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VIA KNOPF 

Why We Should Read About the Soviet Past In Order to Understand Ukraine Now 

Sofi Oksanen Recommends Books With an Eastern European Perspective 

By Sofi Oksanen 

 

March 9, 2022 

My journey to Ukraine might just have started with its most famous dish, bortsch. I ate plenty of it as a child 

in my second home country, Estonia, a place that has much more in common with Ukraine than its earthly 

cuisine and shared pickling expertise. Both of them were behind the Iron Curtain before regaining 

independence once the Soviet Union collapsed. We share the same experience of Soviet reality, forced 

collectivization, oppression of our culture and the same deportation stories. Stalin’s transplantation politics 

were targeted against the resistance in both countries. 

That’s why the protagonist in my novel Dog Park is born to a Ukrainian-Russian family in Estonia: her 

Ukrainian grandmother was deported to Siberia but was never allowed to move back home. She ended up in 

the Soviet Republic of Estonia. This was the reality behind the propagated “happy internationalism”: forced 

mixing of different ethnical groups was supposed to create homo sovjeticus. In Eastern-Ukraine this operation 

was successful enough to keep the Soviet-flame burning until the war started there eight years ago. Separatists 

armed by Russia were at first supported by Soviet-minded locals. 

The paths Ukraine and Estonia took in the 1990s were different. Estonia restored its independence through the 

Singing Revolution, but in Ukraine the shift of power didn’t actually take place. Following the turmoil in 

other Eastern European countries, the old communist elite were afraid of losing their privileges and made a 

decision to favor withdrawal from the Soviet Union. There was no revolution. From the point of view of the 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/646492/dog-park-by-sofi-oksanen/
https://lithub.com/author/sofi-oksanen/
https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780525659471
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old elite the transition to independence was successful: they didn’t lose anything and, sitting in the front row, 

they had a better chance to steal more when the privatization began. Oligarchs started to gather their riches 

and led the country into deep corruption. 

We share the same experience of Soviet reality, forced collectivization, oppression of our culture and the 

same deportation stories. 

The independent Estonia made swift moves and became a member of both the European Union and NATO. 

The corrupt elite in Ukraine instead maintained tight connections to Russia and they wanted to keep a tight 

grip of their position. Therefore, the integration with the West has been much more difficult for Ukraine. The 

people did however get fed up with the rotten system and Moscow-minded politicians, which made the 

Orange Revolution in 2004 inevitable, but it wasn’t until the Revolution of Dignity in 2014 that the transition 

to democracy really took off. That is also when the war in Eastern Ukraine started. 

When I visited Ukraine right after the Revolution of Dignity I was astonished by the change. Compared to my 

prior trips to Ukraine it felt like I had stepped into another world and at the same time it felt very familiar. I 

had followed the same kind of change in Estonia in the beginning of the 90s. Ukraine just toppled its Lenin-

statues a bit later on and that’s the right thing to do, because symbols of totalitarianism cannot breathe the 

same air as democracy. They simply don’t fit in the same room. 

Ukraine is rich in natural resources unlike Estonia. The Donbas-region in Eastern Ukraine has one of the 

largest coal deposits in the world and Ukraine has been the breadbasket of its Eastern neighbor since Tsarist 

times. There’s plenty to fight over, not to mention the military industry located on Ukrainian soil, crucial to 

president Putin’s aim to restore the might of the USSR. All of these play an important role in the fight 

overruling Ukraine and so does history: during the long years of colonization the Russian empire and Soviet 

Union rewrote the history of Ukraine to their liking. You can compare that narrative to any former Western 

colonial power writing the history of their subjects in Africa. In this colonial narration Ukraine is “little 

Russia” needing the protection and guidance of Mother Russia. 

Ukraine toppled its Lenin-statues a bit later on… symbols of totalitarianism cannot breathe the same air as 

democracy. 

In reality the years under the colonial rule, followed by oligarchy, lead to poverty and made Ukraine the 

poorest country in Europe. The “care” of Mother Russia also meant Russification. During this devastating 

assimilation process the Ukrainian language was banned over and over again and so was education in 

Ukrainian. Stalin even banned the Ukrainian letter G, accusing it of being “nationalistic,” as there was no 

counterpart for the letter in Russian. The letter was restored at the same time as independence. 

