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Is Ukrainian a language or a dialect? That depends on whom you ask and how the war ends 

LINGUISTICS • SOCIOLOGY 

ByInvited Researcher   

Author: Joshua Holzer, Assistant Professor of Political Science, Westminster College 

Whether someone’s speech is a language or a dialect is a matter of both linguistics and politics. 

Image: illust-monster/iStock/Getty Images Plus 

Since the start of the war in Ukraine, the number of people studying Ukrainian on Duolingo, a language 

learning website and mobile app, has increased by more than 500%. 

Most of those who are taking up Ukrainian are probably unaware that there is a long-running 

controversy about this particular form of speech. One side views Russians and Ukrainians as “one people,” 

and the opposing side does not. 

The former claim that Ukrainian is just a dialect of Russian, while the latter argue that it is a separate 

language. Who’s correct? 

Unfortunately, there isn’t a clear answer. The difference between a language and a dialect depends upon 

whom you ask. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/linguistics/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/sociology/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/04/20/is-ukrainian-a-language-or-a-dialect-that-depends-on-whom-you-ask-and-how-the-war-ends/#author
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/illustration/ukrainian-and-russian-flags-in-the-shape-of-royalty-free-illustration/1384751297
https://www.duolingo.com/enroll/uk/en/Learn-Ukrainian
https://blog.duolingo.com/duolingo-statement-ukraine/
https://theconversation.com/long-before-shots-were-fired-a-linguistic-power-struggle-was-playing-out-in-ukraine-178247
https://theconversation.com/long-before-shots-were-fired-a-linguistic-power-struggle-was-playing-out-in-ukraine-178247
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/02/10/putin-likes-talk-about-russians-ukrainians-one-people-heres-deeper-history/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/ukrainealert/putin-is-the-only-winner-of-ukraines-language-wars/
https://theconversation.com/ukrainian-and-russian-how-similar-are-the-two-languages-178456
https://uatv.ua/en/debunking-russian-propaganda-ukrainian-language-dialect-russian/
https://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=51618
https://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=51618
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The linguistics angle 

Many linguists base their determination of language-or-dialect on whether forms of speech are mutually 

understandable. In simple terms, if two people are speaking different dialects of the same language, they 

can probably understand each other. However, if two people are speaking separate languages, they 

probably won’t be able to understand each other. 

Ukrainian soldiers move through a combat zone in the Donbas region of Ukraine. 

Diego Herrera Carcedo/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images 

 

By this definition, Czech and Slovak could be viewed as dialects of the same language. The same goes 

for Indonesian and Malay. 

Some spoken forms look quite different when pen is put to paper. For instance, Serbian is written with a 

variation of the Cyrillic alphabet, like Russian, while Croatian uses a form of the Latin alphabet, like 

English. Nonetheless, many linguists would consider Serbian and Croatian to be dialects of the same 

language, because it’s the understandability of spoken forms that generally counts. 

https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2014/02/16/how-a-dialect-differs-from-a-language
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2014/02/16/how-a-dialect-differs-from-a-language
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/ukrainian-soldiers-walk-through-a-ukrainian-frontline-in-news-photo/1239920664
https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/Marking-a-historic-split.451490
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/learner-english/malayindonesian-speakers/FA89460A13BED87C0069AE8C0790885C
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2017/04/10/is-serbo-croatian-a-language
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2014/02/16/how-a-dialect-differs-from-a-language
https://images.theconversation.com/files/457743/original/file-20220412-18-p5v1cm.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Humans have been talking for a very long time, but we’ve only been writing things down for a few 

millennia. Plus, of the roughly 7,000 known living languages only about 4,000 have a writing system. 

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has addressed the Russian people in the Russian language, 

while delivering other speeches in Ukrainian and English. 

Politics says something different 

For political scientists, the difference between a language and a dialect is not based on mutual 

understandability, but rather politics. For example, Hindi and Urdu are separate languages because the 

governments of India and Pakistan say they are, even though the colloquially spoken forms of the two 

varieties are strikingly similar. 

Max Weinreich, a Yiddish scholar, popularized the idea that “a language is a dialect with an army and 

navy.” In other words, a government can promote the view that a dialect is a separate language even if it 

isn’t in linguistic terms. 

Moldova, for instance, argues that Moldovan is a separate language, even though it is nearly identical to 

Romanian. Although Romania has gotten upset about such linguistic rebranding, according to Article 13 

of the Moldovan Constitution, the country’s official language is Moldovan, and not Romanian. Thus the 

two are separate languages – at least politically. 

Bestowing official status on a particular spoken form not only encourages its use in government, including 

the courts, but it also usually means that a spoken form will be taught in schools, thereby ensuring that 

future generations share a common language – even if it was invented for nationalistic purposes. 

Just as a dialect with an army and navy can be considered its own language, a language with an army and 

a navy can call other languages mere dialects. For example, the official language of the People’s Republic 

of China is Standard Chinese, which is often shortened to simply “Chinese” and is sometimes 

– contentiously – referred to as Mandarin. However, this is not the only form of speech that can be heard 

throughout the country. 

Cantonese is widely spoken in and around Hong Kong, yet it is often treated as a dialect of “Chinese.” 

However, spoken Mandarin and Cantonese are not mutually understandable. As such, in linguistic terms, 

these two forms of speech would not be considered dialects of a single language, but rather separate 

languages. 

In order to strengthen the power of the central government against separatist sentiment, the Chinese 

government has long promoted a language unification agenda. The intent is both to create a common way 

of communicating for the country but also to minimize the linguistic and cultural differences that exist 

among different communities. To help spread the adoption of Standard Chinese, as defined by the 

government, television and radio professionals are subject to strict requirements and can even be fined for 

using incorrect pronunciation. 

https://www.ethnologue.com/enterprise-faq/how-many-languages-world-are-unwritten-0
https://www.economist.com/books-and-arts/2018/08/23/classifying-languages-is-about-politics-as-much-as-linguistics
http://www.oxirsoc.com/blog-articles/2017/2/22/yes-hindi-and-urdu-are-the-same-language
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Yiddish-language
https://www.babbel.com/en/magazine/yugoslavian-language-dialect
https://www.babbel.com/en/magazine/yugoslavian-language-dialect
https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/romanian-and-moldovian-language/
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Moldova_2016?lang=en
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Moldova_2016?lang=en
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/official-language
https://www.economist.com/books-and-arts/2019/09/05/languages-are-a-battleground-for-nationalists
https://www.economist.com/johnson/2010/08/04/of-dialects-armies-and-navies
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780887101076/spoken-standard-chinese-volume-one/
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2019/01/where-does-mandarin-come/579073/
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english/mandarin
https://www.babbel.com/en/magazine/what-language-is-spoken-in-china
https://asiasociety.org/china-learning-initiatives/many-dialects-china
https://unravellingmag.com/articles/cantonese/
https://unravellingmag.com/articles/cantonese/
https://www.penguin.com.au/books/a-billion-voices-chinas-search-for-a-common-language-penguin-specials-9780734399595
https://web.archive.org/web/20130724204951/http:/www.gov.cn/english/laws/2005-09/19/content_64906.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20130724204951/http:/www.gov.cn/english/laws/2005-09/19/content_64906.htm
https://www.economist.com/asia/2016/10/13/let-not-a-billion-tongues-bloom
https://www.economist.com/asia/2016/10/13/let-not-a-billion-tongues-bloom
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Throughout China, local forms of speech are being phased out as mediums of instruction in schools in 

favor of Mandarin. Many of these forms are now declining, and some are at risk of going extinct. Such 

efforts do not necessarily mean that these types of speech aren’t “real languages” in the linguistic sense. 

But politically, the difference between a language and a dialect is whatever China says it is. This is even 

reflected at the international level, as many organizations, such as the United Nations, recognize 

“Chinese” as being the form of speech standardized and promoted by the Chinese government. 

Resolving the conflict 

So, is Ukrainian a dialect of Russian or a separate language? Linguistically, Ukrainian and Russian are 

about as different as French and Portuguese. Although French and Portuguese both descend from Latin, 

they’ve now diverged enough to make mutual understanding difficult. Similarly, while both Ukrainian and 

Russian share a common ancestor, their present-day spoken forms are now different enough that there’s a 

strong linguistic case for them to be considered separate languages. 

Politically, however, whether Ukrainian is a dialect or language will, in part, depend upon how 

the war ends. If Ukraine remains an independent country that considers Ukrainian a separate language – 

it is a separate language. 

If, however, Russia ends up controlling the entirety of Ukraine, thereby finishing the process that it began 

in 2014 with its annexation of Crimea, then Russia could promote the view that Ukrainian is but a mere 

dialect of Russian, to reinforce Ukraine’s diminished status as a part of Russia. 

In short, not only is Ukraine’s territorial integrity at risk, but so is the independence of a unique and 

distinct cultural community. 

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

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/04/20/is-ukrainian-a-language-or-a-dialect-that-depends-on-whom-

you-ask-and-how-the-war-ends/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email  

  

https://www.economist.com/china/2021/01/30/assimilation-of-chinese-minorities-is-not-just-a-uyghur-thing
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jan/16/chinese-dialects-in-decline-as-government-enforces-mandarin
https://www.scmp.com/news/people-culture/article/3121562/chinese-minority-languages-among-those-risk-dying-out-no-one
https://www.economist.com/culture/2022/02/12/a-language-without-a-flag-and-a-state-is-still-a-language
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/geoinfo/ungegn/docs/4th-uncsgn-docs/e_conf_74_L48.pdf
https://slate.com/podcasts/spectacular-vernacular/2022/03/can-ukrainian-be-considered-a-dialect-of-russian
https://slate.com/podcasts/spectacular-vernacular/2022/03/can-ukrainian-be-considered-a-dialect-of-russian
https://theconversation.com/russia-invades-ukraine-5-essential-reads-from-experts-177815
https://theconversation.com/why-putin-has-such-a-hard-time-accepting-ukrainian-sovereignty-174029
https://theconversation.com/crimea-the-polarised-peninsula-threatening-to-rip-ukraine-apart-23739
https://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/is-ukrainian-a-language-or-a-dialect-that-depends-on-whom-you-ask-and-how-the-war-ends-180849
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/04/20/is-ukrainian-a-language-or-a-dialect-that-depends-on-whom-you-ask-and-how-the-war-ends/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/04/20/is-ukrainian-a-language-or-a-dialect-that-depends-on-whom-you-ask-and-how-the-war-ends/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
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Daily aspirin use for heart health not recommended for those over 60 

By Rich Haridy 

 

New advice recommends aspirin not be used as a drug to prevent heart attack or stroke in those over the 

age of 60 if they are generally healthy 

Depositphotos 

A leading panel of US experts has updated its health guidelines, formally recommending those over the age 

of 60 against taking aspirin to prevent heart attack or stroke. The recommendation is based on growing 

evidence indicating the harms of daily aspirin use outweigh any benefits in otherwise healthy adults. 

Aspirin is inarguably a modern marvel of a drug. In the first half of the 20th century it was one of the most 

popular analgesics and by the 1960s it was discovered to have incredible blood-thinning properties. 

Subsequent clinical trials revealed aspirin can reduce a person’s risk of heart attack and stroke. This led to 

the popular belief in the early 1990s that daily low doses of aspirin could serve as a promising preventative 

tool for healthy adults over the age of 50. 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/home.html
https://theconversation.com/mondays-medical-myth-take-an-aspirin-a-day-after-you-turn-50-5056
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As the years passed many researchers started to question this general health advice. After all, if aspirin is a 

blood thinner then it surely can increase a person’s risk of major bleeding events. And this raises the 

classic medical conundrum - do the potential harms of aspirin outweigh its benefits? 

Over the last decade a growing body of research has begun to indicate the risks of daily aspirin use in 

healthy adults could be greater than its preventative benefits. A major meta-study published in 

2019 summed up the findings of several recent clinical trials that showed increased rates of 

gastrointestinal and brain bleeding from daily aspirin use outweighed the minimal benefits to heart health 

in otherwise healthy adults. 

Now, the US Preventative Services Health Force (USPTSF) has formally updated its general advice to 

recommend against anyone over the age of 60 starting daily aspirin use if they have no prior heart health 

problems. The USPTSF is an independent panel of health experts that has offered the US government 

preventative health advice for over 40 years. 

The new health advice is split into two age-related tiers: a blanket recommendation against those over 60 

starting aspirin as a preventative tool and a recommendation for those between 40 and 59 at a high risk of 

cardiovascular disease (CVD) to discuss with their doctor whether daily aspirin use is right for them. 

“People who are 40 to 59 years old and who don’t have a history of CVD but are at higher risk may benefit 

from starting to take aspirin to prevent a first heart attack or stroke,” said John Wong, a member of the 

USPTSF. “It’s important that they decide together with their healthcare professional if starting aspirin is 

right for them because daily aspirin use does come with possible serious harms.” 

For those under the age of 60 the USPTSF recommends a variety of factors be considered before starting 

daily aspirin. These factors can include a patient’s individual risk of bleeding and their family history of 

cardiovascular disease. 

But for those over the age of 60, the recommendation is clearer. In the absence of any pre-existing 

diagnosis of heart disease or stroke the potential harms of aspirin outweigh the benefits. 

“Based on current evidence, the Task Force recommends against people 60 and older starting to take 

aspirin to prevent a first heart attack or stroke,” said vice chair of the task force Michael Barry. “Because 

the chance of internal bleeding increases with age, the potential harms of aspirin use cancel out the 

benefits in this age group.” 

It is crucial to note the USPTSF stresses those individuals already taking aspirin should not stop any 

medication without consulting their doctor. There are still plenty of adults with valid clinical reasons to 

take daily doses of aspirin. Instead, this new recommendation is solely focused on healthy adults over the 

age of 60 with no pre-existing risk factors for heart disease or stroke. 

https://newatlas.com/aspirin-bleeding-risk-danger-outweigh-heart-benefits/58161/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/aspirin-bleeding-risk-danger-outweigh-heart-benefits/58161/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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Source: USPTSF 

TAGS 
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Rich Haridy 

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

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

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

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

 

 

  

https://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/uspstf/recommendation/aspirin-to-prevent-cardiovascular-disease-preventive-medication
https://newatlas.com/health-wellbeing/
https://newatlas.com/tag/aspirin/
https://newatlas.com/tag/heart-disease/
https://newatlas.com/tag/strokes/
https://newatlas.com/tag/cardiovascular/
https://newatlas.com/tag/newatlas-audio/
https://newatlas.com/tag/newatlas-audio/
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
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Achoo! 5 essential reads for pollen season 

Published: April 21, 2022 1.18pm BST 

Author 

1. Jennifer Weeks 

Senior Environment + Energy Editor, The Conversation 

Interviewed 

1. Allison L. Steiner 

Professor of Atmospheric Science, University of Michigan 

https://theconversation.com/us/team#jennifer-weeks
https://theconversation.com/profiles/allison-l-steiner-1327598
https://theconversation.com/us/team#jennifer-weeks
https://theconversation.com/profiles/allison-l-steiner-1327598
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2. Brian Lovett 

Postdoctoral Researcher in Mycology, West Virginia University 

3. Fiona Lo 

Postdoctoral Researcher, Center for Health and the Global Environment, Environmental and 

Occupational Health Sciences, University of Washington 

4. Hamutahl Cohen 

Extension Agent, University of Florida 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/brian-lovett-1032419
https://theconversation.com/profiles/fiona-lo-1238251
https://theconversation.com/profiles/hamutahl-cohen-1280455
https://theconversation.com/profiles/brian-lovett-1032419
https://theconversation.com/profiles/fiona-lo-1238251
https://theconversation.com/profiles/hamutahl-cohen-1280455
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5. Richard L. Harkess 

Professor of Floriculture and Ornamental Horticulture, Mississippi State University 

6. Yingxiao Zhang 

Ph.D. Student in Atmospheric Science, University of Michigan 

Partners 

View all partners 

We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under Creative Commons licence. 

As spring expands across North America, trees, shrubs and flowers are releasing pollen. This fine, 

powdery substance is produced by the male structures of cone-bearing and flowering plants. When it’s 

carried to the plants’ female structures by wind, water or pollinators, fertilization happens. 

As pollen travels, it also triggers allergies in some 25 million Americans. Pollen exposure can cause 

sneezing, coughing, itchy eyes, runny nose and postnasal drip – unwelcome signs of spring for sufferers. 

This roundup of articles from our archives describes recent findings on protecting pollinators and coping 

with pollen season. 

https://theconversation.com/profiles/richard-l-harkess-1185676
https://theconversation.com/profiles/yingxiao-zhang-1327607
https://theconversation.com/global/partners
https://www.britannica.com/science/pollen
https://www.aafa.org/allergy-facts/
https://theconversation.com/profiles/richard-l-harkess-1185676
https://theconversation.com/profiles/yingxiao-zhang-1327607


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

13 

1. Hey pollinators, over here 

Since pollen grains carry the cells that fertilize plants, it’s critical for them to get where they need to go. 

Often wind or gravity is all it takes, but for many plants, a pollinator has to carry the pollen grains. Some 

plants offer nectar or edible pollen to attract insects, bats or other animals, which carry pollen from plant 

to plant as they forage. Many flowers also lure pollinators with scent. 

 

 

A thistle long-horned bee (Melissodes desponsa) covered with flower pollen. Dejen Mengis, USGS 

“Similar to the perfumes at a department store counter, flower scents are made up from a large and diverse 

number of chemicals which evaporate easily and float through the air,” writes Mississippi State University 

horticulturalist Richard L. Harkess. “To differentiate itself from other flowers, each species’ flowers put 

out a unique scent to attract specific pollinators. … Once pollinated, the flower stops producing a floral 

scent and nectar and redirects its energy to the fertilized embryo that will become the seed.” 

Read more: Why do flowers smell? 

https://theconversation.com/why-do-flowers-smell-151672
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458976/original/file-20220420-25-8bves7.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458976/original/file-20220420-25-8bves7.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://flic.kr/p/D8E563
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=dJ8gD7MAAAAJ&hl=en
https://theconversation.com/why-do-flowers-smell-151672
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458976/original/file-20220420-25-8bves7.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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2. Bees at the buffet 

It’s well known that many species of insects have declined in recent years. One big focus 

is honeybees and other species of bees, which pollinate many important crops. 

In a 2021 study, University of Florida agricultural extension specialist Hamutahl Cohen found that when 

bees visited fields where sunflowers, grown as crops, were blooming over many acres, they picked up 

parasites at a high rate. In contrast, bees that foraged in hedgerows around crop fields and could choose 

from diverse types of flowers to feed on spread out farther and had lower rates of infection. 

 

 

https://theconversation.com/insect-apocalypse-not-so-fast-at-least-in-north-america-141107
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/planthealth/plant-pest-and-disease-programs/honey-bees/honeybees
https://theconversation.com/beyond-honey-bees-wild-bees-are-also-key-pollinators-and-some-species-are-disappearing-89214
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=I8IjAnIAAAAJ&hl=en
https://theconversation.com/planting-mixes-of-flowers-around-farm-fields-helps-keep-bees-healthy-170527
https://theconversation.com/planting-mixes-of-flowers-around-farm-fields-helps-keep-bees-healthy-170527
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458979/original/file-20220420-18-33gaht.jpeg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458979/original/file-20220420-18-33gaht.jpeg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458979/original/file-20220420-18-33gaht.jpeg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Hedgerows like this one in California have been shown to increase the number of beneficial insects like 

(left to right) lady beetles, syrphid flies and their larvae, shown feeding on aphids. UCANR, CC BY-ND 

“The more bees in sunflower fields, the more parasites,” Cohen observed. “Sunflower blooms were 

aggregating bees, which in turn was amplifying disease risk.” However, “in the presence of many flower 

types, bees disperse and spread across resources, reducing each individual bee’s likelihood of encountering 

an infected individual.” 

 

Read more: Planting mixes of flowers around farm fields helps keep bees healthy 

 

3. Warmer weather means more pollen 

As climate change raises average temperatures across the U.S., growing seasons are starting earlier and 

ending later in the year. That’s bad news for allergy sufferers. 

“The higher temperature will extend the growing season, giving plants more time to emit pollen and 

reproduce,” write University of Michigan atmospheric scientists Yingxiao Zhang and Allison L. Steiner. 

And by increasing the concentration of carbon dioxide in Earth’s atmosphere, climate change will make it 

possible for plants to grow larger and generate more pollen. 

“Southeastern regions, including Florida, Georgia and South Carolina, can expect large grass and weed 

pollen increases in the future. The Pacific Northwest is likely to see peak pollen season a month earlier 

because of the early pollen season of alder,” Zhang and Steiner report. 

 

Read more: Pollen season is getting longer and more intense with climate change – here's what allergy 

sufferers can expect in the future 

 

4. Providing better forecasts 

With all that pollen out there, how can allergy sufferers know when counts are high? Today the U.S. has 

only a rudimentary network of 90 pollen observation stations across the country, staffed by volunteers and 

run only during pollen season, so often there isn’t good information available when people need it. 

Fiona Lo, an environmental health scientist at the University of Washington, is working with colleagues to 

develop a model that can predict airborne pollen releases. “Our forecast can predict for specific pollen 

https://ucanr.edu/sites/calagjournal/archive/?image=img6504p200.jpg
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://theconversation.com/planting-mixes-of-flowers-around-farm-fields-helps-keep-bees-healthy-170527
https://theconversation.com/pollen-season-is-getting-longer-and-more-intense-with-climate-change-heres-what-allergy-sufferers-can-expect-in-the-future-179158
https://clasp.engin.umich.edu/people/zhang-yingxiao/
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=3dWPwz8AAAAJ&hl=en
https://theconversation.com/pollen-season-is-getting-longer-and-more-intense-with-climate-change-heres-what-allergy-sufferers-can-expect-in-the-future-179158
https://theconversation.com/pollen-season-is-getting-longer-and-more-intense-with-climate-change-heres-what-allergy-sufferers-can-expect-in-the-future-179158
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=sUwveOEAAAAJ&hl=en
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types because our model includes information about how each plant type interacts differently with the 

environment,” Lo reports. 

So far, the model only predicts levels of four types of common pollen in areas where there are observation 

stations. Ultimately, though, Lo and her collaborators “want to provide a forecast every day during pollen 

season to give allergy sufferers the information they need to manage their symptoms. Allergies are often 

undertreated, and knowledge about self-care is limited, so a reliable pollen forecast that is easy to access – 

for example, via an app on your phone – along with education on allergy management, could really help 

allergy sufferers.” 

 

Read more: Sunny with a chance of sneezing – I'm building a tool to forecast pollen levels that will help 

allergy sufferers know when it's safe to go outside 

 

5. Support pollinators in your garden 

Pollen season is also gardening season, since it’s when plants are blooming. West Virginia University 

mycologist Brian Lovett offers advice for gardeners who want to attract beneficial insects to their yards for 

pollination and other purposes. 

One step is to replace grass with native wildflowers, which will provide pollen and nectar for insects like 

ants, bees and butterflies. “Just as you may have a favorite local restaurant, insects that live around you 

have a taste for the flowers that are native to their areas,” Lovett notes. 

 

https://theconversation.com/sunny-with-a-chance-of-sneezing-im-building-a-tool-to-forecast-pollen-levels-that-will-help-allergy-sufferers-know-when-its-safe-to-go-outside-162073
https://theconversation.com/sunny-with-a-chance-of-sneezing-im-building-a-tool-to-forecast-pollen-levels-that-will-help-allergy-sufferers-know-when-its-safe-to-go-outside-162073
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Brian-Lovett
https://theconversation.com/to-help-insects-make-them-welcome-in-your-garden-heres-how-153609
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458980/original/file-20220420-13790-30cq5q.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Swallowtail butterflies, shown here on a liatris flower in Washington state, are efficient pollinators that 

can be attracted to home gardens. Wolfgang Kaehler/LightRocket via Getty Images 

Replacing white lightbulbs with yellow or warm-hued LED bulbs, and providing water in dishes or other 

containers, are also insect-friendly steps. Local university extension offices and gardening stores can offer 

other suggestions. 

“In my view, humans all too often see ourselves as separate from nature, which leads us to relegate 

biodiversity to designated parks,” Lovett observes. “In fact, however, we are an important part of the 

natural world, and we need insects just as much as they need us.” 

 

Read more: To help insects, make them welcome in your garden – here's how 

 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/458980/original/file-20220420-13790-30cq5q.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458980/original/file-20220420-13790-30cq5q.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/swallowtail-butterfly-on-a-liatris-spicata-flower-in-july-news-photo/624174230
https://theconversation.com/to-help-insects-make-them-welcome-in-your-garden-heres-how-153609
https://images.theconversation.com/files/458980/original/file-20220420-13790-30cq5q.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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[Get fascinating science, health and technology news. Sign up for The Conversation’s weekly science 

newsletter.] 

 

https://theconversation.com/achoo-5-essential-reads-for-pollen-season-

181672?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April

%2021%202022%20-

%202270022562&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022

%20-

%202270022562+CID_b5ce591852790b2105bb50bd9a491753&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_

term=Achoo%205%20essential%20reads%20for%20pollen%20season   

https://memberservices.theconversation.com/newsletters/?nl=science&source=inline-science-fascinating
https://memberservices.theconversation.com/newsletters/?nl=science&source=inline-science-fascinating
https://theconversation.com/achoo-5-essential-reads-for-pollen-season-181672?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562+CID_b5ce591852790b2105bb50bd9a491753&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Achoo%205%20essential%20reads%20for%20pollen%20season
https://theconversation.com/achoo-5-essential-reads-for-pollen-season-181672?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562+CID_b5ce591852790b2105bb50bd9a491753&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Achoo%205%20essential%20reads%20for%20pollen%20season
https://theconversation.com/achoo-5-essential-reads-for-pollen-season-181672?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562+CID_b5ce591852790b2105bb50bd9a491753&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Achoo%205%20essential%20reads%20for%20pollen%20season
https://theconversation.com/achoo-5-essential-reads-for-pollen-season-181672?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562+CID_b5ce591852790b2105bb50bd9a491753&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Achoo%205%20essential%20reads%20for%20pollen%20season
https://theconversation.com/achoo-5-essential-reads-for-pollen-season-181672?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562+CID_b5ce591852790b2105bb50bd9a491753&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Achoo%205%20essential%20reads%20for%20pollen%20season
https://theconversation.com/achoo-5-essential-reads-for-pollen-season-181672?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20April%2021%202022%20-%202270022562+CID_b5ce591852790b2105bb50bd9a491753&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Achoo%205%20essential%20reads%20for%20pollen%20season
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The Adventure of the Devil's Foot 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

In recording from time to time some of the curious experiences and interesting recollections which I associate 

with my long and intimate friendship with Mr. Sherlock Holmes, I have continually been faced by difficulties 

caused by his own aversion to publicity. To his sombre and cynical spirit all popular applause was always 

abhorrent, and nothing amused him more at the end of a successful case than to hand over the actual exposure 

to some orthodox official, and to listen with a mocking smile to the general chorus of misplaced 

congratulation. It was indeed this attitude upon the part of my friend and certainly not any lack of interesting 

material which has caused me of late years to lay very few of my records before the public. My participation 

in some if his adventures was always a privilege which entailed discretion and reticence upon me. 

It was, then, with considerable surprise that I received a telegram from Holmes last Tuesday--he has never 

been known to write where a telegram would serve--in the following terms: 

Why not tell them of the Cornish horror--strangest case I have handled. 

I have no idea what backward sweep of memory had brought the matter fresh to his mind, or what freak had 

caused him to desire that I should recount it; but I hasten, before another cancelling telegram may arrive, to 

hunt out the notes which give me the exact details of the case and to lay the narrative before my readers. 

It was, then, in the spring of the year 1897 that Holmes's iron constitution showed some symptoms of giving 

way in the face of constant hard work of a most exacting kind, aggravated, perhaps, by occasional 

indiscretions of his own. In March of that year Dr. Moore Agar, of Harley Street, whose dramatic introduction 

to Holmes I may some day recount, gave positive injunctions that the famous private agent lay aside all his 

cases and surrender himself to complete rest if he wished to avert an absolute breakdown. The state of his 

health was not a matter in which he himself took the faintest interest, for his mental detachment was absolute, 

but he was induced at last, on the threat of being permanently disqualified from work, to give himself a 

complete change of scene and air. Thus it was that in the early spring of that year we found ourselves together 

in a small cottage near Poldhu Bay, at the further extremity of the Cornish peninsula. 

It was a singular spot, and one peculiarly well suited to the grim humour of my patient. From the windows of 

our little whitewashed house, which stood high upon a grassy headland, we looked down upon the whole 

sinister semicircle of Mounts Bay, that old death trap of sailing vessels, with its fringe of black cliffs and 

surge-swept reefs on which innumerable seamen have met their end. With a northerly breeze it lies placid and 

sheltered, inviting the storm-tossed craft to tack into it for rest and protection. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle
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Then come the sudden swirl round of the wind, the blistering gale from the south-west, the dragging anchor, 

the lee shore, and the last battle in the creaming breakers. The wise mariner stands far out from that evil place. 

On the land side our surroundings were as sombre as on the sea. It was a country of rolling moors, lonely and 

dun-colored, with an occasional church tower to mark the site of some old-world village. In every direction 

upon these moors there were traces of some vanished race which had passed utterly away, and left as it sole 

record strange monuments of stone, irregular mounds which contained the burned ashes of the dead, and 

curious earthworks which hinted at prehistoric strife. The glamour and mystery of the place, with its sinister 

atmosphere of forgotten nations, appealed to the imagination of my friend, and he spent much of his time in 

long walks and solitary meditations upon the moor. The ancient Cornish language had also arrested his 

attention, and he had, I remember, conceived the idea that it was akin to the Chaldean, and had been largely 

derived from the Phoenician traders in tin. He had received a consignment of books upon philology and was 

settling down to develop this thesis when suddenly, to my sorrow and to his unfeigned delight, we found 

ourselves, even in that land of dreams, plunged into a problem at our very doors which was more intense, 

more engrossing, and infinitely more mysterious than any of those which had driven us from London. Our 

simple life and peaceful, healthy routine were violently interrupted, and we were precipitated into the midst of 

a series of events which caused the utmost excitement not only in Cornwall but throughout the whole west of 

England. Many of my readers may retain some recollection of what was called at the time "The Cornish 

Horror," though a most imperfect account of the matter reached the London press. Now, after thirteen years, I 

will give the true details of this inconceivable affair to the public. 

I have said that scattered towers marked the villages which dotted this part of Cornwall. The nearest of these 

was the hamlet of Tredannick Wollas, where the cottages of a couple of hundred inhabitants clustered round 

an ancient, moss-grown church. The vicar of the parish, Mr. Roundhay, was something of an archaeologist, 

and as such Holmes had made his acquaintance. He was a middle-aged man, portly and affable, with a 

considerable fund of local lore. At his invitation we had taken tea at the vicarage and had come to know, also, 

Mr. Mortimer Tregennis, an independent gentleman, who increased the clergyman's scanty resources by 

taking rooms in his large, straggling house. The vicar, being a bachelor, was glad to come to such an 

arrangement, though he had little in common with his lodger, who was a thin, dark, spectacled man, with a 

stoop which gave the impression of actual, physical deformity. I remember that during our short visit we 

found the vicar garrulous, but his lodger strangely reticent, a sad-faced, introspective man, sitting with averted 

eyes, brooding apparently upon his own affairs. 

These were the two men who entered abruptly into our little sitting-room on Tuesday, March the 16th, shortly 

after our breakfast hour, as we were smoking together, preparatory to our daily excursion upon the moors. 

"Mr. Holmes," said the vicar in an agitated voice, "the most extraordinary and tragic affair has occurred 

during the night. It is the most unheard-of business. We can only regard it as a special Providence that you 

should chance to be here at the time, for in all England you are the one man we need." 

I glared at the intrusive vicar with no very friendly eyes; but Holmes took his pipe from his lips and sat up in 

his chair like an old hound who hears the view-halloa. He waved his hand to the sofa, and our palpitating 

visitor with his agitated companion sat side by side upon it. Mr. Mortimer Tregennis was more self- contained 
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than the clergyman, but the twitching of his thin hands and the brightness of his dark eyes showed that they 

shared a common emotion. 

"Shall I speak or you?" he asked of the vicar. 

"Well, as you seem to have made the discovery, whatever it may be, and the vicar to have had it second-hand, 

perhaps you had better do the speaking," said Holmes. 

I glanced at the hastily clad clergyman, with the formally dressed lodger seated beside him, and was amused 

at the surprise which Holmes's simple deduction had brought to their faces. 

