under the direction of the chief commissioner." 

"You are right—perfectly right," said my original friend Petrokine. "You will no doubt make your report to 

the central office at Moscow before entering into such details." 

"Exactly so," I replied, only too happy to get a lift out of my difficulty. 

"We have heard," said Alexis, "that you were sent to inspect the Livadia. Can you give us any particulars 

about it?" 

"Anything you ask I will endeavour to answer," I replied, in desperation. 

"Have any orders been made in Birmingham concerning it?" 

"None when I left England." 

"Well, well, there's plenty of time yet," said the man with the beard—"many months. Will the bottom be of 

wood or iron?" 

"Of wood," I answered at random. 

"'Tis well!" said another voice. "And what is the breadth of the Clyde below Greenock?" 
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"It varies much," I replied; "on an average about eighty yards." 

"How many men does she carry?" asked an anæmic-looking youth at the foot of the table, who seemed more 

fit for a public school than this den of murder. 

"About three hundred," said I. 

"A floating coffin!" said the young Nihilist, in a sepulchral voice. 

"Are the store-rooms on a level with or underneath the state-cabins?" asked Petrokine. 

"Underneath," said I decisively, though I need hardly say I had not the smallest conception. 

"And now, most honoured sir," said Alexis, "tell us what was the reply of Bauer, the German socialist, to 

Ravinsky's proclamation." 

Here was a deadlock with a vengeance. Whether my cunning would have extricated me from it or not was 

never decided, for Providence hurried me from one dilemma into another and a worse one. 

A door slammed downstairs, and rapid footsteps were heard approaching. Then came a loud tap outside, 

followed by two smaller ones. 

"The sign of the society!" said Petrokine; "and yet we are all present; who can it be?" 

The door was thrown open, and a man entered, dusty and travel-stained, but with an air of authority and 

power stamped on every feature of his harsh but expressive face. He glanced round the table, scanning each 

countenance carefully. There was a start of surprise in the room. He was evidently a stranger to them all. 

"What means this intrusion, sir?" said my friend with the beard. 

"Intrusion!" said the stranger. "I was given to understand that I was expected, and had looked forward to a 

warmer welcome from my fellow-associates. I am personally unknown to you, gentlemen, but I am proud to 

think that my name should command some respect among you. I am Gustave Berger, the agent from England, 

bearing letters from the chief commissioner to his well-beloved brothers of Solteff." 

One of their own bombs could hardly have created greater surprise had it been fired in the midst of them. 

Every eye was fixed alternately on me and upon the newly-arrived agent. 
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"If you are indeed Gustave Berger," said Petrokine, "who is this?" 

"That I am Gustave Berger these credentials will show," said the stranger, as he threw a packet upon the table. 

"Who that man may be I know not; but if he has intruded himself upon the lodge under false pretences, it is 

clear that he must never carry out of the room what he has learned. Speak, sir," he added, addressing me: 

"who and what are you?" 

I felt that my time had come. My revolver was in my hip-pocket; but what was that against so many desperate 

men? I grasped the butt of it, however, as a drowning man clings to a straw, and I tried to preserve my 

coolness as I glanced round at the cold, vindictive faces turned towards me. 

"Gentlemen," I said, "the rôle I have played to-night has been a purely involuntary one on my part. I am no 

police spy, as you seem to suspect; nor, on the other hand, have I the honour to be a member of your 

association. I am an inoffensive corn-dealer, who by an extraordinary mistake has been forced into this 

unpleasant and awkward position." 

I paused for a moment. Was it my fancy that there was a peculiar noise in the street—a noise as of many feet 

treading softly? No, it had died away; it was but the throbbing of my own heart. 

"I need hardly say," I continued, "that anything I may have heard to-night will be safe in my keeping. I pledge 

my solemn honour as a gentleman that not one word of it shall transpire through me." 

The senses of men in great physical danger become strangely acute, or their imagination plays them curious 

tricks. My back was towards the door as I sat, but I could have sworn that I heard heavy breathing behind it. 

Was it the three minions whom I had seen before in the performance of their hateful functions, and who, like 

vultures, had sniffed another victim? 

I looked round the table. Still the same hard, cruel faces. Not one glance of sympathy. I cocked the revolver in 

my pocket. 

There was a painful silence, which was broken by the harsh, grating voice of Petrokine. 

"Promises are easily made and easily broken," he said. "There is but one way of securing eternal silence. It is 

our lives or yours. Let the highest among us speak." 

"You are right, sir," said the English agent; "there is but one course open. He must be dismissed." 

I knew what that meant in their confounded jargon, and sprang to my feet. 
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"By Heaven," I shouted, putting my back against the door, "you shan't butcher a free Englishman like a sheep! 

The first among you who stirs, drops!" 

A man sprang at me. I saw along the sights of my Derringer the gleam of a knife and the demoniacal face of 

Gustave Berger. Then I pulled the trigger, and, with his hoarse scream sounding in my ears, I was felled to the 

ground by a crashing blow from behind. Half unconscious, and pressed down by some heavy weight, I heard 

the noise of shouts and blows above me, and then I fainted away. When I came to myself I was lying among 

the débris of the door, which had been beaten in on the top of me. Opposite were a dozen of the men who had 

lately sat in judgment upon me, tied two and two, and guarded by a score of Russian soldiers. Beside me was 

the corpse of the ill-fated English agent, the whole face blown in by the force of the explosion. Alexis and 

Petrokine were both lying on the floor like myself, bleeding profusely. 

"Well, young fellow, you've had a narrow escape," said a hearty voice in my ear. 

I looked up, and recognised my black-eyed acquaintance of the railway carriage. 

"Stand up," he continued: "you're only a bit stunned; no bones broken. It's no wonder I mistook you for the 

Nihilist agent, when the very lodge itself was taken in. Well, you're the only stranger who ever came out of 

this den alive. Come downstairs with me. I know who you are, and what you are after now; I'll take you to 

Mr. Dimidoff. Nay, don't go in there," he cried, as I walked towards the door of the cell into which I had been 

originally ushered. "Keep out of that: you've seen evil sights enough for one day. Come down and have a 

glass of liquor." 

He explained as we walked back to the hotel that the police of Solteff, of which he was the chief, had had 

warning and been on the look-out during some time for this Nihilist emissary. My arrival in so unfrequented a 

place, coupled with my air of secrecy and the English labels on that confounded portmanteau of Gregory's, 

had completed the business. 

I have little more to tell. My Socialistic acquaintances were all either transported to Siberia or executed. My 

mission was performed to the satisfaction of my employers. My conduct during the whole business has won 

me promotion, and my prospects for life have been improved since that horrible night, the remembrance of 

which still makes me shiver. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/a-night-among-the-nihilists 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/a-night-among-the-nihilists
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Koch-owned plant finds legal ways to pollute 

A clean energy company that once operated at Port Arthur's Oxbow plant claims it manipulated SO2 

emissions to avoid spending on pollution controls. 

by SAVANNA STROTT and RILEY ROGERSON 

FEBRUARY 17, 2022, 8:16 AM, CST 

Photo credit: Kim Brent/The Enterprise 
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MODE: 

TOGGLE DAY/NIGHT MODE 

This piece is being published in collaboration with Public Health Watch and the Investigative Reporting 

Workshop. 

Billionaire industrialist William Koch had a problem in 2010. 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency was tightening regulations for sulfur dioxide, or SO2, a noxious 

gas that damages the lungs and contributes to acid rain. And one of Koch’s plants — a 1930s-era facility in 

Port Arthur, Texas — was releasing enormous amounts of SO2 into a low-income community. 

Koch’s Oxbow plant was responsible for more than 80% of all the industrial SO2 in Jefferson County, a hub 

of the state’s petrochemical industry known for its dirty air. Other companies had installed commonly used 

devices called scrubbers that can remove 95% of the pungent gas. But a loophole in the 1970 Clean Air 

Act allowed older plants like Oxbow to avoid that multimillion-dollar expense. 

Koch needed to satisfy the EPA without spending money on scrubbers. So he found a solution that complied 

with the new rule while still allowing his plant to continue releasing as much SO2 as it did a half-century ago. 

Koch’s solution triggered a chain of events that is still unfolding: 

• A clean energy company that operated at the Oxbow plant for years and had been praised by the 

EPA — Port Arthur Steam Energy, or PASE — was forced to close. 