While former colonial powers of the West have started to acknowledge the abuse and wrong doings of their 

past, Russia has chosen the opposite direction: it’s moving backwards and glorifying its imperialistic past. At 

present that narrative is acting as a justification for Russia’s aggression towards Ukraine. 

I started to write about Eastern Europe’s recent past at the time, when my generation in the West lost its 

interest in any Soviet matters and the collapsed empire seemed like old news. From an Eastern European 

point of view, it was very far from that. The decolonization process of the Soviet occupation had started, and 

it was finally possible to write the history of Eastern European countries from their perspective, not through 

Soviet propaganda. I started by exploring the recent past of Estonia and moved on to Ukraine in the 

novel Dog Park. All the while the historical narrative of Eastern Europe in general has met only resistance 

from Putin’s Russia. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780525659471
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From the latest news on this front, it’s worth mentioning the destiny of Memorial, Russia’s oldest human 

rights organization commemorating the victims of Soviet crimes. It has now been labeled as a terrorist 

organization by Russian authorities. In Russia, memory laws and memory wars have made the country a 

militant memocracy where the bloodstained past is glorified, and Soviet crimes denied. This development has 

made it all the more important to write and read about the Soviet past, which is a gateway to understand 

what’s happening in Ukraine right now. 

* 

 

Anne Applebaum, Red Famine: Stalin’s War on Ukraine 

Holodomor was a politically motivated famine in Ukraine taking place in 1932-1933. In well-sourced Red 

Famine, Applebaum shows how the famine leading to the deaths of millions of people was one of Stalin’s 

tools to oppress the Ukrainian resistance and to force Ukrainians to join collective farms. Being mostly 

targeted at Ukrainian speakers it was also a method to destroy Ukrainian culture. During the Soviet era 

Holodomor was not publicly acknowledged and Russian propaganda is still claiming that Holodomor was not 

a man-made famine at all even though Stalin regularly sold Ukrainian grain to the West whilst Ukrainians 

were starving to death. Applebaum’s book is a well-written page-turner that also helps one to understand how 

Russia learned to weaponize different resources. At the time it was food, now it’s energy. Natural gas 

pipelines from Russia to Europe are passing through Ukraine and transit fees are important to Ukraine. 

Energy is an excellent extortion tool for effecting Ukraine’s economy. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780804170888
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Nikolai Gogol, Dead Souls 

Nikolai Gogol (1809-1852) is one of the most well-known authors of the 19th century. Most often he’s 

considered Russian and his body of work is seen essential to Russian literature. But when you take a closer 

look to Gogol and his work, you can see the trails of Russia’s cultural appropriation and the colonial approach 

to Ukrainian culture. Gogol himself was very much Ukrainian. Born to a Ukrainian-speaking family in 

Ukraine his background is visible throughout his literary work and Ukrainian folklore and songs influenced 

his writing deeply. At the time he had no other choice than to write his novels in Russian: Ukrainian language 

was banned, and amongst other things it was not possible to get education in Ukrainian. Besides, it was wise 

not to be profiled as a provincial “dialect” scribbler, but a son of the great empire. Gogol found himself often 

in a position where his loyalty towards the empire was questioned. Without showing patriotic feelings 

towards Tsarist Russia, one would’ve found difficulties in receiving imperial grants. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780679776444
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Serhiy Zhadan, The Orphanage 

Ukrainian is the official language in Ukraine, but almost everybody also understands Russian. History, 

however, has created a situation where books written in Ukrainian travel less than books in Russian. There are 

less translators for Ukrainian, and Russian language studies have more resources globally. This problem is 

widely known from other colonial contexts as well. Ukrainian literature nonetheless has much to offer and 

one of the contemporary stars is Serhiy Zhadan, who has a wonderful sense of rhythm and musicality in his 

language. The Orphanage is a novel about Pascha, a teacher of Ukrainian language, who travels through a 

war-torn city to take his sick nephew back from boarding school to the family home. Zhadan is a master of 

metaphors and he creates very vivid portraits of ordinary people living in a battle-zone. In this novel his 

literary talent shines like painful stars over the urban landscape painted by the silence and noise of the war. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780300243017
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Svetlana Alexievich, Voices From Chernobyl 

Ukraine gave up its nuclear weapons when the Budapest Memorandum was signed in 1994. The treaty 

included security assurances against threats to the territorial integrity and political independence of Ukraine, 