"Perhaps I had best say a few words first," said the vicar, "and then you can judge if you will listen to the 

details from Mr. Tregennis, or whether we should not hasten at once to the scene of this mysterious affair. I 

may explain, then, that our friend here spent last evening in the company of his two brothers, Owen and 

George, and of his sister Brenda, at their house of Tredannick Wartha, which is near the old stone cross upon 

the moor. He left them shortly after ten o'clock, playing cards round the dining-room table, in excellent health 

and spirits. This morning, being an early riser, he walked in that direction before breakfast and was overtaken 

by the carriage of Dr. Richards, who explained that he had just been sent for on a most urgent call to 

Tredannick Wartha. Mr. Mortimer Tregennis naturally went with him. When he arrived at Tredannick Wartha 

he found an extraordinary state of things. His two brothers and his sister were seated round the table exactly 

as he had left them, the cards still spread in front of them and the candles burned down to their sockets. The 

sister lay back stone-dead in her chair, while the two brothers sat on each side of her laughing, shouting, and 

singing, the senses stricken clean out of them. All three of them, the dead woman and the two demented men, 

retained upon their faces an expression of the utmost horror--a convulsion of terror which was dreadful to 

look upon. There was no sign of the presence of anyone in the house, except Mrs. Porter, the old cook and 

housekeeper, who declared that she had slept deeply and heard no sound during the night. Nothing had been 

stolen or disarranged, and there is absolutely no explanation of what the horror can be which has frightened a 

woman to death and two strong men out of their senses. There is the situation, Mr. Holmes, in a nutshell, and 

if you can help us to clear it up you will have done a great work." 

I had hoped that in some way I could coax my companion back into the quiet which had been the object of 

our journey; but one glance at his intense face and contracted eyebrows told me how vain was now the 

expectation. He sat for some little time in silence, absorbed in the strange drama which had broken in upon 

our peace. 

"I will look into this matter," he said at last. "On the face of it, it would appear to be a case of a very 

exceptional nature. Have you been there yourself, Mr. Roundhay?" 

"No, Mr. Holmes. Mr. Tregennis brought back the account to the vicarage, and I at once hurried over with 

him to consult you." 
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"How far is it to the house where this singular tragedy occurred?" 

"About a mile inland." 

"Then we shall walk over together. But before we start I must ask you a few questions, Mr. Mortimer 

Tregennis." 

The other had been silent all this time, but I had observed that his more controlled excitement was even 

greater than the obtrusive emotion of the clergyman. He sat with a pale, drawn face, his anxious gaze fixed 

upon Holmes, and his thin hands clasped convulsively together. His pale lips quivered as he listened to the 

dreadful experience which had befallen his family, and his dark eyes seemed to reflect something of the 

horror of the scene. 

"Ask what you like, Mr. Holmes," said he eagerly. "It is a bad thing to speak of, but I will answer you the 

truth." 

"Tell me about last night." 

"Well, Mr. Holmes, I supped there, as the vicar has said, and my elder brother George proposed a game of 

whist afterwards. We sat down about nine o'clock. It was a quarter-past ten when I moved to go. I left them all 

round the table, as merry as could be." 

"Who let you out?" 

"Mrs. Porter had gone to bed, so I let myself out. I shut the hall door behind me. The window of the room in 

which they sat was closed, but the blind was not drawn down. There was no change in door or window this 

morning, or any reason to think that any stranger had been to the house. Yet there they sat, driven clean mad 

with terror, and Brenda lying dead of fright, with her head hanging over the arm of the chair. I'll never get the 

sight of that room out of my mind so long as I live." 

"The facts, as you state them, are certainly most remarkable," said Holmes. "I take it that you have no theory 

yourself which can in any way account for them?" 

"It's devilish, Mr. Holmes, devilish!" cried Mortimer Tregennis. "It is not of this world. Something has come 

into that room which has dashed the light of reason from their minds. What human contrivance could do 

that?" 
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"I fear," said Holmes, "that if the matter is beyond humanity it is certainly beyond me. Yet we must exhaust 

all natural explanations before we fall back upon such a theory as this. As to yourself, Mr. Tregennis, I take it 

you were divided in some way from your family, since they lived together and you had rooms apart?" 

"That is so, Mr. Holmes, though the matter is past and done with. We were a family of tin-miners at Redruth, 

but we sold our venture to a company, and so retired with enough to keep us. I won't deny that there was some 

feeling about the division of the money and it stood between us for a time, but it was all forgiven and 

forgotten, and we were the best of friends together." 

"Looking back at the evening which you spent together, does anything stand out in your memory as throwing 

any possible light upon the tragedy? Think carefully, Mr. Tregennis, for any clue which can help me." 

"There is nothing at all, sir." 

"Your people were in their usual spirits?" 

"Never better." 

"Were they nervous people? Did they ever show any apprehension of coming danger?" 

"Nothing of the kind." 

"You have nothing to add then, which could assist me?" 

Mortimer Tregennis considered earnestly for a moment. 

"There is one thing occurs to me," said he at last. "As we sat at the table my back was to the window, and my 

brother George, he being my partner at cards, was facing it. I saw him once look hard over my shoulder, so I 

turned round and looked also. The blind was up and the window shut, but I could just make out the bushes on 

the lawn, and it seemed to me for a moment that I saw something moving among them. I couldn't even say if 

it was man or animal, but I just thought there was something there. When I asked him what he was looking at, 

he told me that he had the same feeling. That is all that I can say." 

"Did you not investigate?" 

"No; the matter passed as unimportant." 

"You left them, then, without any premonition of evil?" 
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"None at all." 

"I am not clear how you came to hear the news so early this morning." 

"I am an early riser and generally take a walk before breakfast. This morning I had hardly started when the 

doctor in his carriage overtook me. He told me that old Mrs. Porter had sent a boy down with an urgent 

message. I sprang in beside him and we drove on. When we got there we looked into that dreadful room. The 

candles and the fire must have burned out hours before, and they had been sitting there in the dark until dawn 

had broken. The doctor said Brenda must have been dead at least six hours. There were no signs of violence. 

She just lay across the arm of the chair with that look on her face. George and Owen were singing snatches of 

songs and gibbering like two great apes. Oh, it was awful to see! I couldn't stand it, and the doctor was as 

white as a sheet. Indeed, he fell into a chair in a sort of faint, and we nearly had him on our hands as well." 

"Remarkable--most remarkable!" said Holmes, rising and taking his hat. "I think, perhaps, we had better go 

down to Tredannick Wartha without further delay. I confess that I have seldom known a case which at first 

sight presented a more singular problem." 

Our proceedings of that first morning did little to advance the investigation. It was marked, however, at the 

outset by an incident which left the most sinister impression upon my mind. The approach to the spot at which 

the tragedy occurred is down a narrow, winding, country lane. While we made our way along it we heard the 

rattle of a carriage coming towards us and stood aside to let it pass. As it drove by us I caught a glimpse 

through the closed window of a horribly contorted, grinning face glaring out at us. Those staring eyes and 

gnashing teeth flashed past us like a dreadful vision. 

"My brothers!" cried Mortimer Tregennis, white to his lips. "They are taking them to Helston." 

We looked with horror after the black carriage, lumbering upon its way. Then we turned our steps towards 

this ill-omened house in which they had met their strange fate. 

It was a large and bright dwelling, rather a villa than a cottage, with a considerable garden which was already, 

in that Cornish air, well filled with spring flowers. Towards this garden the window of the sitting-room 

fronted, and from it, according to Mortimer Tregennis, must have come that thing of evil which had by sheer 

horror in a single instant blasted their minds. Holmes walked slowly and thoughtfully among the flower- plots 

and along the path before we entered the porch. So absorbed was he in his thoughts, I remember, that he 

stumbled over the watering-pot, upset its contents, and deluged both our feet and the garden path. Inside the 

house we were met by the elderly Cornish housekeeper, Mrs. Porter, who, with the aid of a young girl, looked 

after the wants of the family. She readily answered all Holmes's questions. She had heard nothing in the night. 

Her employers had all been in excellent spirits lately, and she had never known them more cheerful and 

prosperous. She had fainted with horror upon entering the room in the morning and seeing that dreadful 

company round the table. She had, when she recovered, thrown open the window to let the morning air in, and 

had run down to the lane, whence she sent a farm-lad for the doctor. The lady was on her bed upstairs if we 
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cared to see her. It took four strong men to get the brothers into the asylum carriage. She would not herself 

stay in the house another day and was starting that very afternoon to rejoin her family at St. Ives. 

We ascended the stairs and viewed the body. Miss Brenda Tregennis had been a very beautiful girl, though 

now verging upon middle age. Her dark, clear-cut face was handsome, even in death, but there still lingered 

upon it something of that convulsion of horror which had been her last human emotion. From her bedroom we 

descended to the sitting-room, where this strange tragedy had actually occurred. The charred ashes of the 

overnight fire lay in the grate. On the table were the four guttered and burned-out candles, with the cards 

scattered over its surface. The chairs had been moved back against the walls, but all else was as it had been 

the night before. Holmes paced with light, swift steps about the room; he sat in the various chairs, drawing 

them up and reconstructing their positions. He tested how much of the garden was visible; he examined the 

floor, the ceiling, and the fireplace; but never once did I see that sudden brightening of his eyes and tightening 

of his lips which would have told me that he saw some gleam of light in this utter darkness. 

"Why a fire?" he asked once. "Had they always a fire in this small room on a spring evening?" 

Mortimer Tregennis explained that the night was cold and damp. For that reason, after his arrival, the fire was 

lit. "What are you going to do now, Mr. Holmes?" he asked. 

My friend smiled and laid his hand upon my arm. "I think, Watson, that I shall resume that course of tobacco-

poisoning which you have so often and so justly condemned," said he. "With your permission, gentlemen, we 

will now return to our cottage, for I am not aware that any new factor is likely to come to our notice here. I 

will turn the facts over in my mid, Mr, Tregennis, and should anything occur to me I will certainly 

ommunicate with you and the vicar. In the meantime I wish you both good-morning." 

It was not until long after we were back in Poldhu Cottage that Holmes broke his complete and absorbed 

silence. He sat coiled in his armchair, his haggard and ascetic face hardly visible amid the blue swirl of his 

tobacco smoke, his black brows drawn down, his forehead contracted, his eyes vacant and far away. Finally 

he laid down his pipe and sprang to his feet. 

"It won't do, Watson!" said he with a laugh. "Let us walk along the cliffs together and search for flint arrows. 

We are more likely to find them than clues to this problem. To let the brain work without sufficient material is 

like racing an engine. It racks itself to pieces. The sea air, sunshine, and patience, Watson--all else will come. 

"Now, let us calmly define our position, Watson," he continued as we skirted the cliffs together. "Let us get a 

firm grip of the very little which we DO know, so that when fresh facts arise we may be ready to fit them into 

their places. I take it, in the first place, that neither of us is prepared to admit diabolical intrusions into the 

affairs of men. Let us begin by ruling that entirely out of our minds. Very good. There remain three persons 

who have been grievously stricken by some conscious or unconscious human agency. That is firm ground. 

Now, when did this occur? Evidently, assuming his narrative to be true, it was immediately after Mr. 

Mortimer Tregennis had left the room. That is a very important point. The presumption is that it was within a 

few minutes afterwards. The cards still lay upon the table. It was already past their usual hour for bed. Yet 
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they had not changed their position or pushed back their chairs. I repeat, then, that the occurrence was 

immediately after his departure, and not later than eleven o'clock last night. 

"Our next obvious step is to check, so far as we can, the movements of Mortimer Tregennis after he left the 

room. In this there is no difficulty, and they seem to be above suspicion. Knowing my methods as you do, you 

were, of course, conscious of the somewhat clumsy water-pot expedient by which I obtained a clearer impress 

of his foot than might otherwise have been possible. The wet, sandy path took it admirably. Last night was 

also wet, you will remember, and it was not difficult--having obtained a sample print--to pick out his track 

among others and to follow his movements. He appears to have walked away swiftly in the direction of the 

vicarage. 

"If, then, Mortimer Tregennis disappeared from the scene, and yet some outside person affected the card-

players, how can we reconstruct that person, and how was such an impression of horror conveyed? Mrs. 

Porter may be eliminated. She is evidently harmless. Is there any evidence that someone crept up to the 

garden window and in some manner produced so terrific an effect that he drove those who saw it out of their 

senses? The only suggestion in this direction comes from Mortimer Tregennis himself, who says that his 

brother spoke about some movement in the garden. That is certainly remarkable, as the night was rainy, 

cloudy, and dark. Anyone who had the design to alarm these people would be compelled to place his very 

face against the glass before he could be seen. There is a three-foot flower- border outside this window, but no 

indication of a footmark. It is difficult to imagine, then, how an outsider could have made so terrible an 

impression upon the company, nor have we found any possible motive for so strange and elaborate an 

attempt. You perceive our difficulties, Watson?" 

"They are only too clear," I answered with conviction. 

"And yet, with a little more material, we may prove that they are not insurmountable," said Holmes. "I fancy 

that among your extensive archives, Watson, you may find some which were nearly as obscure. Meanwhile, 

we shall put the case aside until more accurate data are available, and devote the rest of our morning to the 

pursuit of neolithic man." 

I may have commented upon my friend's power of mental detachment, but never have I wondered at it more 

than upon that spring morning in Cornwall when for two hours he discoursed upon celts, arrowheads, and 

shards, as lightly as if no sinister mystery were waiting for his solution. It was not until we had returned in the 

afternoon to our cottage that we found a visitor awaiting us, who soon brought our minds back to the matter in 

hand. Neither of us needed to be told who that visitor was. The huge body, the craggy and deeply seamed face 

with the fierce eyes and hawk-like nose, the grizzled hair which nearly brushed our cottage ceiling, the beard-

-golden at the fringes and white near the lips, save for the nicotine stain from his perpetual cigar--all these 

were as well known in London as in Africa, and could only be associated with the tremendous personality of 

Dr. Leon Sterndale, the great lion-hunter and explorer. 

We had heard of his presence in the district and had once or twice caught sight of his tall figure upon the 

moorland paths. He made no advances to us, however, nor would we have dreamed of doing so to him, as it 
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was well known that it was his love of seclusion which caused him to spend the greater part of the intervals 

between his journeys in a small bungalow buried in the lonely wood of Beauchamp Arriance. Here, amid his 

books and his maps, he lived an absolutely lonely life, attending to his own simple wants and paying little 

apparent heed to the affairs of his neighbours. It was a surprise to me, therefore, to hear him asking Holmes in 

an eager voice whether he had made any advance in his reconstruction of this mysterious episode. "The 

county police are utterly at fault," said he, "but perhaps your wider experience has suggested some 

conceivable explanation. My only claim to being taken into your confidence is that during my many 

residences here I have come to know this family of Tregennis very well--indeed, upon my Cornish mother's 

side I could call them cousins--and their strange fate has naturally been a great shock to me. I may tell you 

that I had got as far as Plymouth upon my way to Africa, but the news reached me this morning, and I came 

straight back again to help in the inquiry." 

Holmes raised his eyebrows. 

"Did you lose your boat through it?" 

"I will take the next." 

"Dear me! that is friendship indeed." 

"I tell you they were relatives." 

"Quite so--cousins of your mother. Was your baggage aboard the ship?" 

"Some of it, but the main part at the hotel." 

"I see. But surely this event could not have found its way into the Plymouth morning papers." 

"No, sir; I had a telegram." 

"Might I ask from whom?" 

A shadow passed over the gaunt face of the explorer. 

"You are very inquisitive, Mr. Holmes." 

"It is my business." 
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With an effort Dr. Sterndale recovered his ruffled composure. 

"I have no objection to telling you," he said. "It was Mr. Roundhay, the vicar, who sent me the telegram 

which recalled me." 

"Thank you," said Holmes. "I may say in answer to your original question that I have not cleared my mind 

entirely on the subject of this case, but that I have every hope of reaching some conclusion. It would be 

premature to say more." 

"Perhaps you would not mind telling me if your suspicions point in any particular direction?" 

"No, I can hardly answer that." 

"Then I have wasted my time and need not prolong my visit." The famous doctor strode out of our cottage in 

considerable ill- humour, and within five minutes Holmes had followed him. I saw him no more until the 

evening, when he returned with a slow step and haggard face which assured me that he had made no great 

progress with his investigation. He glanced at a telegram which awaited him and threw it into the grate. 

"From the Plymouth hotel, Watson," he said. "I learned the name of it from the vicar, and I wired to make 

certain that Dr. Leon Sterndale's account was true. It appears that he did indeed spend last night there, and that 

he has actually allowed some of his baggage to go on to Africa, while he returned to be present at this 

investigation. What do you make of that, Watson?" 

"He is deeply interested." 

"Deeply interested--yes. There is a thread here which we had not yet grasped and which might lead us through 

the tangle. Cheer up, Watson, for I am very sure that our material has not yet all come to hand. When it does 

we may soon leave our difficulties behind us." 

Little did I think how soon the words of Holmes would be realized, or how strange and sinister would be that 

new development which opened up an entirely fresh line of investigation. I was shaving at my window in the 

morning when I heard the rattle of hoofs and, looking up, saw a dog-cart coming at a gallop down the road. It 

pulled up at our door, and our friend, the vicar, sprang from it and rushed up our garden path. Holmes was 

already dressed, and we hastened down to meet him. 

Our visitor was so excited that he could hardly articulate, but at last in gasps and bursts his tragic story came 

out of him. 
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"We are devil-ridden, Mr. Holmes! My poor parish is devil- ridden!" he cried. "Satan himself is loose in it! 

We are given over into his hands!" He danced about in his agitation, a ludicrous object if it were not for his 

ashy face and startled eyes. Finally he shot out his terrible news. 

"Mr. Mortimer Tregennis died during the night, and with exactly the same symptoms as the rest of his 

family." 

Holmes sprang to his feet, all energy in an instant. 

"Can you fit us both into your dog-cart?" 

"Yes, I can." 

"Then, Watson, we will postpone our breakfast. Mr. Roundhay, we are entirely at your disposal. Hurry--hurry, 

before things get disarranged." 

The lodger occupied two rooms at the vicarage, which were in an angle by themselves, the one above the 

other. Below was a large sitting-room; above, his bedroom. They looked out upon a croquet lawn which came 

up to the windows. We had arrived before the doctor or the police, so that everything was absolutely 

undisturbed. Let me describe exactly the scene as we saw it upon that misty March morning. It has left an 

impression which can never be effaced from my mind. 

The atmosphere of the room was of a horrible and depressing stuffiness. The servant had first entered had 

thrown up the window, or it would have been even more intolerable. This might partly be due to the fact that a 

lamp stood flaring and smoking on the centre table. Beside it sat the dead man, leaning back in his chair, his 

thin beard projecting, his spectacles pushed up on to his forehead, and his lean dark face turned towards the 

window and twisted into the same distortion of terror which had marked the features of his dead sister. His 

limbs were convulsed and his fingers contorted as though he had died in a very paroxysm of fear. He was 

fully clothed, though there were signs that his dressing had been done in a hurry. We had already learned that 

his bed had been slept in, and that the tragic end had come to him in the early morning. 

One realized the red-hot energy which underlay Holmes's phlegmatic exterior when one saw the sudden 

change which came over him from the moment that he entered the fatal apartment. In an instant he was tense 

and alert, his eyes shining, his face set, his limbs quivering with eager activity. He was out on the lawn, in 

through the window, round the room, and up into the bedroom, for all the world like a dashing foxhound 

drawing a cover. In the bedroom he made a rapid cast around and ended by throwing open the window, which 

appeared to give him some fresh cause for excitement, for he leaned out of it with loud ejaculations of interest 

and delight. Then he rushed down the stair, out through the open window, threw himself upon his face on the 

lawn, sprang up and into the room once more, all with the energy of the hunter who is at the very heels of his 

quarry. The lamp, which was an ordinary standard, he examined with minute care, making certain 

measurements upon its bowl. He carefully scrutinized with his lens the talc shield which covered the top of 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

30 

the chimney and scraped off some ashes which adhered to its upper surface, putting some of them into an 

envelope, which he placed in his pocketbook. Finally, just as the doctor and the official police put in an 

appearance, he beckoned to the vicar and we all three went out upon the lawn. 

"I am glad to say that my investigation has not been entirely barren," he remarked. "I cannot remain to discuss 

the matter with the police, but I should be exceedingly obliged, Mr. Roundhay, if you would give the 

inspector my compliments and direct his attention to the bedroom window and to the sitting- room lamp. Each 

is suggestive, and together they are almost conclusive. If the police would desire further information I shall be 

happy to see any of them at the cottage. And now, Watson, I think that, perhaps, we shall be better employed 

elsewhere." 

It may be that the police resented the intrusion of an amateur, or that they imagined themselves to be upon 

some hopeful line of investigation; but it is certain that we heard nothing from them for the next two days. 

During this time Holmes spent some of his time smoking and dreaming in the cottage; but a greater portion in 

country walks which he undertook alone, returning after many hours without remark as to where he had been. 

One experiment served to show me the line of his investigation. He had bought a lamp which was the 

duplicate of the one which had burned in the room of Mortimer Tregennis on the morning of the tragedy. This 

he filled with the same oil as that used at the vicarage, and he carefully timed the period which it would take 

to be exhausted. Another experiment which he made was of a more unpleasant nature, and one which I am not 

likely ever to forget. 

"You will remember, Watson," he remarked one afternoon, "that there is a single common point of 

resemblance in the varying reports which have reached us. This concerns the effect of the atmosphere of the 

room in each case upon those who had first entered it. You will recollect that Mortimer Tregennis, in 

describing the episode of his last visit to his brother's house, remarked that the doctor on entering the room 

fell into a chair? You had forgotten? Well I can answer for it that it was so. Now, you will remember also that 

Mrs. Porter, the housekeeper, told us that she herself fainted upon entering the room and had afterwards 

opened the window. In the second case--that of Mortimer Tregennis himself--you cannot have forgotten the 

horrible stuffiness of the room when we arrived, though the servant had thrown open the window. That 

servant, I found upon inquiry, was so ill that she had gone to her bed. You will admit, Watson, that these facts 

are very suggestive. In each case there is evidence of a poisonous atmosphere. In each case, also, there is 

combustion going on in the room--in the one case a fire, in the other a lamp. The fire was needed, but the 

lamp was lit--as a comparison of the oil consumed will show--long after it was broad daylight. Why? Surely 

because there is some connection between three things--the burning, the stuffy atmosphere, and, finally, the 

madness or death of those unfortunate people. That is clear, is it not?" 

"It would appear so." 

"At least we may accept it as a working hypothesis. We will suppose, then, that something was burned in each 

case which produced an atmosphere causing strange toxic effects. Very good. In the first instance--that of the 

Tregennis family--this substance was placed in the fire. Now the window was shut, but the fire would 

naturally carry fumes to some extent up the chimney. Hence one would expect the effects of the poison to be 

less than in the second case, where there was less escape for the vapour. The result seems to indicate that it 
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was so, since in the first case only the woman, who had presumably the more sensitive organism, was killed, 

the others exhibiting that temporary or permanent lunacy which is evidently the first effect of the drug. In the 

second case the result was complete. The facts, therefore, seem to bear out the theory of a poison which 

worked by combustion. 

"With this train of reasoning in my head I naturally looked about in Mortimer Tregennis's room to find some 

remains of this substance. The obvious place to look was the talc shelf or smoke-guard of the lamp. There, 

sure enough, I perceived a number of flaky ashes, and round the edges a fringe of brownish powder, which 

had not yet been consumed. Half of this I took, as you saw, and I placed it in an envelope." 

"Why half, Holmes?" 

"It is not for me, my dear Watson, to stand in the way of the official police force. I leave them all the evidence 

which I found. The poison still remained upon the talc had they the wit to find it. Now, Watson, we will light 

our lamp; we will, however, take the precaution to open our window to avoid the premature decease of two 

deserving members of society, and you will seat yourself near that open window in an armchair unless, like a 

sensible man, you determine to have nothing to do with the affair. Oh, you will see it out, will you? I thought 

I knew my Watson. This chair I will place opposite yours, so that we may be the same distance from the 

poison and face to face. The door we will leave ajar. Each is now in a position to watch the other and to bring 

the experiment to an end should the symptoms seem alarming. Is that all clear? Well, then, I take our powder-

-or what remains of it--from the envelope, and I lay it above the burning lamp. So! Now, Watson, let us sit 

down and await developments." 

They were not long in coming. I had hardly settled in my chair before I was conscious of a thick, musky 

odour, subtle and nauseous. At the very first whiff of it my brain and my imagination were beyond all control. 

A thick, black cloud swirled before my eyes, and my mind told me that in this cloud, unseen as yet, but about 

to spring out upon my appalled senses, lurked all that was vaguely horrible, all that was monstrous and 

inconceivably wicked in the universe. Vague shapes swirled and swam amid the dark cloud-bank, each a 

menace and a warning of something coming, the advent of some unspeakable dweller upon the threshold, 

whose very shadow would blast my soul. A freezing horror took possession of me. I felt that my hair was 

rising, that my eyes were protruding, that my mouth was opened, and my tongue like leather. The turmoil 

within my brain was such that something must surely snap. I tried to scream and was vaguely aware of some 

hoarse croak which was my own voice, but distant and detached from myself At the same moment, in some 

effort of escape, I broke through that cloud of despair and had a glimpse of Holmes's face, white, rigid, and 

drawn with horror--the very look which I had seen upon the features of the dead. It was that vision which 

gave me an instant of sanity and of strength. I dashed from my chair, threw my arms round Holmes, and 

together we lurched through the door, and an instant afterwards had thrown ourselves down upon the grass 

plot and were lying side by side, conscious only of the glorious sunshine which was bursting its way through 

the hellish cloud of terror which had girt us in. Slowly it rose from our souls like the mists from a landscape 

until peace and reason had returned, and we were sitting upon the grass, wiping our clammy foreheads, and 

looking with apprehension at each other to mark the last traces of that terrific experience which we had 

undergone. 
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"Upon my word, Watson!" said Holmes at last with an unsteady voice, "I owe you both my thanks and an 

apology. It was an unjustifiable experiment even for one's self, and doubly so for a friend. I am really very 

sorry." 

"You know," I answered with some emotion, for I have never seen so much of Holmes's heart before, "that it 

is my greatest joy and privilege to help you." 

He relapsed at once into the half-humorous, half-cynical vein which was his habitual attitude to those about 

him. "It would be superfluous to drive us mad, my dear Watson," said he. "A candid observer would certainly 

declare that we were so already before we embarked upon so wild an experiment. I confess that I never 

imagined that the effect could be so sudden and so severe." He dashed into the cottage, and, reappearing with 

the burning lamp held at full arm's length, he threw it among a bank of brambles. "We must give the room a 

little time to clear. I take it, Watson, that you have no longer a shadow of a doubt as to how these tragedies 

were produced?" 

"None whatever." 

"But the cause remains as obscure as before. Come into the arbour here and let us discuss it together. That 

villainous stuff seems still to linger round my throat. I think we must admit that all the evidence points to this 

man, Mortimer Tregennis, having been the criminal in the first tragedy, though he was the victim in the 

second one. We must remember, in the first place, that there is some story of a family quarrel, followed by a 

reconciliation. How bitter that quarrel may have been, or how hollow the reconciliation we cannot tell. When 

I think of Mortimer Tregennis, with the foxy face and the small shrewd, beady eyes behind the spectacles, he 

is not a man whom I should judge to be of a particularly forgiving disposition. Well, in the next place, you 

will remember that this idea of someone moving in the garden, which took our attention for a moment from 

the real cause of the tragedy, emanated from him. He had a motive in misleading us. Finally, if he did not 

throw the substance into the fire at the moment of leaving the room, who did do so? The affair happened 

immediately after his departure. Had anyone else come in, the family would certainly have risen from the 

table. Besides, in peaceful Cornwall, visitors did not arrive after ten o'clock at night. We may take it, then, 

that all the evidence points to Mortimer Tregennis as the culprit." 

"Then his own death was suicide!" 

"Well, Watson, it is on the face of it a not impossible supposition. The man who had the guilt upon his soul of 

having brought such a fate upon his own family might well be driven by remorse to inflict it upon himself. 

There are, however, some cogent reasons against it. Fortunately, there is one man in England who knows all 

about it, and I have made arrangements by which we shall hear the facts this afternoon from his own lips. Ah! 

he is a little before his time. Perhaps you would kindly step this way, Dr. Leon Sterndale. We have been 

conducing a chemical experiment indoors which has left our little room hardly fit for the reception of so 

distinguished a visitor." 
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I had heard the click of the garden gate, and now the majestic figure of the great African explorer appeared 

upon the path. He turned in some surprise towards the rustic arbour in which we sat. 

"You sent for me, Mr. Holmes. I had your note about an hour ago, and I have come, though I really do not 

know why I should obey your summons." 

"Perhaps we can clear the point up before we separate," said Holmes. "Meanwhile, I am much obliged to you 

for your courteous acquiescence. You will excuse this informal reception in the open air, but my friend 

Watson and I have nearly furnished an additional chapter to what the papers call the Cornish Horror, and we 

prefer a clear atmosphere for the present. Perhaps, since the matters which we have to discuss will affect you 

personally in a very intimate fashion, it is as well that we should talk where there can be no eavesdropping." 

The explorer took his cigar from his lips and gazed sternly at my companion. 

"I am at a loss to know, sir," he said, "what you can have to speak about which affects me personally in a very 

intimate fashion." 

"The killing of Mortimer Tregennis," said Holmes. 

For a moment I wished that I were armed. Sterndale's fierce face turned to a dusky red, his eyes glared, and 

the knotted, passionate veins started out in his forehead, while he sprang forward with clenched hands 

towards my companion. Then he stopped, and with a violent effort he resumed a cold, rigid calmness, which 

was, perhaps, more suggestive of danger than his hot-headed outburst. 

"I have lived so long among savages and beyond the law," said he, "that I have got into the way of being a law 

to myself. You would do well, Mr. Holmes, not to forget it, for I have no desire to do you an injury." 

"Nor have I any desire to do you an injury, Dr. Sterndale. Surely the clearest proof of it is that, knowing what 

I know, I have sent for you and not for the police." 

Sterndale sat down with a gasp, overawed for, perhaps, the first time in his adventurous life. There was a calm 

assurance of power in Holmes's manner which could not be withstood. Our visitor stammered for a moment, 

his great hands opening and shutting in his agitation. 

"What do you mean?" he asked at last. "If this is bluff upon your part, Mr. Holmes, you have chosen a bad 

man for your experiment. Let us have no more beating about the bush. What DO you mean?" 

"I will tell you," said Holmes, "and the reason why I tell you is that I hope frankness may beget frankness. 

What my next step may be will depend entirely upon the nature of your own defence." 
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"My defence?" 

"Yes, sir." 

"My defence against what?" 

"Against the charge of killing Mortimer Tregennis." 

Sterndale mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. "Upon my word, you are getting on," said he. "Do all 

your successes depend upon this prodigious power of bluff?" 

"The bluff," said Holmes sternly, "is upon your side, Dr. Leon Sterndale, and not upon mine. As a proof I will 

tell you some of the facts upon which my conclusions are based. Of your return from Plymouth, allowing 

much of your property to go on to Africa, I will say nothing save that it first informed me that you were one 

of the factors which had to be taken into account in reconstructing this drama--" 

"I came back--" 

"I have heard your reasons and regard them as unconvincing and inadequate. We will pass that. You came 

down here to ask me whom I suspected. I refused to answer you. You then went to the vicarage, waited 

outside it for some time, and finally returned to your cottage." 

"How do you know that?" 

"I followed you." 

"I saw no one." 

"That is what you may expect to see when I follow you. You spent a restless night at your cottage, and you 

formed certain plans, which in the early morning you proceeded to put into execution. Leaving your door just 

as day was breaking, you filled your pocket with some reddish gravel that was lying heaped beside your gate." 

Sterndale gave a violent start and looked at Holmes in amazement. 

"You then walked swiftly for the mile which separated you from the vicarage. You were wearing, I may 

remark, the same pair of ribbed tennis shoes which are at the present moment upon your feet. At the vicarage 

you passed through the orchard and the side hedge, coming out under the window of the lodger Tregennis. It 
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was now daylight, but the household was not yet stirring. You drew some of the gravel from your pocket, and 

you threw it up at the window above you." 

Sterndale sprang to his feet. 

"I believe that you are the devil himself!" he cried. 

Holmes smiled at the compliment. "It took two, or possibly three, handfuls before the lodger came to the 

window. You beckoned him to come down. He dressed hurriedly and descended to his sitting-room. You 

entered by the window. There was an interview--a short one--during which you walked up and down the 

room. Then you passed out and closed the window, standing on the lawn outside smoking a cigar and 

watching what occurred. Finally, after the death of Tregennis, you withdrew as you had come. Now, Dr. 

Sterndale, how do you justify such conduct, and what were the motives for your actions? If you prevaricate or 

trifle with me, I give you my assurance that the matter will pass out of my hands forever." 