• PASE went to court, alleging Oxbow shut it down to avoid buying scrubbers and illegally 

manipulated the plant’s emissions to comply with the SO2 standard.  

• Although PASE lost, community groups used information from that yearslong legal battle in a civil-

rights complaint they filed with the EPA in August. They accused the Texas Commission on 

Environmental Quality, or TCEQ, of failing to protect the mostly Black west side of Port Arthur by 

allowing Oxbow to spew SO2 without scrubbers.  

Scrubbers would reduce Oxbow’s average annual SO2 emissions from 21.6 million pounds to 1.1 million 

pounds. 

https://publichealthwatch.org/author/publichealthwatch
https://publichealthwatch.org/author/investigative-reporting-workshop
https://publichealthwatch.org/author/investigative-reporting-workshop
https://www.epa.gov/airmarkets/documentation-epa-platform-v6-chapter-5-emission-control-technologies
https://publichealthwatch.org/2021/11/02/small-plant-big-polluter/
https://publichealthwatch.org/2021/11/02/small-plant-big-polluter/
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“They got the problem to go away without having to fix the issue that they’re releasing a ton of pollution,” 

said Colin Cox, an attorney with the Environmental Integrity Project, one of the groups leading the effort 

against Oxbow. 

SO2 , which the National Institutes of Health calls “very toxic,” can make breathing difficult. Long-term 

exposure weakens the lungs and makes them more susceptible to infections. Asthmatics, children and older 

adults are at particular risk. They face increased hospitalizations and emergency room visits. 

An Oxbow spokesperson told Public Health Watch and the Investigative Reporting Workshop that the 

company is “compliant with all environmental laws and permits.” 

 

‘LITTLE GREEN ENERGY PLANT’ IS HONORED BY THE EPA 

Oxbow turns the bottom-of-the-barrel waste from oil refineries, known as petroleum coke, or petcoke, into 

calcined coke, a key ingredient for aluminum. It’s an environmentally grungy process that requires heat as 

high as 2,460 degrees. That heat, along with the SO2, is released into the air through four tall smokestacks. 

The plant’s shadow falls on homes on Port Arthur’s west side, a neighborhood dotted with crumbling roads 

and boarded-up buildings. Foul smells and hazy plumes are common. Ninety-eight percent of the residents 

within 3 miles of Oxbow are people of color and 62% make $53,000 or less a year for a family of four. 

They report a 13.4% asthma rate, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The 

national average is 8%. 

PASE, the clean energy startup, began operating at the calcining plant in 2005, when the facility was owned 

by Great Lakes Carbon. Ray Deyoe, a Houston-based chemical engineer, started the company with Ted 

Boriack. The idea was to capture heat from a plant’s industrial smokestacks and convert it to environmentally 

friendly steam energy that could be sold to another plant for fuel.  

It would be an economic and environmental symbiosis — everyone would win.  

https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/compound/sulfur-dioxide#section=Experimental-Properties
https://wwwn.cdc.gov/TSP/MMG/MMGDetails.aspx?mmgid=249&toxid=46
https://wwwn.cdc.gov/TSP/MMG/MMGDetails.aspx?mmgid=249&toxid=46
https://environmentalintegrity.org/news/groups-demand-epa-investigate-texas-industrial-plant-for-civil-rights-violations/
https://environmentalintegrity.org/news/groups-demand-epa-investigate-texas-industrial-plant-for-civil-rights-violations/
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/22c7182a162d45788dd52a2362f8ed65
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RAY DEYOE, CO-FOUNDER OF PASE, IN PORT ARTHUR. DEYOE’S “LITTLE GREEN ENERGY 

PLANT” SHUT DOWN IN 2018, LEADING TO A LEGAL DISPUTE WITH WILLIAM KOCH’S 

OXBOW PLANT, A MAJOR SOURCE OF SULFUR DIOXIDE POLLUTION IN THE REGION.JULIE 

DERMANSKY FOR PUBLIC HEALTH WATCH AND THE INVESTIGATIVE REPORTING 

WORKSHOP 

The company that owned the smokestacks would make money by selling its heat to PASE. The company that 

bought the steam would save money because it wouldn’t have to make its own power by burning coal or 

natural gas. The environment would get a boost, because the steam heat would replace fossil fuels that release 

carbon dioxide — the biggest driver of climate change.  

The people who lived near the plant would also benefit. 

PASE’s equipment wouldn’t reduce the amount of SO2 the plant emitted, but it would eliminate some of the 

tiny particles the plant released through its stacks, allowing residents to breathe cleaner air. EPA scientists had 

been urging the agency to tighten its standard for such particles, which can lodge deep in the lungs and enter 

the bloodstream, leading to respiratory problems and premature death from heart disease. 
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Under its contract with PASE, the calcining plant rerouted emissions from three of its kilns into PASE’s 

boilers, where the heat was turned into steam. The SO2 and the remaining heat were released into the air 

through three smokestacks. They were called “cold stacks” because the process reduced the heat to a “cool” 

400 degrees. The plant’s single remaining “hot stack” continued to emit gases at 2,000 degrees. 

It took roughly $40 million, 400 workers and more than a year of construction to set up the operation. But the 

“little green energy plant,” as Deyoe likes to call it, fulfilled its promise. 

Five years into production, the EPA even gave PASE an award for pollution reduction and energy efficiency, 

noting that it removed more than 159,000 tons of planet-warming carbon dioxide each year. That’s the 

equivalent of the CO2 emissions from 27,000 cars, or about one-eighth of the cars in Jefferson County.  

“It was stellar,” Deyoe recalled of PASE’s early days. “The project came in on time and under budget.” 

 

KOCH REFUSES TO INSTALL SCRUBBERS 

But by 2007 PASE’s perfect picture was beginning to fade.  

That was the year William Koch bought Great Lakes Carbon and made its Texas calcining plant a pillar of his 

growing petcoke empire. Today Florida-based Oxbow Carbon operates in at least  13 countries and 

produces as much as 2.34 million tons of calcined coke a year. Its estimated annual revenue is $2 billion.  

That same year the EPA began tightening its SO2 standards, based on new science showing that the pollutant 

damaged people’s health at even lower levels than previously thought. The goal was to protect asthmatics 

from severe attacks, which can happen with as little as five minutes of exposure to high concentrations of 

SO2. 

When the new rule was released in 2010, it required plants that produced more than 4 million pounds of SO2 a 

year to meet hourly emission standards, rather than the daily and annual limits set by the Clean Air Act. 

Oxbow is by far Jefferson County’s biggest SO2 polluter — so if Oxbow didn’t meet the new standard, the 

county would be out of compliance, too.  

The easiest solution would have been for Oxbow to install scrubbers. But the company made it clear it  wasn’t 

willing to spend $56 million to buy them and $10 million a year to maintain them. 

https://www.oxbow.com/Services_Value-Added_Services_Calcining.html
https://www.forbes.com/companies/oxbow/?sh=2425475a1929
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Scrubbers would have “no payback potential except environmental compliance,” Oxbow’s executive vice 

president, Roy Schorsch, once testified in court. They “just will not economically pencil out.”  

Koch was able to legally avoid the expense because the Clean Air Act allows facilities built before 1970 to 

delay installing modern pollution controls until they upgrade or expand. But Ranajit Sahu, an environmental 

and mechanical engineer with more than 30 years of experience in the petrochemical industry, said the law 

allows state regulators to create their own, tighter regulations. 

“The regulator that would want to act is not prohibited from doing so,” Sahu said. “But whether they choose 

to exercise that authority is a discretionary act, and many people actually don’t do it.” 

Public Health Watch and the Investigative Reporting Workshop asked the Texas environmental commission, 

the TCEQ, why it hasn’t moved on its own to force Oxbow to install scrubbers. 

According to an agency spokesperson, the 87-year-old-facility has made no improvements over the last 52 

years that would “trigger review for potential emissions controls” under the Clean Air Act. 

 

MONITOR PINGS, PASE SHUTS DOWN 

With scrubbers off the table, Koch still had to find a way to meet the new hourly SO2 standard.  

The EPA gave big polluters two ways to show they were in compliance. They could submit mathematical 

models, or they could monitor their emissions for three years and submit the findings as proof. 

Oxbow tried to create models to prove it could comply. When the models didn’t come up with the answers the 

company needed, it turned to air monitoring, court documents show.  