Belarus and Kazakhstan. Russia was one of the countries to sign the agreement but in 2021 it’s clear Russia 

didn’t keep its end of the bargain. Before the Memorandum, Ukraine had the world’s third-largest nuclear 

weapon stockpile, controlled by Russia. After the nuclear disaster of Chernobyl, located in Pripyat, Ukraine, 

people really wanted to get rid of anything with radiation, but only if they were assured that they wouldn’t 

need them. In 2021 many think the Memorandum was a mistake. Russia wouldn’t have ever invaded Ukraine, 

if they’d had their nuclear weapons. Belarusian Svetlana Alexievich, one of my favorite authors, has 

interviewed hundreds of ordinary people for her novel. Voices From Chernobyl is a powerful testimony about 

people whose lives were changed by Chernobyl. This choir will go deep into your heart. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781628973303
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Sergei Lebedev, trans. by Antonina W. Bouis , Untraceable 

We’ve all read news about how the opposition leader Aleksei Navalny was poisoned with Novichok and he 

hasn’t been the only one. Russian poison deterrent, however, is much older and German POWs who had 

expertise in chemistry were taken to Soviet Union to develop poisons. When Russian author Sergei Lebedev 

ran into this detail, he knew he had to write about it, and I’m glad he did. In his novel Lebedev takes you into 

the minds of the people who actually created poisons and into the minds of those working in security organs. 

Untraceable is a literary spy novel touching yet another topic less popular in Russian contemporary literature: 

the Chechen war which helped Vladimir Putin rise to power. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781939931900


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

10 

 

Oksana Zabuzhko, trans. Nina Shevchuk-Murray, Museum of Abandoned Secrets 

In this novel, one of the most acclaimed contemporary authors of Ukraine, Oksana Zabuzhko, covers 60 years 

of Ukraine’s recent history from Stalin’s regime through the Soviet era to the Orange Revolution in 2004. 

Spanning several generations, the monumental novel shows how the resistance movement, Soviet repressions 

and Holodomar define the memory and identity of the second and third generation. It also tells of the 

Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA), which in Soviet narrative was demonized—just like now in Putin’s Russia. 

In Russia’s disinformation operations against Ukraine references to the UPA are common. In this passionate 

novel the album of memory is painted with a flowing stream of conscious and non-verbal ways to cope with 

trauma. To me reading the novel was almost a physical experience—just like memory can be. 

Anne ApplebaumDead SoulsMuseum of Abandoned SecretsNikolai GogolOksana Zabuzhkoreading listRed  

Famine: Stalin’s War on UkraineSergei LebedevSerhiy ZhadanSofi OksanenSvetlana AlexievichThe  

OrphanageUkraineUntraceableVoices from Chernobyl  
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Sofi Oksanen 

Sofi Oksanen is a Finnish-Estonian novelist and playwright. She has received numerous prizes for her work, 

including the Swedish Academy Nordic Prize, the Prix Femina, the Budapest Grand Prize, the European Book 

Prize, and the Nordic Council Literature Prize. She lives in Helsinki. 

 

https://lithub.com/why-we-should-read-about-the-soviet-past-in-order-to-understand-ukraine-now/  
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The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist is featured in Doyle's collection, The Return of Sherlock 

Holmes (1903). 

 

 

Sidney Paget, illustration in Strand Magazine, 1903 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle
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From the years 1894 to 1901 inclusive, Mr. Sherlock Holmes was a very busy man. It is safe to say that there 

was no public case of any difficulty in which he was not consulted during those eight years, and there were 

hundreds of private cases, some of them of the most intricate and extraordinary character, in which he played 

a prominent part. Many startling successes and a few unavoidable failures were the outcome of this long 

period of continuous work. As I have preserved very full notes of all these cases, and was myself personally 

engaged in many of them, it may be imagined that it is no easy task to know which I should select to lay 

before the public. I shall, however, preserve my former rule, and give the preference to those cases which 

derive their interest not so much from the brutality of the crime as from the ingenuity and dramatic quality of 

the solution. For this reason I will now lay before the reader the facts connected with Miss Violet Smith, the 

solitary cyclist of Charlington, and the curious sequel of our investigation, which culminated in unexpected 

tragedy. It is true that the circumstance did not admit of any striking illustration of those powers for which my 

friend was famous, but there were some points about the case which made it stand out in those long records of 

crime from which I gather the material for these little narratives. 