Our visitor's face had turned ashen gray as he listened to the words of his accuser. Now he sat for some time 

in thought with his face sunk in his hands. Then with a sudden impulsive gesture he plucked a photograph 

from his breast-pocket and threw it on the rustic table before us. 

"That is why I have done it," said he. 

It showed the bust and face of a very beautiful woman. Holmes stooped over it. 

"Brenda Tregennis," said he. 

"Yes, Brenda Tregennis," repeated our visitor. "For years I have loved her. For years she has loved me. There 

is the secret of that Cornish seclusion which people have marvelled at. It has brought me close to the one 

thing on earth that was dear to me. I could not marry her, for I have a wife who has left me for years and yet 

whom, by the deplorable laws of England, I could not divorce. For years Brenda waited. For years I waited. 

And this is what we have waited for." A terrible sob shook his great frame, and he clutched his throat under 

his brindled beard. Then with an effort he mastered himself and spoke on: 

"The vicar knew. He was in our confidence. He would tell you that she was an angel upon earth. That was 

why he telegraphed to me and I returned. What was my baggage or Africa to me when I learned that such a 

fate had come upon my darling? There you have the missing clue to my action, Mr. Holmes." 

"Proceed," said my friend. 
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Dr. Sterndale drew from his pocket a paper packet and laid it upon the table. On the outside was written 

"Radix pedis diaboli" with a red poison label beneath it. He pushed it towards me. "I understand that you are a 

doctor, sir. Have you ever heard of this preparation?" 

"Devil's-foot root! No, I have never heard of it." 

"It is no reflection upon your professional knowledge," said he, "for I believe that, save for one sample in a 

laboratory at Buda, there is no other specimen in Europe. It has not yet found its way either into the 

pharmacopoeia or into the literature of toxicology. The root is shaped like a foot, half human, half goatlike; 

hence the fanciful name given by a botanical missionary. It is used as an ordeal poison by the medicine-men 

in certain districts of West Africa and is kept as a secret among them. This particular specimen I obtained 

under very extraordinary circumstances in the Ubangi country." He opened the paper as he spoke and 

disclosed a heap of reddish-brown, snuff-like powder. 

"Well, sir?" asked Holmes sternly. 

"I am about to tell you, Mr. Holmes, all that actually occurred, for you already know so much that it is clearly 

to my interest that you should know all. I have already explained the relationship in which I stood to the 

Tregennis family. For the sake of the sister I was friendly with the brothers. There was a family quarrel about 

money which estranged this man Mortimer, but it was supposed to be made up, and I afterwards met him as I 

did the others. He was a sly, subtle, scheming man, and several things arose which gave me a suspicion of 

him, but I had no cause for any positive quarrel. 

"One day, only a couple of weeks ago, he came down to my cottage and I showed him some of my African 

curiosities. Among other things I exhibited this powder, and I told him of its strange properties, how it 

stimulates those brain centres which control the emotion of fear, and how either madness or death is the fate 

of the unhappy native who is subjected to the ordeal by the priest of his tribe. I told him also how powerless 

European science would be to detect it. How he took it I cannot say, for I never left the room, but there is no 

doubt that it was then, while I was opening cabinets and stooping to boxes, that he managed to abstract some 

of the devil's-foot root. I well remember how he plied me with questions as to the amount and the time that 

was needed for its effect, but I little dreamed that he could have a personal reason for asking. 

"I thought no more of the matter until the vicar's telegram reached me at Plymouth. This villain had thought 

that I would be at sea before the news could reach me, and that I should be lost for years in Africa. But I 

returned at once. Of course, I could not listen to the details without feeling assured that my poison had been 

used. I came round to see you on the chance that some other explanation had suggested itself to you. But there 

could be none. I was convinced that Mortimer Tregennis was the murderer; that for the sake of money, and 

with the idea, perhaps, that if the other members of his family were all insane he would be the sole guardian 

of their joint property, he had used the devil's-foot powder upon them, driven two of them out of their senses, 

and killed his sister Brenda, the one human being whom I have ever loved or who has ever loved me. There 

was his crime; what was to be his punishment? 
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"Should I appeal to the law? Where were my proofs? I knew that the facts were true, but could I help to make 

a jury of countrymen believe so fantastic a story? I might or I might not. But I could not afford to fail. My 

soul cried out for revenge. I have said to you once before, Mr. Holmes, that I have spent much of my life 

outside the law, and that I have come at last to be a law to myself. So it was even now. I determined that the 

fate which he had given to others should be shared by himself. Either that or I would do justice upon him with 

my own hand. In all England there can be no man who sets less value upon his own life than I do at the 

present moment. 

"Now I have told you all. You have yourself supplied the rest. I did, as you say, after a restless night, set off 

early from my cottage. I foresaw the difficulty of arousing him, so I gathered some gravel from the pile which 

you have mentioned, and I used it to throw up to his window. He came down and admitted me through the 

window of the sitting-room. I laid his offence before him. I told him that I had come both as judge and 

executioner. The wretch sank into a chair, paralyzed at the sight of my revolver. I lit the lamp, put the powder 

above it, and stood outside the window, ready to carry out my threat to shoot him should he try to leave the 

room. In five minutes he died. My God! how he died! But my heart was flint, for he endured nothing which 

my innocent darling had not felt before him. There is my story, Mr. Holmes. Perhaps, if you loved a woman, 

you would have done as much yourself. At any rate, I am in your hands. You can take what steps you like. As 

I have already said, there is no man living who can fear death less than I do." 

Holmes sat for some little time in silence. 

"What were your plans?" he asked at last. 

"I had intended to bury myself in central Africa. My work there is but half finished." 

"Go and do the other half," said Holmes. "I, at least, am not prepared to prevent you." 

Dr. Sterndale raised his giant figure, bowed gravely, and walked from the arbour. Holmes lit his pipe and 

handed me his pouch. 

"Some fumes which are not poisonous would be a welcome change," said he. "I think you must agree, 

Watson, that it is not a case in which we are called upon to interfere. Our investigation has been independent, 

and our action shall be so also. You would not denounce the man?" 

"Certainly not," I answered. 

"I have never loved, Watson, but if I did and if the woman I loved had met such an end, I might act even as 

our lawless lion- hunter has done. Who knows? Well, Watson, I will not offend your intelligence by 

explaining what is obvious. The gravel upon the window-sill was, of course, the starting-point of my research. 

It was unlike anything in the vicarage garden. Only when my attention had been drawn to Dr. Sterndale and 
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his cottage did I find its counterpart. The lamp shining in broad daylight and the remains of powder upon the 

shield were successive links in a fairly obvious chain. And now, my dear Watson, I think we may dismiss the 

matter from our mind and go back with a clear conscience to the study of those Chaldean roots which are 

surely to be traced in the Cornish branch of the great Celtic speech." 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-devils-foot 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-devils-foot
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View Image Credit & Caption 

Research from the field of science and technology studies offers strategies for broadening participation 

in STEM 

By Eve Boyle 

August 10, 2021 

How is scientific knowledge created? How does a scientist's identity shape the results and interpretation of 

their research? What are the social and cultural impacts of how scientific knowledge is shared with the public 

and policymakers? What are the relationships between scientific research and ethics, laws and government?  

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/research-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
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These are just a few of the questions currently being asked by researchers in the field of science 

and technology studies, or STS, that could help point the way forward in developing a more inclusive and 

accessible scientific enterprise.  

Women, people of color, disabled people and other minority groups have been historically 

underrepresented in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. As highlighted by NSF 

Director Sethuraman Panchanathan’s vision for the U.S. National Science Foundation and outlined by the 

National Science Board’s Vision 2030 strategic plan, the future strength of America's research and innovation 

ecosystem will rely on successfully building pathways to STEM education and careers for these groups.  

Research supported through NSF's Science and Technology Studies program provides a unique framework 

for both better understanding and resolving underrepresentation in STEM. STS research funded by the 

Directorate for Social, Behavioral and Economic Science utilizes historical, philosophical, and social 

scientific methods to examine how STEM knowledge is produced, disseminated and applied to address 

pressing societal issues. By examining the processes by which scientific knowledge is created, STS projects 

can illuminate the contributions of underrepresented researchers that have been historically unrecognized. 

Where are the women?  

"Science and technology scholars started raising the question 'where are the women?' in the 1960s and 1970s. 

This was a beginning of multiple conversations about diversity and frequently asking, 'how can we increase 

participation of women in science?'" says Wenda Bauchspies, one of the STS program directors at NSF. 

https://www.nsf.gov/nsb/publications/2020/nsb202015.pdf
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"These conversations started very early and have continued now with other aspects of diversity, such as 

considering LGBTQ perspectives and scientists' racial identities. It has been integral to STS since the very 

beginning to ask critical questions about power dynamics in science and to think about who is at the table, 

who is not at the table, and why," Bauchspies explained. 

For example, Pnina Geraldine Abir-Am, resident scholar at Brandeis University, received an NSF award in 

2018 to study the history of the discovery of RNA splicing. This work emphasized the predicament 

of female and junior scientists and included in-depth interviews with the scientists that participated in this 

discovery as co-authors. This research uncovered the critical contributions several women made to the 

discovery, focusing especially on the contributions of the women who served as first or lead co-authors of the 

research articles. Such a position indicates a major involvement in the reported findings, yet these women 

remain unknown because they were excluded from recognition for this discovery and overlooked for the 1993 

Nobel Prize.

 

Six women who played key roles in the discovery of RNA splicing were among many scientists overlooked 

for the 1993 Nobel Prize. Credit: Illustration by Stephanie A. Freese; used with permission of American 

Scientist. Click the image for more information. 

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1755024&HistoricalAwards
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1755024&HistoricalAwards
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2910f816ee26d7417896b051d0?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fhssonline.org%2Fresources%2Fpublications%2Fnewsletter%2Fapril-2021-newsletter%2Fto-be-or-not-to-be%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fresearch-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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As detailed in a recent article by Abir-Am in American Scientist, the series of events that led to these women 

going unrecognized for so long had much to do with the deeply rooted gender, race/ethnicity, region and rank 

biases that are held by many researchers. These biases affect the power dynamics between senior scientists 

and junior members of their research teams; expectations for authorship on scientific publications; and the 

decisions that universities and other organizations, most notably prize-giving ones such as the Nobel 

Foundation, make about who should be recognized in collaborative discoveries. 

"Power in science is a very complicated thing. These power dynamics affect everybody but become more 

problematic for women and people from cultures that are not dominant in science. As a result of such gender 

and social bias, fewer women are mentored to succeed in the higher echelons where claims to the status of 

discoverer are adjudicated among favorite contenders," says Abir-Am. 

"Historians tend to focus on the most successful or most famous scientists," Abir-Am continues, "But 

sometimes, when you examine scientific discoveries in an inclusive manner, looking at both the Nobel 

laureates and the obscure co-authors, you find out that those who had been marginalized did more crucial 

work than those who stayed in the center." 

Black ScienceMakers  

Julieanna Richardson's ScienceMakers initiative, which was funded by NSF's STS program beginning in 

2009, looks beyond famous scientists. As a part of the extensive HistoryMakers archive, ScienceMakers 

provides biographies and oral histories of over 200 African American pioneers in STEM professions. 

Featured scientists range from acclaimed figures like mathematician and computer scientist Katherine 

Johnson to lesser-known scholars who have made substantial achievements in their respective fields. 

By collecting firsthand accounts of how Black scientists from different backgrounds forged their careers, this 

project improves our understanding of the many forces and factors that keep individuals in STEM education 

and STEM careers, and what may contribute to their leaving. ScienceMakers also amplifies compelling 

stories about accomplished scientists, with accompanying videos that can inspire children and young adults to 

enter the STEM workforce. 

"What is interesting about these stories is learning all the different ways people came into their scientific 

endeavors. Sometimes it was because of their family watching National Geographic. Or they were a young 

person that watched the race to space and dreamed of becoming an astronaut. For Black kids, and for anyone 

else who may be trying to find their place, these stories may show them that there is space for them in 

scientific and engineering fields," says Richardson.   

According to Fred Kronz, the other STS program director at NSF, "By focusing on science as a social 

process, STS research has begun to reveal that there actually have been a lot of people from minority groups 

doing science. Recognizing their contributions and continuing to broaden participation based on things like 

race, gender, and geographical location, are fundamentally issues of social justice."   

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2910f816ee26d7417896b051d0?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.americanscientist.org%2Farticle%2Fthe-women-who-discovered-rna-splicing&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fresearch-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=0917612&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2910f816ee26d7417896b051d0?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thehistorymakers.org%2Fbiographies%2Fsciencemakers&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fresearch-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2910f816ee26d7417896b051d0?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thehistorymakers.org%2Fbiography%2Fkatherine-g-johnson-42&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fresearch-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2910f816ee26d7417896b051d0?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thehistorymakers.org%2Fbiography%2Fkatherine-g-johnson-42&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fresearch-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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Instruction at the PACE center at the University of Pittsburgh – Human Engineering Research 

Laboratories prepares individuals with disabilities to work in advanced manufacturing or continue 

STEM education. Photo Credit: From ATE Impacts 2018-2019 book 
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Centering disabled expertise  

In addition to properly recognizing the accomplishments of women and minority researchers, 

STS research can identify and center marginalized perspectives in the production of scientific 

knowledge. With the support of an NSF CAREER award, Ashley Shew, an associate professor at Virginia 

Tech, is currently collecting narrative accounts of disabled people regarding the assistive technologies they 

use. This research will explore the differences between the lived experiences of disabled people and the 

perceptions about disability technology held by scientists, engineers and non-disabled people in the wider 

culture. 

As Shew explains, "We should be respected as experts in a lot of places where we are not. Disabled people 

are often treated as test pilots or good objects to work with if you're trying out new techniques. We're seen as 

users and never as makers, even though a lot of disability technologies couldn't exist without co-creation with 

disabled people. But we're rarely cited or included as authors on the publications that come from our work. 

We are rarely trained in the disciplines we are supposedly helping." 

When we talk about what it means to broaden participation, studying disability gives us room to start re-

imagining our professional norms and behavior.  

Ultimately, this project will create avenues for genuine collaborations that include disabled people in 

conducting the research and designing the technology that directly affects their lives. Research at the 

intersection of STS and disability studies, like Shew's work, not only broadens participation of disabled 

people in STEM but also sheds light on practices that can make STEM more inclusive for all. 

"There are so many barriers to participation in STEM programs that are completely arbitrary. When we talk 

about what it means to broaden participation, studying disability gives us room to start re-imagining our 

professional norms and behavior. Disabled people come from every other category of identity, and people of 

all identities can become disabled. By reforming all sorts of disciplines to be inclusive and to actually value 

disabled expertise, they will also become inclusive of people from a wide array of identities and origins," says 

Shew. 

From broadcasting the stories of historically overlooked scholars to centering the expertise of marginalized 

communities, STS research offers robust strategies for reaching the "missing millions" of underrepresented 

individuals needed to strengthen the U.S. STEM enterprise. 

About the Author 

Eve Boyle 

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1750260&HistoricalAwards=false
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AAAS Science & Technology Policy Fellow, Office of Multidisciplinary Activities; Directorate for Social, 

Behavioral, and Economic Sciences 

Eve Boyle, Ph.D. is a biological anthropologist with expertise in informal science education, public 

engagement, and broadening participation initiatives. Eve is currently a 2020-2022 AAAS Science & 

Technology Policy Fellow hosted in the Directorate for Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences. At NSF, 

she primarily supports the Build and Broaden 2.0 program, which advances fundamental research and 

partnerships at minority-serving institutions. Eve aims to engage in projects that build educational equity and 

drive retention in STEM across the K-20 pathway and beyond. She is also deeply committed to improving the 

public understanding of science and has engaged public audiences at numerous venues including the National 

Museum of Natural History and the USA Science & Engineering Festival. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/research-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-

broadening?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/research-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/research-field-science-and-technology-studies-offers-strategies-broadening?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6deb133bce&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

The Hands 

By Vincente Aleixandre 

Issue no. 74 (Fall–Winter 1978) 

  Look at your hand, how slowly it moves, 

transparent, tangible, laid over with light, 

beautiful, alive, almost human in the night. 

With the moon’s reflection, with the pain in a cheek,  

  with the vagueness of dreams  

look at how it grows as you raise your arm,  

senseless search through a lost darkness,  

wing of light that moves across in silence and feels that dark crypt with its flesh. 

  Your sorrow doesn’t phosphoresce,  

it hasn’t caught the other wing’s hot heartbeat.  

A flying hand being chased: a pair.  

Sweet, dark and faded, you cross back and forth. 

  You are the calling of lovers, the signals 

that silently appeal to one another in the dark.  

Sky with rubbed out stars, cool field  

that gives itself to these noiseless wings. 

  Hands of lovers who have recently died,  

hands full of life that fly after each other  

and, when they collide and clasp, set  

the momentary moon aflame over the world of men.             

—Translated by Lewis Hyde 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6deb133bce&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6deb133bce&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=6deb133bce&e=d538c8f2e0
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Aloneness, Belonging, and the Paradox of Vulnerability, in Love and Creative Work 

Wisdom on the elementary particles of our shared humanity from Alain de Botton, Brené Brown, Elizabeth 

Alexander, and other visionaries across the spectrum of the creative life. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

If we are not at least a little abashed by the people we used to be, the voyage of life has halted in the windless 

bay of complacency. This renders the interview a curious cultural artifact by design — a consensual homily of 

future abashment, etching into the common record who we were at a particular point in life, in a particular 

state of being, with all the temporary totality of thoughts and feelings that we so often mistake for final 

destinations of personhood. An interview petrifies us in time, then lives on forever, the thoughts of bygone 

selves quoted back to us across the eons of our personal evolution — a strange and discomposing taxidermy 

diorama of life that is no longer living. 

But a great interview does something else, too. A great touches the nucleus of being and potential, untouched 

by the forces of time and change. 

One January afternoon several selves ago, I entered the corrugated black walls of a snug recording studio at 

the School of Visual Arts to sit at a microphone across from a woman dressed entirely and impeccably in 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0062872966/braipick-20
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black — a woman all stranger, all sunshine. I didn’t expect that, over the next hour, the warmth of her 

generous curiosity and her sensitive attention would melt away my ordinary reticence about discussing the life 

beneath the work. I didn’t expect that, over the next decade, we would become creative kindred spirits, then 

friends, then longtime romantic partners, and finally dear lifelong friends and frequent collaborators. 

Debbie Millman with Amanda Palmer at the Design Matters studio, 2016. 

https://themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1
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Over the years, I have witnessed Debbie interview a kaleidoscope of visionaries — artists, writers, designers, 

scientists, musicians, philosophers, poets. Every time, guests leave the studio with that distinctive glow of 

feeling deeply understood and appreciated, a little bit more in touch with ourselves beyond our selves, 

reminded of who and what we are in the hull of our being, in that place from which we make everything we 

make as we go on making ourselves. In the nearly two decades since the birth of Design Matters — born in 

that primordial epoch before podcasts, when Debbie actually had to pay for the radio waves transmitting these 

conversations — she has interviewed more than 450 creative people about the arc of their lives. Roxane Gay 

— once her interview subject, now her wife — describes the resulting totality as “a gloriously interesting and 

ongoing conversation about what it means to live well, overcome trauma, face rejection, learn to love and be 

loved, and thrive both personally and professionally.” 

The best parts of the best interviews from this immense body of work are now gathered in Why Design 

Matters: Conversations with the World’s Most Creative People (public library). Pulsating through them are 

a handful of common themes — the elementary particles of which any creative life, any life of passion and 

purpose, any fully human life is built — none looming larger than the relationship between vulnerability and 

belonging, which constellates our entire cosmos of being: what we make, how we love, why we long for the 

things we long for, in love and in work. 

Rippling the surface of the creative ego is the most visible type of vulnerability, inescapable for anyone who 

makes what they make with the whole of their being: the self-doubt that seems to always accompany any 

wholehearted ambition. Artist Maira Kalman captures the nuances with endearingly unselfconscious candor: 

I’m constantly tormented. I think that’s the nature of creating anything — that there’s something wrong with 

you if you don’t have doubts. There is the duality that you have tremendous insecurity and a tremendous 

drive. 

But insecurity is, in some deeper sense, the opposite of vulnerability. V-Day founder and Vagina 

Monologues creator V looks back on her brush with death — which jolted her from a lifetime of trying to 

render herself invulnerable behind the armor of achievement and awakened her to a creaturely belonging with 

all of life — and reflects: 

When I woke up from that surgery… I had tubes coming out of every part of my body. I had bags. I was 

hooked up to machines. I had a scar down my entire torso, but it was the first time in my life that I was a 

body, that it was fully a body. When you sit in a room and the doctor looks over at you and tells you the odds 

aren’t good, you die in that moment. There is a death that happens in your body. Then what begins to happen 

is you realize how much you want to be alive, and how beautiful life is, and how you want to actually live in 

your body and live fully in your life force. 

[…] 

That tough veneer doesn’t let us feel our fear. It’s an invulnerability, even though underneath it we’re horribly 

vulnerable. Now, what I feel is that I’m vulnerable. We’re all vulnerable. We’re human beings on this planet 

http://designmattersmedia.com/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0062872966/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0062872966/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/why-design-matters/oclc/1233266324&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/maira-kalman/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/03/09/eve-ensler-tree/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/10/28/eve-ensler-apology-mother-earth/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/10/28/eve-ensler-apology-mother-earth/
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Earth. We have no idea what we’re doing here. The greatest joy is living in that vulnerability. Which is 

different from insecurity. 

Art by Rockwell Kent, 1919. (Available as a print and as stationery cards.) 

There beneath the surface waves of insecurity, in the deepest undercurrents of the soul, dwells our most 

elemental vulnerability. Brené Brown has made it her life’s work to dive into and study those depths. She tells 

Debbie: 

Vulnerability at its heart is the willingness to show up and be seen when you can’t control perception. 

[…] 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/15/rockwell-kent-wilderness/
https://society6.com/product/untitled-by-rockwell-kent-1919_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/cards?sort=new?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/untitled-by-rockwell-kent-1919_print?curator=brainpicker
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The one thing that we all have in common is… the paradox of vulnerability: that when I meet you, the very 

first thing I look for in you is vulnerability, and the very last thing I want to show you is my vulnerability. 

We try to control perception by simulating invulnerability from behind various masks and armors. Among 

those most prevalent and pernicious in our culture is the broadcasting of busyness — this compulsion to 

signal that our valuable time is highly valued by others, that our presence and attention are in high demand,  

that how much we matter to the world exceeds the atoms of time at our disposal. (Autoresponders, 

particularly among creative people with no boss or client, are an especially unfortunate manifestation of this 

— rather than making the implicit and humane assumption that our response times are a natural function of 

their load and priorities, and therefore the best we can do no matter how long or short, an autoresponder 

makes a performative martyrdom of our own choices about how we are prioritizing our time and creative 

energies.) 

With her usual sympathetic intellect, Brown captures the tender humanity beneath these maladaptive self-

importances: 

Exhaustion is a status symbol because we desperately want to be seen, we desperately want to belong. We 

want to believe we’re lovable. In the absence of connection, there is always suffering, so we want to feel 

connected. 

The paradox of vulnerability, with its underlying longing for connection, comes most fully and ferociously 

alive in the sea of love. Alain de Botton, who has written about the subject with such uncommon sympathy 

and sensitivity over the arc of his own creative life, unravels the paradox in his conversation with Debbie: 

There’s a real tension in love — at the beginning of love, particularly — between the desire to be honest 

about who one is and the desire to win the affection of another person. Of course, ideally, we can both be 

honest and loved for being honest. That’s the dream. 

But the dream is too often dampened by our sense that we are too imperfect for the total acceptance we 

imagine love to be. We instead turn to safer counterfeits of love that allow us to dream a perfect dream, 

channeling the paradox of vulnerability into the paradox of the crush. De Botton observes: 

There is often a desire to escape oneself in love. It’s not so much that one wants to be welcomed by another 

person. It’s that one wants to forget oneself and immerse in the perfection of another… We have this 

enormous capacity to locate perfection elsewhere, and this is what the crush is all about… The crush is the 

instantaneous certainty of the location of the ideal, and there’s an awful lot of projection and deception — 

self-deception — in it… The more information you know, the more you’re forced to realize that actually they 

are an independent person outside of your fantasy… The less information there is, the more our unconscious 

can hold onto this rather peculiar piece of emotional trapeze work. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/alain-de-botton/
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/alain-de-botton/
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Art by Dorothy Lathrop, 1922. (Available as a print and as stationery cards.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/09/dorothy-lathrop-down-adown-derry/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642772_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642772_cards?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642772_print?curator=brainpicker
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Art by Dorothy Lathrop, 1922. (Available as a print.) 

We reach for such counterfeits of love because the terror of real love often feels too great to bear — the terror 

of being known and cast out of love, which is a miniature of the ultimate terror, the ultimate vulnerability we 

are born into: being cast out of life. This is why, wherever real love exists, the terror of its loss is the most 

fearsome of terror — and why the fact of its loss, when it comes, can feel unsurvivable. A generation after 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/09/dorothy-lathrop-down-adown-derry/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642729_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/25/love-and-saint-augustine-hannah-arendt/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/25/love-and-saint-augustine-hannah-arendt/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642729_print?curator=brainpicker
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Mary Gaitskill offered her splendid advice on how to live through the death of a parent, Saeed Jones reflects 

on this in the context of his mother’s death: 

The finality of death with one of the people who made you is such an overwhelming and fluid and evolving 

revelation… It’s a proof of love… Love is almost like gasoline reserves in your body, and you don’t know 

how much is there until it’s all burned out. 

Illustration by Margaret C. Cook for a rare 1913 edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as a 

print.) 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/11/when-your-parents-are-dying-mary-gaitskill/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/two-fishes-swimming-in-the-sea-not-more-lawless-than-we_framed-print?sku=s6-8967304p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/two-fishes-swimming-in-the-sea-not-more-lawless-than-we_framed-print?sku=s6-8967304p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/two-fishes-swimming-in-the-sea-not-more-lawless-than-we_framed-print?sku=s6-8967304p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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No one has better captured this notion of death as a lens on love — and a reamer for widening our definition 

of love — than poet Elizabeth Alexander. Reflecting on the sudden death of the love of her life — the subject 

of her stunning memoir The Light of the World — and how the experience fomented the vision of love in her 

now-iconic inauguration poem — “love beyond marital, filial, national, / love that casts a widening pool of 

light, / love with no need to pre-empt grievance” — she tells Debbie: 

While I am a great believer in intimacy between two people, between lovers and spouses, with your children, 

I also believe… that we cannot only belong to our romantic units… If people in heterosexual nuclear families 

think that it’s all about them and their shimmering perfection in their homes and that their love can stay there, 

they are mistaken. You have to belong to more, and then hopefully — this is not why you do it — the village 

will have your back when you need the village, which we all will at some point. 

Indeed, if the paradox of vulnerability has a solution, this might be the most reliable clue to it — this 

inquisitive insistence that our deepest sense of connection and belonging is found beyond the simple units of 

romantic love, beyond the likes and the other superficialities of affirmation, beyond the sham of busyness and 

performative achievement. 

Brené Brown considers this with an eye to another visionary’s koan of a statement to another great 

interviewer in another era — Maya Angelou’s 1973 conversation with Bill Moyers, whom she told that “you 

only are free when you realize you belong no place — you belong every place — no place at all.” Brown tells 

Debbie: 

True belonging is the spiritual practice of believing in, and belonging to, yourself so deeply that you can share 

your most authentic self with the world and find sacredness in both being a part of something and standing 

alone in the wilderness. True belonging doesn’t require that you change who you are. It requires that you be 

who you are. 

[…] 

We’re in… a spiritual crisis of disconnection. I define spirituality as the belief that we’re inextricably 

connected to each other by something bigger than us. Some people call that bigger thing God. Some people 

call it fishing. Some people call it art. Spirituality is no more, no less, than the belief that we’re connected to 

each other in a way that’s unbreakable. You cannot break the connection between human beings, but you can 

forget it. We have forgotten that inextricable connection between human beings. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/06/01/the-light-of-the-world-elizabeth-alexander-memoir/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/11/17/elizabeth-alexander-verses-for-hope/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/11/17/elizabeth-alexander-verses-for-hope/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/06/14/maya-angelou-bill-moyers-1973/
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Art from Year of the Whale, 1949. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/21/the-year-of-the-whale-scheffer/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/21/the-year-of-the-whale-scheffer/
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Art by 

Margaret Cook from a rare 1913 edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/22/why-design-matters/?mc_cid=75e5b74ccc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://society6.com/product/thoughts-silent-thoughts-of-time-and-space-and-death_framed-print?sku=s6-8967472p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/thoughts-silent-thoughts-of-time-and-space-and-death_framed-print?sku=s6-8967472p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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And yet our capacity for true connection and intimacy with others springs from our capacity for solitude, for 

intimacy with ourselves — for, as the poet May Sarton wrote in her exquisite ode to solitude, “there is no 

place more intimate than the spirit alone.” A century after Rilke contemplated the relationship between 

solitude and creativity, observing that “there is only one solitude, and it is large and not easy to bear,” and that 

“people are drawn to the easy and to the easiest side of the easy [but] we must hold ourselves to the difficult,” 

Brown adds: 

People are afraid to be alone because they don’t belong to themselves. True belonging is not just about being 

a part of something but also having the courage to stand alone when you’re called to stand alone: when the 

joke’s not funny; when you don’t believe in something; when you have a different opinion; when you’re at 

family dinner and people are saying things that you actually find hurtful. When you’re called to stand alone 

and you can’t, then true belonging is very elusive. Your level of belonging will never exceed the level of 

courage you have to stand alone. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/22/why-design-matters/?mc_cid=75e5b74ccc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

 

  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/12/01/may-sarton-canticle-6-considerations/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/29/rilke-letters-to-a-young-poet-macy-barrows/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/29/rilke-letters-to-a-young-poet-macy-barrows/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/22/why-design-matters/?mc_cid=75e5b74ccc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Gemini South telescope captures image of Chamaeleon Infrared Nebula 

Glowing nebula hides a young star 

 
 

Nebula powered by a young star obscured by a circumstellar disk. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

 

The Chamaeleon Infrared Nebula is an outflow of gas that resides in the larger Chamaeleon I dark cloud (one 

of the closest star-forming regions of the Milky Way), and adjacent to the Chamaeleon II and Chamaeleon III 

dark clouds. These three dark clouds -- a type of nebula so dense that it obscures light -- are known 

collectively as the Chamaeleon Complex, a large area of star formation. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304189&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://noirlab.edu/public/news/noirlab2129/
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The young, low-mass star that powers the nebula is obscured by a dark vertical band and streams of gas that 

tunnel through the interstellar cloud that formed the star. Light from the star bounces off the tunnel walls, 

creating the wispy appearance of the nebula. 

Astronomers have suggested the dark band at the center of the Chamaeleon Infrared Nebula is a reservoir of 

gas and dust orbiting the star, known as a circumstellar disk. Circumstellar disks are usually associated with 

young stars and provide the materials to build planets. Astronomers believe that the nebula's star is a young 

stellar object embedded within the disk. The nebulous blue background in the image is light reflected from a 

nearby star. 

The image of the nebula was captured by the U.S. National Science Foundation-funded Gemini South 

telescope located atop Cerro Pachón in Chile, part of the international Gemini Observatory, a program 

of NSF's NOIRLab. The image was produced by NOIRLab's Communication, Education & Engagement team 

as part of the NOIRLab Legacy Imaging Program. 

"GMOS-South is the perfect instrument to make this observation because of its field of view, which can 

nicely capture the whole nebula, and because of its ability to capture the emission from the nebula's ionized 

gas," said NOIRLab instrument scientist German Gimeno. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304189&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1839225&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/nsfs-national-optical-infrared-astronomy-research-laboratory-noirlab
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304189&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304189&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Deformations of moiré patterns in twisted bilayer graphene 

DIPC • DIPC ADVANCED MATERIALS • MATERIALS 

ByDIPC February 10, 2022 0 comments

 

Twistology could be the study of unexpected changes or developments in stories or situations, from coups 

d’état to the fatherhood of Darth Vader. In condensed matter physics there is something similar, although the 

preferred name is twistronics (from twist and electronics). It is understood as the study of how the angle (the 

twist) between layers of two-dimensional materials can change their electrical properties. Materials such as 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/dipc/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/dipc/dipc-advanced-materials/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/technology/materials/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/10/deformations-of-moire-patterns-in-twisted-bilayer-graphene/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/10/deformations-of-moire-patterns-in-twisted-bilayer-graphene/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/10/deformations-of-moire-patterns-in-twisted-bilayer-graphene/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
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twisted bilayer graphene (TBG) have been shown to have vastly different electronic behaviour, ranging from 

non-conductive to superconductive, that depends sensitively on the angle between the layers. 