In the fall of 2016, the TCEQ installed a monitor 1 mile north of the plant, the documents show. Every time 

SO2 levels went above the hourly limit, the monitor would register an exceedance. 

The monitor “pinged” six times by the end of the year. In the first three months of 2017, it pinged four times.  

“As soon as they put up that monitor, they started having problems,” said Cox, the Environmental Integrity 

Project lawyer. “And Oxbow got really creative in how they decided that they were going to solve those 

problems.” 
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Oxbow formed a special team to find a way to stop the pinging, according to court documents. 

Using real-time monitoring data from the TCEQ, team members created a system that alerted the plant 

whenever the monitor approached the SO2 limit. Then they experimented with the calcining process, to see 

how each step affected the monitor readings. 

One variable was the number of cold stacks and hot stacks.  

Because heat rises, the SO2 going through Oxbow’s one hot stack was shot high into the atmosphere, where it 

was dispersed and diluted. The SO2 from PASE’s three cold stacks settled closer to the ground and the 

monitor.  

All the stacks emitted the same amount of SO2. But if the SO2 from the hot stacks hit the monitor, it would be 

less concentrated than what came from the cold stacks. While scrubbers remove pollutants, dispersion simply 

spreads them more thinly over a larger area.  

On March 16, 2017, Oxbow changed two of PASE’s cold stacks to hot stacks. But the pinging continued. 

In April, the TCEQ warned Oxbow that if it didn’t meet the new EPA standard by the end of the three-year 

monitoring period it could face “stringent” permitting requirements, including a possible requirement to 

install scrubbers.  

Meanwhile, PASE was running at one-third of its capacity because of the loss of its two cold stacks. For the 

first time, Deyoe’s “little green energy plant” was losing money.  

“We were kind of limping along,” Deyoe said, “just trying to run, trying to stay alive, stay in business, keep 

all these lights going.” 

In September, Deyoe met with some officials at the TCEQ’s Austin headquarters and asked for help. He 

complained that Oxbow was damaging his business so its SO2 would evade the monitor. He showed off 

PASE’s EPA award. He told them that the steam heat PASE was selling to a nearby Valero plant helped the 

environment by reducing the burning of fossil fuels. He described how PASE’s equipment removed 

dangerous particles from Oxbow’s emissions.  

But Deyoe said the staff shrugged off his concerns. They told him the agency doesn’t interfere in commercial 

disputes and said their main goal was making sure Jefferson County complied with the SO2 regulation.  

“These are the environmental watchdogs for the state,” Deyoe said. “I mean, that’s their job, right? And so in 

this instance, it just struck me that they didn’t really seem to care.” 
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The TCEQ spokesperson said the agency had “no comment on this allegation.” 

In June 2018, PASE took Oxbow to court.  

Two weeks later, Oxbow shut down PASE’s last cold stack.  

The pinging stopped. 

“They just killed this green-air process,” Deyoe said. “Just because Bill Koch didn’t want to go sell one 

Picasso or one of his Billy the Kid statues or whatever to pay for his scrubbers in Port Arthur.”  

 

OXBOW LAWYERS UP 

Afabled energy law powerhouse defended Oxbow against PASE’s lawsuit. 

Houston-based Baker Botts employs about 700 attorneys around the world and traces its roots to 1840. James 

A. Baker III, who served in the Cabinets of Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush, is a partner. 

The firm PASE hired — Dunn and Neal, LLP — had two lawyers. To save money, Deyoe and his business 

partner acted as paralegals, digging up files and running errands.  

PASE argued that Oxbow had shut down the clean-energy company so it could shoot its SO2 emissions high 

into the air and away from the monitor, without actually reducing the amount of SO2 it released. PASE 

contended this was a dispersion technique that was illegal under the Clean Air Act.  

Oxbow argued that it was just doing what was needed to comply with the law. To help make that point, the 

company produced a letter that quickly became a flash point in the case. 

The letter was from Jefferson County Judge Jeff Branick, who said in a deposition that he sent it at the 

suggestion of one of his friends, who also happened to be one of Oxbow’s local counsels. The letter said the 

county would take legal action against the company if it didn’t stop violating the SO2 standard and demanded 

to know how Oxbow planned to solve the problem. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-auction-billykid-photo/rare-billy-the-kid-photograph-sold-for-2-3-million-idUSTRE75O1HX20110627
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At first blush, Branick’s letter seemed to reflect a public servant doing his job, trying to protect the county’s 

residents. But PASE argued in court documents that it was a ruse. The letter’s real purpose, PASE said, was to 

trigger a clause in its contract with Oxbow. The clause said Oxbow could shut down PASE’s clean  energy 

operation if Oxbow were threatened with legal action.  

Oxbow called PASE’s characterization of the letter a “conspiracy theory.” 

Branick, who didn’t respond to requests for comment, said in the deposition later requested by PASE that 

Oxbow played him “like a cheap harmonica.” 

 

PASE SCORES A SHORT-LIVED VICTORY 

In September 2018, PASE scored what would become its only victory against Oxbow. 

Jefferson County District Court Judge Donald Floyd ruled that there was “uncontroverted, clear evidence that 

Oxbow engaged in dispersion techniques to avoid SO2 detection at the TCEQ monitor.”  

Floyd ordered Oxbow to pay $5 million, which it owed PASE from a previous lawsuit. He also appointed a 

receiver to make sure Oxbow allowed PASE to resume operations.  

But Oxbow filed an appeal before the receiver could start work and Floyd’s decision was reversed.  

The two companies were sent to arbitration, with three private arbitrators — all former judges — the 

companies chose to decide the case.  

This time, PASE introduced a report by David Keen, an emission-dispersion analyst it hired to create models 

of Oxbow’s SO2 emissions.  

Keen said that even with all PASE’s cold stacks shut off, the models showed that “the facility is not compliant 

with the one-hour standard.”  

One possible reason for the discrepancy between Keen’s models and the monitor readings is that the site of 

the TCEQ monitor isn’t ideal for capturing the hot stack emissions. In documents filed with the EPA, the 

TCEQ appeared to acknowledge the problem. The agency said it had to rule out the 10 best locations to 
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capture emissions because they were inaccessible. Some sites didn’t have electrical power available, the 

TCEQ said; others were on private property. 

Oxbow’s lawyers argued that there were technical problems with Keen’s models and that he included 

calculations from sites where monitors couldn’t be installed. Real-time data from the TCEQ’s monitor — not 

hypothetical models — determined compliance, they said. 

PASE’s lawyers offered another explanation for why the monitor readings showed Oxbow was complying 

with the standard. 

They said Oxbow slowed production when the wind blew toward the monitor, a dispersion technique that they 

argued is illegal.  

Oxbow knew, through its own experiments, that its emissions hit the monitor only when the wind was 

blowing north in a narrow cone of about 30 degrees, a witness for the company testified.  According to TCEQ 

records, all Oxbow’s SO2 violations in 2017 happened when the wind was blowing north. 

To make its point, PASE cited data from Oxbow’s own experiments that Oxbow submitted to the court. It 

showed that after PASE was shut down, the plant sometimes reduced production when wind conditions were 

“unfavorable” and the monitor readings were high. 

On March 8, 2019, for example, Oxbow was operating with just two stacks, both of them running at reduced 

capacity. When the wind started blowing north, Oxbow reduced production even more. Although the monitor 

reading climbed above the standard, it fell quickly enough to prevent Oxbow from violating the hourly 

average.  

“Oxbow has continued exceeding [the standard] at the SO2 monitor since shutting down PASE,” PASE’s 

lawyers said in their closing brief, “but avoided hourly exceedances by adjusting operations based upon wind 

data and predictions.” 

Oxbow enlisted a high-profile witness to testify in its favor.  

John Sadlier, a former deputy director for the TCEQ’s Office of Compliance and Enforcement, said the 

agency expects companies to use dispersion techniques if they are having pollution exceedances. 

“I wouldn’t characterize [dispersion] as a manipulation,” he testified. “It’s something that we would expect 

you to do, especially in the case of Oxbow, where you see you’ve got a problem, and you absolutely are 

heading towards non-attainment.” 
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PASE also called on a former TCEQ official. 

Jeff Saitas, the agency’s executive director from 1998 to 2002, said that, had he been advising Oxbow, he 

would have recommended that the company operate as usual. Then, if it had violations, he said it probably 

would have to install scrubbers. By doing that, Oxbow would have been able to keep PASE running. 