On referring to my notebook for the year 1895, I find that it was upon Saturday, the 23rd of April, that we 

first heard of Miss Violet Smith. Her visit was, I remember, extremely unwelcome to Holmes, for he was 

immersed at the moment in a very abstruse and complicated problem concerning the peculiar persecution to 

which John Vincent Harden, the well known tobacco millionaire, had been subjected. My friend, who loved 

above all things precision and concentration of thought, resented anything which distracted his attention from 

the matter in hand. And yet, without a harshness which was foreign to his nature, it was impossible to refuse 

to listen to the story of the young and beautiful woman, tall, graceful, and queenly, who presented herself at 

Baker Street late in the evening, and implored his assistance and advice. It was vain to urge that his time was 

already fully occupied, for the young lady had come with the determination to tell her story, and it was 

evident that nothing short of force could get her out of the room until she had done so. With a resigned air and 

a somewhat weary smile, Holmes begged the beautiful intruder to take a seat, and to inform us what it was 

that was troubling her. 

"At least it cannot be your health," said he, as his keen eyes darted over her, "so ardent a bicyclist must be full 

of energy." 

She glanced down in surprise at her own feet, and I observed the slight roughening of the side of the sole 

caused by the friction of the edge of the pedal. 

"Yes, I bicycle a good deal, Mr. Holmes, and that has something to do with my visit to you to-day." 

My friend took the lady's ungloved hand, and examined it with as close an attention and as little sentiment as 

a scientist would show to a specimen. 

"You will excuse me, I am sure. It is my business," said he, as he dropped it. "I nearly fell into the error of 

supposing that you were typewriting. Of course, it is obvious that it is music. You observe the spatulate 

finger-ends, Watson, which is common to both professions? There is a spirituality about the face, however"- 

she gently turned it towards the light- "which the typewriter does not generate. This lady is a musician." 

"Yes, Mr. Holmes, I teach music." 

"In the country, I presume, from your complexion." 

"Yes, sir, near Farnham, on the borders of Surrey." 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

14 

"A beautiful neighbourhood, and full of the most interesting associations. You remember, Watson, that it was 

near there that we took Archie Stamford, the forger. Now, Miss Violet, what has happened to you, near 

Farnham, on the borders of Surrey?" 

The young lady, with great clearness and composure, made the following curious statement: 

"My father is dead, Mr. Holmes. He was James Smith, who conducted the orchestra at the old Imperial 

Theatre. My mother and I were left without a relation in the world except one uncle, Ralph Smith, who went 

to Africa twenty-five years ago, and we have never had a word from him since. When father died, we were 

left very poor, but one day we were told that there was an advertisement in the Times, inquiring for our 

whereabouts. You can imagine how excited we were, for we thought that someone had left us a fortune. We 

went at once to the lawyer whose name was given in the paper. There we, met two gentlemen, Mr. Carruthers 

and Mr. Woodley, who were home on a visit from South Africa. They said that my uncle was a friend of 

theirs, that he had died some months before in great poverty in Johannesburg, and that he had asked them with 

his last breath to hunt up his relations, and see that they were in no want. It seemed strange to us that Uncle 

Ralph, who took no notice of us when he was alive, should be so careful to look after us when he was dead, 

but Mr. Carruthers explained that the reason was that my uncle had just heard of the death of his brother, and 

so felt responsible for our fate." 

"Excuse me," said Holmes. "When was this interview?" 

"Last December- four months ago." 

"Pray proceed." 

"Mr. Woodley seemed to me to be a most odious person. He was for ever making eyes at me- a coarse, puffy-

faced, red-moustached young man, with his hair plastered down on each side of his forehead. I thought that he 

was perfectly hateful- and I was sure that Cyril would not wish me to know such a person." 

"Oh, Cyril is his name!" said Holmes, smiling. 

The young lady blushed and laughed. 

"Yes, Mr. Holmes, Cyril Morton, an electrical engineer, and we hope to be married at the end of the summer. 