In TBG a moiré pattern forms that introduces a new length scale to the material. At the “magic” twist angle of 

1.1∘, this causes a flat band to form, yielding emergent properties such as correlated insulator behavior and 

superconductivity. But, and this is important, the moiré structure in TBG varies spatially, influencing the local 

electronic properties. This results in the wide variation observed in the phase diagrams and critical 

temperatures of TBG. 

To tackle the problem, many experimental techniques have been applied to study local moiré variations, each 

only resolving part of the puzzle due to practical limitations (capping layer or device substrate, surface 

quality, or measurement speed). 

 

Now, a team of researchers uses 1 aberration-corrected low energy electron microscopy (AC-LEEM), which 

measures an image of the reflection of a micron-sized beam of electrons at a landing energy E0 in real space, 

in reciprocal space (diffraction), or combinations thereof. This allows to perform large-scale, fast, and non-

destructive imaging of TBG, including device-scale moiré images and dynamics on timescales of seconds. In 

addition, spectroscopic measurements, yielding information on the material’s unoccupied bands, can be done 

by varying E0. 

Using AC-LEEM to image moiré patterns enables high-temperature imaging and has the benefit no suspended 

samples are required like they are for other techniques. This means that sample geometries closely resembling 

device geometries can be imaged, including devices with leads. Samples consisted of two twisted graphene 

flakes (TBG) on top of a hexagonal boron nitride flake on a silicon substrate. 

At 500 ∘C, the researchers observe thermal fluctuations of the moiré lattice, corresponding to collective 

atomic displacements of less than 70 pm on a timescale of seconds, but thermal annealing can be used to 

decrease local disorder. Importantly, no untwisting of the layers is found, even at temperatures as high as 

600 ∘C. Finally, stable topological defects – edge dislocations – are also observed in the underlying atomic 

lattice, the moiré structure acting as a magnifying glass. These topological defects are anticipated to exhibit 

unique local electronic properties. 

The methods employed extend beyond TBG, to any type of twisted system. Therefore, this work introduces a 

way of studying deformations of moiré patterns and of connecting these to the (local) electronic properties of 

this exciting class of materials. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/10/deformations-of-moire-patterns-in-twisted-bilayer-graphene/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9184-1
http://about.me/cesar_tome
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Disclaimer: Parts of this article may have been copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced 

research paper/s. 
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Bringing their mother home to be buried on family land was the easy part. Together, they had to figure out the 

what, when, where, and how. 

Words by Laurelyn Dossett 

Photos by Molly McGinn and J. Scott Hinkle 

 

February 10, 2022 

My mother died on a bright Tuesday afternoon in August 2021. My three brothers and I brought her body 

home in the Prius and buried her behind the vegetable garden. My car, the gravesite clay, the tomatoes, the 

rims of our eyes — all red. 

Our queen Lola Weldine, our lady of gumbo and chocolate pie, lived 80 full years. We were saddened by her 

leaving, but also glad that her suffering was over. Her 18 months in assisted living coincided with both the 

global pandemic and her personal struggle with Parkinson’s. We had not been able to care for her in person 

— so when she died, all we wanted was to bring her home.  

I live on 40 acres in rural Stokes County, North Carolina. My three brothers, John, Bill and Jim, had come in 

from around the country to take turns sitting with mom during her last week. They quickly got on board with 

my idealistic suggestion of burying mom on my property, but they had reasonable questions about legality 

and logistics. If they also questioned my sanity, they didn’t show it. 

I had known for some time that mom’s death would be coming sooner rather than later, and I had done my 

homework. There is nothing in North Carolina state statutes prohibiting home burial. The Stokes County 

Health Department sent me an email stating that no permit was needed and there was no minimum acreage 

requirement, but that the grave needed to be 15 feet from the septic tank, 50 feet from the well, and 10 feet 

from the property line. I think we would have figured out those bits about the well and the septic tank, but it 

was good and concise information, nonetheless. It was looking like bringing Mama home and burying her was 

not going to be illegal, as good a story as that might have been later. 

The logistics of the burial were another matter. An early question was, “What do we bury her in?” The county 

had no opinion on this, either. I suggested wrapping her in only silk fabric or a quilt and laying her in the 

ground. But Bill adamantly replied, “It has to be a box.” I should have known that. Our father built fine 

furniture and had taught each of his sons his wooden art. There could be no better project for my brothers to 

do together than to build this vessel for our mother. Of course, I had all of the necessary tools, being my 

father’s daughter, but didn’t have any suitable lumber on hand. 
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When you think of neighbors helping during a family loss, you think of chicken casseroles and chocolate 

cakes. Not my neighbors. Wendi and Mark came by and insisted that I call if we needed anything at all. I am 

sure they meant to offer groceries or run errands, but they didn’t miss a beat when I asked them, “So … do 

you have any spare lumber lying around? My brothers are going to build mom a casket.” They offered us 

beautiful oak fence boards, heavy and brown with age. After they were deemed perfect, my brothers set about 

designing and building mom’s casket that very day. 

 

Then there was the question of where exactly to dig the grave. My property is near Hanging Rock and 

Moore’s Wall, beautiful exposed granite rising up out of the green foothills of North Carolina near the 

Virginia line. That same granite sits not far beneath the surface of my land, except for this one particular spot 

where I also have a vegetable garden. Mom was an avid gardener, and this spot also overlooks a mountainside 

of mature oak and beech with an understory of mountain laurel and rhododendron. We decided this would be 

a fitting resting place, and we would be unlikely to hit solid granite. 
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Casket and gravesite solved, there remained the question of how to dig the grave. My brothers had some 

experience with this since they had helped dig the graves of our rural Alabama grandparents many years 

before. Depth of the grave was also unspecified by the county, and we were aware of the common “6 feet 

under” reference, so 6 feet it would be. John said we needed shovels with longer handles. My neighbor and 

handyman, Clifford, agreed. He was also on standby with his backhoe if we ran into a renegade boulder. He 

gave us more sage advice. “Dig it deep enough but not deeper than it needs to be. And don’t dig before it’s 

time.” So, we waited. 

There was one last logistical problem to consider. We didn’t know how long the digging would take. And it 

was August in North Carolina. I spent a restless night obsessing over how we would keep her body cool 

between the time she died and the moment we laid her in the ground. My worry was for naught. We had a big 

rain on Sunday; the ground softened.  

Death comes so slowly, and then it comes so fast.  

The Tuesday morning of her death, Jim was with Mom. I rose with Joni Mitchell’s “Sweet Bird” looping in 

my brain. We made grits and eggs and later went down to the creek to see if Sunday’s rain had left us any 

chanterelles. It had. While we walked and talked and foraged with our Aunt Ellen, two hospice aides — or 

were they angels? — bathed Mom, brushed her hair, and sang to her, with Jim’s tender help.  

I am a singer. I sing for strangers for a living. I also sing for friends and family, and I have often sung at the 

bedside of the dying. It’s not an easy job, but I have witnessed the peace it brings, the easing of the dying 

one’s breath, the connection-without-speaking. I have watched a dying woman swim back from across the 

River Jordan to say goodbye to her family. I was prepared to sing my mother over to the other side, but it 

would not be so. Every time I started to sing, she got agitated. My mother had been my biggest fan, but now 

my voice only made things worse. Her mind was addled with the Parkinson’s and the pain. Hers was an 

unquiet death, marked by periodic writhing, stiff contortions, and crying out. Not even morphine completely 

comforted her. But that Tuesday morning with my brother Jim, after the bathing, the singing, the anointing, 

she was finally calm. 

When I arrived after lunch to relieve Jim, he headed to Tuttle Hardware to buy the shovels John had ordered 

up. A few minutes later Mom’s head pulled forward, she gasped, and I, afraid her pain had returned, rang for 

an aide. I sat on her bed telling her everything would be all right. A few more gasps and she was gone. Her 

color left. Her breath left. Her pain left.  

I called my brothers and they arrived within the hour, as did the hospice nurse to declare her death. Then we 

did as we had planned with the staff — we rolled her bed down the hall to the front door, lifted her, wrapped 

in sheets, onto a soft pile of blankets in the back of my car, and drove her home. We didn’t plan for this to 

happen during the weekly gospel sing in the assisted living lounge. Mama got a karaoke angel band to sing 

her out the door. It was hilarious and perfect. 
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I have driven my mother to a thousand appointments and shopping trips. Driving her home in my Prius didn’t 

feel much different, but I was glad John was with me. For some reason, I drove pretty slow, like I didn’t want 

to jostle her. We pulled the car into the barn next to her beautiful casket and waited a few minutes for the rest 

of the family to gather from around the property. We lined the casket with a red silk blanket — the color my 

mother always wore. She was regal. She was a queen. We carefully laid her in the casket and wrapped her up. 

Then, we all went to the gardens and brought back a bit of everything growing there. Verdant August in North 

Carolina: sunflowers, sage, passionflower, cotton, hibiscus, rosemary, basil. We covered her in red silk and 

flowers. Again, we took turns sitting with her in the barn. Ellen played Mavis Staples and Emmylou and the 

digging began. You don’t dig until it’s time. 

It took about three hours. It took snacks and beer. It took all of us taking turns. There was one renegade 

granite boulder, but it was not too big for my brothers to manage. Jim walked up to the barn and rechecked 

the measurements of the casket. Dig it deep enough but not deeper than it needs to be.  
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Someone mused that it didn’t make sense to clean ourselves up before we placed her in the ground. We were 

going to have to cover her up as soon as we were done, so we didn’t. Our funeral finery was aprons, denim, 

and work boots covered in red clay. We took turns hammering the top boards over her aromatic flowers and 

crimson wrap. As the sun began to set, we put her in the back of the truck and rolled down the hill to the 

garden. We carried her to the grave, placed the casket on cross boards, and lowered her down with ropes.  

Some of us spoke and some did not. There was no preacher. There was no funeral director. It was just Mom, 

her children and grandchildren, her sister-in-law, and a few close family friends. There was nothing between 

her and us. We took turns returning the dirt to the hole. That didn’t take as long as the digging. My sister-in-

law, who had been cooking all day, and my daughters and niece got dinner together, and my brothers and I 

went down to Big Creek. We washed away the red clay. We washed away our tears. 

 

I don’t know if we will mark her grave permanently. John planted two dogwoods, and that renegade granite 

boulder sits at her feet. I have a new understanding of grave-tending — it is not simply decorative wreaths 
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and flowers. Time and a few heavy rains went by and I had to add dirt to the grave as it settled. If she were to 

have a headstone, it would have to be big enough to hold these truths. She loved us all very much. She was a 

dear friend to many. She loved to cook for people and make them feel welcomed. She loved animals and birds 

and flowers. She loved books and music. She loved old houses. She really, really loved Jesus.  

In the months since we buried our mother, we have talked about how fortunate we siblings are to have each 

other, and how lucky we are that all four of us were on board for this unusual family project. We were finally 

able to care for her at home, cooking, building, creating, gardening, outside, together. With our hearts and 

with our hands.  

 

Laurelyn Dossett is a singer-songwriter who lives and writes in Stokes County, North Carolina. Her songs 

have been featured in the film “Ain’t in it for My Health” and the series “Hell on Wheels,” among others, 

and have been recorded by many artists, including Grammy winners Levon Helm (“Anna Lee”) and 

Rhiannon Giddens (“Leaving Eden”). She has written the music for seven plays that appeared at the Triad 

Stage and the PlayMakers Repertory Company. As an activist, she has written songs for various protest 

movements and remains a voice for social justice and environmental activism in North Carolina and beyond. 

She has taught songwriting and singing at the Augusta Heritage Center, as well as at many universities, 

workshops, and festivals.  

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/a-family-

project?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011%20

-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 
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https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/a-family-project?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011%20-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/a-family-project?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011%20-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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The Adventure of the Empty House 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

The Adventure of the Empty House is featured in Doyle's collection, The Return of Sherlock 

Holmes (1903). 

 

It was in the spring of the year 1894 that all London was interested, and the fashionable world dismayed, by 

the murder of the Honourable Ronald Adair under most unusual and inexplicable circumstances. The public 

has already learned those particulars of the crime which came out in the police investigation, but a good deal 

was suppressed upon that occasion, since the case for the prosecution was so overwhelmingly strong that it 

was not necessary to bring forward all the facts. Only now, at the end of nearly ten years, am I allowed to 

supply those missing links which make up the whole of that remarkable chain. The crime was of interest in 

itself, but that interest was as nothing to me compared to the inconceivable sequel, which afforded me the 

greatest shock and surprise of any event in my adventurous life. Even now, after this long interval, I find 

myself thrilling as I think of it, and feeling once more that sudden flood of joy, amazement, and incredulity 

which utterly submerged my mind. Let me say to that public, which has shown some interest in those 

glimpses which I have occasionally given them of the thoughts and actions of a very remarkable man, that 

they are not to blame me if I have not shared my knowledge with them, for I should have considered it my 

first duty to do so, had I not been barred by a positive prohibition from his own lips, which was only 

withdrawn upon the third of last month. 

It can be imagined that my close intimacy with Sherlock Holmes had interested me deeply in crime, and that 

after his disappearance I never failed to read with care the various problems which came before the public. 

And I even attempted, more than once, for my own private satisfaction, to employ his methods in their 

solution, though with indifferent success. There was none, however, which appealed to me like this tragedy of 

Ronald Adair. As I read the evidence at the inquest, which led up to a verdict of willful murder against some 

person or persons unknown, I realized more clearly than I had ever done the loss which the community had 

sustained by the death of Sherlock Holmes. There were points about this strange business which would, I was 

sure, have specially appealed to him, and the efforts of the police would have been supplemented, or more 

probably anticipated, by the trained observation and the alert mind of the first criminal agent in Europe. All 

day, as I drove upon my round, I turned over the case in my mind and found no explanation which appeared 

to me to be adequate. At the risk of telling a twice-told tale, I will recapitulate the facts as they were known to 

the public at the conclusion of the inquest. 

The Honourable Ronald Adair was the second son of the Earl of Maynooth, at that time governor of one of 

the Australian colonies. Adair’s mother had returned from Australia to undergo the operation for cataract, and 

she, her son Ronald, and her daughter Hilda were living together at 427 Park Lane. The youth moved in the 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle
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best society—had, so far as was known, no enemies and no particular vices. He had been engaged to Miss 

Edith Woodley, of Carstairs, but the engagement had been broken off by mutual consent some months before, 

and there was no sign that it had left any very profound feeling behind it. For the rest {sic} the man’s life 

moved in a narrow and conventional circle, for his habits were quiet and his nature unemotional. Yet it was 

upon this easy-going young aristocrat that death came, in most strange and unexpected form, between the 

hours of ten and eleven-twenty on the night of March 30, 1894. 

Ronald Adair was fond of cards—playing continually, but never for such stakes as would hurt him. He was a 

member of the Baldwin, the Cavendish, and the Bagatelle card clubs. It was shown that, after dinner on the 

day of his death, he had played a rubber of whist at the latter club. He had also played there in the afternoon. 

The evidence of those who had played with him—Mr. Murray, Sir John Hardy, and Colonel Moran—showed 

that the game was whist, and that there was a fairly equal fall of the cards. Adair might have lost five pounds, 

but not more. His fortune was a considerable one, and such a loss could not in any way affect him. He had 

played nearly every day at one club or other, but he was a cautious player, and usually rose a winner. It came 

out in evidence that, in partnership with Colonel Moran, he had actually won as much as four hundred and 

twenty pounds in a sitting, some weeks before, from Godfrey Milner and Lord Balmoral. So much for his 

recent history as it came out at the inquest. 

On the evening of the crime, he returned from the club exactly at ten. His mother and sister were out spending 

the evening with a relation. The servant deposed that she heard him enter the front room on the second floor, 

generally used as his sitting-room. She had lit a fire there, and as it smoked she had opened the window. No 

sound was heard from the room until eleven-twenty, the hour of the return of Lady Maynooth and her 

daughter. Desiring to say good-night, she attempted to enter her son’s room. The door was locked on the 

inside, and no answer could be got to their cries and knocking. Help was obtained, and the door forced. The 

unfortunate young man was found lying near the table. His head had been horribly mutilated by an expanding 

revolver bullet, but no weapon of any sort was to be found in the room. On the table lay two banknotes for ten 

pounds each and seventeen pounds ten in silver and gold, the money arranged in little piles of varying 

amount. There were some figures also upon a sheet of paper, with the names of some club friends opposite to 

them, from which it was conjectured that before his death he was endeavouring to make out his losses or 

winnings at cards. 

A minute examination of the circumstances served only to make the case more complex. In the first place, no 

reason could be given why the young man should have fastened the door upon the inside. There was the 

possibility that the murderer had done this, and had afterwards escaped by the window. The drop was at least 

twenty feet, however, and a bed of crocuses in full bloom lay beneath. Neither the flowers nor the earth 

showed any sign of having been disturbed, nor were there any marks upon the narrow strip of grass which 

separated the house from the road. Apparently, therefore, it was the young man himself who had fastened the 

door. But how did he come by his death? No one could have climbed up to the window without leaving 

traces. Suppose a man had fired through the window, he would indeed be a remarkable shot who could with a 

revolver inflict so deadly a wound. Again, Park Lane is a frequented thoroughfare; there is a cab stand within 

a hundred yards of the house. No one had heard a shot. And yet there was the dead man and there the revolver 

bullet, which had mushroomed out, as soft-nosed bullets will, and so inflicted a wound which must have 

caused instantaneous death. Such were the circumstances of the Park Lane Mystery, which were further 
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complicated by entire absence of motive, since, as I have said, young Adair was not known to have any 

enemy, and no attempt had been made to remove the money or valuables in the room. 

All day I turned these facts over in my mind, endeavouring to hit upon some theory which could reconcile 

them all, and to find that line of least resistance which my poor friend had declared to be the starting-point of 

every investigation. I confess that I made little progress. In the evening I strolled across the Park, and found 

myself about six o’clock at the Oxford Street end of Park Lane. A group of loafers upon the pavements, all 

staring up at a particular window, directed me to the house which I had come to see. A tall, thin man with 

coloured glasses, whom I strongly suspected of being a plain-clothes detective, was pointing out some theory 

of his own, while the others crowded round to listen to what he said. I got as near him as I could, but his 

observations seemed to me to be absurd, so I withdrew again in some disgust. As I did so I struck against an 

elderly, deformed man, who had been behind me, and I knocked down several books which he was carrying. I 

remember that as I picked them up, I observed the title of one of them, The Origin of Tree Worship, and it 

struck me that the fellow must be some poor bibliophile, who, either as a trade or as a hobby, was a collector 

of obscure volumes. I endeavoured to apologize for the accident, but it was evident that these books which I 

had so unfortunately maltreated were very precious objects in the eyes of their owner. With a snarl of 

contempt he turned upon his heel, and I saw his curved back and white side-whiskers disappear among the 

throng. 

My observations of No. 427 Park Lane did little to clear up the problem in which I was interested. The house 

was separated from the street by a low wall and railing, the whole not more than five feet high. It was 

perfectly easy, therefore, for anyone to get into the garden, but the window was entirely inaccessible, since 

there was no waterpipe or anything which could help the most active man to climb it. More puzzled than ever, 

I retraced my steps to Kensington. I had not been in my study five minutes when the maid entered to say that 

a person desired to see me. To my astonishment it was none other than my strange old book collector, his 

sharp, wizened face peering out from a frame of white hair, and his precious volumes, a dozen of them at 

least, wedged under his right arm. 

“You’re surprised to see me, sir,” said he, in a strange, croaking voice. 

I acknowledged that I was. 

“Well, I’ve a conscience, sir, and when I chanced to see you go into this house, as I came hobbling after you, I 

thought to myself, I’ll just step in and see that kind gentleman, and tell him that if I was a bit gruff in my 

manner there was not any harm meant, and that I am much obliged to him for picking up my books.” 

“You make too much of a trifle,” said I. “May I ask how you knew who I was?” 

“Well, sir, if it isn’t too great a liberty, I am a neighbour of yours, for you’ll find my little bookshop at the 

corner of Church Street, and very happy to see you, I am sure. Maybe you collect yourself, sir. Here’s British 

Birds, and Catullus, and The Holy War—a bargain, every one of them. With five volumes you could just fill 

that gap on that second shelf. It looks untidy, does it not, sir?” 
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I moved my head to look at the cabinet behind me. When I turned again, Sherlock Holmes was standing 

smiling at me across my study table. I rose to my feet, stared at him for some seconds in utter amazement, and 

then it appears that I must have fainted for the first and the last time in my life. Certainly a gray mist swirled 

before my eyes, and when it cleared I found my collar-ends undone and the tingling after-taste of brandy upon 

my lips. Holmes was bending over my chair, his flask in his hand. 

“My dear Watson,” said the well-remembered voice, “I owe you a thousand apologies. I had no idea that you 

would be so affected.” 

I gripped him by the arms. 

“Holmes!” I cried. “Is it really you? Can it indeed be that you are alive? Is it possible that you succeeded in 

climbing out of that awful abyss?” 

“Wait a moment,” said he. “Are you sure that you are really fit to discuss things? I have given you a serious 

shock by my unnecessarily dramatic reappearance.” 

“I am all right, but indeed, Holmes, I can hardly believe my eyes. Good heavens! to think that you—you of all 

men—should be standing in my study.” Again I gripped him by the sleeve, and felt the thin, sinewy arm 

beneath it. “Well, you’re not a spirit anyhow,” said I. “My dear chap, I’m overjoyed to see you. Sit down, and 

tell me how you came alive out of that dreadful chasm.” 

He sat opposite to me, and lit a cigarette in his old, nonchalant manner. He was dressed in the seedy frockcoat 

of the book merchant, but the rest of that individual lay in a pile of white hair and old books upon the table. 

Holmes looked even thinner and keener than of old, but there was a dead-white tinge in his aquiline face 

which told me that his life recently had not been a healthy one. 

“I am glad to stretch myself, Watson,” said he. “It is no joke when a tall man has to take a foot off his stature 

for several hours on end. Now, my dear fellow, in the matter of these explanations, we have, if I may ask for 

your cooperation, a hard and dangerous night’s work in front of us. Perhaps it would be better if I gave you an 

account of the whole situation when that work is finished.” 

“I am full of curiosity. I should much prefer to hear now.” 

“You’ll come with me to-night?” 

“When you like and where you like.” 
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“This is, indeed, like the old days. We shall have time for a mouthful of dinner before we need go. Well, then, 

about that chasm. I had no serious difficulty in getting out of it, for the very simple reason that I never was in 

it.” 

“You never were in it?” 

“No, Watson, I never was in it. My note to you was absolutely genuine. I had little doubt that I had come to 

the end of my career when I perceived the somewhat sinister figure of the late Professor Moriarty standing 

upon the narrow pathway which led to safety. I read an inexorable purpose in his gray eyes. I exchanged some 

remarks with him, therefore, and obtained his courteous permission to write the short note which you 

afterwards received. I left it with my cigarette-box and my stick, and I walked along the pathway, Moriarty 

still at my heels. When I reached the end I stood at bay. He drew no weapon, but he rushed at me and threw 

his long arms around me. He knew that his own game was up, and was only anxious to revenge himself upon 

me. We tottered together upon the brink of the fall. I have some knowledge, however, of baritsu, or the 

Japanese system of wrestling, which has more than once been very useful to me. I slipped through his grip, 

and he with a horrible scream kicked madly for a few seconds, and clawed the air with both his hands. But for 

all his efforts he could not get his balance, and over he went. With my face over the brink, I saw him fall for a 

long way. Then he struck a rock, bounded off, and splashed into the water.” 

I listened with amazement to this explanation, which Holmes delivered between the puffs of his cigarette. 

“But the tracks!” I cried. “I saw, with my own eyes, that two went down the path and none returned.” 

“It came about in this way. The instant that the Professor had disappeared, it struck me what a really 

extraordinarily lucky chance Fate had placed in my way. I knew that Moriarty was not the only man who had 

sworn my death. There were at least three others whose desire for vengeance upon me would only be 

increased by the death of their leader. They were all most dangerous men. One or other would certainly get 

me. On the other hand, if all the world was convinced that I was dead they would take liberties, these men, 

they would soon lay themselves open, and sooner or later I could destroy them. Then it would be time for me 

to announce that I was still in the land of the living. So rapidly does the brain act that I believe I had thought 

this all out before Professor Moriarty had reached the bottom of the Reichenbach Fall. 

“I stood up and examined the rocky wall behind me. In your picturesque account of the matter, which I read 

with great interest some months later, you assert that the wall was sheer. That was not literally true. A few 

small footholds presented themselves, and there was some indication of a ledge. The cliff is so high that to 

climb it all was an obvious impossibility, and it was equally impossible to make my way along the wet path 

without leaving some tracks. I might, it is true, have reversed my boots, as I have done on similar occasions, 

but the sight of three sets of tracks in one direction would certainly have suggested a deception. On the whole, 

then, it was best that I should risk the climb. It was not a pleasant business, Watson. The fall roared beneath 

me. I am not a fanciful person, but I give you my word that I seemed to hear Moriarty’s voice screaming at 

me out of the abyss. A mistake would have been fatal. More than once, as tufts of grass came out in my hand 

or my foot slipped in the wet notches of the rock, I thought that I was gone. But I struggled upward, and at 
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last I reached a ledge several feet deep and covered with soft green moss, where I could lie unseen, in the 

most perfect comfort. There I was stretched, when you, my dear Watson, and all your following were 

investigating in the most sympathetic and inefficient manner the circumstances of my death. 

“At last, when you had all formed your inevitable and totally erroneous conclusions, you departed for the 

hotel, and I was left alone. I had imagined that I had reached the end of my adventures, but a very unexpected 

occurrence showed me that there were surprises still in store for me. A huge rock, falling from above, boomed 

past me, struck the path, and bounded over into the chasm. For an instant I thought that it was an accident, but 

a moment later, looking up, I saw a man’s head against the darkening sky, and another stone struck the very 

ledge upon which I was stretched, within a foot of my head. Of course, the meaning of this was obvious. 

Moriarty had not been alone. A confederate—and even that one glance had told me how dangerous a man that 

confederate was—had kept guard while the Professor had attacked me. From a distance, unseen by me, he had 

been a witness of his friend’s death and of my escape. He had waited, and then making his way round to the 

top of the cliff, he had endeavoured to succeed where his comrade had failed. 

“I did not take long to think about it, Watson. Again I saw that grim face look over the cliff, and I knew that it 

was the precursor of another stone. I scrambled down on to the path. I don’t think I could have done it in cold 

blood. It was a hundred times more difficult than getting up. But I had no time to think of the danger, for 

another stone sang past me as I hung by my hands from the edge of the ledge. Halfway down I slipped, but, 

by the blessing of God, I landed, torn and bleeding, upon the path. I took to my heels, did ten miles over the 

mountains in the darkness, and a week later I found myself in Florence, with the certainty that no one in the 

world knew what had become of me. 

“I had only one confidant—my brother Mycroft. I owe you many apologies, my dear Watson, but it was all-

important that it should be thought I was dead, and it is quite certain that you would not have written so 

convincing an account of my unhappy end had you not yourself thought that it was true. Several times during 

the last three years I have taken up my pen to write to you, but always I feared lest your affectionate regard 

for me should tempt you to some indiscretion which would betray my secret. For that reason I turned away 

from you this evening when you upset my books, for I was in danger at the time, and any show of surprise 

and emotion upon your part might have drawn attention to my identity and led to the most deplorable and 

irreparable results. As to Mycroft, I had to confide in him in order to obtain the money which I needed. The 

course of events in London did not run so well as I had hoped, for the trial of the Moriarty gang left two of its 

most dangerous members, my own most vindictive enemies, at liberty. I travelled for two years in Tibet, 

therefore, and amused myself by visiting Lhassa, and spending some days with the head lama. You may have 

read of the remarkable explorations of a Norwegian named Sigerson, but I am sure that it never occurred to 

you that you were receiving news of your friend. I then passed through Persia, looked in at Mecca, and paid a 

short but interesting visit to the Khalifa at Khartoum the results of which I have communicated to the Foreign 

Office. Returning to France, I spent some months in a research into the coal-tar derivatives, which I 

conducted in a laboratory at Montpellier, in the south of France. Having concluded this to my satisfaction and 

learning that only one of my enemies was now left in London, I was about to return when my movements 

were hastened by the news of this very remarkable Park Lane Mystery, which not only appealed to me by its 

own merits, but which seemed to offer some most peculiar personal opportunities. I came over at once to 

London, called in my own person at Baker Street, threw Mrs. Hudson into violent hysterics, and found that 

Mycroft had preserved my rooms and my papers exactly as they had always been. So it was, my dear Watson, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

77 

that at two o’clock to-day I found myself in my old armchair in my own old room, and only wishing that I 

could have seen my old friend Watson in the other chair which he has so often adorned.” 

Such was the remarkable narrative to which I listened on that April evening—a narrative which would have 

been utterly incredible to me had it not been confirmed by the actual sight of the tall, spare figure and the 

keen, eager face, which I had never thought to see again. In some manner he had learned of my own sad 

bereavement, and his sympathy was shown in his manner rather than in his words. “Work is the best antidote 

to sorrow, my dear Watson,” said he; “and I have a piece of work for us both to-night which, if we can bring 

it to a successful conclusion, will in itself justify a man’s life on this planet.” In vain I begged him to tell me 

more. “You will hear and see enough before morning,” he answered. “We have three years of the past to 

discuss. Let that suffice until half-past nine, when we start upon the notable adventure of the empty house.” 

It was indeed like old times when, at that hour, I found myself seated beside him in a hansom, my revolver in 

my pocket, and the thrill of adventure in my heart. Holmes was cold and stern and silent. As the gleam of the 

street-lamps flashed upon his austere features, I saw that his brows were drawn down in thought and his thin 

lips compressed. I knew not what wild beast we were about to hunt down in the dark jungle of criminal 

London, but I was well assured, from the bearing of this master huntsman, that the adventure was a most 

grave one—while the sardonic smile which occasionally broke through his ascetic gloom boded little good for 

the object of our quest. 

I had imagined that we were bound for Baker Street, but Holmes stopped the cab at the corner of Cavendish 

Square. I observed that as he stepped out he gave a most searching glance to right and left, and at every 

subsequent street corner he took the utmost pains to assure that he was not followed. Our route was certainly a 

singular one. Holmes’s knowledge of the byways of London was extraordinary, and on this occasion he 

passed rapidly and with an assured step through a network of mews and stables, the very existence of which I 

had never known. We emerged at last into a small road, lined with old, gloomy houses, which led us into 

Manchester Street, and so to Blandford Street. Here he turned swiftly down a narrow passage, passed through 

a wooden gate into a deserted yard, and then opened with a key the back door of a house. We entered 

together, and he closed it behind us. 

The place was pitch dark, but it was evident to me that it was an empty house. Our feet creaked and crackled 

over the bare planking, and my outstretched hand touched a wall from which the paper was hanging in 

ribbons. Holmes’s cold, thin fingers closed round my wrist and led me forward down a long hall, until I dimly 

saw the murky fanlight over the door. Here Holmes turned suddenly to the right and we found ourselves in a 

large, square, empty room, heavily shadowed in the corners, but faintly lit in the centre from the lights of the 

street beyond. There was no lamp near, and the window was thick with dust, so that we could only just 

discern each other’s figures within. My companion put his hand upon my shoulder and his lips close to my 

ear. 

“Do you know where we are?” he whispered. 

“Surely that is Baker Street,” I answered, staring through the dim window. 
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“Exactly. We are in Camden House, which stands opposite to our own old quarters.” 

“But why are we here?” 

“Because it commands so excellent a view of that picturesque pile. Might I trouble you, my dear Watson, to 

draw a little nearer to the window, taking every precaution not to show yourself, and then to look up at our old 

rooms—the starting-point of so many of your little fairy-tales? We will see if my three years of absence have 

entirely taken away my power to surprise you.” 

I crept forward and looked across at the familiar window. As my eyes fell upon it, I gave a gasp and a cry of 

amazement. The blind was down, and a strong light was burning in the room. The shadow of a man who was 

seated in a chair within was thrown in hard, black outline upon the luminous screen of the window. There was 

no mistaking the poise of the head, the squareness of the shoulders, the sharpness of the features. The face 

was turned half-round, and the effect was that of one of those black silhouettes which our grandparents loved 

to frame. It was a perfect reproduction of Holmes. So amazed was I that I threw out my hand to make sure 

that the man himself was standing beside me. He was quivering with silent laughter. 

“Well?” said he. 

“Good heavens!” I cried. “It is marvellous.” 