“Had Oxbow, like any other entity, been concerned about the impact of 22 million pounds of SO2 every year 

on a community of 400,000 people,” Saitas testified, “if they were concerned about that, they could have at 

any time volunteered” to go to the TCEQ and “submitted a permit amendment application to the agency to 

install a scrubber.”  

In March 2020 the arbitrators ruled in Oxbow’s favor. PASE was ordered to pay administrative fees and owed 

Oxbow $500,000 plus interest — money PASE was supposed to have put into an escrow account. PASE 

appealed the decision to Harris County District Court, but lost again. 

Later that year, the TCEQ and the EPA renewed Oxbow’s operating permit through 2025. 

 

COMPLAINT FILED OVER HIGH SO2 EMISSIONS — AND TCEQ INACTION 

Oxbow still emits almost as much SO2 as it did before the TCEQ started monitoring for the new standard — 

or even more — according to a Public Health Watch and Investigative Reporting Workshop analysis of the 

most recent available data. In 2015, before the new rules went into effect, Oxbow released 19.9 million 

pounds of SO2. In 2018, under the new standard, it emitted 23 million pounds. In 2020, the first year of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, emissions dipped to 18.5 million pounds. 

To try to understand how Oxbow could legally emit so much SO2 under the new rules, Public Health Watch 

and the Investigative Reporting Workshop turned to three scientists who served on the federal advisory 

committee that reviewed the standard more than a decade ago. They said that because the standard’s main 

priority was to protect asthmatics from severe attacks, the standard measured the concentration — not the 

amount — of SO2 in the air. As long as high concentrations of SO2 aren’t hitting a monitor, the region and its 

industries are in compliance, they said.  

“If the region is in compliance … then, unfortunately, that plant can continue to emit that amount,” said Dr. 

John Balmes, a professor emeritus at the University of California, Berkeley, who served on the committee. 

“They can emit a steady amount of sulfur oxide so long as they don’t have peaks that trigger non-compliance 

with the short-term standard.” 
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Jennah Durant, a spokesperson for the EPA, said that the agency prefers that companies not use dispersion 

techniques and that dilution “does not reduce the total amount of pollution.” But because Oxbow’s use of hot 

stacks was authorized before PASE’s existence and continues to be authorized by the TCEQ, she said, its 

return to hot stacks doesn’t violate Clean Air Act dispersion restrictions.  

Durant said the EPA would not approve of dispersion techniques like “varying emission rates or control with 

atmospheric conditions, like wind speed or wind direction.” But if the plant met the TCEQ’s permitting 

requirements, the EPA would not step in unless the county as a whole fell out of compliance.  

“TCEQ has the primary responsibility for enforcing Clean Air requirements in Texas,” Durant said. 

The TCEQ spokesperson told Public Health Watch and the Investigative Reporting Workshop that the agency 

“reviews each air permit application to ensure all regulations are met, including the prohibition on the use of 

dispersion techniques.”  

When asked if the TCEQ had investigated allegations that Oxbow uses prohibited dispersion techniques to 

bypass the monitor, the spokesperson said, “No.” 

In February 2019, the TCEQ rewarded Oxbow for its handling of its SO2 problem. It reduced the fine it had 

levied for the plant’s eight SO2 violations in 2017 by almost half, from $60,000 to $31,200.That included a 

$15,000 “good faith effort” reduction for shutting down PASE’s cold stacks to comply with the new 

SO2 standard. 

The TCEQ hasn’t fined Oxbow for the plant’s three SO2 violations in 2018. The spokesperson said the agency 

may choose not to pursue penalties for violations if a similar violation is pending or the company is already 

addressing the problem. 

Last year a coalition of nonprofits turned to the EPA for help in reining in Oxbow’s pollution. The complaint 

they filed with the agency argues that the TCEQ is violating the civil rights of the majority-Black community 

that suffers most from the bad air. Texas, they said, allows “dangerous amounts of air pollution to pour 

from an industrial plant for years, without any modern pollution controls.”  

In October, the EPA accepted the complaint and opened an investigation.  

Oxbow declined to answer questions about its refusal to install scrubbers.  

“Oxbow Calcining has no desire to re-litigate our PASE lawsuit. The case is now closed,” the Oxbow 

spokesperson said. “TCEQ, the arbitration panel, and the Harris County Court have all determined our current 

operation is in compliance with all existing environmental regulations.” 

https://environmentalintegrity.org/news/groups-demand-epa-investigate-texas-industrial-plant-for-civil-rights-violations/
https://environmentalintegrity.org/news/groups-demand-epa-investigate-texas-industrial-plant-for-civil-rights-violations/
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A Paper Archaeology: Piranesi’s Ruinous Fantasias 

By Susan Stewart 

From the vast confines of his imaginary prisons to the billowy scenes that comprise his grotteschi, the early 

works of Giovanni Battista Piranesi wed the exacting details of first-hand observation with the farthest 

reaches of artistic imagination. Susan Stewart journeys through this 18th-century engraver-architect’s paper 

worlds. 

PUBLISHED 

 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi, La Tomba di Nerone (Nero’s Tomb), from the grotteschi, ca. 1748 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#susan-stewart
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362674
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Anomalies in the landscape of the present, ruins are the architectural equivalent of the 

syntactical anacoluthon, or non sequitur. They do not follow or precede — they call for the supplement of 

further reading, further syntax. These often massive and almost always empty material structures are both 

over- and underdetermined. They stand poised between the forms they were and the formlessness to which, in 

the absence of restoration, they are destined. They lose their original purposes and have the singularity of 

artworks, yet they are severed irremediably from their contexts of production. In the present they are fused, 

almost always destructively, with their immediate natural environments. They call for an active, moving 

viewer — often a traveler with a consciousness distinct from that of a local inhabitant — who can restore their 

missing coordinates and names. Their most well-known student, the eighteenth-century Venetian and Roman 

engraver-architect Giovanni Battista Piranesi, called them, in the dedication to his 1743 Prima parte di 

architetture, e prospettive, “queste parlanti ruine”: “these speaking ruins”.1 

Born in 1720 in Mogliano Veneto, near Mestre, Piranesi was the son of a stone mason and throughout his life 

described himself as a “Venetian architect”. Piranesi’s fascination with stone and vaults, particularly on a 

“magnificent” scale, evolved from his family’s long interest in the origins of architecture in general and 

Roman monuments in particular.2 His brother Angelo, a Carthusian monk, provided him with lessons in 

Greek and Latin and a knowledge of ancient history, studies that fired him with zeal for classical antecedents. 

With his move to Rome in 1740 as a draftsman in the retinue of the Venetian Ambassador Francesco Venier, 

Piranesi could be found working in the bottega of Giuseppe Vasi by 1742, continuing to develop his skills as 

a printmaker, and exploring the archaeological sites at Herculaneum in 1743. When, out of funds, he returned 

to Venice, he frequented the studios of Tiepolo and the engraver Giuseppe Wagner and eventually, in 1747, 

returned to Rome as Wagner’s agent. In a period of less than a decade, he went on to publish his fantastic 

architectural images of the Prima parte, worked out plans for two drawing series, the grotteschi (grottos or 

grotesques) and the carceri d’invenzione (imaginary prisons), and began the production of his first set 

of Vedute di Roma.3 These early works by Piranesi already indicate the promise of what we might call a 

"paper architecture": an evolving practice that eventually will bring together exacting details of first-hand 

observation and the farthest reaches of the draughtsman's imagination. His "speaking" ruins — glimpses and 

vistas alike, broken open and inside out, vanishing and revealing at once — inspire his life-long pursuit of the 

reality of the past, his methods shaped by his over-arching commitments to speculation and artistic freedom. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn3
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Detail from Piranesi’s frontispiece to Le Antichità Romane (Roman Antiquities), vol. 2, ca. 1756, a fantasia of 

the Via Appia packed with obelisks, urns, entablatures, and tombs (including Piranesi’s imagined own) 

— Source. 