“I trust that age doth not wither nor custom stale my infinite variety,” said he, and I recognized in his voice 

the joy and pride which the artist takes in his own creation. “It really is rather like me, is it not?” 

“I should be prepared to swear that it was you.” 

“The credit of the execution is due to Monsieur Oscar Meunier, of Grenoble, who spent some days in doing 

the moulding. It is a bust in wax. The rest I arranged myself during my visit to Baker Street this afternoon.” 

“But why?” 

“Because, my dear Watson, I had the strongest possible reason for wishing certain people to think that I was 

there when I was really elsewhere.” 

“And you thought the rooms were watched?” 

“I knew that they were watched.” 
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“By whom?” 

“By my old enemies, Watson. By the charming society whose leader lies in the Reichenbach Fall. You must 

remember that they knew, and only they knew, that I was still alive. Sooner or later they believed that I should 

come back to my rooms. They watched them continuously, and this morning they saw me arrive.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Because I recognized their sentinel when I glanced out of my window. He is a harmless enough fellow, 

Parker by name, a garroter by trade, and a remarkable performer upon the jew’s-harp. I cared nothing for him. 

But I cared a great deal for the much more formidable person who was behind him, the bosom friend of 

Moriarty, the man who dropped the rocks over the cliff, the most cunning and dangerous criminal in London. 

That is the man who is after me to-night Watson, and that is the man who is quite unaware that we are after 

him.” 

My friend’s plans were gradually revealing themselves. From this convenient retreat, the watchers were being 

watched and the trackers tracked. That angular shadow up yonder was the bait, and we were the hunters. In 

silence we stood together in the darkness and watched the hurrying figures who passed and repassed in front 

of us. Holmes was silent and motionless; but I could tell that he was keenly alert, and that his eyes were fixed 

intently upon the stream of passers-by. It was a bleak and boisterous night and the wind whistled shrilly down 

the long street. Many people were moving to and fro, most of them muffled in their coats and cravats. Once or 

twice it seemed to me that I had seen the same figure before, and I especially noticed two men who appeared 

to be sheltering themselves from the wind in the doorway of a house some distance up the street. I tried to 

draw my companion’s attention to them; but he gave a little ejaculation of impatience, and continued to stare 

into the street. More than once he fidgeted with his feet and tapped rapidly with his fingers upon the wall. It 

was evident to me that he was becoming uneasy, and that his plans were not working out altogether as he had 

hoped. At last, as midnight approached and the street gradually cleared, he paced up and down the room in 

uncontrollable agitation. I was about to make some remark to him, when I raised my eyes to the lighted 

window, and again experienced almost as great a surprise as before. I clutched Holmes’s arm, and pointed 

upward. 

“The shadow has moved!” I cried. 

It was indeed no longer the profile, but the back, which was turned towards us. 

Three years had certainly not smoothed the asperities of his temper or his impatience with a less active 

intelligence than his own. 

“Of course it has moved,” said he. “Am I such a farcical bungler, Watson, that I should erect an obvious 

dummy, and expect that some of the sharpest men in Europe would be deceived by it? We have been in this 

room two hours, and Mrs. Hudson has made some change in that figure eight times, or once in every quarter 
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of an hour. She works it from the front, so that her shadow may never be seen. Ah!” He drew in his breath 

with a shrill, excited intake. In the dim light I saw his head thrown forward, his whole attitude rigid with 

attention. Outside the street was absolutely deserted. Those two men might still be crouching in the doorway, 

but I could no longer see them. All was still and dark, save only that brilliant yellow screen in front of us with 

the black figure outlined upon its centre. Again in the utter silence I heard that thin, sibilant note which spoke 

of intense suppressed excitement. An instant later he pulled me back into the blackest corner of the room, and 

I felt his warning hand upon my lips. The fingers which clutched me were quivering. Never had I known my 

friend more moved, and yet the dark street still stretched lonely and motionless before us. 

But suddenly I was aware of that which his keener senses had already distinguished. A low, stealthy sound 

came to my ears, not from the direction of Baker Street, but from the back of the very house in which we lay 

concealed. A door opened and shut. An instant later steps crept down the passage—steps which were meant to 

be silent, but which reverberated harshly through the empty house. Holmes crouched back against the wall, 

and I did the same, my hand closing upon the handle of my revolver. Peering through the gloom, I saw the 

vague outline of a man, a shade blacker than the blackness of the open door. He stood for an instant, and then 

he crept forward, crouching, menacing, into the room. He was within three yards of us, this sinister figure, 

and I had braced myself to meet his spring, before I realized that he had no idea of our presence. He passed 

close beside us, stole over to the window, and very softly and noiselessly raised it for half a foot. As he sank 

to the level of this opening, the light of the street, no longer dimmed by the dusty glass, fell full upon his face. 

The man seemed to be beside himself with excitement. His two eyes shone like stars, and his features were 

working convulsively. He was an elderly man, with a thin, projecting nose, a high, bald forehead, and a huge 

grizzled moustache. An opera hat was pushed to the back of his head, and an evening dress shirt-front 

gleamed out through his open overcoat. His face was gaunt and swarthy, scored with deep, savage lines. In his 

hand he carried what appeared to be a stick, but as he laid it down upon the floor it gave a metallic clang. 

Then from the pocket of his overcoat he drew a bulky object, and he busied himself in some task which ended 

with a loud, sharp click, as if a spring or bolt had fallen into its place. Still kneeling upon the floor he bent 

forward and threw all his weight and strength upon some lever, with the result that there came a long, 

whirling, grinding noise, ending once more in a powerful click. He straightened himself then, and I saw that 

what he held in his hand was a sort of gun, with a curiously misshapen butt. He opened it at the breech, put 

something in, and snapped the breech-lock. Then, crouching down, he rested the end of the barrel upon the 

ledge of the open window, and I saw his long moustache droop over the stock and his eye gleam as it peered 

along the sights. I heard a little sigh of satisfaction as he cuddled the butt into his shoulder; and saw that 

amazing target, the black man on the yellow ground, standing clear at the end of his foresight. For an instant 

he was rigid and motionless. Then his finger tightened on the trigger. There was a strange, loud whiz and a 

long, silvery tinkle of broken glass. At that instant Holmes sprang like a tiger on to the marksman’s back, and 

hurled him flat upon his face. He was up again in a moment, and with convulsive strength he seized Holmes 

by the throat, but I struck him on the head with the butt of my revolver, and he dropped again upon the floor. I 

fell upon him, and as I held him my comrade blew a shrill call upon a whistle. There was the clatter of 

running feet upon the pavement, and two policemen in uniform, with one plain-clothes detective, rushed 

through the front entrance and into the room. 

“That you, Lestrade?” said Holmes. 

“Yes, Mr. Holmes. I took the job myself. It’s good to see you back in London, sir.” 
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“I think you want a little unofficial help. Three undetected murders in one year won’t do, Lestrade. But you 

handled the Molesey Mystery with less than your usual—that’s to say, you handled it fairly well.” 

We had all risen to our feet, our prisoner breathing hard, with a stalwart constable on each side of him. 

Already a few loiterers had begun to collect in the street. Holmes stepped up to the window, closed it, and 

dropped the blinds. Lestrade had produced two candles, and the policemen had uncovered their lanterns. I was 

able at last to have a good look at our prisoner. 

It was a tremendously virile and yet sinister face which was turned towards us. With the brow of a 

philosopher above and the jaw of a sensualist below, the man must have started with great capacities for good 

or for evil. But one could not look upon his cruel blue eyes, with their drooping, cynical lids, or upon the 

fierce, aggressive nose and the threatening, deep-lined brow, without reading Nature’s plainest danger-

signals. He took no heed of any of us, but his eyes were fixed upon Holmes’s face with an expression in 

which hatred and amazement were equally blended. “You fiend!” he kept on muttering. “You clever, clever 

fiend!” 

“Ah, Colonel!” said Holmes, arranging his rumpled collar. “‘Journeys end in lovers’ meetings,’ as the old 

play says. I don’t think I have had the pleasure of seeing you since you favoured me with those attentions as I 

lay on the ledge above the Reichenbach Fall.” 

The colonel still stared at my friend like a man in a trance. “You cunning, cunning fiend!” was all that he 

could say. 

“I have not introduced you yet,” said Holmes. “This, gentlemen, is Colonel Sebastian Moran, once of Her 

Majesty’s Indian Army, and the best heavy-game shot that our Eastern Empire has ever produced. I believe I 

am correct Colonel, in saying that your bag of tigers still remains unrivalled?” 

The fierce old man said nothing, but still glared at my companion. With his savage eyes and bristling 

moustache he was wonderfully like a tiger himself. 

“I wonder that my very simple stratagem could deceive so old a shikari,” said Holmes. “It must be very 

familiar to you. Have you not tethered a young kid under a tree, lain above it with your rifle, and waited for 

the bait to bring up your tiger? This empty house is my tree, and you are my tiger. You have possibly had 

other guns in reserve in case there should be several tigers, or in the unlikely supposition of your own aim 

failing you. These,” he pointed around, “are my other guns. The parallel is exact.” 

Colonel Moran sprang forward with a snarl of rage, but the constables dragged him back. The fury upon his 

face was terrible to look at. 
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“I confess that you had one small surprise for me,” said Holmes. “I did not anticipate that you would yourself 

make use of this empty house and this convenient front window. I had imagined you as operating from the 

street, where my friend, Lestrade and his merry men were awaiting you. With that exception, all has gone as I 

expected.” 

Colonel Moran turned to the official detective. 

“You may or may not have just cause for arresting me,” said he, “but at least there can be no reason why I 

should submit to the gibes of this person. If I am in the hands of the law, let things be done in a legal way.” 

“Well, that’s reasonable enough,” said Lestrade. “Nothing further you have to say, Mr. Holmes, before we 

go?” 

Holmes had picked up the powerful air-gun from the floor, and was examining its mechanism. 

“An admirable and unique weapon,” said he, “noiseless and of tremendous power: I knew Von Herder, the 

blind German mechanic, who constructed it to the order of the late Professor Moriarty. For years I have been 

aware of its existence though I have never before had the opportunity of handling it. I commend it very 

specially to your attention, Lestrade and also the bullets which fit it.” 

“You can trust us to look after that, Mr. Holmes,” said Lestrade, as the whole party moved towards the door. 

“Anything further to say?” 

“Only to ask what charge you intend to prefer?” 

“What charge, sir? Why, of course, the attempted murder of Mr. Sherlock Holmes.” 

“Not so, Lestrade. I do not propose to appear in the matter at all. To you, and to you only, belongs the credit 

of the remarkable arrest which you have effected. Yes, Lestrade, I congratulate you! With your usual happy 

mixture of cunning and audacity, you have got him.” 

“Got him! Got whom, Mr. Holmes?” 

“The man that the whole force has been seeking in vain—Colonel Sebastian Moran, who shot the Honourable 

Ronald Adair with an expanding bullet from an air-gun through the open window of the second-floor front of 

No. 427 Park Lane, upon the thirtieth of last month. That’s the charge, Lestrade. And now, Watson, if you can 

endure the draught from a broken window, I think that half an hour in my study over a cigar may afford you 

some profitable amusement.” 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

83 

Our old chambers had been left unchanged through the supervision of Mycroft Holmes and the immediate 

care of Mrs. Hudson. As I entered I saw, it is true, an unwonted tidiness, but the old landmarks were all in 

their place. There were the chemical corner and the acid-stained, deal-topped table. There upon a shelf was 

the row of formidable scrap-books and books of reference which many of our fellow-citizens would have 

been so glad to burn. The diagrams, the violin-case, and the pipe-rack—even the Persian slipper which 

contained the tobacco—all met my eyes as I glanced round me. There were two occupants of the room—one, 

Mrs. Hudson, who beamed upon us both as we entered—the other, the strange dummy which had played so 

important a part in the evening’s adventures. It was a wax-coloured model of my friend, so admirably done 

that it was a perfect facsimile. It stood on a small pedestal table with an old dressing-gown of Holmes’s so 

draped round it that the illusion from the street was absolutely perfect. 

“I hope you observed all precautions, Mrs. Hudson?” said Holmes. 

“I went to it on my knees, sir, just as you told me.” 

“Excellent. You carried the thing out very well. Did you observe where the bullet went?” 

“Yes, sir. I’m afraid it has spoilt your beautiful bust, for it passed right through the head and flattened itself on 

the wall. I picked it up from the carpet. Here it is!” 

Holmes held it out to me. “A soft revolver bullet, as you perceive, Watson. There’s genius in that, for who 

would expect to find such a thing fired from an airgun? All right, Mrs. Hudson. I am much obliged for your 

assistance. And now, Watson, let me see you in your old seat once more, for there are several points which I 

should like to discuss with you.” 

He had thrown off the seedy frockcoat, and now he was the Holmes of old in the mouse-coloured dressing-

gown which he took from his effigy. 

“The old shikari’s nerves have not lost their steadiness, nor his eyes their keenness,” said he, with a laugh, as 

he inspected the shattered forehead of his bust. 

“Plumb in the middle of the back of the head and smack through the brain. He was the best shot in India, and I 

expect that there are few better in London. Have you heard the name?” 

“No, I have not.” 

“Well, well, such is fame! But, then, if I remember right, you had not heard the name of Professor James 

Moriarty, who had one of the great brains of the century. Just give me down my index of biographies from the 

shelf.” 
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He turned over the pages lazily, leaning back in his chair and blowing great clouds from his cigar. 

“My collection of M’s is a fine one,” said he. “Moriarty himself is enough to make any letter illustrious, and 

here is Morgan the poisoner, and Merridew of abominable memory, and Mathews, who knocked out my left 

canine in the waiting-room at Charing Cross, and, finally, here is our friend of to-night.” 

He handed over the book, and I read: 

Moran, Sebastian, Colonel. Unemployed. Formerly 1st Bangalore Pioneers. Born London, 1840. Son of Sir 

Augustus Moran, C. B., once British Minister to Persia. Educated Eton and Oxford. Served in Jowaki 

Campaign, Afghan Campaign, Charasiab (despatches), Sherpur, and Cabul. Author of Heavy Game of the 

Western Himalayas (1881); Three Months in the Jungle (1884). Address: Conduit Street. Clubs: The Anglo-

Indian, the Tankerville, the Bagatelle Card Club. 

On the margin was written, in Holmes’s precise hand: 

The second most dangerous man in London. 

“This is astonishing,” said I, as I handed back the volume. “The man’s career is that of an honourable 

soldier.” 

“It is true,” Holmes answered. “Up to a certain point he did well. He was always a man of iron nerve, and the 

story is still told in India how he crawled down a drain after a wounded man-eating tiger. There are some 

trees, Watson, which grow to a certain height, and then suddenly develop some unsightly eccentricity. You 

will see it often in humans. I have a theory that the individual represents in his development the whole 

procession of his ancestors, and that such a sudden turn to good or evil stands for some strong influence 

which came into the line of his pedigree. The person becomes, as it were, the epitome of the history of his 

own family.” 

“It is surely rather fanciful.” 

“Well, I don’t insist upon it. Whatever the cause, Colonel Moran began to go wrong. Without any open 

scandal, he still made India too hot to hold him. He retired, came to London, and again acquired an evil name. 

It was at this time that he was sought out by Professor Moriarty, to whom for a time he was chief of the staff. 

Moriarty supplied him liberally with money, and used him only in one or two very high-class jobs, which no 

ordinary criminal could have undertaken. You may have some recollection of the death of Mrs. Stewart, of 

Lauder, in 1887. Not? Well, I am sure Moran was at the bottom of it, but nothing could be proved. So cleverly 

was the colonel concealed that, even when the Moriarty gang was broken up, we could not incriminate him. 

You remember at that date, when I called upon you in your rooms, how I put up the shutters for fear of air-

guns? No doubt you thought me fanciful. I knew exactly what I was doing, for I knew of the existence of this 
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remarkable gun, and I knew also that one of the best shots in the world would be behind it. When we were in 

Switzerland he followed us with Moriarty, and it was undoubtedly he who gave me that evil five minutes on 

the Reichenbach ledge. 

“You may think that I read the papers with some attention during my sojourn in France, on the look-out for 

any chance of laying him by the heels. So long as he was free in London, my life would really not have been 

worth living. Night and day the shadow would have been over me, and sooner or later his chance must have 

come. What could I do? I could not shoot him at sight, or I should myself be in the dock. There was no use 

appealing to a magistrate. They cannot interfere on the strength of what would appear to them to be a wild 

suspicion. So I could do nothing. But I watched the criminal news, knowing that sooner or later I should get 

him. Then came the death of this Ronald Adair. My chance had come at last. Knowing what I did, was it not 

certain that Colonel Moran had done it? He had played cards with the lad, he had followed him home from the 

club, he had shot him through the open window. There was not a doubt of it. The bullets alone are enough to 

put his head in a noose. I came over at once. I was seen by the sentinel, who would, I knew, direct the 

colonel’s attention to my presence. He could not fail to connect my sudden return with his crime, and to be 

terribly alarmed. I was sure that he would make an attempt to get me out of the way at once, and would bring 

round his murderous weapon for that purpose. I left him an excellent mark in the window, and, having warned 

the police that they might be needed—by the way, Watson, you spotted their presence in that doorway with 

unerring accuracy—I took up what seemed to me to be a judicious post for observation, never dreaming that 

he would choose the same spot for his attack. Now, my dear Watson, does anything remain for me to 

explain?” 

“Yes,” said I. “You have not made it clear what was Colonel Moran’s motive in murdering the Honourable 

Ronald Adair?” 

“Ah! my dear Watson, there we come into those realms of conjecture, where the most logical mind may be at 

fault. Each may form his own hypothesis upon the present evidence, and yours is as likely to be correct as 

mine.” 

“You have formed one, then?” 

“I think that it is not difficult to explain the facts. It came out in evidence that Colonel Moran and young 

Adair had, between them, won a considerable amount of money. Now, Moran undoubtedly played foul—of 

that I have long been aware. I believe that on the day of the murder Adair had discovered that Moran was 

cheating. Very likely he had spoken to him privately, and had threatened to expose him unless he voluntarily 

resigned his membership of the club, and promised not to play cards again. It is unlikely that a youngster like 

Adair would at once make a hideous scandal by exposing a well known man so much older than himself. 

Probably he acted as I suggest. The exclusion from his clubs would mean ruin to Moran, who lived by his ill-

gotten card-gains. He therefore murdered Adair, who at the time was endeavouring to work out how much 

money he should himself return, since he could not profit by his partner’s foul play. He locked the door lest 

the ladies should surprise him and insist upon knowing what he was doing with these names and coins. Will it 

pass?” 
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“I have no doubt that you have hit upon the truth.” 

“It will be verified or disproved at the trial. Meanwhile, come what may, Colonel Moran will trouble us no 

more. The famous air-gun of Von Herder will embellish the Scotland Yard Museum, and once again Mr. 

Sherlock Holmes is free to devote his life to examining those interesting little problems which the complex 

life of London so plentifully presents.” 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-empty-house 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-empty-house
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Let There Always Be Light: Dark Matter and the Mystery of Our Mortal Stardust (Patti Smith Reads 

Rebecca Elson) 

“For this we go out dark nights, searching… for signs of unseen things… Let there be swarms of them, 

enough for immortality, always a star where we can warm ourselves.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

This is the fourth of nine installments in the 2021/2022 animated season of The Universe in Verse in 

collaboration with On Being, celebrating the wonder of reality through stories of science winged with poetry. 

Previously: Chapter 1 (the evolution of life and the birth of ecology, with Joan As Police Woman and Emily 

Dickinson); Chapter 2 (Henrietta Leavitt, Edwin Hubble, and the human hunger to know the cosmos, with 

Tracy K. Smith); Chapter 3 (trailblazing astronomer Maria Mitchell and the poetry of the cosmic perspective, 

with David Byrne and Pattiann Rogers). 

Vera Rubin as an undergraduate at Vassar, 1940s 

https://www.themarginalian.org/the-universe-in-verse/
https://onbeing.org/universe-in-verse/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/11/universe-in-verse-animated-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/18/achieving-perspective/
https://www.themarginalian.org/the-universe-in-verse/
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THE ANIMATED UNIVERSE IN VERSE: CHAPTER FOUR 

Months 

before Edwin Hubble finally published his epoch-making revelation about Andromeda, staggering the world 

with the fact that the universe extends beyond our Milky Way galaxy, a child was born under the star-salted 

skies of Washington, D.C., where the Milky Way was still visible before a century’s smog slipped between us 

and the cosmos — a child who would grow up to confirm the existence of dark matter, that invisible cosmic 

glue holding galaxies together and pinning planets to their orbits so that, on at least one of them, small 

awestruck creatures with vast complex consciousnesses can unravel the mysteries of the universe. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/11/universe-in-verse-animated-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/the-universe-in-verse/
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Night after night, Vera Rubin (July 23, 1928–December 25, 2016) peered out of her childhood bedroom and 

into the stars, wondersmitten with the beauty of it all — until she read a children’s book about the trailblazing 

astronomer Maria Mitchell, who had expanded the universe of possibility for half of our species a century 

earlier. The young Vera was suddenly seized with a life-altering realization: Not only was there such a thing 

as a professional stargazer, but it was a thing a girl could do. 

In 1965 — exactly one hundred years after Maria Mitchell was appointed the first professor of astronomy at 

Vassar, which Vera Rubin had chosen as her training ground in astronomy — she became the first woman 

permitted to use the Palomar Observatory. Peering through its colossal eye — the telescope, devised the year 

Rubin was born, had replaced the one through which Hubble made his discovery as the world’s most 

powerful astronomical instrument — she was just as wondersmitten as the little girl peering through the 

bedroom window, just as beguiled by the beauty of the cosmos. “I sometimes ask myself whether I would be 

studying galaxies if they were ugly,” she reflected in her most personal interview. “I think it may not be 

irrelevant that galaxies are really very attractive.” 

Galaxies had taken Rubin to Palomar, and galaxies — the riddle of their rotation, which she had endeavored 

to solve — became the key to her epochal confirmation of dark matter. One of the most mesmerizing 

unsolved puzzles in astronomy, dark matter had remained only an enticing speculation since the Swiss 

astrophysicist Fritz Zwicky had first theorized it when Vera was five. 

A generation later, a small clan of astronomers at Cambridge analyzed the deepest image of space the Hubble 

Space Telescope had yet captured — that iconic glimpse of the unknown, revealing a universe “so brutal and 

alive it seemed to comprehend us back” — to discern the origin of the mysterious dark matter halo enveloping 

the Milky Way. Spearheading the endeavor was an extraordinary young astronomer back to work during a 

remission of a rare terminal blood cancer ordinarily afflicting the elderly. 

Nursed on geology and paleontology on the shores of a prehistoric lake, Rebecca Elson (January 2, 1960–

May 19, 1999) was barely sixteen and already in college when she first glimpsed Andromeda through a 

telescope. Instantly dazzled by its “delicate wisp of milky spiral light floating in what seemed a bottomless 

well of empty space,” she became a scientist but never relinquished the pull of the poetic dimensions of 

reality. During her postdoctoral work at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study, Elson found refuge from 

the narrow patriarchy of academic science in a gathering of poets every Tuesday evening. She became a 

fellow at a Radcliffe-Harvard institute for postgraduate researchers devoted to reversing “the climate of non-

expectation for women,” among the alumnae of which are Anne Sexton, Alice Walker, and Anna Deavere 

Smith. There, in a weekly writing group, she met and befriended the poet Marie Howe, whose 

splendid “Singularity” became the inspiration for this animated season of The Universe in Verse. 

It was then — twenty-nine and newly elected the youngest astronomer in history to serve on the Decennial 

Review committee steering the course of American science toward the most compelling unsolved questions 

— that Elson received her terminal diagnosis. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/vera-rubin/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/18/achieving-perspective/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/04/18/vera-rubin-interview-women-in-science/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/11/universe-in-verse-animated-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/11/universe-in-verse-animated-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/rebecca-elson/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/23/singularity-marie-howe-animated/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

90 

Rebecca Elson, 1987 
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1903039541/braipick-20
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Throughout the bodily brutality of her cancer treatment, she filled notebooks with poetic questions and 

experiments in verse, bridging with uncommon beauty the creaturely and the cosmic — those eternal 

mysteries of our mortal matter that make it impossible for a consciousness born of dead stars to fathom its 

own nonexistence. 

Rebecca Elson lived with the mystery for another decade, never losing her keen awareness that we are matter 

capable of wonder, never ceasing to channel it in poetry. When she returned her borrowed stardust to the 

universe, a spring shy of her fortieth birthday, she left behind nearly sixty scientific papers and a single, 

splendid book of poems titled A Responsibility to Awe (public library) — among them the 

staggering “Theories of Everything” (read by Regina Spektor at the 2019 Universe in Verse) and “Antidotes 

to Fear of Death (read by Janna Levin at the 2020 Universe in Verse). 

Permeating Elson’s poetic meditations, the mystery of dark matter culminates in one particular poem 

exploring with uncommon loveliness what may be the most touching paradox of being human — our longing 

for the light of immortality as creatures of matter in a cosmos governed by the dark sublime of dissolution. 

Bringing Elson’s masterpiece to life for this series is Patti Smith (who read Emily Dickinson’s pre-atomic ode 

to particle physics at the 2020 Universe in Verse), with animation by Ohara Hale (who animated Emily 

Dickinson’s pre-ecological poem about ecology in Chapter One of this experimental season of The Universe 

in Verse) and music by Zoë Keating (who read Rita Dove’s paleontological poem at the 2018 Universe in 

Verse). 

LET THERE ALWAYS BE LIGHT (SEARCHING FOR DARK MATTER) 

by Rebecca Elson 

For this we go out dark nights, searching 

For the dimmest stars, 

For signs of unseen things: 

To weigh us down. 

To stop the universe 

From rushing on and on 

Into its own beyond 

Till it exhausts itself and lies down cold, 

Its last star going out. 

Whatever they turn out to be, 

Let there be swarms of them, 

Enough for immortality, 

Always a star where we can warm ourselves. 

Let there be enough to bring it back 

From its own edges, 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1903039541/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/responsibility-to-awe/oclc/1042080212&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/29/regina-spektor-reads-rebecca-elson/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/10/antidotes-to-fear-of-death-rebecca-elson/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/10/antidotes-to-fear-of-death-rebecca-elson/
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/the-universe-in-verse/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/08/06/patti-smith-reads-emily-dickinson/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/08/06/patti-smith-reads-emily-dickinson/
https://oharahale.com/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
https://zoekeating.bandcamp.com/track/sun-will-set
http://zoekeating.com/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/12/11/rita-dove-zoe-keating-universe-in-verse/
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To bring us all so close we ignite 

The bright spark of resurrection. 

Previously on The Universe in Verse: Chapter 1 (the evolution of life and the birth of ecology, with Joan As 

Police Woman and Emily Dickinson); Chapter 2 (Henrietta Leavitt, Edwin Hubble, and the human hunger to 

know the cosmos, with Tracy K. Smith); Chapter 3 (trailblazing astronomer Maria Mitchell and the poetry of 

the cosmic perspective, with David Byrne and Pattiann Rogers). 

  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/24/dark-matter/?mc_cid=75e5b74ccc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/11/universe-in-verse-animated-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/18/achieving-perspective/
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“TIME CUBES” 

KIM FU 

 

The following is a short story from Kim Fu's new collection, Lesser Known Monsters of the 21st Century. Fu 

is the author of For Today I Am a Boy which won the Edmund White Award for Debut Fiction and was a 

finalist for the PEN/Hemingway Award, as well as a New York Times Book Review Editor’s Choice. Her 

second novel, The Lost Girls of Camp Forevermore, was a finalist for the Washington State Book Award and 

the OLA Evergreen Award. She lives in Seattle. 
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The Time Cubes kiosk appeared in the main hall about a month before Christmas. Alice joined the crowd 

gathered around the vendor demonstrating the toys. Sandwiched between his open palms, he held a clear 

acrylic box, about a foot tall, a foot wide, and a foot deep, with a knob on one side that resembled an old-

fashioned dimmer switch. The box contained a spindly green plant with heart-shaped leaves, planted in a 

glass jar. Behind him, on the shelves of the kiosk, lay a dozen identical boxes. 

The salesman slowly spun the knob on the box in his hands, turning it toward himself. The leaves, previously 

still, at first undulated in an unseen wind. Then they began to shrink. At their smallest, they gathered at the 

stem and folded together like the pages of a book, curled back into buds. The central stalk receded until the 

entire plant had vanished into the soil. 

He reversed course, turning the knob the other way. Within the box, the show proceeded in the proper order: a 

fresh shoot appearing in the jar of dirt, the plant growing and sprouting. 

Until—unnervingly—he turned the knob past its original starting point. The plant expanded until it overgrew 

its container. Tendrils curved and wrapped where they hit the walls, and leaves pushed up against the 

transparent plastic like faces, fogging up the surface. The plant reached a glorious, full-crested peak, a jungle 

of one. 

Then, choked, the leaves began to wilt and droop, shriveling to ribbons. The stalk tilted unsteadily in one 

direction, hunched over as though humbled. Eventually, bare brown wires hung over the edges of the jar like 

stringy human hair. 

Alice clapped along with a few others, an uncertain smattering of applause that disappeared in the high 

ceilings of the main hall that smothered all sound. The toy seller turned the knob back and forth casually now, 

resurrecting and killing the plant, making it bigger and smaller, whipping it between full-grown and a 

seedling, a mere idea in the dark earth. As the knob spun rapidly, another effect became more noticeable: the 

box was lit up inside, by no obvious fixture—no visible bulbs or wiring—and the light flickered and strobed 

almost imperceptibly, similar to Alice’s vision when she was so exhausted that her eyelids twitched. 

“Who wants to buy?” 

The adults hesitated, a few children started to beg. The price was high, on par with a new, high-end 

smartphone. A lot to pay for an educational lifecycle toy that would likely end up forgotten in a toy chest by 

New Year’s. But they itched to take a Time Cube apart, to smash it open and see how it worked. If it was a 

holograph, it was better than any holographic technology Alice had ever seen, better than the porn, the 

billboards, the concerts, the holo-phones that had appeared in commercials as prototypes in development but 

had yet to materialize in stores. The plant looked real and substantial from every angle, and there was 

nowhere in the borderless box to hide a projector. Without the gaudy, backlit sign—Time Cubes!—one would 

assume the kiosk sold terrariums. 
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“Okay,” the toy seller said. “I see you’re not convinced.” From below the counter, he pulled out another clear 

plastic cube. “This is the slightly more expensive model,” he said. 

At first, it was hard to see what was inside. It seemed like just more plants, a couple of hand-sized ferns, a 

thin layer of muddy water at the bottom with a branch laid across. Eventually, Alice registered movement—

the pulsing under-chin of a bulbous, nearly spherical frog, black leopard spots across his green back. 

The vendor wiggled his fingers and eyebrows, stuck the tip of his tongue out in pantomime of concentration. 

None of the children laughed. 

He turned the knob backward. The frog began to twitch and wander through the cramped space, always 

reversing, his back legs stepping before the front, pausing at intervals. The back end of the frog winnowed 

into a tail as he slimmed down, as his dark, opaque flesh lightened to brown lace. At the point where he 

resembled a four-legged fish, he leapt onto the wall of the box facing the audience. Affixed there, he shrank to 

a black blotch, the distinctive ink-drop of a tadpole, which then slid down the wall until it came to rest in the 

puddle at the bottom, a black spot in a gooey bubble, and here the knob clicked as it hit its end—that was as 

far as it could turn. They would not see the frog’s parents materialize out of the air. 

As the vendor turned the knob in the other direction, he sped through the stages they had just seen, as though 

bored. Egg to tadpole to froglet to frog, fascinating but familiar from any number of nature shows. When the 

adult frog was back in his sedentary position on the branch, Alice saw a woman near the front cover her 

mouth with one hand, and someone else started applauding again, a little frantically, trying to stop the 

demonstration here. Alice and the rest of the crowd did not join in, did not clap. They leaned in, pitching 

forward and rising up, shoulders expanding away from their waists, taking a deep, collective breath. 

The frog didn’t age in any obvious way, and he moved less in adulthood, his stillness making the flickering of 

the light more apparent. Abruptly, in one motion, his legs splayed out underneath him, as though he were 

crushed by an invisible fist from above. A frenzy of movement followed, a staticky shadow cast over the frog 

and the murky puddle surrounding him, replacing his eyes with empty holes, deflating the body while leaving 

the skin relatively intact: a frog-skin rug, a silhouette. At last, the shadow dispersed, and the wild, crimped 

angles of the frog’s skeleton were all that remained. The knob clicked with an air of finality. 

One little boy, his eyes crushed to slits between his high cheeks and low forehead, said flatly, seemingly to no 

one in particular, “You have to buy me that. You have to.” 