In his preface to his four-volume work of 1756, Le Antichità Romane (Roman Antiquities), Piranesi explains 

that he plans to re-create Roman space on paper: “When I saw the remains of the ancient buildings of Rome 

lying as they do in cultivated fields or gardens and wasting away under the ravages of time, or being 

destroyed by greedy owners who sell them as materials for modern building, I determined to preserve them 

forever by means of engraving”.4 In the course of the development of his work, he displays a vertigo-inducing 

facility for moving between the page and the architectural space. The very title of La Tavola 

Monumentale (ca. 1749) from the grotteschi evokes a kind of trompe l’oeil, indicating the word for the 

engraving plate itself, la tavola, as well as what might be considered to be the monumental central image it 

presents — the tabula rasa facade of a stone block framed by an egg-and-dart border on which rest, or are 

hung, several cameos of figures in ancient drapery. The block is flanked to its left, at a recession, by another, 

similar, stone block. And yet it would be just as possible to believe we are looking at stone blocks of varying 

https://digital.tcl.sc.edu/digital/collection/piranesi/id/9204/rec/2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn4
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proximities, against each of which rests a picture frame. Or, perhaps more accurately, we could argue that it is 

only the title of the plate that gives the “tavola” its centrality within a veritable cascade of images. The work’s 

feathery curving lines obviously owe a debt to Piranesi’s exposure to Tiepolo, and especially the older 

Venetian’s 1743 capricci. Juxtaposed to the copperplates of the carceri with their harsh deep engraved lines 

effecting a resemblance to carved stone and hewn timbers, the copperplates of the grotteschi are marked with 

the lightest of etching strokes and nowhere more than in the frothy effects of La Tavola Monumentale. 

What are we looking at when we look at La Tavola Monumentale? The first answer we might pose is “a sheet 

of paper”. That is, the print portrays on paper a sheet of paper, rippling at the bottom edge, scrolled slightly on 

the right side, where it rests on a textured surface, and vanishes on the left side as the border of the plate cuts 

it off. Perhaps only by imagining that we are looking at a drawing of a drawing — or, more accurately, an 

etching of a drawing — can we accommodate the jumble of objects we find here. We cannot be looking at a 

space informed by gravity, landscape, or any other order of experienced perception. Instead we see something 

like a dreamscape. In the upper left corner, barely visible, is a stone tablet inscribed with illegible and legible 

letters alike; those that are legible say che sieno / allegramente (roughly, “that are merrily”). A draped hand 

holds a carafe or glass beside it, and just below is a barrel, supposedly a wine barrel, on its side.5 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn5
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi, La Tavola Monumentale (The Monumental Tablet), from the grotteschi, ca. 1748 

— Source. 

 

Detail from La Tavola Monumentale — Source. 

To the right of these images are ambiguous billowing forms from which emerge shields (one of which bears 

the open-mouthed face of a Medusa) and escutcheons that seem lodged in clouds and braided through by 

garlands and feathers — all floating above a large urn fuming with smoke or steam. To the left of this cluster 

of plumes a trumpet is suspended over the great stone block. In the foreground a sphinxlike head protrudes 

from a vessel with vegetation sprouting from its edges; a petite, though monstrous, flying basilisk, or a 

sculpture of one, sits, wings spread, before the fuming urn; a welter of stones and sticks and logs and what 

could be pan pipes; a stick in the embrace of a slender snake, or the remains of a caduceus; what could be a 

tumbled model of an ancient arcade; skulls, and more. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362672?searchField=All&sortBy=Relevance&ft=Grotteschi&offset=0&rpp=20&pos=3
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362672?searchField=All&sortBy=Relevance&ft=Grotteschi&offset=0&rpp=20&pos=3
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Detail from La Tavola Monumentale — Source. 

The overabundance of particulars and the paucity of identifiable wholes here put the viewer-reader in a 

quandary. It is not simply that forms are ambiguous but rather that things and the atmosphere in which they 

reside are in transformation; they emerge, recede, change shape, scale, and dimension; foreground and 

background and horizon, perspective lines and point of view (e.g., are we looking up or looking down?) are 

indeterminate. We are inhabiting a paper world with its own internal dimensions of time and space. 

It is therefore not surprising that the four grotteschi plates — this, La Tavola Monumentale; the skull-littered 

architectural extravaganza of Gli Scheletri (The Skeletons); the tumbling sarcophagi, tombs, and cascades of 

water, threaded with curling serpents, of La Tomba di Nerone (Nero’s Tomb); and the architectural debris, 

chains, bones, sphinx, reclining figures, and herm of L’Arco Trionfale (The Triumphal Arch) — have been 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362672?searchField=All&sortBy=Relevance&ft=Grotteschi&offset=0&rpp=20&pos=3
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variously interpreted as allegories.6 The temptation to allegorize presented by these prints underscores 

Piranesi’s unsurpassed skill in re-creating temporal sequence by means of works in series as well as the 

hermeneutic difficulties of “reading” the fragments and detritus of history. Both the carceri d’invenzione and 

the grotteschi are vital for understanding Piranesi’s relation to his “speaking ruins”. Uncommissioned works, 

determined so far as we can know solely by the expressive, intellectual, and technical needs of the artist, these 

early works set out a paradigm for printmaking that engages the connections between words, images, and 

their referents at every level — not the least of which is the fertility of reproduction. 

The vast machines of the well-known carceri, which seem designed to humiliate human powers of cognition 

and physical strength, are artifacts of a human hand; their enormous enclosed spaces the products of an even 

more enormous visionary mind. In the plate known as The Giant Wheel, numbered “IX” from the second 

edition onward, the cavernous architecture is intact, but the barely discernible figures — in torqued struggle 

along the rim, bowed in the foreground, or collecting in the distance — seem broken, nearly destroyed by 

some violence or suffering. A space above the wheel is evocative of sky, but is not sky — only adding to the 

feeling of claustrophobia and agoraphobia at once and so typical of the carceri as a group. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn6
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi, The Giant Wheel, from the first edition of carceri d’invenzione (imaginary 

prisons), ca. 1750 — Source. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362675
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In contrast, the gathered cultural debris of the grotteschi — their broken statues, columns, tombs, roundels, 

reliefs, herms, cornucopias, shells, fasces, cameos, trumpets, bones, skulls, chains, mooring rings, and urns; 

their half-erased or faint inscriptions, rosettes, portraits, egg-and-dart moldings; their hazy skies, intimations 

of the sea, pines and palms, cascades, broken sticks and weeds, entwined with snakes and vines — is framed 

by illusionistic references, or metacommentaries, to the process of art itself. The image resolves, as it 

approaches the plate mark, to abstraction or a trompe l’oeil representation of the ground as paper. The lower 

right edge of La Tomba di Nerone shows a painter’s palette lying on what seems to be the ground. And we 

find, sticking up through a hole in a fallen enroulement, or scroll-shaped ornament, a set of paintbrushes. 

 

Detail from Giovanni Battista Piranesi, La Tomba di Nerone (Nero’s Tomb), from the grotteschi, ca. 1748 

— Source. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362674
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Viewed in relation to one another, the carceri and grotteschi are a brilliant exercise in the representation of 

emptiness and fullness. The vast and looming carceri, their stairs and ladders leading to nowhere, continually 

drawing the eye upward to where glimpses of “life” and light might appear, as they do to the inhabitants of 

Plato’s cave, are defined by lack. We search in vain for exchange beyond pain, finding the inexorable fact of 

human limits within a silence that cries or screams would only echo and erase. The grotteschi are, by contrast, 

forests of symbols, dense with a kind of visual noise that demands the eye to keep searching particulars. The 

viewer is in the open — in this case, perhaps too free and confronted with an endless interpretive task. All of 

Piranesi’s early work manifests the tension between the closed actuality of material fact and the endlessly 

open possibilities tradition offers to invention. The ruin and disintegration of bodies and forms are transferred 

to the plate, but not simply to memorialize or capture them. Piranesi makes ruin the ground of a prolific 

reproduction. 

 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi, The Drawbridge , from carceri d’invenzione (imaginary prisons), ca. 1750 / 1761. 

Left depicts the first edition; right, the reworked plate of the second edition, where Piranesi added new 

structures, and deepened and darkened the etching — Source: left, right. 

The recent discovery that Piranesi used not only etching needles and several kinds of burins but also the more 

forceful cisello profilatori — a tool employed in metal sculpture — helps us understand the repertoire of lines 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362675
https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/178055
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he had at his disposal. Giovanna Scaloni writes that in the carceri Piranesi uses the burin (bulino) to bite into 

the metal with near “violence”, accentuating the deep volumes of the images, adding to their strong aura of 

three-dimensionality.7 Such a tool also requires gestures of stopping, lifting, and reinserting — quite the 

opposite of the flowing motion possible with the etching needle. The completely man-made world of 

the carceri, with their blocked, resolutely enclosed spaces, could not find a greater contrast to the fluid, 

organic motion created in the grotteschi via the etching needle. Mineral hardness and the soft vegetal imagery 

of vines, tendrils, and leaves are served respectively by the capacities of these tools. 