Alice’s Depressive Specialist said they were living in a paradise, and Alice had to agree, in the sense that the 

recent past was worse, the future would almost certainly be worse, and the present was worse for most other 

people, living elsewhere. She said that Alice’s thoughts and fears were extremely common, as Depressives 

were now a plurality, exceeding any other categorization. She said this like it was supposed to be comforting. 
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Alice identified as a Depressive Insider, the latter designation meaning she did not leave the Mall. She lived 

on the seventy-fifth floor of the south tower and she worked as a lab tech on basement five of the east tower; 

her Depressive Specialist was two floors up on east basement two. Alice didn’t even go out onto the 

skybridges that connected the four towers anymore, preferring the tunnels and indoor connectors. The 

skybridges were always extremely crowded, for one thing, everyone pressed to the gaps in the open fencing, 

staring at the dim red medallion of sun or moon. In the winter, the air was hot and damp, and the rest of the 

year, an irritating dust blew through, tearing into your eyes and throat—sometimes a color like powdered rust 

that stained your clothes, sometimes a reeking sulfurous yellow, sometimes sparkling and colorless like 

crushed diamonds. 

The fencing prevented jumpers, so there was really no appeal for Alice. 

Alice’s Depressive Specialist suggested she try dating or casual sex as a way to lift her mood. She 

recommended location-based apps; proximity would limit the energy and motivation required, and if she 

turned on the path-matching feature, she would likely be matched with other Insiders. “But base your search 

primarily on physical attractiveness,” she said. “Just go for someone sexy.” 

Like most other things on her phone, the dating apps were lulling and hypnotic. When she played with them, 

she forgot what she was supposed to be doing, what the goal was, comforted by the light of the screen and the 

swiping gestures, the same ones that had soothed her as an infant. She tried to look at people passing her in 

the Mall corridors, the people crammed in with her in the elevator, but their faces came apart the longer she 

stared at them. Their features clustered in new ways, piles of eyeballs and noses and mouths that she didn’t 

know how to judge as sexy/not-sexy. 

  

Through December, when Alice wasn’t working or with her Depressive Specialist, she usually found herself 

back at the Time Cube kiosk, watching the seller’s demonstration. The plant and the frog, alive and then dead 

and then alive. To her surprise, it didn’t seem like they sold well, despite the large crowd stopping up the flow 

of pedestrian traffic in the main hall. She would have bought one if she could have afforded it. 

The vendor was about her age, maybe slightly younger. He looked like someone who cared for his appearance 

tenderly, with small, vain touches, like grace notes on a sheet of music. His clothes were neatly pressed, his 

shoes shined, his skin uncommonly even and smooth—porcelain with a rosy glow under the eyes, bringing to 

mind a Renaissance portrait. And because she spent so much time watching him, his face and hands, with 

their magician flourishes and waggles, developed a comforting familiarity, like the faces of her lab mates and 

her dead parents in dreams. She could round all of this up to “sexy.” 

On her day off, after the vendor pulled the rollaway walls down over his kiosk and locked it up at the end of 

the day, she followed him to the dining hall. He went to the one on the fourth floor of the west tower that 

Alice rarely visited. She preferred basement six north, where the food stalls were identical, save the signs 

indicating the shapes and flavors of the patties: steel countertops between evenly spaced white laminate 
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pillars, hundreds of identical seats at identical tables in a grid pattern in the center, the lighting soft but 

bright—sterile and undemanding, like her lab. West four, instead, traded in nostalgia. The “taco” stand served 

out of a fake food truck, and bar seating was sectioned off and clustered around the other stalls, mimicking the 

feel of restaurants, a dead institution. It made everything taste a little worse, coated as it was in longing, like 

the dust of the skybridges. 

She got behind him in line at the “noodle” stall. Once she had her bowl, she made a show of looking for a seat 

before asking if she could take the one beside him. In Alice’s experience, most people in the Mall disliked 

being interrupted from their bubbles of solitude or chosen company, even accidentally. She once asked the 

“muffin” vendor in basement six north what his favorite muffin was, and the deviation from script rattled his 

plastered smile into something like hatred. 

But the Time Cube vendor looked terribly pleased, like he’d been expecting her. He had a wide mouth and 

thin lips that gave him a wolfish aspect when he grinned, and his hair was shiny and stiff with product. Alice 

had never cold-propositioned a stranger for sex, and she didn’t know how to make the con-versation move on 

from how much he enjoyed his nutritional patty, shredded into long, noodle-like strips. It turned out to be 

easy. She abruptly interrupted to ask if he had plans for the evening, and he did not. 

Afterward, she tried to remember why her Depressive Specialist had recommended this. Had it lifted her 

mood? Alice had been demanding and straightforward; the Time Cube vendor was agreeable but self-

involved, falling asleep after coming so easily and immediately it was like he’d been knocked out with a 

frying pan. 

She got out of bed and wandered into the hall of his unit. He lived on west thirty. The lower floors of the west 

tower were older, the floor plans slightly larger but the ceilings lower, and because the mold-resistant coating 

was slathered on top of instead of woven into surfaces, the walls where her fingers brushed were grimy and 

damp. She’d spent so much time in her unit and identical ones that the small differences in square footage and 

height felt disorienting, the rooms elongated in perspective like a tunnel. 

Incredibly, he had a second bedroom but no roommate, a fact that must have involved fraud or recent death. 

She thought the door to the second bedroom was locked, but she instinctively kept turning the handle and 

pushing the door with her shoulder, and discovered the lock was broken. With a pop, the door jerked suddenly 

open, the handle still stuck in the locked position, the faux wood juddering. 

She closed the door behind her, forcing the handle a second time. She’d found what she was looking for, 

almost. The room was stuffed with machinery and tools, circuit boards, sheets of thick, uncut plastic. 

Workbenches lined three walls. A cylindrical machine, about eight feet long, took up most of the floor space, 

its top and bottom halves hinged together—a manufacturing mold for the cubes, perhaps. 

Unfinished cubes were scattered on the benches and the floor, open-topped and missing their knobs. One was 

filled with gray ash. Another contained the bones of a bird lying on its side, pulled apart and picked nearly 

clean, just a few tufts of molding feathers along the back of one hip bone. Another had a rodent skeleton in a 
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vivarium of living grass, a wraparound whip of bleached spine, skull, and front paws, the back legs missing. 

The sight of these tiny corpses, combined with the smell of sex clinging to Alice’s skin, made her gut flop 

inside her like a swallowed fish. She could see why he stuck to selling the frog and plant versions. 

She hadn’t found a single finished Time Cube, a knob she could reel. Disappointment soured her tongue. In 

her search, she pulled out a latched case tucked under a workbench and flipped it open. 

The case held an old, basic tablet computer, the kind commonly configured for single-purpose use—as a cash 

register, as a map, as a photo frame that rotated through pictures. It came to life in her hands and revealed 

itself as the latter. The photos were of an older man who closely resembled the Time Cube vendor, maybe his 

father or much older brother, all taken in casinos, strip clubs, concerts, raves, all dimly and colorfully lit. 

Drink glasses held aloft, attractive younger women surrounding him in bar booths and hot tubs. Fun as 

defined by an old beer commercial, or a certain kind of thirteen-year-old boy. As she scrolled, the teen-boy-

at-heart developed liver spots on his bald pate, and bands of muscle and skin hung looser from the shrinking 

stem of his neck. All the background faces were smeared with alcohol, half-lidded or out of focus, but his 

eyes glowed with sober, consistent, childlike joy. He loved this life. 

No weariness accompanied his aging. Alice wondered who he was to the Time Cube vendor, why this photo 

reel would be in his workshop. If his father was his hero or cautionary tale, or nothing to him at all. 

She put the case back. She lifted the heavy lid of the machine she’d assumed was a manufacturing press, and 

was surprised to find that it was almost completely hollow on the inside. All of the machinery was pressed 

against the inner walls to accommodate the defined, empty space—wires and tubes and, bizarrely, metal 

gears, which Alice had only ever seen in textbooks when she was in school. The hollow was ovular, human-

sized. Alice had trouble seeing the machine as she had before. 

The inside of the upper lid had the same rotating knob as the Time Cubes. 

Alice understood right away. She felt magnetically drawn, as she had been to the suicide-proof fencing on the 

skybridges, once, even as her thoughts were slow to form in words, to unspool the implications. She pressed 

one palm against the edge of the hollow for leverage as she swung her leg up and over to climb inside. She 

had to awkwardly hold up the heavy lid with the other hand to keep it from slamming shut on top of her limbs 

prematurely. 

He’d chosen to make these silly toy cubes when he had the most sought-after power on earth, the stuff of 

poetry and legendary kings. He probably had the sense to know that his real product would make him hunted, 

rather than rich. Maybe he could have advertised it as an antiaging treatment, become secret cosmetic doctor 

to the stars, but even that would require letting people in too close. Better to use it only on himself, in the 

pettiest and most obvious way possible: to stay young and beautiful. 
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She let the lid settle over her. It didn’t close completely—a thin edge of light was visible in the space between 

the two halves. She could hear herself breathing, and the ambient noise of the vendor’s apartment, almost 

identical to the noise in her apartment, the gurgles and shuffling and thuds that were in everyone’s walls, so 

heavily insulated from the outside and so thinly from one another. 

She wondered what her Depressive Specialist would say. A healthy mind would want to turn the knob 

backward, hungry for more life, gasping for it, feeling the constriction of time like limited oxygen in a small 

room. A better person would grow philosophical. Maybe if she smashed open all the boxes, unraveled his 

machinery and ran the cords around the equator, she could spin the planet backward, go back far enough to 

save the world from itself. 

But, Alice thought, she was as vain and self-obsessed as the Time Cube vendor, just in a different way. 

“Depressives are selfish,” her Specialist had said. “You’re selfish, and then you berate yourself for being 

selfish, which is just another way of focusing your attention on yourself.” Said in the same gentle, 

infuriatingly patient voice in which she said everything. 

Alice turned the knob to the right. Forward. 

She thought she’d be focused on her body aging, like the plant and the frog, that she’d be able to feel, say, her 

hair graying and her teeth falling out and her wrinkles deepening, her muscles slackening, pain blooming in 

her joints, her sight and hearing fading. Or that she would die quickly, reach the clicking end of the knob and 

be released, let out through the door she had been pounding on for so long, the hum of existence finally quiet. 

She hadn’t wondered what the frog had been thinking, flying forward through his life, absorbing it all at once, 

the taste of every insect he would ever eat, everything those bulbous eyes would ever see. There was a rush 

that ruffled and stung like a strong wind. She hadn’t anticipated a lifetime of joy and sorrow, beauty and 

mundanity and horror, all compressed into seconds. Entire arcs of romance and friendship with people she 

hadn’t met yet, feeling the thrill of first connection at the same instant as their final betrayal. Her mouth 

kissed and her body entered and bruised thousands of times at once. Every Depressive nadir and reprieve, 

every greeting and goodbye, like being beaten across the face with a swinging door. Her nerves screamed, her 

spirit contorting through every action while her body lay still—except her fingers, still determinedly turning. 

She heard, distantly, rustling elsewhere in the apartment. The Time Cube vendor opening the door to his 

bedroom. His footsteps pounding down the hall, his panicked voice incorrectly guessing her name. The 

broken lock popping free as he forced his way inside. 

She turned the knob faster. Grief heaped upon her like dirt from a shovel, stacking and directionless. She 

mourned the loss of a beloved, as-yet-unknown person, simultaneously mourning the loss of dozens of others, 

a generation crumbling around her like pillars of salt. All of it spiraling around one emotion, one lesson, in 

tighter and tighter circles. That knowledge at the center—so near, almost within her grasp—kept her fingers 

turning, even as the Time Cube vendor tried to wrench the lid of the machine upward, as he kept shouting a 

name that wasn’t her name. She held fast to the knob, listening for the click. 
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__________________________________ 

Excerpted from Lesser Known Monsters of the 21st Century: Stories by Kim Fu. Published with permission 

from Tin House. Copyright (c) 2022 by Kim Fu. 

 

 

https://lithub.com/time-cubes/  

  

https://tinhouse.com/book/lesser-known-monsters-of-the-21st-century/
https://lithub.com/time-cubes/
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Green burials — the long-ago practice of laying loved ones to rest in biodegradable wooden caskets or 

shrouds, without embalming — are gaining in popularity. The movement is made up of a diverse coalition: 

environmentalists, historic preservationists, and folks looking to cut costs — and all looking for options not 

offered within the traditional funeral industry. 

Story by Olivia Milloway | Photos by Stephen Cook 

 

February 8, 2022 
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After nearly 20 months of his chemotherapy, Kharmin Beam didn’t want to put any more chemicals in 

her husband’s body. When he died of brain cancer at the age of 44, Shane’s unembalmed body was laid to 

rest in an oak coffin, buried 3 feet under and covered with a mound of dirt 3 feet high. Shane’s body will 

slowly decompose over several years and the land will subside and eventually level out. 

Mourners, including Beam’s two sons, who were 13 and 15 at the time, left dozens of handwritten messages 

on his casket, including “God bless you for your impact on our family” in a slanted scrawl and “Thank you 

Shane” in elegant cursive. “We will miss you Coach Shane,” stood out from the rest in a child’s round and 

uneven lettering. 

Beam thought it was important for all the visitors, especially the children who came, to have the opportunity 

to leave personal messages for her husband. Her voice thick with emotion, Beam recalled, “A lot of kids had a 

hard time with it, trying to understand it, and they felt sorry for my boys. I think them being able to put 

something, whatever they wanted, on the casket was very much important for them to be a part of it and feel 

like they helped do something.” 

Shane was buried at Honey Creek Woodlands, a preserve in Conyers, Georgia, that contains over 1,000 acres 

of protected wetlands, streams, and native hardwood forests. Beam chose Honey Creek as Shane’s final 

resting place not only because of its overwhelming peacefulness but because she feels close to her husband 

while biking Honey Creek’s trails. “We loved mountain biking. Whenever we had a date without the kids, 

that’s what we did,” she said with a chuckle.  

Though Honey Creek is a cemetery, you won’t find a monoculture lawn and upright rows of headstones lined 

up like a chessboard. Rather, imagine a half-finished game of Chinese checkers; graves are tucked around 

trees, nestled into hillsides, and marked with engraved natural stones laid flush to the ground. Honey Creek 

Woodlands is a green cemetery: a place where services don’t feature expensive caskets, vaults, or headstones. 

At green cemeteries, green burials are the norm, with unembalmed bodies are either shrouded in cloth or 

placed in caskets made of biodegradable materials. 

Beam’s in-laws were initially hesitant about the idea of a nontraditional funeral, but it was important to her 

that Shane be buried naturally. “I think we, as humans, automatically don’t like things we don’t understand,” 

Beam said, “and I think they had a hard time wrapping their brains around what it would actually be like.” 

She had to answer a few questions to change their minds: No, decomposing bodies don’t smell; no, animals 

don’t dig up graves; yes, he’ll have a headstone that you can come visit. Her father-in-law, once opposed to 

the idea of burying his son at a green cemetery, has visited Honey Creek every Wednesday since his son has 

been there, often weeding his grave. 

Kharmin Beam recalled of Shane’s interment, “It was one of the most beautiful ones I’ve ever seen. If you 

can call burials beautiful.” An anonymous donor paid for all the funeral and burial costs and also gave Beam 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

104 

funds to purchase a plot next to her husband’s. Eventually, she’ll be laid to rest alongside Shane with the 

bobcats, butterflies, and birds. 

 

 

 

What we now call green burials were the default in America prior to the Civil War and the resulting 

invention and popularization of embalming. Before the mid-1800s, deceased white folks were washed and 

dressed by the women of the house and laid to rest in shrouds and handmade caskets on family property. Non-

landowners were buried on church grounds or in the town commons. Except for the burial itself, the entire 

process took place within the home and didn’t involve morticians or funeral directors — occupations that 

didn’t exist at the time.  

In the case of Black folks in the antebellum South, owners of enslaved persons took deliberate steps to impede 

religious or cultural traditions as a means of control. Moreover, written records of daily life during that time 

were generally personal diaries of the owners, who rarely wrote about the enslaved’s burial services. Despite 

a lack of written records, death was everywhere among enslaved Black people and especially prevalent 
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among children. One study estimates that 90% of enslaved Black children died before the age of 16 in coastal 

South Carolina and Georgia forced labor camps. 

The burial services of enslaved Black folks often included long processions, song, and prayer after dusk, 

presumably to allow for enslaved people from neighboring plantations to attend. Burial grounds were placed 

on marginal property — rocky, tree-filled thickets that would otherwise be too difficult to clear for farming — 

to protect them. In Gullah Geechee tradition, graves were marked with shells; in other places graves were 

marked with stone or wood slabs. Cedar or yucca plants were also used as grave markers to symbolize the life 

that persists even in the face of death, a tradition that can be traced back to Haiti, where African and Christian 

beliefs mixed. 

 

Honey Creek Woodlands in Conyers, Georgia, contains more than 1,000 acres of protected wetlands, 

streams, and native hardwood forests. The Chapel at the Hill Top provides a space for families to gather for 

outdoor services. 

 

https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/books/story/2021-12-01/book-club-1619-project
https://www.chicora.org/pdfs/Grave%20Matters%20-%20The%20Preservation%20of%20African%20American%20Cemeteries.pdf
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During the Civil War, as soldiers died on battlefields in droves, American burial traditions fundamentally 

changed. Even if wealthy families could afford shipping their boys home for burial in the family plot, their 

bodies couldn’t last the long train ride without decomposition. Enter experimental embalming procedures. 

Pioneering physicians would commandeer barns and sheds near the battlefields, sometimes even erecting their 

own tents, to practice embalming techniques on fallen soldiers, and would charge families up to $100 per 

body. It’s estimated that during the Civil War, out of the 600,000 soldiers who were killed, 40,000 were 

embalmed. While there is not much documentation, it’s likely that all embalmed soldiers were white. Black 

soldiers were either buried in Black cemeteries near where they died or buried in segregated portions of white 

cemeteries; it wasn’t until 1948 that Arlington National Cemetery was integrated.  

If the Civil War gave doctors the opportunity to tinker with embalming, the assassination of Abraham Lincoln 

created a market for it. Lincoln’s cross-country funeral procession passed through small towns and cities alike 

en route to his home in Springfield, Illinois. In order to keep his body fresh for the trip, he was embalmed at 

each stop. When Americans flocked to see his casket, they were shocked to see such lifelike facial features on 

their slain president.  

 

Since then, the U.S. funeral industry has ballooned to a $20 billion-per-year behemoth, with employment 

opportunities as morticians, funeral directors, casket manufacturers, transport teams, and many other 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

107 

specialized positions. If you die in America in this century, odds are you’ll be embalmed by a traditional 

funeral home so that your body can be preserved for future viewing. “Embalming is a simple exchange of 

fluids,” said Cy Hume, president, manager, and part owner of A.S. Turner & Sons Funeral Home and 

Crematory in Decatur, Georgia. Bodily fluids and internal organs are taken out, and preserving chemicals are 

pumped in.  

 

You won’t find a monoculture lawn and upright rows of headstones at Honey Creek Woodlands. Instead, 

graves are tucked around trees, nestled into hillsides, and marked with engraved natural stones laid flush to 

the ground. 

Hume gave me a tour of A.S. Turner & Sons, including an embalming room with an original midcentury 

porcelain embalming table and green-tiled walls and floors the color of faded surgical scrubs. Hume 

explained that although it’s an exact science, embalming has an art to it, as well. “Let’s use you as an 

example,” Hume said, as he reached toward a shelf filled with rows of plastic bottles full of bright pink, 

green, and orange liquids. He continued to describe what colorful cocktail he’d push back into my veins based 

on my height, weight, age, and skin tone to most effectively preserve me for a viewing ceremony. 

Despite the cultural dominance of the modern funeral industry, the more traditional way of death and dying 

has resurfaced in popularity in the last few decades. Established in 1996, Ramsey Creek Preserve in 

Westminster, South Carolina, was the nation’s first green cemetery. Billy Campbell, a practicing physician 

(and yes, he’s heard jokes comparing him to the veterinarian who’s also a taxidermist), and his wife, 

Kimberly, spearheaded the modern American green burial movement that has now spread across the country.  

Kimberly Campbell noted the complicated and segmented nature of the traditional funeral industry. “Death is 

like a jigsaw puzzle; it’s not one picture, there are all these different parts that you put together. You’ve got 

the dying and the death part, then you’ve got the care of the body,” she explained. “So for a lot of people, they 

get this end part of being buried in nature, but it’s about figuring out the logistics and plan of how we get 

here. I think that’s one of the big humps to get people over, because we’ve lost the skill of taking care of our 

own dead.” 

Like Beam, Kimberly Campbell finds comfort in the physical and emotional involvement and intimacy that 

green burials provide. Of traditional burials, she explained, “It’s the machine that lowers you in, it’s the 

artificial grass, it’s the sealed caskets, it’s all of that. And so people don’t get to touch or do, and they’re all 

directed. But when people can make caskets for their father, or their brother, or their child, their child, the 

work that goes into that is healing in itself.” 

Though its popularity might convince you otherwise, routine embalming isn’t required by law in any state — 

though some require embalming or refrigeration if the body isn’t buried within a certain time. Many religions, 

including Islam and Judaism, don’t allow embalming except under a few special circumstances, and it’s not a 

popular practice outside of North America. Wendy Eidson, founder and owner of Phoenix Funeral Services in 
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Conyers, calls the embalming process “barbaric” and said that when her clients come to her, they often don’t 

know that there are alternative options to embalming or cremation. Eidson, along with her team of five 

employees, including her mother and daughter, work closely with Honey Creek Woodlands. Roughly one-

third of all their services — about 115 burials a year — take place at the preserve, including, in 2017, her son-

in-law Shane’s interment. The rest are more typical services at traditional cemeteries.  

 

Wendy Eidson, founder and owner of Phoenix Funeral Services, kneels by a stone grave marker at Honey 

Creek Woodlands. 

While there are as many reasons to choose a green burial as there are people who choose one, Eidson credits 

the increasing popularity of green burials to younger, savvier consumers entering the market. She described 

baby boomers as the “Cremation Generation.” According to the National Funeral Directors Association’s 

(NFDA) 2021 Cremation and Burial Report, last year’s cremation rate was projected to be 57.5% and the 

burial rate only 36.6%. In the same report, 55.7% of people said they would be interested in exploring green 

funeral options. Eidson sees younger generations as being turned off by the superfluous opulence of 

traditional funerals. In Eidson’s experience, Gen Xers and millennials tend to invest in experiences rather than 

traditional rites. 
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Burial vaults, caskets, and embalming costs for traditional funerals can quickly add up. According to the 

NFDA, the median American funeral in 2021 cost $7,848, which includes embalming, transportation and 

preparation of the body, viewing services, a casket, and a vault. 

Traditional cemeteries are often required by law to use costly burial vaults that keep toxic embalming fluids 

from leaking into the groundwater supply. Such vaults aren’t allowed in green cemeteries, where bodies 

naturally decompose, become soil, and have their nutrients recycled into the nature preserve after a handful of 

years. Eidson noted, “If you look at it, you kinda live forever; it’s the circle of life.” 

 

 

Eidson calls herself a disruption to the “creepy, pale-skinned, soft-spoken, mob-boss-looking weirdos” 

that you’d imagine hovering behind the front doors of typical funeral parlors. She hates dressing up and 

wears blue jeans, cowboy boots, and colorful blouses to her services to make her clients feel at ease — unless 

her clients prefer professional wear, in which case she’ll break out her black pumps and pantsuit.  

After becoming a single mom in high school (who still graduated at the top of her class), Eidson went into the 

food service industry, attending culinary school for training in French traditional cuisine and Viennese pastry. 

After about a decade, though, she wanted to pursue a different path and become an OB/GYN. While she was 

in the midst of her course work, her sister called, needing Eidson to take care of her two children. “Something 

had to give: my job, my school, or being a mama. I picked school,” she explained.  

Eidson eventually returned to the culinary industry, catering lavish events. But after the financial crash in 

2008, extra cash dwindled and business dried up. The recession gave her the chance to change careers and go 

back to school, so she enrolled at Gupton-Jones College of Funeral Service in Decatur. Though the transition 

from pastry chef to funeral director seems unlikely, to Eidson, it made perfect sense. “If there’s two things I 

know, it’s the funeral business and food: humility and servitude.” 

A major influence that drove Eidson to offer nontraditional funeral services lies in her own experiences with 

the funeral industry. In the wake of her father’s death when she was 19, her family was guilted by local 

funeral homes into spending money on a lavish service to show that they really cared about her father. “They 

had us backed in a corner, and there wasn’t a whole lot of educating on choices that went on at the time. It 

was just, ‘You have to do this, this, and this.’” 
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In Eidson’s memory, the funeral directors were “creepy, sad, and somber,” and left her to figure out her 

father’s financial and legal affairs alone after the check was paid. Eidson decided there must be another way 

to help families, so she personally answers a 24-hour call line for past, current, or future clients to help 

manage the logistics of dealing with hospital bills and estate sales. “I’m going to be there to pick you up and 

carry you to where you need to be when you don’t know the difference between night and day. Just ’cause we 

buried your mama doesn’t mean we’re done here,” Eidson said. 

 

“If you have the pleasure of meeting Eidson (pictured above), you can see it in her stature — she’s a fucking 

badass,” says death midwife Narinder Bazen. 

 

Eidson’s buried a Pulitzer Prize winner, relatives of Atlanta celebrities, Holocaust survivors, and bodies 

shipped from 45 states. But in a male-dominated industry, Eidson said, “I have to work twice as fast and be 

twice as smart just to stand toe to toe with my [male] colleagues.” Though more women have been joining the 

field in recent years, the 2016 U.S. Census Bureau reported that only 26% of all funeral directors and 
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morticians nationwide are women. According to Eidson’s count, Phoenix Funeral Services is one of only a 

handful of female-owned-and-operated funeral homes in Georgia. 

Her attitude toward her clients and embrace of progressive death care has positioned her as an industry 

outsider. “I’ve scratched my little niche out — not that I care what anyone else thinks except the families I 

serve,” said Eidson. Narinder Bazen, a death midwife in Atlanta, sees Eidson’s position as an outsider as the 

key to her success. As a death midwife, Bazen guides her clients through the transition from life to death and 

educates on home funerals, in which the body stays in the family home for intimate visitations and services. 

After her role is complete, she often sends her clients to Eidson for burial or cremation services. 

When Bazen started her practice in 2015 and approached male funeral directors for business collaborations, 

she recounted that “the men would talk down to me and rudely push me out of their offices.” Funeral homes 

make their revenue from funeral and memorial services, not burials, so home funerals threaten to eat at their 

bottom line. But her experience with Eidson was different. Rather than scoffing, Eidson embraces Bazen’s 

clients. Bazen credits this open-mindedness to the woman-centered nature of her family business, allowing a 

new perspective to an industry that has remained relatively unchanged in a century. “Wendy doesn’t bend or 

break the law, but she’ll do whatever her clients need for their healing,” said Bazen.  

Eidson’s compassion extends to her mother-centered approach for caring for stillborn babies. She’ll wait 

patiently — sometimes for hours if need be — for parents to be ready to part with their child, bringing along a 

teddy bear so that the parents have something to cradle when their baby is gone. When she enters the delivery 

ward or NICU, Eidson always refers to the infant by his or her full name, never “your child” or “the baby.” 

As a mother herself, Eidson knows a grieving mother wouldn’t want to give her baby away to a man with a 

body bag, so she uses an infant’s car seat instead. Once the parents have said goodbye, Eidson waits until 

she’s out of sight of the parents to cover the small body in the car seat with a blanket. The parents’ last view 

of their child as she leaves the room is a peaceful one, as if their child is sleeping.  

Though Eidson is gentle, Bazen emphasized, she’s not meek. “If you have the pleasure of meeting Eidson, 

you can see it in her stature — she’s a fucking badass.”  

 

 

Jim Bell, founder and owner of Milton Fields Natural Burial Ground in Milton, Georgia, has an origin 

story similar to Eidson’s; he was inspired to join the green burial movement in part because of his own 

experiences. “When my parents died, we made every mistake in the book,” he said, citing superfluous costs. 

At Milton Fields, burial plots in his green cemetery are less expensive than what you’ll typically find at a 

traditional cemetery. A single space ranges from $1,995 to $2,195, while the average cost of a burial plot in 
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Georgia is $3,375. Families can also buy double or quad spaces for cheaper rates, similar to most traditional 

cemeteries. According to Bell, when he opened Milton Fields in 2011, it was one of fewer than 20 green 

cemeteries nationwide, and the only one in Georgia besides Honey Creek Woodlands. Now that number has 

grown to more than 300. 

 

Though they’re both green cemeteries, Milton Fields doesn’t look much like Honey Creek Woodlands. At 

around 17 acres of rolling meadow, Milton Fields sits in the backyard of the historic Nix-Bell House in Fulton 

County. Bell moved to Milton in 1976 to restore the 1896 single-pen farmhouse, which, with its white four-

board fence, looks and feels like a scene out of a Faulkner tale. The house, painted white with a green metal 

roof over two triangular gable dormers, has a quaint porch full of rocking chairs and a marker from the Milton 

Historical Society. To the side of the house, opposite the cemetery, horses roam on a tract of land Bell leases.  
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This historic feel was part of the design, said Bell. He founded Milton Fields about a decade ago as a way to 

protect his land from development even after he was gone after reading Mark Harris’ book, Grave Matters: A 

Journey Through the Modern Funeral Industry to a Natural Way of Burial. 

Through Milton Fields, Bell can provide green burial services to families and protect the historic value of the 

property through a perpetual care trust. Perpetual care trusts, which are required by law in Georgia, are funds 

cemeteries amass to cover graveside maintenance into the future. In the state of Georgia, all new cemeteries 

must start with a $10,000 seed deposit in their perpetual care trust, then 15% of all plot sales are required to 

be saved in the trust. 

Green burials are much more environmentally friendly compared with embalming and cremation. According 

to Columbia University’s DeathLAB, more than 800,000 gallons of toxic embalming fluids — which include 

known carcinogens like formaldehyde — threaten groundwater supplies and are at risk of leaching into the 

soil. The eco-friendly nature of green burials is what drew George Horrigan, a consultant from Alpharetta, 

Georgia, to Milton Fields. He and his wife recently bought a plot for themselves. “We’ve always been avid 

environmentalists; to us, it didn’t make sense why our last presence on the Earth would be one of harm.” 

The opportunities for environmental conservation drove the Campbells to found Ramsey Creek Preserve as 

well. “For me,” said Kimberly Campbell, “with all the burials we do, the ones with the shroud burials where 

they’ve been tended to by somebody that loved them, it’s such a completely elegant and simple way to say to 

the Earth, ‘Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for me. Now here I am; now you use me to 

improve the health of this area.’ And that’s where the bigger conservation element comes in.” The Campbells 

prefer to use the term “conservation burial ground” as opposed to “green cemetery,” as it highlights the 

ultimate goal. 

The Campbells have sold about half of the 1,500 plots on the initial 36 acres of their conservation burial 

ground. A recent purchase of an additional 38 acres, now protected by a conservation easement, will extend 

the ecological impact of their preservation. At Milton Fields, Bell has sold about 700 plots in the past 11 

years, about half of which are currently filled. The other half are part of advance directives. 
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Bell opened Milton Fields in 2011; he’s sold about 700 plots so far. 

Whispering Hills Memorial Nature Preserve in LaGrange, Georgia, is the third green cemetery in the state. 

About an hour’s drive from Atlanta and less than 20 minutes from the Alabama line, Whispering Hills sits on 

140 acres of horse pasture and terraced forests that haven’t been farmed since the 1950s. Ralph Howard Jr. 

and his sister, Jean, grew up on the property, which has been in the family since 1946. After inheriting a piece 

of land when their parents passed away, the siblings needed to figure out what to do with it.  

About four years ago, Ralph Howard was considering clear-cutting the property to sell the timber until he 

came across an article about green burials in The Economist. “I read that article and thought, maybe that’s a 

better thing to do. Maybe we could preserve it by starting a green cemetery,” Howard recounted to me at 

Whispering Hills’ grand opening ceremony on Earth Day 2021. The Campbells have mentored Howard and 

his team at Whispering Hills, providing consultations on how to properly dig, place, and prepare graves 

without disrupting native plants. 
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Whispering Hills Memorial Nature Preserve in LaGrange, Georgia, sits on 140 acres of horse pasture and 

terraced forests. Owner Ralph Howard Jr. (pictured above with Whispering Hills employees Jackie Hubbard 

(center) and Sam Breyfogle) grew up on the land and decided to open a green cemetery after reading an 

article about the movement. 