With the grotteschi, Piranesi produced hybrid forms of ornament juxtaposed in an array without regard to 

single-point perspective. With his capricci, he brought disparate structures into a landscape that existed only 

within the borders of the plate.8 Perhaps because of his early fidelity to accuracy and the long tradition of 

printmaking as a medium for the measured representation of antique forms, Piranesi’s capricci take on a 

particularly fantastic aura. A set of drawn capricci from the mid-1750s from the collections of Robert Adam 

and his brother James show Piranesi assembling imaginary temples and tiered funerary monuments with small 

figures making their way up enormous flights of stairs. The assemblages spiral up into the clouds and evoke 

fantasies, if not of heaven, given the resolutely secular world of Piranesi’s imagination, then of flight, ascent, 

and drawing without limit. 

As early as 1746–1748, Piranesi made a frontispiece for his Vedute di Roma that he called a Fantasy of Ruins 

with a Statue of Minerva in the Center Foreground. There real and imaginary ancient monuments are 

juxtaposed, rising from detritus in the foreground, amid foliage, clouds, and a ghostly architrave of spiraling 

columns in a fantasy landscape. The statue in the center is the Dea Roma, which we can find today, as 

Piranesi found it — standing in the courtyard of the Palazzo dei Conservatori on the Capitoline. A version of 

the right foot of the fragmentary statue of Constantine, elements of the Arco di Portogallo, a tomb topped in 

the Etruscan style by a reclining couple, and other “antique” remains appear with real and imaginary 

inscriptions. Lilliputian figures stand precariously on an arched bridge, reading an inscription taken from 

Pliny the Elder celebrating the conquests of Pompey.9 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/a-paper-archaeology#fn9
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Fantasy of Ruins with a Statue of Minerva in the Center Foreground, the 

frontispiece for Vedute di Roma (Views of Rome), ca. 1748 — Source. 

It may seem incongruous to find that Piranesi begins his presentation of his vedute, posited as actual spaces, 

accurately represented, with such fantastic images. Perhaps the minute figures reading within the miasma of 

images give us some clue that what follows will not be merely real. He experiments with a similar incongruity 

in his 1756 frontispiece to the second volume of Le Antichità Romane — a fantasia of the Via Appia packed 

with obelisks, urns, entablatures, and tombs, including his own imaginary tomb on the right and, below the 

she-wolf on the left, a tomb for the also living Robert Adam and his fellow Scotsman, the antiquarian Allan 

Ramsay. Nothing is factual in such an image except the context of the Via Appia and the inevitability of 

death, yet each element has been created and projected out of a deep knowledge of ancient remains. The 

fantasy is a kind of resurrection and tongue-in-cheek acknowledgment of mortality at once. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/362911?searchField=All&sortBy=Relevance&ft=Giovanni+Battista+Piranesi&offset=0&rpp=20&pos=18
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This essay has been excerpted and adapted from The Ruins Lesson: Meaning and Material in Western 

Culture by Susan Stewart © 2020 by The University of Chicago. 
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi1750 

o Internet Archive 
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• Carceri d’invenzione (Imaginary Prisons) 
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o Yale University Art Gallery1st and 2nd edition 
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Further Reading 

• The Ruins Lesson: Meaning and Material in Western Culture 

By Susan Stewart 

How have ruins become so valued in Western culture and so central to our art and literature? Covering a vast 

chronological and geographical range, from ancient Egyptian inscriptions to twentieth-century memorials, 

Susan Stewart seeks to answer this question as she traces the appeal of ruins and ruins images, and the lessons 

that writers and artists have drawn from their haunting forms. Stewart takes us on a sweeping journey through 

founding legends of broken covenants and original sin, the Christian appropriation of the classical past, and 

images of decay in early modern allegory. 

Publisher’s Website 

More Info and Buy 

 

• Piranesi Drawings: Visions of Antiquity 

By Sarah Vowles 

Published to coincide with a British Museum exhibition, the first exploration of Piranesi's work as a 

draughtsman, this book explores the relationship between Piranesi's drawings and prints, and reveals the way 

in which his style and interests as a draughtsman evolved over time. Some are spontaneous primi pensieri, 

first thoughts that anticipate a bigger work; others explore more complex exercises in perspective and spatial 

representation. Piranesi Drawings: Visions of Antiquity reveals the quality and lasting impact of the work of 

this remarkably influential artist. 

More Info and Buy 
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• Piranesi Unbound 

By Carolyn Yerkes and Heather Hyde Minor 

Featuring nearly two hundred of Piranesi’s engravings and drawings, including some that have never been 

published before, this visually stunning book returns Piranesi’s artworks to the context for which he originally 

produced them: a dozen volumes that combine text and image, archaeology and imagination, erudition and 

humor. Drawing on new research, Piranesi Unbound uncovers the social networks in which Piranesi 

published, including the readers who bought, read, and debated his books. It reveals his habit of raiding the 

wastepaper pile for cast-off sheets upon which to draw and fuse printed images and texts. 

Publisher’s Website 

More Info and Buy 

 

Books link through to Amazon who will give us a small percentage of sale price (ca. 4.5%). Discover more 

recommended books in our dedicated PDR Recommends section of the site. 

This essay has been excerpted and adapted from The Ruins Lesson: Meaning and Material in Western 

Culture by Susan Stewart © 2020 by The University of Chicago. 
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Susan Stewart is the Avalon Foundation University Professor in the Humanities and Professor of English at 

Princeton University. Stewart's newest book of criticism is The Ruins Lesson: Meaning and Material in 

Western Culture. Her other recent books of prose include The Poet’s Freedom: A Notebook on 

Making and Poetry and the Fate of the Senses, which won the Christian Gauss Award for Literary Criticism 

from Phi Beta Kappa and the Truman Capote Award for Literary Criticism. Her most recent books of poetry 

are Cinder: New and Selected Poems, Red Rover, Columbarium, which won the 2003 National Book Critics 

Circle award, and The Forest. A former MacArthur Fellow, Stewart served as a Chancellor of the Academy 

of American Poets from 2005–2011. She was elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 2005 

and in the Spring of 2009 she received an Academy Award in Literature from the American Academy of Arts 

and Letters. 
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Reconsidering the Conventions of the So-Called Internet Novel 

James Webster Makes the Case for the Encyclopedic Over the Fragmented 

By James Webster 

 

February 25, 2022 

I’ll keep it brief, and I won’t mention him by name, but a certain three-named bandana-wearer wrote a very 

long book about television in the 1990s. Piggybacking, partially, on the ideas of Neil Postman, this long book 

showed a vision of a world in thrall of screens and the people on them. It was intended to be indicative of the 

way that a person at the time would have been experiencing the world. 

Twenty-four-hour cable news was a relatively new invention in the 90s, segueing infinitely between segments 

with little more than an “and now” to prepare the viewer for the next topic. And this was, more or less, the 

way that business was conducted for years until something newer, and notably faster, came along. 

As social media became the preferred method to watch happenings in real time, the art of the moment, 

understandably, adapted to fit the ways in which the artists experience the world. When social media was still 

https://lithub.com/author/jameswebster/
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a nascent medium, its rules and functions less defined, onlookers asked the question “Is this art?” As the 

2010s wore on, and social media cemented itself as a part of our daily lives, it didn’t take long before the 

question seemed to become inverted, switching from “how can social media be art?” to “how can art be social 

media?” 

Fragmentation is an established convention of the so-called “internet novel”—books like No One Is Talking 

About This, Weather and Dept. of Speculation, literally show me a healthy person, Several People Are 

Typing, or the classification-defying work of Maggie Nelson. It’s a pervasive and controversial style. These 

are books written in the parlance of the internet, short bursts of wry observation, generous with their negative 

space on the page, leaving the reader to often quite literally fill in the gaps. 

In Lauren Oyler’s Fake Accounts, widely considered an internet novel itself, the author actually completes a 

type of self-deprecating-self-referential ouroboros favored by the extremely online, mocking the fragmentary 

style as she enacts it: 

“Another justification for this structure is that it mimics the nature of modern life, which is “fragmented.” 