 

 

Despite recent successes in the green burial movement, advocates in Georgia haven’t always been 

welcomed with open arms. In 2009, two years before Bell opened Milton Fields, Elizabeth Collins tried to 
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open a green cemetery in Macon, Georgia, but was shut down by Macon-Bibb County commissioners who 

passed a resolution that called for a “leak-proof casket or vault.” The community leaders cited residents’ 

concerns about groundwater contamination. Though toxic embalming fluids do threaten groundwater supplies 

in some areas, research shows that unembalmed bodies pose no public health risk.  

In Howard’s case, the Troup County Board of Commissioners denied his request to designate 143 acres for 

cemetery use, instead approving only 20. “There [were] misunderstandings about green cemeteries. People 

used to think it was some sort of voodoo thing, or something,” Howard said with a laugh. He’s satisfied with 

20 acres for the time being and plans to ask for more in 2024, when their tax easement is due for renewal. 

Consumers in LaGrange have been slow to warm to the idea of green burials, too; after almost a year of 

operation, Whispering Hills has facilitated only one natural burial and a handful of cremains scatterings, 

though 17 advance-directive plots have been bought.  

 

Whispering Hills, the third green cemetery in Georgia, had its grand opening on Earth Day 2021. 

My mother has always said that funerals are more for the living than the dead, but for most of my life, I didn’t 

agree with her. I could never understand how the traditional services for my grandmother, my high school 

https://funerals.org/?consumers=dead-bodies-disease-danger-doesnt-exist
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classmate, and my childhood best friend’s mother were meant for us. I often felt like we were performing the 

same scripted grief over and over, memorializing a past we couldn’t return to and mourning a future we’d 

never see.  

After witnessing one of Eidson’s services at Honey Creek, I saw the wisdom in my mother’s words. Each 

green burial is a promise to the living — a promise that is kept every day the sun rises and trees grow. When I 

die, I want to make this promise. I want to be buried in a green cemetery with an outdoor service. I want a 

tulip poplar casket with a bouquet of irises and magnolias and for Dolly Parton’s “Wildflowers” to play while 

my family lowers me into my grave. I want to donate my carbon and nitrogen to a tree that might someday be 

a jungle gym for a bored grandchild being dragged along for a visit.  

 

Jim Bell, founder and owner of Milton Fields Natural Burial Ground, looks over a map of his 17-acre green 

cemetery in Milton, Georgia. 
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As for Eidson, she doesn’t want her hair to be brushed or makeup to be put on her, or “any of that nonsense.” 

Though she loves the serenity of Honey Creek, she will be buried, unembalmed and wrapped in a quilt made 

by her great-grandmother, in a family plot in the mountains of North Carolina. Ralph Howard has picked a 

place to be buried in the forest that was once his childhood playground, and he has already marked the plot 

with his name. While Billy Campbell has a plot picked out at Ramsey Creek, Kimberly Campbell wants part 

of her cremains to rest in South Carolina and the other part back home in England. Jim Bell, on the other 

hand, has plans to be buried in Milton Fields, on the property where he’s lived for well over half his life. I 

asked if he had picked out a plot yet, and with a huff he replied, “That one, farthest, in the corner. Damn near 

worst plot in the whole field.” 

 

Olivia Milloway is a senior at Emory University studying environmental sciences and biology. Originally 

from Oak Ridge, Tennessee, she likes to think and write about what happens when our built and natural 

environments interact. Though currently researching a global amphibian pandemic for her honors thesis, she 

hopes to pursue a career in environmental science journalism. She is also the producer and co-host of Season 

2 of the podcast “The Moment.” 

Stephen Cook is a Georgia-based traveler, adventurer, and photographer. By shifting his focus away from 

the camera gear and scene planning and toward the experiences themselves, he has been able to capture 

genuine, candid moments of exploration and nature. He hopes to inspire a sense of adventure in his viewers 

— to instill a healthy level of restlessness. Just enough to reject being satisfied by images on a screen and to 

aim beyond yesterday’s comfort zone. 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/piecing-together-the-green-burial-

movement?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011

%20-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/piecing-together-the-green-burial-movement?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011%20-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/piecing-together-the-green-burial-movement?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011%20-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/piecing-together-the-green-burial-movement?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011%20-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/piecing-together-the-green-burial-movement?utm_source=30%20Day%20Engaged%20List&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feb%2011%20-%20Friday%20%28RcYiJs%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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“A volcano is born” 

BRENDA LOZANO, TRANSLATED BY HEATHER CLEARY 

 

The following short story is featured in McSweeney's 65: Plundered. Brenda Lozano is a fiction writer, 

essayist, and editor. In 2017 she was added to the Bogota 39 list, a selection of the best fiction writers under 

40 from across Latin America. Heather Cleary's work has been recognized by the National Book Foundation, 

the Best Translated Book Award, the National Translation Award, and others. She co-edited this issue 

of McSweeney's with Valeria Luiselli. 
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It is told this way: 

Not so long ago, on a winter’s afternoon in a small town in Mexico, a volcano was born. As the youngest 

volcano in the world, it is the only one with an ample record of the years following its birth beside the home 

of Demetrio and Bernarda. 

Demetrio, who owned the tract of land where the volcano was born, was plowing the soil with two oxen one 

afternoon when he heard a rumbling underground. He thought it was an earthquake like the one that had 

shaken the town days earlier, raising clouds of dust and covering his roof boards with dirt. The rumbling was 

followed by a slight tremor that raised only a thin puff of dust, like the ones that formed and vanished as the 

oxen walked. Other weak tremors, sensed by a few of the animals, followed one another like a line vanishing 

into the horizon. Demetrio was plowing his land and thinking about how he would need to sweep the dirt 

from his roof boards again when suddenly he heard an explosion like a sharp crack underground. His oxen 

spooked and a wisp of smoke began to rise from the earth. 

Demetrio hurried back to the house to tell Bernarda what had just happened; she left in search of the priest to 

tell him what was happening on their land. In those days, the priest was supervising the construction of a 

church that would bring the two neighboring towns together. The priest was not at the unfinished church, but 

one of the builders told Bernarda to look for him at his troje. Demetrio paced, not knowing what to do, as the 

sunset and a wisp of smoke continued to rise from behind his home. The smoke seemed endless, like how 

night follows day. That wisp of smoke reminded him of the tornado that had once formed on the other side of 

the milpa when he was a boy; it had come upon him at a sprint as the dogs barked, and if he remembers 

anything, it is that feeling of terror and the roar of the raging air when it twists itself into a tornado. 

Bernarda returned to their land with the priest just before night fell, and the three of them examined by 

candlelight the place where the wisp of smoke had risen but no longer rose, as if it were hiding underground. 

There was nothing but a long, long crack in the ground, like the ones that open during a drought before the 

first rains of spring. There was no smoke, but the earth was as hot as a comal over a flame. The priest could 

not fathom why the earth was so hot, how its temperature could have changed, or why it smelled so strange. 

When he smelled the odor coming from it, so fetid it was as if the earth were dying inside, he closed his eyes 

and began to pray. Bernarda followed suit, while Demetrio, his mind completely blank, simply closed his 

eyes. 

Demetrio couldn’t sleep that night. What would happen if the earth thundered again? What if the smoke was a 

terrible omen? What if God was punishing them? And what would happen if the wisp of smoke became a 

tornado? A tornado incubating down there that—as soon as it touched the earth, like a colt fresh from the 

mare—would take his crop and the milpa with it. What would happen if that wisp of hot smoke with its 

violent smell killed his oxen and goats? His wife slept like a rock despite the day’s strangeness. Demetrio 

drank one cup of water after another that night, as if unsure what to do with his wakeful body. He finally 

managed to doze off, and the little sleep he did get mingled with sounds that came either from his dreams or 

from the depths of the earth, he did not know which. Just before the sky began to lighten, at that hour when 

the sun’s first rays faintly announce their presence and the horizon seems to have caught fire, he opened the 

door to his home and saw a small black hill that had not been on his land a few hours before. But what was a 
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small black hill doing on his doorstep? How had it gotten there? No one in town could have possibly done 

them the wrong of putting a small black hill on their land. Demetrio walked toward the newborn volcano, 

which at that hour of the morning looked darker than the night, and the sun’s first rays seemed to want to hold 

it out to him with open hands. There it was: a black hill the size of a parish church. With a strange hole at its 

peak. 

The hole at the peak of the newborn volcano changed shape right in front of him, as if it were a living thing. 

Demetrio stared at it. It looked like one of the horseshoes they have so many of on the haciendas. It was 

changing shape, but he thought it looked like the muzzle of a newborn animal that had come with its unknown 

language from the depths of the earth. When day broke, the newborn volcano grew a bit more, and when the 

sun came out from between the mountains, Demetrio could no longer see his neighbor’s milpa, and a vast 

guilt swelled in him. 

None of the houses or trojes in town had more than two rooms; most houses had only one and were built of 

adobe slabs that held the heat in during the winter and stayed cool in the summer. Some had wooden walls 

that let in the sun’s rays in the morning to form strips of light and shadow on the dirt floors; others had their 

kitchens outside in a little hutch; some had no roof; several had chicken coops and pigs and other animals in 

pens; and there were a few pine-beamed trojes that had been passed down from generation to generation. 

Some of those had been around for two or three centuries, which made the town look like something from 

another time. The priest’s troje and his tract of land had been gifts from one of the landowners in the next 

town over, in exchange for officiating at the first communion of his twin daughters on his avocado plantation. 

The church—a pile of stones, dirt, lime, concrete, and three pillars that were about as useful as three legs on a 

table—had a courtyard paved with concrete where a market was set up every weekend. There was no high 

school in town, or in the next town over, and no one knew or wanted to know what high school was for, but 

there were three pulquerías where you could buy aguardiente, rum, and tequila. One of them was famous for 

the spicy mix of roasted peanuts, fava beans, and corn they made fresh every day. There were no hospitals 

around, and the nearest clinic—a dilapidated structure with blown-out fluorescent bulbs—was miles away, 

but there was an older woman with heavy breasts who was no more than four and a half feet tall and wore her 

hair in the same braids crossed over her back as she had in her adolescence. She tended to the ill and the 

lovesick with her herbs and her mushrooms and the fire circles she made in little tins to perform her rituals—

she always made the same circles on her land, creating different geometries inside them that she translated 

according to her visitor’s affliction, as if the affliction itself were speaking to her, dictating the patterns. If she 

lit one of her fire circles at night, by morning the rumors were already swirling about what deal she’d made 

with the devil. It was also known that she was the only person in any of the surrounding towns who could take 

unwanted children from the sight of God; she would make an elixir in those same empty tins she used for her 

fire circles and she would give it to pregnant woman who did not want to give birth. They came to see her 

from far away; she was a woman of few words with no husband or children. Not much was known about her 

past, but everyone knew that when she was a little girl, her father had been gunned down for casting spells 

and that she had watched him die. 

The townspeople gathered for Mass every Sunday in the courtyard of the unfinished church. There was a 

canopy held up by five log posts, the tallest one at the center, and from it hung strings of white paper flowers 

that the wife of the avocado plantation owner had commissioned for the first communion of their twin 
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daughters as a gift to the town, since the party had been on their hacienda. This was the only elegant detail in 

the entire town, like a delicate brooch pinned on a coarse garment. The nearest cemetery, which was next to a 

forest, was shared with the neighboring town. One night each year, on the Day of the Dead, most of the 

townspeople walked by candlelight along the edge of the forest that divided the two towns, sipping corn atole 

that they heated in great copper pots to ward off the cold. Families shared food to pass the night, and 

Demetrio and Bernarda usually joined one of them. Their children lived four hours away, except the eldest, 

who had settled in the United States without papers after crossing the desert on foot with other men from their 

town. Demetrio and Bernarda often spent the Day of the Dead with a family whose son had also crossed the 

desert on foot; they would bring offerings for their youngest daughter, who had died in a tragic accident 

caused by the mud that formed along the banks of the river during the summer rains. 

Demetrio and Bernarda’s tract of land, like those of almost everyone in town, was vast. Each house was a 

long walk from the next, except the small ones built on the town’s lone avenue—which, scrawny, dusty, and 

neglected, was like a stray dog everyone knew. The hectares between Demetrio’s house and his neighbor’s 

seemed to have shrunk with the birth of the volcano, which grew and grew, slowly blocking out the horizon. 

Its stench was growing stronger and more unpleasant, like a dead animal drawing flies, but it was also unlike 

the sweet odor given off by animals that die under the sun’s rays. Demetrio thought he might be able to pour 

lime into the mouth of the newborn volcano to cover the stench, at least, to overpower it with the help of his 

oxen and a few men; he was thinking that there was no reason for the earth to be so violent, being made by 

the hands of God, and that maybe he could destroy the newborn volcano, when it grew a bit more right in 

front of him, right under his nose. 

That was the night of the exodus. A landowner who had contracted an agricultural engineer to plan his 

vegetable garden came over from the neighboring town, which was how the soldiers and the two geologists 

arrived. That was the night of the exodus, and when Demetrio and Bernarda looked back they saw the first 

spurt of lava set their home ablaze. In the distance, they could see how the burning rock flowed slowly from 

the peak, how it illuminated the neighbors’ milpas in its descent, how in its slow descent it set fire to all it 

touched. The roofing caught right away, the trojes swelled with flames. How could the land be so violent? 

The thick lava—black and orange, such serene colors, so harmonious—destroyed everything in its path with 

its blaze; Demetrio thought he saw the cemetery that held the body of the little girl they would visit on the 

Day of the Dead catch fire, and after that he decided not to look back again. 

Five nights and six days after the exodus, the newborn volcano had grown to three times its original size, 

bigger than any cathedral anywhere in the faith, and the residents of the two neighboring towns settled in a 

campsite on land the soldiers designated while the government decided where to relocate them. They 

numbered 2,839 and one baby, who, with Bernarda’s help, had been born before dawn on the first day of the 

exodus. At the end of those nights and days, in the distance, they could see the volcano’s full shape and one 

church pillar, the only thing its birth had left intact. 

The priest recited prayers with small groups of townspeople. He spoke to them of the miracle of God, of 

Jesus, who walks beside them, of the Holy Ghost. Nonetheless, the first thing the volcano had destroyed when 

it was born—aside from Demetrio and Bernarda’s land, which had happened almost by chance, because it 

could have been born in any other town, anywhere in the world, or, for that matter, in any other age, but the 

volcano seemed to have made a decision, as it if had had an agenda or, rather, an obsession— the first thing 
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the volcano had destroyed was the faith of many, and many poured their faith into work or the money that 

came with the tourists who flocked to the area. 

  

It is also told this way: 

The rumor spread quickly that the devil was getting ready to emerge through the crack in the earth that had 

just opened on our land. Before it came, I didn’t understand that a volcano could show up on your doorstep 

the way drunks sometimes do in the morning hours. Demetrio went off with the other men who were milling 

around with their eyes on the black hill that had burst through the ground, they even tasted the earth from that 

ridge, with its smell like the dead. There were a few quakes before it began to peek through, but we had 

grown accustomed to them because they were soft, like two people telling secrets so no one else can hear. 

Afterward, we cleaned our rooftops with brooms, but those quakes were just the earth sneezing, we never 

imagined that a dead hill would push its way through the crack. I barely felt the last one, the one that birthed 

the volcano. I thought: Bernarda, it’s an earthquake. I didn’t think: It’s an earthquake that will bring with it a 

hill that smells like the dead. But it did: it wasn’t just a little quake, it brought the volcano we thought was a 

dead hill with a hole at the top, the volcano we believed was there because the devil wanted to punish us all. 

But nothing came out of that soft spot on its newborn skull, all it did was move. I thought: Nothing’s going to 

come out of that hole, that hill is probably just useless. Sometimes useless children are born into hardworking 

families, and maybe that ridge with its smell like the dead is useless like them, not even good for burning 

trash, out there among the others that are good for raising crops. 

There was Demetrio with the other men, staring at it. We already knew we had to leave, because a gentleman 

told the soldiers that the thing on our doorstep was a volcano, that it wasn’t the devil. I went into our home 

and gathered our packs and I waited for Demetrio to tell me we were leaving, because I don’t give the orders 

around here. And he said to me: Bernarda, let’s go. So we went. We left the ridge and its smell of death 

behind on our land. The smell was everywhere and it frightened us all. 

Demetrio carried the packs and I brought the goats and the oxen. I couldn’t carry the packs because all the 

little ones I’ve brought to the town had ruined my back. We gathered in the church courtyard, the Father 

spoke to us of Exodus from the Bible, he told us that God our Lord had a new place in store for us and we set 

off walking with our packs, trunks, and plow teams, with our mules, goats, hens, and pigs, with our food 

gourds, our crates, pots, and chairs, and even with our decorations. The newly born volcano gave off its first 

lava that night. From the camp we could see its blaze and red glow. Demetrio was frightened, I know the face 

of stone he makes when fear is trapped inside him, but I wasn’t frightened, because it looked pretty from far 

away and because I thought: Bernarda, this is God’s will. Someone said to me that the earth had felt 

smothered and just needed a place to breathe. I thought: This is how a woman breathes when she delivers. I 

thought: This is how we breathe after giving birth, and the little ones look just as yellow and sick when 

they’re born as the newly born volcano looks ugly and sick with its yellow glow. The land gives birth just like 

we give birth. And that was when I saw how the volcano was lighting up the night with its glow and the fires 

coming out of it, and I understood that everything was fine despite the pain because that is how it is to give 

birth. I saw the blaze coming out of the volcano and the light bursting out of it and they were beautiful in the 
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dark of the night. And just like those beautiful bursts can be dangerous, danger can come from the children we 

birth. 

The Father had asked us to bring the saints and we carried them among many of us. The only one who carried 

a skull adorned like Santa Muerte was the curandera. I thought: That’s her way, if someone says light, she 

says darkness, because darkness is her nature. I am a midwife, I brought mine and others’ into this world, and 

everyone knows she has ways to make sure little ones are not born. She was the only one who walked the 

exodus alone, without a pack, clutching that skull adorned like a saint, with its black eyes. She was also the 

only one who didn’t talk with the others, she marched along as silent as death. They say she stopped speaking 

after her father was killed in front of her. 

Some of the animals died from the smoke that came from the volcano’s muzzle. A person died from the 

smoke too. His family carried his body to the camp. As the earth thundered from below, the way boiling oil 

thunders at drops of water, as we listened to the hot earth thundering on our exodus, a rumor began to spread 

that the curandera had made a deal with the devil, but I thought: Bernarda, her fires in tins couldn’t cause a 

head cold, much less split the earth in two. But the curandera almost never speaks, she just makes her shapes 

with fire, and I think this is why people are more frightened of her than they are of the volcano that drove us 

from our homes. The land can be dangerous. She looks gentle, but she can be cruel. 

  

Darkness has its fortunes, so the volcano that sent us on our exodus carried with it more coins than we’d ever 

gathered between the two towns. We were poor, but the volcano put food in our mouths. It found its way into 

our hearts, even, with its smoke and its glow and the way it made the night beautiful. That was why I wasn’t 

afraid to look at it during our exodus, but Demetrio never turned around. We were frightened when the newly 

born volcano appeared near our milpa, right on our doorstep, because it appeared just like that and drove us 

all from our town. But it brought coins to us all, especially to the curandera, who got more than anyone 

because people said that her circles of fire had drawn fire from the earth. They said: That woman can do 

anything. And she was the one who became famous, they came to see her the way they came to see the 

volcano. More fame for the curandera than for the dangerous land. 

Demetrio was invited to this, that, and the other university on the other side, he tried to sell the volcano to 

whatever gringo would listen, because it had been born on our doorstep, but Demetrio couldn’t sell water in a 

drought. And then he came back and went around with the tourists who spoke in different languages, because 

he’d learned a few words on the other side, and he would say, “Sank iu” and “Hau dew iu dew,” just like he’d 

been born there on the other side, and no one understood a word he said, but they were polite, you know, and 

they smiled because they were impressed by what was in front of them, not skinny Demetrio but instead the 

newly born volcano, the one that destroyed everything. 

I made a journey to speak on the telephone with my boy who lives on the other side, and my grandson asked 

me if volcanos talked in stone. And I thought: Yes, the volcano is telling us something with its rocks. I also 

thought: We understand what the earth tells us when it speaks in water, in soil and seed, in trees and chayotes 
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and squash and avocados, but not when it speaks in burning stone. One day I got close to the volcano’s 

rumble, which Demetrio said was like the rumble of the tornado that had held him captive as a child, and he 

said that the earth and the wind are equals in their rage. Demetrio never stopped talking about how the tract 

was ours, and more words came out of him than burning stone from the volcano, because he might be skinny 

but he’s a bottomless pit. And so money came in every day, with Demetrio telling what happened on our land 

with all the words that came out of him, and every day was like Christmas for us. 

The tourists arrived and offered us tips for bringing them to the volcano and helping them with their 

photographs and videos, because some of them arrived with cameras to show the volcano in the parts of the 

world they were from. They left clothing, objects, they came from all over to see it. They wrote news reports 

about it in different languages, made videos, took photographs, they did all kinds of things to the volcano, and 

for all that they left money, so much that I thought: The volcano also spits out coins. I also thought: They are 

taking money from the rageful land. Many people questioned the will of God our Lord, but I thought: God 

exists, and just as He creates He also destroys, just like the volcano that destroyed everything we had. It took 

our land from us and our town, and in return it gave us so many coins we could have made another hill next to 

the volcano of nothing but coins. There were those who wished another two or three volcanos would be born 

so they could gather even more coins, but who cares more about coins than about the land? 

__________________________________ 

Excerpted from McSweeny’s 65: Plundered, edited by Heather Cleary and Valeria Luiselli. 

 

 

https://lithub.com/a-volcano-is-born/  
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The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

The Adventure of the Missing Three Quarter is featured in Doyle's collection, The Return of Sherlock 

Holmes (1903). 

 

 

We were fairly accustomed to receive weird telegrams at Baker Street, but I have a particular recollection of 

one which reached us on a gloomy February morning, some seven or eight years ago, and gave Mr. Sherlock 

Holmes a puzzled quarter of an hour. It was addressed to him, and ran thus: 

Please await me. Terrible misfortune. Right wing three-quarter missing, indispensable to-morrow. 

OVERTON. 

“Strand postmark, and dispatched ten thirty-six,” said Holmes, reading it over and over. “Mr. Overton was 

evidently considerably excited when he sent it, and somewhat incoherent in consequence. Well, well, he will 

be here, I daresay, by the time I have looked through the Times, and then we shall know all about it. Even the 

most insignificant problem would be welcome in these stagnant days.” 

Things had indeed been very slow with us, and I had learned to dread such periods of inaction, for I knew by 

experience that my companion’s brain was so abnormally active that it was dangerous to leave it without 

material upon which to work. For years I had gradually weaned him from that drug mania which had 

threatened once to check his remarkable career. Now I knew that under ordinary conditions he no longer 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle
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craved for this artificial stimulus, but I was well aware that the fiend was not dead but sleeping, and I have 

known that the sleep was a light one and the waking near when in periods of idleness I have seen the drawn 

look upon Holmes’s ascetic face, and the brooding of his deep-set and inscrutable eyes. Therefore I blessed 

this Mr. Overton whoever he might be, since he had come with his enigmatic message to break that dangerous 

calm which brought more peril to my friend than all the storms of his tempestuous life. 

As we had expected, the telegram was soon followed by its sender, and the card of Mr. Cyril Overton, Trinity 

College, Cambridge, announced the arrival of an enormous young man, sixteen stone of solid bone and 

muscle, who spanned the doorway with his broad shoulders, and looked from one of us to the other with a 

comely face which was haggard with anxiety. 

“Mr. Sherlock Holmes?” 

My companion bowed. 

“I’ve been down to Scotland Yard, Mr. Holmes. I saw Inspector Stanley Hopkins. He advised me to come to 

you. He said the case, so far as he could see, was more in your line than in that of the regular police.” 

“Pray sit down and tell me what is the matter.” 

“It’s awful, Mr. Holmes—simply awful I wonder my hair isn’t gray. Godfrey Staunton—you’ve heard of him, 

of course? He’s simply the hinge that the whole team turns on. I’d rather spare two from the pack, and have 

Godfrey for my three-quarter line. Whether it’s passing, or tackling, or dribbling, there’s no one to touch him, 

and then, he’s got the head, and can hold us all together. What am I to do? That’s what I ask you, Mr. Holmes. 

There’s Moorhouse, first reserve, but he is trained as a half, and he always edges right in on to the scrum 

instead of keeping out on the touchline. He’s a fine place-kick, it’s true, but then he has no judgment, and he 

can’t sprint for nuts. Why, Morton or Johnson, the Oxford fliers, could romp round him. Stevenson is fast 

enough, but he couldn’t drop from the twenty-five line, and a three-quarter who can’t either punt or drop isn’t 

worth a place for pace alone. No, Mr. Holmes, we are done unless you can help me to find Godfrey 

Staunton.” 

My friend had listened with amused surprise to this long speech, which was poured forth with extraordinary 

vigour and earnestness, every point being driven home by the slapping of a brawny hand upon the speaker’s 

knee. When our visitor was silent Holmes stretched out his hand and took down letter “S” of his 

commonplace book. For once he dug in vain into that mine of varied information. 

“There is Arthur H. Staunton, the rising young forger,” said he, “and there was Henry Staunton, whom I 

helped to hang, but Godfrey Staunton is a new name to me.” 

It was our visitor’s turn to look surprised. 
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“Why, Mr. Holmes, I thought you knew things,” said he. “I suppose, then, if you have never heard of Godfrey 

Staunton, you don’t know Cyril Overton either?” 

Holmes shook his head good humouredly. 

“Great Scott!” cried the athlete. “Why, I was first reserve for England against Wales, and I’ve skippered the 

‘Varsity all this year. But that’s nothing! I didn’t think there was a soul in England who didn’t know Godfrey 

Staunton, the crack three-quarter, Cambridge, Blackheath, and five Internationals. Good Lord! Mr. Holmes, 

where have you lived?” 

Holmes laughed at the young giant’s naive astonishment. 

“You live in a different world to me, Mr. Overton—a sweeter and healthier one. My ramifications stretch out 

into many sections of society, but never, I am happy to say, into amateur sport, which is the best and soundest 

thing in England. However, your unexpected visit this morning shows me that even in that world of fresh air 

and fair play, there may be work for me to do. So now, my good sir, I beg you to sit down and to tell me, 

slowly and quietly, exactly what it is that has occurred, and how you desire that I should help you.” 

Young Overton’s face assumed the bothered look of the man who is more accustomed to using his muscles 

than his wits, but by degrees, with many repetitions and obscurities which I may omit from his narrative, he 

laid his strange story before us. 

“It’s this way, Mr. Holmes. As I have said, I am the skipper of the Rugger team of Cambridge ‘Varsity, and 

Godfrey Staunton is my best man. To-morrow we play Oxford. Yesterday we all came up, and we settled at 

Bentley’s private hotel. At ten o’clock I went round and saw that all the fellows had gone to roost, for I 

believe in strict training and plenty of sleep to keep a team fit. I had a word or two with Godfrey before he 

turned in. He seemed to me to be pale and bothered. I asked him what was the matter. He said he was all 

right—just a touch of headache. I bade him good-night and left him. Half an hour later, the porter tells me that 

a rough-looking man with a beard called with a note for Godfrey. He had not gone to bed, and the note was 

taken to his room. Godfrey read it, and fell back in a chair as if he had been pole-axed. The porter was so 

scared that he was going to fetch me, but Godfrey stopped him, had a drink of water, and pulled himself 

together. Then he went downstairs, said a few words to the man who was waiting in the hall, and the two of 

them went off together. The last that the porter saw of them, they were almost running down the street in the 

direction of the Strand. This morning Godfrey’s room was empty, his bed had never been slept in, and his 

things were all just as I had seen them the night before. He had gone off at a moment’s notice with this 

stranger, and no word has come from him since. I don’t believe he will ever come back. He was a sportsman, 

was Godfrey, down to his marrow, and he wouldn’t have stopped his training and let in his skipper if it were 

not for some cause that was too strong for him. No: I feel as if he were gone for good, and we should never 

see him again.” 

Sherlock Holmes listened with the deepest attention to this singular narrative. 
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“What did you do?” he asked. 

“I wired to Cambridge to learn if anything had been heard of him there. I have had an answer. No one has 

seen him.” 

“Could he have got back to Cambridge?” 

“Yes, there is a late train—quarter-past eleven.” 

“But, so far as you can ascertain, he did not take it?” 

“No, he has not been seen.” 

“What did you do next?” 

“I wired to Lord Mount-James.” 

“Why to Lord Mount-James?” 

“Godfrey is an orphan, and Lord Mount-James is his nearest relative—his uncle, I believe.” 

“Indeed. This throws new light upon the matter. Lord Mount-James is one of the richest men in England.” 

“So I’ve heard Godfrey say.” 

“And your friend was closely related?” 

“Yes, he was his heir, and the old boy is nearly eighty—cram full of gout, too. They say he could chalk his 

billiard-cue with his knuckles. He never allowed Godfrey a shilling in his life, for he is an absolute miser, but 

it will all come to him right enough.” 

“Have you heard from Lord Mount-James?” 

“No.” 

“What motive could your friend have in going to Lord Mount-James?” 
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“Well, something was worrying him the night before, and if it was to do with money it is possible that he 

would make for his nearest relative, who had so much of it, though from all I have heard he would not have 

much chance of getting it. Godfrey was not fond of the old man. He would not go if he could help it.” 

“Well, we can soon determine that. If your friend was going to his relative, Lord Mount-James, you have then 

to explain the visit of this rough-looking fellow at so late an hour, and the agitation that was caused by his 

coming.” 

Cyril Overton pressed his hands to his head. “I can make nothing of it,” said he. 

“Well, well, I have a clear day, and I shall be happy to look into the matter,” said Holmes. “I should strongly 

recommend you to make your preparations for your match without reference to this young gentleman. It must, 

as you say, have been an overpowering necessity which tore him away in such a fashion, and the same 

necessity is likely to hold him away. Let us step round together to the hotel, and see if the porter can throw 

any fresh light upon the matter.” 

Sherlock Holmes was a past-master in the art of putting a humble witness at his ease, and very soon, in the 

privacy of Godfrey Staunton’s abandoned room, he had extracted all that the porter had to tell. The visitor of 

the night before was not a gentleman, neither was he a workingman. He was simply what the porter described 

as a “medium-looking chap,” a man of fifty, beard grizzled, pale face, quietly dressed. He seemed himself to 

be agitated. The porter had observed his hand trembling when he had held out the note. Godfrey Staunton had 

crammed the note into his pocket. Staunton had not shaken hands with the man in the hall. They had 

exchanged a few sentences, of which the porter had only distinguished the one word “time.” Then they had 

hurried off in the manner described. It was just half-past ten by the hall clock. 

“Let me see,” said Holmes, seating himself on Staunton’s bed. “You are the day porter, are you not?” 

“Yes, sir, I go off duty at eleven.” 

“The night porter saw nothing, I suppose?” 

“No, sir, one theatre party came in late. No one else.” 

“Were you on duty all day yesterday?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Did you take any messages to Mr. Staunton?” 
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“Yes, sir, one telegram.” 

“Ah! that’s interesting. What o’clock was this?” 

“About six.” 

“Where was Mr. Staunton when he received it?” 

“Here in his room.” 

“Were you present when he opened it?” 

“Yes, sir, I waited to see if there was an answer.” 

“Well, was there?” 

“Yes, sir, he wrote an answer.” 

“Did you take it?” 

“No, he took it himself.” 

“But he wrote it in your presence.” 

“Yes, sir. I was standing by the door, and he with his back turned at that table. When he had written it, he 

said: ‘All right, porter, I will take this myself.’” 

“What did he write it with?” 

“A pen, sir.” 

“Was the telegraphic form one of these on the table?” 

“Yes, sir, it was the top one.” 
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Holmes rose. Taking the forms, he carried them over to the window and carefully examined that which was 

uppermost. 

“It is a pity he did not write in pencil,” said he, throwing them down again with a shrug of disappointment. 

“As you have no doubt frequently observed, Watson, the impression usually goes through—a fact which has 

dissolved many a happy marriage. However, I can find no trace here. I rejoice, however, to perceive that he 

wrote with a broad-pointed quill pen, and I can hardly doubt that we will find some impression upon this 

blotting-pad. Ah, yes, surely this is the very thing!” 

He tore off a strip of the blotting-paper and turned towards us the following hieroglyphic: 

[image] 

Cyril Overton was much excited. “Hold it to the glass!” he cried. 