But fragmentation is one of the worst aspects of modern life. It’s extremely stressful. “Fragmented” is a 

euphemism for “interrupted.” Why would I want to make my book like Twitter? If I wanted a book that 

resembled Twitter, I wouldn’t write a book; I would just spend even more time on Twitter.” 

But Twitter doesn’t exist in a vacuum, nor do our brains function like tabs in a browser window, one thing 

visible at a time. Oyler’s narrator asserts that the modern world is fragmented, and that “fragmented” is a 

euphemism for “interrupted,” but as the internet has integrated itself into our lives, it hasn’t so much 

fragmented our reality as much as it has liquified it. 

It used to be easier to get interrupted. I am old enough to remember a time before I had the internet in my 

pocket, when there was a clear delineation between an online and offline world. Television and the pre-

smartphone internet required geographic consistency, your consumption was tied to whatever room had the 

TV, or where the wifi could reach. In the age of the smartphone, however, the boundaries have gotten blurrier. 

We’re on demand at all times, reading the news, responding to emails, DMs, and notifications. I myself am 

writing this very sentence on my phone while riding the bus. So while these fragmentary novels present a 

world wherein you’re unaware of the outside world when you’re looking at your phone, the reality is more 

likely that when you are in the world, you are aware of Twitter. 

I propose that rather than fragmentation, the internet, as it currently stands, offers an easy parallel to the 

encyclopedic novel of the 20th century. 

I shouldn’t need to point out that we are bombarded, at almost all times, by information. So consider, then, 

something like halting the momentum of your allegorical revenge novel to ponder the minutiae of whale 

taxonomy. There’s a fairly common expression online that says “everything I have learned about [a topic] has 

been against my will.” Is that, as a sentiment, so different from how people (Melville nerds excluded) tend to 

feel about Moby Dick and its whaling chapters? 
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Edward Mendelson, who coined the term “encyclopedic novel,” defined it as one that “attempts to render the 

full range of knowledge and beliefs of a national culture.” In a less technical sense, encyclopedic novels are 

often long, digressive books that take real joy in the parts many readers might deem non-essential, what writer 

David Letzter refers to as “junk text”. Encyclopedic novels can be difficult, boring, and frustrating, which 

also makes them tremendously realistic, particularly in the post-internet age. 

These types of sprawling, polyphonic novels have fallen out of fashion, but there are still a few recent 

standouts. On the shorter end of the spectrum is The Blizzard Party by Jack Livings (FSG, 2021), a head-

spinning novel about both a single night, and the entire modern world. There is also the unstoppable onslaught 

of Ducks, Newburyport by Lucy Ellmann (Biblioasis/Galley Beggar, 2019) a novel comprised of a single 

sentence that runs to almost 1,000 pages. It was shortlisted for the Booker prize, and I consider it the finest 

“internet novel” to date, although it looks, and reads, like none of the others. 

These novels are still encyclopedic, so to speak, but now, rather than the Britannica, or the World Book, the 

encyclopedia in question is a website, or several. Take, as a first example, The Blizzard Party. While 

anchored around a single night in 1978, the structuring of this capital-L Literary novel is impossibly dense, 

filled with dozens and dozens of those little coincidences that would seem unrealistic if they didn’t happen all 

the time. For example: our main character is Hazel. In the present day, Hazel is a widow, still struggling to 

come to terms with the fact that her husband never came home from his job in the World Trade Center. Later 

in the novel, and back in 1978, we learn about Hazel’s mother—she’s a painter—and over the course of the 

eponymous blizzard party, she agrees to sell a painting to a Saudi Arabian businessman. The business man 

takes this painting, and gives it as a gift. The recipient of this gift is a man named Osama, and he sells the 

painting to help fund a clandestine militant group, and the actions of this militant group will eventually lead to 

the death of our main character’s husband on a fateful morning in September, 2001. 

That particular 30 year arc is just one instance of Livings’ wide-screen ambitions. On the whole, the book 

itself is reminiscent of the types of Wikipedia rabbit-holes down which people love to fall, all those nested 

articles, recursively linking. You need look no further than the actual Wikipedia article for the actual Blizzard 

of ‘78 to see the potential to lose oneself in a labyrinth of interconnected subjects, and how one could build a 

compelling story out of the sheer breadth of human knowledge. 

Encyclopedic novels can be difficult, boring, and frustrating, which also makes them tremendously realistic, 

particularly in the post-internet age. 

Of course, the act of clicking on Wikipedia articles is different from the passive, by-assimilation information 

that we pick up on the infinite scroll of social media. We are not drip-fed information as much as we are 

nearly drowned in it. While the pieces (or fragments) themselves may be small, the sheer volume of them is 

overwhelming. It’s summed up best by a sentiment I have seen expressed over and over again: “we were not 

supposed to know this many people, let alone their every thought.” Quantity will overwhelm quality every 

time, as the long book by the three-named bandana-wearer also intended to demonstrate 25 years ago. And he 

was far from the first. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Northeastern_United_States_blizzard_of_1978
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Northeastern_United_States_blizzard_of_1978
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In 1976, William Gaddis won the National Book Award for his second novel, J R. The book, as described in 

the New York Review of Books, reflected Gaddis’ views of “contemporary reality [as] a chaos of 

disconnections, a blizzard of noise.” J R, for anyone uninitiated, is a tower of talk. The novel is told across 

700 pages of distinctly American clangor—mostly unattributed dialogue—and this kind of cacophonous 

approach is not dissimilar to a written version of something like TikTok. If the comparison seems 

disrespectful, consider that Gaddis himself lamented the destructive complicity of “every four year old with a 

computer” in his final book, Agapē Agape, an apotheotic howl against exactly the kind of high-speed, 

technology-focused world in which we now live. It was on his mind. 

On TikTok, like in J R, we are presented, again and again, with new faces attached to new names, who offer 

us snippets of dialogue, music, jokes, rants, advertisements, before they disappear and are replaced. 

Sometimes we will come across a person again, sometimes their appearances on our screens are singular. 

Comparatively, J R features around a hundred characters throughout its spin-cycle of American life, and it 

also features music, snippets of radio advertisements, passersby, announcers, loudspeakers, televisions, and so 

on. 

So if our art has been trying to warn us for decades that technology will breed chaos and noise into our lives, 

often masquerading as convenience and entertainment, then what might a cautionary novel look like now that 

the predictions have come to fruition? 

Despite receiving multiple comparisons to Ulysses, Lucy Ellmann’s 2019 novel Ducks, Newburyport reads to 

me more like the successor to something like J R. Ducks focuses on the torrential stream of a regular woman’s 

consciousness, laying bare modern life for the panic attack it has become. 

By contrast, a book like Patricia Lockwood’s No One Is Talking About This might be an accurate, experiential 

parallel to what it feels like to scroll through Twitter, but it imagines a world wherein Twitter might exist in a 

vacuum. To me, Ducks is an accurate, experiential parallel to the way one feels as they move through modern 

life, raising the question of how this kind of acute internet poisoning, this information overload, affects us 

even when we’re not actively looking at a screen. 

To start, we have to acknowledge the language tics. Ducks begins each new clause in its titanic sentence with 

“the fact that.” Much like “no one is talking about this,” it nods to a specific type of Twitter language, used by 

the politically obsessed and K-Pop stans alike. As anyone who adopted “as a treat” in their day-to-day 

language can attest, “the fact that” is a perfect indicator of the ways in which an online lexicon will infiltrate 

your offline life. 

In a world like ours, progress is often unceremonious, scrolling down an infinite timeline, forever. 

Our unnamed narrator uses this framework, grasping new information by shaping it into a familiar form, to 

process the world in which she lives. As she ricochets through an ocean of worries, she’s also assailed by 

headlines she remembers, songs stuck in her head, and other pieces of detritus that wash up on the shore of 

her consciousness, deposited there by the internet. 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%22the%20fact%20that%22&src=typed_query
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She pinwheels from thinking about making breakfast for her children, to wondering how people in the time of 

Laura Ingalls Wilder were able to survive, to feeding the birds in the backyard, to worrying that her daughter 

spends too much time watching YouTube makeup tutorials, to considering how there will likely be a global 

pandemic in her lifetime, and that during said global pandemic we’re all still going to have to do our chores 

and pay our taxes and go to work (again, this book was published in 2019). 