“That is unnecessary,” said Holmes. “The paper is thin, and the reverse will give the message. Here it is.” He 

turned it over, and we read: 

[inage] 

“So that is the tail end of the telegram which Godfrey Staunton dispatched within a few hours of his 

disappearance. There are at least six words of the message which have escaped us; but what remains—‘Stand 

by us for God’s sake!’—proves that this young man saw a formidable danger which approached him, and 

from which someone else could protect him. ‘Us,’ mark you! Another person was involved. Who should it be 

but the pale-faced, bearded man, who seemed himself in so nervous a state? What, then, is the connection 

between Godfrey Staunton and the bearded man? And what is the third source from which each of them 

sought for help against pressing danger? Our inquiry has already narrowed down to that.” 

“We have only to find to whom that telegram is addressed,” I suggested. 

“Exactly, my dear Watson. Your reflection, though profound, had already crossed my mind. But I daresay it 

may have come to your notice that, counterfoil of another man’s message, there may be some disinclination 

on the part of the officials to oblige you. There is so much red tape in these matters. However, I have no doubt 

that with a little delicacy and finesse the end may be attained. Meanwhile, I should like in your presence, Mr. 

Overton, to go through these papers which have been left upon the table.” 

There were a number of letters, bills, and notebooks, which Holmes turned over and examined with quick, 

nervous fingers and darting, penetrating eyes. “Nothing here,” he said, at last. “By the way, I suppose your 

friend was a healthy young fellow—nothing amiss with him?” 
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“Sound as a bell.” 

“Have you ever known him ill?” 

“Not a day. He has been laid up with a hack, and once he slipped his knee-cap, but that was nothing.” 

“Perhaps he was not so strong as you suppose. I should think he may have had some secret trouble. With your 

assent, I will put one or two of these papers in my pocket, in case they should bear upon our future inquiry.”  

“One moment—one moment!” cried a querulous voice, and we looked up to find a queer little old man, 

jerking and twitching in the doorway. He was dressed in rusty black, with a very broad-brimmed top-hat and a 

loose white necktie—the whole effect being that of a very rustic parson or of an undertaker’s mute. Yet, in 

spite of his shabby and even absurd appearance, his voice had a sharp crackle, and his manner a quick 

intensity which commanded attention. 

“Who are you, sir, and by what right do you touch this gentleman’s papers?” he asked. 

“I am a private detective, and I am endeavouring to explain his disappearance.” 

“Oh, you are, are you? And who instructed you, eh?” 

“This gentleman, Mr. Staunton’s friend, was referred to me by Scotland Yard.” 

“Who are you, sir?” 

“I am Cyril Overton.” 

“Then it is you who sent me a telegram. My name is Lord Mount-James. I came round as quickly as the 

Bayswater bus would bring me. So you have instructed a detective?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And are you prepared to meet the cost?” 

“I have no doubt, sir, that my friend Godfrey, when we find him, will be prepared to do that.” 
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“But if he is never found, eh? Answer me that!” 

“In that case, no doubt his family——” 

“Nothing of the sort, sir!” screamed the little man. “Don’t look to me for a penny—not a penny! You 

understand that, Mr. Detective! I am all the family that this young man has got, and I tell you that I am not 

responsible. If he has any expectations it is due to the fact that I have never wasted money, and I do not 

propose to begin to do so now. As to those papers with which you are making so free, I may tell you that in 

case there should be anything of any value among them, you will be held strictly to account for what you do 

with them.” 

“Very good, sir,” said Sherlock Holmes. “May I ask, in the meanwhile, whether you have yourself any theory 

to account for this young man’s disappearance?” 

“No, sir, I have not. He is big enough and old enough to look after himself, and if he is so foolish as to lose 

himself, I entirely refuse to accept the responsibility of hunting for him.” 

“I quite understand your position,” said Holmes, with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Perhaps you don’t 

quite understand mine. Godfrey Staunton appears to have been a poor man. If he has been kidnapped, it could 

not have been for anything which he himself possesses. The fame of your wealth has gone abroad, Lord 

Mount-James, and it is entirely possible that a gang of thieves have secured your nephew in order to gain 

from him some information as to your house, your habits, and your treasure.” 

The face of our unpleasant little visitor turned as white as his neckcloth. 

“Heavens, sir, what an idea! I never thought of such villainy! What inhuman rogues there are in the world! 

But Godfrey is a fine lad—a staunch lad. Nothing would induce him to give his old uncle away. I’ll have the 

plate moved over to the bank this evening. In the meantime spare no pains, Mr. Detective! I beg you to leave 

no stone unturned to bring him safely back. As to money, well, so far as a fiver or even a tenner goes you can 

always look to me.” 

Even in his chastened frame of mind, the noble miser could give us no information which could help us, for 

he knew little of the private life of his nephew. Our only clue lay in the truncated telegram, and with a copy of 

this in his hand Holmes set forth to find a second link for his chain. We had shaken off Lord Mount-James, 

and Overton had gone to consult with the other members of his team over the misfortune which had befallen 

them. 

There was a telegraph-office at a short distance from the hotel. We halted outside it. 
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“It’s worth trying, Watson,” said Holmes. “Of course, with a warrant we could demand to see the 

counterfoils, but we have not reached that stage yet. I don’t suppose they remember faces in so busy a place. 

Let us venture it.” 

“I am sorry to trouble you,” said he, in his blandest manner, to the young woman behind the grating; “there is 

some small mistake about a telegram I sent yesterday. I have had no answer, and I very much fear that I must 

have omitted to put my name at the end. Could you tell me if this was so?” 

The young woman turned over a sheaf of counterfoils. 

“What o’clock was it?” she asked. 

“A little after six.” 

“Whom was it to?” 

Holmes put his finger to his lips and glanced at me. “The last words in it were ‘For God’s sake,’” he 

whispered, confidentially; “I am very anxious at getting no answer.” 

The young woman separated one of the forms. 

“This is it. There is no name,” said she, smoothing it out upon the counter. 

“Then that, of course, accounts for my getting no answer,” said Holmes. “Dear me, how very stupid of me, to 

be sure! Good-morning, miss, and many thanks for having relieved my mind.” He chuckled and rubbed his 

hands when we found ourselves in the street once more. 

“Well?” I asked. 

“We progress, my dear Watson, we progress. I had seven different schemes for getting a glimpse of that 

telegram, but I could hardly hope to succeed the very first time.” 

“And what have you gained?” 

“A starting-point for our investigation.” He hailed a cab. “King’s Cross Station,” said he. 

“We have a journey, then?” 
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“Yes, I think we must run down to Cambridge together. All the indications seem to me to point in that 

direction.” 

“Tell me,” I asked, as we rattled up Gray’s Inn Road, “have you any suspicion yet as to the cause of the 

disappearance? I don’t think that among all our cases I have known one where the motives are more obscure. 

Surely you don’t really imagine that he may be kidnapped in order to give information against his wealthy 

uncle?” 

“I confess, my dear Watson, that that does not appeal to me as a very probable explanation. It struck me, 

however, as being the one which was most likely to interest that exceedingly unpleasant old person.” 

“It certainly did that; but what are your alternatives?” 

“I could mention several. You must admit that it is curious and suggestive that this incident should occur on 

the eve of this important match, and should involve the only man whose presence seems essential to the 

success of the side. It may, of course, be a coincidence, but it is interesting. Amateur sport is free from 

betting, but a good deal of outside betting goes on among the public, and it is possible that it might be worth 

someone’s while to get at a player as the ruffians of the turf get at a race-horse. There is one explanation. A 

second very obvious one is that this young man really is the heir of a great property, however modest his 

means may at present be, and it is not impossible that a plot to hold him for ransom might be concocted.” 

“These theories take no account of the telegram.” 

“Quite true, Watson. The telegram still remains the only solid thing with which we have to deal, and we must 

not permit our attention to wander away from it. It is to gain light upon the purpose of this telegram that we 

are now upon our way to Cambridge. The path of our investigation is at present obscure, but I shall be very 

much surprised if before evening we have not cleared it up, or made a considerable advance along it.” 

It was already dark when we reached the old university city. Holmes took a cab at the station and ordered the 

man to drive to the house of Dr. Leslie Armstrong. A few minutes later, we had stopped at a large mansion in 

the busiest thoroughfare. We were shown in, and after a long wait were at last admitted into the consulting-

room, where we found the doctor seated behind his table. 

It argues the degree in which I had lost touch with my profession that the name of Leslie Armstrong was 

unknown to me. Now I am aware that he is not only one of the heads of the medical school of the university, 

but a thinker of European reputation in more than one branch of science. Yet even without knowing his 

brilliant record one could not fail to be impressed by a mere glance at the man, the square, massive face, the 

brooding eyes under the thatched brows, and the granite moulding of the inflexible jaw. A man of deep 

character, a man with an alert mind, grim, ascetic, self-contained, formidable—so I read Dr. Leslie 

Armstrong. He held my friend’s card in his hand, and he looked up with no very pleased expression upon his 

dour features. 
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“I have heard your name, Mr. Sherlock Holmes, and I am aware of your profession—one of which I by no 

means approve.” 

“In that, Doctor, you will find yourself in agreement with every criminal in the country,” said my friend, 

quietly. 

“So far as your efforts are directed towards the suppression of crime, sir, they must have the support of every 

reasonable member of the community, though I cannot doubt that the official machinery is amply sufficient 

for the purpose. Where your calling is more open to criticism is when you pry into the secrets of private 

individuals, when you rake up family matters which are better hidden, and when you incidentally waste the 

time of men who are more busy than yourself. At the present moment, for example, I should be writing a 

treatise instead of conversing with you.” 

“No doubt, Doctor; and yet the conversation may prove more important than the treatise. Incidentally, I may 

tell you that we are doing the reverse of what you very justly blame, and that we are endeavouring to prevent 

anything like public exposure of private matters which must necessarily follow when once the case is fairly in 

the hands of the official police. You may look upon me simply as an irregular pioneer, who goes in front of 

the regular forces of the country. I have come to ask you about Mr. Godfrey Staunton.” 

“What about him?” 

“You know him, do you not?” 

“He is an intimate friend of mine.” 

“You are aware that he has disappeared?” 

“Ah, indeed!” There was no change of expression in the rugged features of the doctor. 

“He left his hotel last night—he has not been heard of.” 

“No doubt he will return.” 

“To-morrow is the ‘Varsity football match.” 

“I have no sympathy with these childish games. The young man’s fate interests me deeply, since I know him 

and like him. The football match does not come within my horizon at all.” 
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“I claim your sympathy, then, in my investigation of Mr. Staunton’s fate. Do you know where he is?” 

“Certainly not.” 

“You have not seen him since yesterday?” 

“No, I have not.” 

“Was Mr. Staunton a healthy man?” 

“Absolutely.” 

“Did you ever know him ill?” 

“Never.” 

Holmes popped a sheet of paper before the doctor’s eyes. “Then perhaps you will explain this receipted bill 

for thirteen guineas, paid by Mr. Godfrey Staunton last month to Dr. Leslie Armstrong, of Cambridge. I 

picked it out from among the papers upon his desk.” 

The doctor flushed with anger. 

“I do not feel that there is any reason why I should render an explanation to you, Mr. Holmes.” 

Holmes replaced the bill in his notebook. “If you prefer a public explanation, it must come sooner or later,” 

said he. “I have already told you that I can hush up that which others will be bound to publish, and you would 

really be wiser to take me into your complete confidence.” 

“I know nothing about it.” 

“Did you hear from Mr. Staunton in London?” 

“Certainly not.” 

“Dear me, dear me—the postoffice again!” Holmes sighed, wearily. “A most urgent telegram was dispatched 

to you from London by Godfrey Staunton at six-fifteen yesterday evening—a telegram which is undoubtedly 
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associated with his disappearance—and yet you have not had it. It is most culpable. I shall certainly go down 

to the office here and register a complaint.” 

Dr. Leslie Armstrong sprang up from behind his desk, and his dark face was crimson with fury. 

“I’ll trouble you to walk out of my house, sir,” said he. “You can tell your employer, Lord Mount-James, that 

I do not wish to have anything to do either with him or with his agents. No, sir—not another word!” He rang 

the bell furiously. “John, show these gentlemen out!” A pompous butler ushered us severely to the door, and 

we found ourselves in the street. Holmes burst out laughing. 

“Dr. Leslie Armstrong is certainly a man of energy and character,” said he. “I have not seen a man who, if he 

turns his talents that way, was more calculated to fill the gap left by the illustrious Moriarty. And now, my 

poor Watson, here we are, stranded and friendless in this inhospitable town, which we cannot leave without 

abandoning our case. This little inn just opposite Armstrong’s house is singularly adapted to our needs. If you 

would engage a front room and purchase the necessaries for the night, I may have time to make a few 

inquiries.” 

These few inquiries proved, however, to be a more lengthy proceeding than Holmes had imagined, for he did 

not return to the inn until nearly nine o’clock. He was pale and dejected, stained with dust, and exhausted with 

hunger and fatigue. A cold supper was ready upon the table, and when his needs were satisfied and his pipe 

alight he was ready to take that half comic and wholly philosophic view which was natural to him when his 

affairs were going awry. The sound of carriage wheels caused him to rise and glance out of the window. A 

brougham and pair of grays, under the glare of a gas-lamp, stood before the doctor’s door. 

“It’s been out three hours,” said Holmes; “started at half-past six, and here it is back again. That gives a radius 

of ten or twelve miles, and he does it once, or sometimes twice, a day.” 

“No unusual thing for a doctor in practice.” 

“But Armstrong is not really a doctor in practice. He is a lecturer and a consultant, but he does not care for 

general practice, which distracts him from his literary work. Why, then, does he make these long journeys, 

which must be exceedingly irksome to him, and who is it that he visits?” 

“His coachman——” 

“My dear Watson, can you doubt that it was to him that I first applied? I do not know whether it came from 

his own innate depravity or from the promptings of his master, but he was rude enough to set a dog at me. 

Neither dog nor man liked the look of my stick, however, and the matter fell through. Relations were strained 

after that, and further inquiries out of the question. All that I have learned I got from a friendly native in the 
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yard of our own inn. It was he who told me of the doctor’s habits and of his daily journey. At that instant, to 

give point to his words, the carriage came round to the door.” 

“Could you not follow it?” 

“Excellent, Watson! You are scintillating this evening. The idea did cross my mind. There is, as you may 

have observed, a bicycle shop next to our inn. Into this I rushed, engaged a bicycle, and was able to get started 

before the carriage was quite out of sight. I rapidly overtook it, and then, keeping at a discreet distance of a 

hundred yards or so, I followed its lights until we were clear of the town. We had got well out on the country 

road, when a somewhat mortifying incident occurred. The carriage stopped, the doctor alighted, walked 

swiftly back to where I had also halted, and told me in an excellent sardonic fashion that he feared the road 

was narrow, and that he hoped his carriage did not impede the passage of my bicycle. Nothing could have 

been more admirable than his way of putting it. I at once rode past the carriage, and, keeping to the main road, 

I went on for a few miles, and then halted in a convenient place to see if the carriage passed. There was no 

sign of it, however, and so it became evident that it had turned down one of several side roads which I had 

observed. I rode back, but again saw nothing of the carriage, and now, as you perceive, it has returned after 

me. Of course, I had at the outset no particular reason to connect these journeys with the disappearance of 

Godfrey Staunton, and was only inclined to investigate them on the general grounds that everything which 

concerns Dr. Armstrong is at present of interest to us, but, now that I find he keeps so keen a look-out upon 

anyone who may follow him on these excursions, the affair appears more important, and I shall not be 

satisfied until I have made the matter clear.” 

“We can follow him to-morrow.” 

“Can we? It is not so easy as you seem to think. You are not familiar with Cambridgeshire scenery, are you? 

It does not lend itself to concealment. All this country that I passed over to-night is as flat and clean as the 

palm of your hand, and the man we are following is no fool, as he very clearly showed to-night. I have wired 

to Overton to let us know any fresh London developments at this address, and in the meantime we can only 

concentrate our attention upon Dr. Armstrong, whose name the obliging young lady at the office allowed me 

to read upon the counterfoil of Staunton’s urgent message. He knows where the young man is—to that I’ll 

swear, and if he knows, then it must be our own fault if we cannot manage to know also. At present it must be 

admitted that the odd trick is in his possession, and, as you are aware, Watson, it is not my habit to leave the 

game in that condition.” 

And yet the next day brought us no nearer to the solution of the mystery. A note was handed in after 

breakfast, which Holmes passed across to me with a smile. 

SIR [it ran]: 

I can assure you that you are wasting your time in dogging my movements. I have, as you discovered last 

night, a window at the back of my brougham, and if you desire a twenty-mile ride which will lead you to the 

spot from which you started, you have only to follow me. Meanwhile, I can inform you that no spying upon 
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me can in any way help Mr. Godfrey Staunton, and I am convinced that the best service you can do to that 

gentleman is to return at once to London and to report to your employer that you are unable to trace him. 

Your time in Cambridge will certainly be wasted. Yours faithfully, LESLIE ARMSTRONG. 

“An outspoken, honest antagonist is the doctor,” said Holmes. “Well, well, he excites my curiosity, and I must 

really know before I leave him.” 

“His carriage is at his door now,” said I. “There he is stepping into it. I saw him glance up at our window as 

he did so. Suppose I try my luck upon the bicycle?” 

“No, no, my dear Watson! With all respect for your natural acumen, I do not think that you are quite a match 

for the worthy doctor. I think that possibly I can attain our end by some independent explorations of my own. 

I am afraid that I must leave you to your own devices, as the appearance of two inquiring strangers upon a 

sleepy countryside might excite more gossip than I care for. No doubt you will find some sights to amuse you 

in this venerable city, and I hope to bring back a more favourable report to you before evening.” 

Once more, however, my friend was destined to be disappointed. He came back at night weary and 

unsuccessful. 

“I have had a blank day, Watson. Having got the doctor’s general direction, I spent the day in visiting all the 

villages upon that side of Cambridge, and comparing notes with publicans and other local news agencies. I 

have covered some ground. Chesterton, Histon, Waterbeach, and Oakington have each been explored, and 

have each proved disappointing. The daily appearance of a brougham and pair could hardly have been 

overlooked in such Sleepy Hollows. The doctor has scored once more. Is there a telegram for me?” 

“Yes, I opened it. Here it is: 

“Ask for Pompey from Jeremy Dixon, Trinity College.” 

“I don’t understand it.” 

“Oh, it is clear enough. It is from our friend Overton, and is in answer to a question from me. I’ll just send 

round a note to Mr. Jeremy Dixon, and then I have no doubt that our luck will turn. By the way, is there any 

news of the match?” 

“Yes, the local evening paper has an excellent account in its last edition. Oxford won by a goal and two tries. 

The last sentences of the description say: 
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“‘The defeat of the Light Blues may be entirely attributed to the unfortunate absence of the crack 

International, Godfrey Staunton, whose want was felt at every instant of the game. The lack of combination in 

the three-quarter line and their weakness both in attack and defence more than neutralized the efforts of a 

heavy and hard-working pack.’” 

“Then our friend Overton’s forebodings have been justified,” said Holmes. “Personally I am in agreement 

with Dr. Armstrong, and football does not come within my horizon. Early to bed to-night, Watson, for I 

foresee that to-morrow may be an eventful day.” 

I was horrified by my first glimpse of Holmes next morning, for he sat by the fire holding his tiny hypodermic 

syringe. I associated that instrument with the single weakness of his nature, and I feared the worst when I saw 

it glittering in his hand. He laughed at my expression of dismay and laid it upon the table. 

“No, no, my dear fellow, there is no cause for alarm. It is not upon this occasion the instrument of evil, but it 

will rather prove to be the key which will unlock our mystery. On this syringe I base all my hopes. I have just 

returned from a small scouting expedition, and everything is favourable. Eat a good breakfast, Watson, for I 

propose to get upon Dr. Armstrong’s trail to-day, and once on it I will not stop for rest or food until I run him 

to his burrow.” 

“In that case,” said I, “we had best carry our breakfast with us, for he is making an early start. His carriage is 

at the door.” 

“Never mind. Let him go. He will be clever if he can drive where I cannot follow him. When you have 

finished, come downstairs with me, and I will introduce you to a detective who is a very eminent specialist in 

the work that lies before us.” 

When we descended I followed Holmes into the stable yard, where he opened the door of a loose-box and led 

out a squat, lop-eared, white-and-tan dog, something between a beagle and a foxhound. 

“Let me introduce you to Pompey,” said he. “Pompey is the pride of the local draghounds—no very great 

flier, as his build will show, but a staunch hound on a scent. Well, Pompey, you may not be fast, but I expect 

you will be too fast for a couple of middle-aged London gentlemen, so I will take the liberty of fastening this 

leather leash to your collar. Now, boy, come along, and show what you can do.” He led him across to the 

doctor’s door. The dog sniffed round for an instant, and then with a shrill whine of excitement started off 

down the street, tugging at his leash in his efforts to go faster. In half an hour, we were clear of the town and 

hastening down a country road. 

“What have you done, Holmes?” I asked. 
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“A threadbare and venerable device, but useful upon occasion. I walked into the doctor’s yard this morning, 

and shot my syringe full of aniseed over the hind wheel. A draghound will follow aniseed from here to John 

o’Groat’s, and our friend, Armstrong, would have to drive through the Cam before he would shake Pompey 

off his trail. Oh, the cunning rascal! This is how he gave me the slip the other night.” 

The dog had suddenly turned out of the main road into a grass-grown lane. Half a mile farther this opened into 

another broad road, and the trail turned hard to the right in the direction of the town, which we had just 

quitted. The road took a sweep to the south of the town, and continued in the opposite direction to that in 

which we started. 

“This detour has been entirely for our benefit, then?” said Holmes. “No wonder that my inquiries among those 

villagers led to nothing. The doctor has certainly played the game for all it is worth, and one would like to 

know the reason for such elaborate deception. This should be the village of Trumpington to the right of us. 

And, by Jove! here is the brougham coming round the corner. Quick, Watson—quick, or we are done!” 

He sprang through a gate into a field, dragging the reluctant Pompey after him. We had hardly got under the 

shelter of the hedge when the carriage rattled past. I caught a glimpse of Dr. Armstrong within, his shoulders 

bowed, his head sunk on his hands, the very image of distress. I could tell by my companion’s graver face that 

he also had seen. 

“I fear there is some dark ending to our quest,” said he. “It cannot be long before we know it. Come, Pompey! 

Ah, it is the cottage in the field!” 

There could be no doubt that we had reached the end of our journey. Pompey ran about and whined eagerly 

outside the gate, where the marks of the brougham’s wheels were still to be seen. A footpath led across to the 

lonely cottage. Holmes tied the dog to the hedge, and we hastened onward. My friend knocked at the little 

rustic door, and knocked again without response. And yet the cottage was not deserted, for a low sound came 

to our ears—a kind of drone of misery and despair which was indescribably melancholy. Holmes paused 

irresolute, and then he glanced back at the road which he had just traversed. A brougham was coming down it, 

and there could be no mistaking those gray horses. 

“By Jove, the doctor is coming back!” cried Holmes. “That settles it. We are bound to see what it means 

before he comes.” 

He opened the door, and we stepped into the hall. The droning sound swelled louder upon our ears until it 

became one long, deep wail of distress. It came from upstairs. Holmes darted up, and I followed him. He 

pushed open a half-closed door, and we both stood appalled at the sight before us. 

A woman, young and beautiful, was lying dead upon the bed. Her calm pale face, with dim, wide-opened blue 

eyes, looked upward from amid a great tangle of golden hair. At the foot of the bed, half sitting, half kneeling, 
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his face buried in the clothes, was a young man, whose frame was racked by his sobs. So absorbed was he by 

his bitter grief, that he never looked up until Holmes’s hand was on his shoulder. 

“Are you Mr. Godfrey Staunton?” 

“Yes, yes, I am—but you are too late. She is dead.” 

The man was so dazed that he could not be made to understand that we were anything but doctors who had 

been sent to his assistance. Holmes was endeavouring to utter a few words of consolation and to explain the 

alarm which had been caused to his friends by his sudden disappearance when there was a step upon the 

stairs, and there was the heavy, stern, questioning face of Dr. Armstrong at the door. 

“So, gentlemen,” said he, “you have attained your end and have certainly chosen a particularly delicate 

moment for your intrusion. I would not brawl in the presence of death, but I can assure you that if I were a 

younger man your monstrous conduct would not pass with impunity.” 

“Excuse me, Dr. Armstrong, I think we are a little at cross-purposes,” said my friend, with dignity. “If you 

could step downstairs with us, we may each be able to give some light to the other upon this miserable affair.” 

A minute later, the grim doctor and ourselves were in the sitting-room below. 

“Well, sir?” said he. 

“I wish you to understand, in the first place, that I am not employed by Lord Mount-James, and that my 

sympathies in this matter are entirely against that nobleman. When a man is lost it is my duty to ascertain his 

fate, but having done so the matter ends so far as I am concerned, and so long as there is nothing criminal I 

am much more anxious to hush up private scandals than to give them publicity. If, as I imagine, there is no 

breach of the law in this matter, you can absolutely depend upon my discretion and my cooperation in keeping 

the facts out of the papers.” 

Dr. Armstrong took a quick step forward and wrung Holmes by the hand. 

“You are a good fellow,” said he. “I had misjudged you. I thank heaven that my compunction at leaving poor 

Staunton all alone in this plight caused me to turn my carriage back and so to make your acquaintance. 

Knowing as much as you do, the situation is very easily explained. A year ago Godfrey Staunton lodged in 

London for a time and became passionately attached to his landlady’s daughter, whom he married. She was as 

good as she was beautiful and as intelligent as she was good. No man need be ashamed of such a wife. But 

Godfrey was the heir to this crabbed old nobleman, and it was quite certain that the news of his marriage 

would have been the end of his inheritance. I knew the lad well, and I loved him for his many excellent 

qualities. I did all I could to help him to keep things straight. We did our very best to keep the thing from 
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everyone, for, when once such a whisper gets about, it is not long before everyone has heard it. Thanks to this 

lonely cottage and his own discretion, Godfrey has up to now succeeded. Their secret was known to no one 

save to me and to one excellent servant, who has at present gone for assistance to Trumpington. But at last 

there came a terrible blow in the shape of dangerous illness to his wife. It was consumption of the most 

virulent kind. The poor boy was half crazed with grief, and yet he had to go to London to play this match, for 

he could not get out of it without explanations which would expose his secret. I tried to cheer him up by wire, 

and he sent me one in reply, imploring me to do all I could. This was the telegram which you appear in some 

inexplicable way to have seen. I did not tell him how urgent the danger was, for I knew that he could do no 

good here, but I sent the truth to the girl’s father, and he very injudiciously communicated it to Godfrey. The 

result was that he came straight away in a state bordering on frenzy, and has remained in the same state, 

kneeling at the end of her bed, until this morning death put an end to her sufferings. That is all, Mr. Holmes, 

and I am sure that I can rely upon your discretion and that of your friend.” 

Holmes grasped the doctor’s hand. 

“Come, Watson,” said he, and we passed from that house of grief into the pale sunlight of the winter day. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-missing-three-

quarter 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-missing-three-quarter
https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-missing-three-quarter
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The Flower and the Meaning of Life 

A look into “the very heart of nature’s double nature.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375760393/braipick-20
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“To be a flower,” Emily Dickinson wrote in her pre-ecological poem about ecology, “is profound 

Responsibility.” 

A century later, in one of the most poetic and existentially ravishing children’s* books of all time, Antoine de 

Saint-Exupéry made his hero’s central preoccupation the responsibility for a single flower — the Little 

Prince’s beloved rose: fragile and self-concerned, ferociously hungry for love, capable of such tenderness and 

such cruelty, so ephemeral and so stubborn, so much a miniature of the contradictory animating forces that 

make us human. 

Art by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry from the original 1943 edition of The Little Prince. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/01/02/the-snail-with-the-right-heart/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/03/exupery-little-prince-morgan-drawings/
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In the following century, as all stores in Los Angeles were forced to close at the mortal peak of a global 

pandemic, my photographer friend Elena Dorfman made her way to the city’s last open flower market, 

gathered dozens of flowers, and began documenting their slow entropic unblossoming as the days unspooled 

into weeks — photographs that became an arresting metaphor for a mortal world suddenly fathoming its 

fragility and resilience in a new way, suddenly awake to the profound responsibility of staying alive. 

Elena Dorfman. Flores Vitae / Flores Mortes. 2020. 

For as long as humans have been alive and awake to our bittersweet cosmic inheritance as transient 

constellations of atoms capable of transcendent beauty, we have found in flowers models of moral 

wisdom, emblems of freedom, nonbinary pioneers, portals to paying attention. Over the epochs of time and 

thought, flowers have rivaled trees as mirrors for the meaning of our human lives. 

https://www.elenadorfman.com/floresvitae-gridview
https://www.elenadorfman.com/floresvitae-gridview
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/02/07/the-moral-of-flowers-rebecca-hey/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/02/07/the-moral-of-flowers-rebecca-hey/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/16/sarah-mapps-douglass-flowers/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/07/02/perfect-flowers-emily-dickison/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/03/17/sidewalk-flowers/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/06/wintering-katherine-may/
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https://society6.com/product/honeysuckle-from-the-moral-of-flowers-1833-by-rebecca-hey_print?curator=brainpicker
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Honeysuckle by Rebecca Hey from The Moral of Flowers, 1833. (Available as a print.) 

That is what Michael Pollan explores in some lovely passages from The Botany of Desire (public library) — 

the modern classic that gave us the radical roots of the flying-witch legend and the story of how a virus made 

the world’s most prized flower. 

In consonance with Borges’s conviction that time is the substance we are made of, Pollan considers time as 

the tendril by which flowers exert their existential pull on us: 

Our experience of flowers is so deeply drenched in our sense of time. Maybe there’s a good reason we find 

their fleetingness so piercing, can scarcely look at a flower in bloom without thinking ahead, whether in hope 

or regret. We might share with certain insects a tropism inclining us toward flowers, but presumably insects 

can look at a blossom without entertaining thoughts of the past and future — complicated human thoughts 

that may once have been anything but idle. Flowers have always had important things to teach us about time. 

Specimens from the teenage Emily Dickinson’s herbarium. 

Time, of course, is itself a creature of paradoxes — at once the relentless forward momentum of our mortality 

and the greatest antidote to the anxiety of aliveness. “When you realize you are mortal you also realize the 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/02/07/the-moral-of-flowers-rebecca-hey/
https://society6.com/product/honeysuckle-from-the-moral-of-flowers-1833-by-rebecca-hey_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/michael-pollan/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375760393/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/botany-of-desire-a-plants-eye-view-of-the-world/oclc/824304662&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/29/michael-pollan-witch-broomstick/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/03/broken-tulips/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/03/broken-tulips/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/19/a-new-refutation-of-time-borges/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/23/emily-dickinson-herbarium/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/08/28/alan-lightman-einsteins-dreams/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 596  may  2022 

 

154 

tremendousness of the future,” wrote the poet, painter, and philosopher Etel Adnan in her gorgeous 

meditation on impermanence and transcendence. “You fall in love with a Time you will never perceive.” 

It may be, Pollan intimates, that flowers betoken precisely this elemental duality and through it cast their 

enchantment upon us. After contouring their astonishing evolutionary history — so astonishing that the 

baffled Darwin called it “an abominable mystery” — he writes: 

Look into a flower, and what do you see? Into the very heart of nature’s double nature — that is, the 

contending energies of creation and dissolution, the spiring toward complex form and the tidal pull away from 

it. Apollo and Dionysus were names the Greeks gave to these two faces of nature, and nowhere in nature is 

their contest as plain or as poignant as it is in the beauty of a flower and its rapid passing. There, the 

achievement of order against all odds and its blithe abandonment. There, the perfection of art and the blind 

flux of nature. There, somehow, both transcendence and necessity. Could that be it — right there, in a flower 

— the meaning of life? 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/06/etel-adnan-journey-to-mount-tamalpais/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/06/etel-adnan-journey-to-mount-tamalpais/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
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Art by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry from The Little Prince, 1943. 

Complement with Rachel Carson on the ocean as a lens on the meaning of life and Rebecca Solnit on trees 

and the shape of time — for any fragment of nature contemplated closely and sensitively enough becomes a 

lens on human nature and our search for meaning, as Rockwell Kent so keenly felt amid the wild Alaskan 

solitude, observing that nature is “a kind of living mirror that gives back as its own all and only all that the 

imagination… brings to it.” 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/20/michael-pollan-flowers-botany-of-

desire/?mc_cid=75e5b74ccc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/03/exupery-little-prince-morgan-drawings/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/07/rachel-carson-the-edge-of-the-sea/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/09/rebecca-solnit-trees/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/09/rebecca-solnit-trees/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/15/rockwell-kent-wilderness/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/15/rockwell-kent-wilderness/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/20/michael-pollan-flowers-botany-of-desire/?mc_cid=75e5b74ccc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/20/michael-pollan-flowers-botany-of-desire/?mc_cid=75e5b74ccc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662