Many of these thoughts pop-up more than once, the way that the internet repeats itself, sometimes altering 

certain variables, but repeating nonetheless. Like how if you watch it for too long, the “Shrimp Fried Rice” 

joke will, some day, come across your feed again, signaling the passage of time like some digital comet. 

It took Lucy Ellmann six years to write Ducks, starting in 2013, and perhaps the lengthy creation of the thing 

is what gives it its strength—it evolved with the world. It feels accurate because it is, and because it stays 

firmly grounded in the human. Where other internet novels make the narrator an abstraction, an extension of 

their devices, Ellmann traps us in our own heads as we bury our heads, ostrich-like, in our phones. 

It’s worth noting here at the end that Lucy Ellmann’s father is Richard Ellmann, a Joyce scholar, who wrote 

the definitive biography of an author whose work to which Ducks was repeatedly compared. Ellmann insists 

that she wasn’t thinking about Joyce, or about Ulysses’s 50 page closing sentence, when she was 

writing Ducks, but maybe, like anyone who’s spent too much time online, she was utilizing knowledge she 

picked up without even realizing it had happened. She took something old and iterated on it, the way the 

internet is wont to do. Because in a world like ours, progress is often unceremonious, scrolling down an 

infinite timeline, forever. 

 

James Webster 

James Webster is a writer, reader, and social media person. He tweets at @exhaustdata 
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What Happens When Police Use AI to Predict and Prevent Crime? 

With the dawn of artificial intelligence, a slew of new machine learning tools promise to help protect us with 

data. 
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Bias in law enforcement has long been a problem in America. The killing of George Floyd, an unarmed 

Black man, by Minneapolis police officers in May 2020 most recently brought attention to this fact—sparking 

waves of protest across the country, and highlighting the ways in which those who are meant to “serve and 

protect” us do not serve all members of society equally. 

With the dawn of artificial intelligence (AI), a slew of new machine learning tools promise to help protect 

us—quickly and precisely tracking those who may commit a crime before it happens—through data. Past 

information about crime can be used as material for machine learning algorithms to make predictions about 

future crimes, and police departments are allocating resources towards prevention based on these predictions. 

The tools themselves, however, present a problem: The data being used to “teach” the software systems is 

embedded with bias, and only serves to reinforce inequality. 
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Here’s how: Black people are more likely than white people to be reported for a crime—whether the reporter 

is white or Black. This leads to Black neighborhoods being marked as “high risk” at a disproportionate rate. 

Using data as a tool for policing is not new—it’s been going on since the 1990s, in an effort to help 

departments decide which communities are at “high risk.” If they know where the most crime happens, the 

thinking went, police could put more resources into policing a given area. 

The logic is faulty: If more police are dispatched to a certain neighborhood, it clearly follows that 

“more” crime will appear here. 
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However, the logic is faulty: If more police are dispatched to a certain neighborhood, it clearly follows that 

“more” crime will appear here. Essentially, it’s a feedback loop, which provides a skewed version of where 

crime is actually taking place. (Another issue at hand is the allocation of police resources rather than social 

services. There is much debate, for instance, about whether the role of police in certain poor, Black 

neighborhoods also tends to create a “police state” environment, in which citizens do not feel safe, and there 

are strong arguments that more funding for mental health or other social services would better serve these 

communities). When machine learning algorithms are fed this “data” to train their predictive systems, they 

replicate this bias, reinforcing false ideas about which neighborhoods are more “high risk.” 

Another problem with the thinking is that it relies on past information. While our past may give us a clue into 

future behavior, it does not take into consideration the concept of and potential for rehabilitation, and has the 

effect of reinforcing negative views, and continuing to punish those who have already paid their debt. 

Police departments across the globe are using these software programs to pinpoint crime. While there are 

dozens of American tech companies selling this type of software to law enforcement agencies, one particular 

startup, Voyager Labs, is collecting social media information—including Facebook posts, emojis, friends–and 

analyzing them to make connections, even cross-referencing this information with private data, to create a 

“holistic” profile that can be used to find people who pose “risks.” 

Inaccuracy and Bias Embedded in AI Systems 

Automated-policing approaches are often inaccurate. A 2018 trial conducted by the London Metropolitan 

Police used facial recognition to identify 104 previously unknown people who were suspected of committing 

crimes. Only 2 of the 104 were accurate. 

“From the moment a police officer wrongly identifies a suspect until the moment the officer realizes their 

error, significant coercive action can take place: the suspect can be arrested, brought to a police station and 

detained. It can be terrifying, with irreversible consequences, including human rights violations,” Edward 

Santow writes in The Australian Quarterly. 

Additionally, facial recognition systems have also demonstrated bias against people of color. In an egregious 

example, Facebook’s facial recognition algorithm labeled Black people “primates”—which it recently told 

the BBC “was clearly an unacceptable error.” 

Lack of Human Oversight in Automated Processes 

Automated systems remove human oversight. As law enforcement agencies increasingly rely on these deep 

learning tools, the tools themselves take on an authority, and their predictions are often unquestioned. This 

has resulted in what Kate Crawford and Jason Schultz, in their report “AI Systems as State Actors” call an 

“accountability gap,” which “may result in both state and private human employees having less knowledge or 

direct involvement in the specific decisions that cause harm.” 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26931483?mag=what-happens-when-police-use-ai-to-predict-and-prevent-crime
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-58462511
https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-58462511
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The tools themselves could come from various sources—created “in-house” by government agencies, 

developed by contractors, or even donated, Crawford and Schultz point out. And with these various 

configurations, there is little information on who should be accountable when the systems fail. 

A new project by Columbia University, in tandem with the AI Now Institute and the New York University 

School of Law’s Center on Race, Inequality, and the Law, and the Electronic Frontier Foundation, was 

recently begun “to conduct an examination of current United States courtroom litigation where the use of 

algorithms by government was central to the rights and liberties at issue in the case.” In this report, the 

researchers focused on cases in which AI is currently being used in law enforcement: in the areas of Medicaid 

and disability benefits, public teacher evaluations, and criminal risk assessments. In these cases, the 

researchers looked at how the AI systems were used by humans. The authors concluded: 

These AI systems were implemented without meaningful training, support, or oversight, and without any 

specific protections for recipients. This was due in part to the fact that they were adopted to produce cost 

savings and standardization under a monolithic technology-procurement model, which rarely takes 

constitutional liability concerns into account. 

The focus of the algorithms were biased—in an effort to cut budgets, they targeted those who would be more 

likely to need support. “Thus, an algorithmic system itself, optimized to cut costs without consideration of 

legal or policy concerns, created the core constitutional problems that ultimately decided the lawsuits.” Like 

“traveling sales representatives,” the authors remarked, these automated tools would take information from 

one location to another, applying it to new populations, increasing the potential for bias to skew the results. 

“As AI systems rely more on deep learning, potentially becoming more autonomous and inscrutable, the 

accountability gap for constitutional violations threatens to become broader and deeper.” 

This raises the question: How should we hold the software companies themselves accountable? When 

automated systems are given free rein, and human oversight becomes obsolete, should tech companies assume 

responsibility for how their products are used? The law is still unclear on this issue. 

“When challenged, many state governments have disclaimed any knowledge or ability to understand, explain, 

or remedy problems created by AI systems that they have procured from third parties,” Crawford and Schultz 

argue. “The general position has been “we cannot be responsible for something we don’t understand.” This 

means that algorithmic systems are contributing to the process of government decision making without any 

mechanisms of accountability or liability.” 

A failure to address this accountability gap should mean a halt in the use of these tools. 

 The Surveillance State 
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For all of the glaring human rights problems in automated policing in America, we live in a country in which 

the idea of police protection is baked into our Constitution. In governments that do not have this kind of 

protection, automated policing technology can be used for ill purposes. In China, for instance, facial 

recognition is used for purchases and in traffic regulation, surveillance images are stored. “China sells its 

facial recognition technology to authoritarian governments who wish to track their own citizens. This Chinese 

tech is relatively inexpensive to acquire and works quite well, being employed furtively, without public 

detection or uproar,” writes Maria Stefania Cataleta in a report for East-West Center. 

Thankfully, some law enforcement agencies are taking these concerns seriously. In September 2021, for 

instance, the Toronto Police Services Board, announced it would be drafting a policy to govern the use of AI 

technology. Damning reports on the Chicago police department have led it to suspend its use of predictive 

policing as well. All law enforcement agencies should take this issue seriously––it could mean the difference 

between putting an innocent or guilty person behind bars. 
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