Dear me, how did I get talking about him? What I wished to say was that Mr. Woodley was perfectly odious, 

but that Mr. Carruthers, who was a much older man, was more agreeable. He was a dark, sallow, clean-

shaven, silent person, but he had polite manners and a pleasant smile. He inquired how we were left, and on 

finding that we were very poor, he suggested that I should come and teach music to his only daughter, aged 

ten. I said that I did not like to leave my mother, on which he suggested that I should go home to her every 

week-end, and he offered me a hundred a year, which was certainly splendid pay. So it ended by my 

accepting, and I went down to Chiltern Grange, about six miles from Farnham. Mr. Carruthers was a 

widower, but he had engaged a lady housekeeper, a very respectable, elderly person, called Mrs. Dixon, to 

look after his establishment. The child was a dear, and everything promised well. Mr. Carruthers was very 

kind and very musical, and we had most pleasant evenings together. Every week-end I went home to my 

mother in town. 

"The first flaw in my happiness was the arrival of the red-moustached Mr. Woodley. He came for a visit of a 

week, and oh! it seemed three months to me. He was a dreadful person- a bully to everyone else, but to me 

something infinitely worse. He made odious love to me, boasted of his wealth, said that if I married him I 
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could have the finest diamonds in London, and finally, when I would have nothing to do with him, he seized 

me in his arms one day after dinner- he was hideously strong- and swore that he would not let me go until I 

had kissed him. Mr. Carruthers came in and tore him from me, on which he turned upon his own host, 

knocking him down and cutting his face open. That was the end of his visit, as you can imagine. Mr. 

Carruthers apologized to me next day, and assured me that I should never be exposed to such an insult again. I 

have not seen Mr. Woodley since. 

"And now, Mr. Holmes, I come at last to the special thing which has caused me to ask your advice to-day. 

You must know that every Saturday forenoon I ride on my bicycle to Farnham Station, in order to get the 

12:22 to town. The road from Chiltern Grange is a lonely one, and at one spot it is particularly so, for it lies 

for over a mile between Charlington Heath upon one side and the woods which lie round Charlington Hall 

upon the other. You could not find a more lonely tract of road anywhere, and it is quite rare to meet so much 

as a cart, or a peasant, until you reach the high road near Crooksbury Hill. Two weeks ago I was passing this 

place, when I chanced to look back over my shoulder, and about two hundred yards behind me I saw a man, 

also on a bicycle. He seemed to be a middle-aged man, with a short, dark beard. I looked back before I 

reached Farnham, but the man was gone, so I thought no more about it. But you can imagine how surprised I 

was, Mr. Holmes, when, on my return on the Monday, I saw the same man on the same stretch of road. My 

astonishment was increased when the incident occurred again, exactly as before, on the following Saturday 

and Monday. He always kept his distance and did not molest me in any way, but still it certainly was very 

odd. I mentioned it to Mr. Carruthers, who seemed interested in what I said, and told me that he had ordered a 

horse and trap, so that in future I should not pass over these lonely roads without some companion. 

"The horse and trap were to have come this week, but for some reason they were not delivered, and again I 

had to cycle to the station. That was this morning. You can think that I looked out when I came to Charlington 

Heath, and there, sure enough, was the man, exactly as he had been the two weeks before. He always kept so 

far from me that I could not clearly see his face, but it was certainly someone whom I did not know. He was 

dressed in a dark suit with a cloth cap. The only thing about his face that I could clearly see was his dark 

beard. To-day I was not alarmed, but I was filled with curiosity, and I determined to find out who he was and 

what he wanted. I slowed down my machine, but he slowed down his. Then I stopped altogether, but he 

stopped also. Then I laid a trap for him. There is a sharp turning of the road, and I pedalled very quickly round 

this, and then I stopped and waited. I expected him to shoot round and pass me before he could stop. But he 

never appeared. Then I went back and looked round the corner. I could see a mile of road, but he was not on 

it. To make it the more extraordinary, there was no side road at this point down which he could have gone." 

Holmes chuckled and rubbed his hands. "This case certainly presents some features of its own," said he. 

"How much time elapsed between your turning the corner and your discovery that the road was clear?" 

"Two or three minutes." 

"Then he could not have retreated down the road, and you say that there are no side roads?" 

"None." 

"Then he certainly took a footpath on one side or the other." 

"It could not have been on the side of the heath, or I should have seen him." 

"So, by the process of exclusion, we arrive at the fact that he made his way toward Charlington Hall, which, 

as I understand, is situated in its own grounds on one side of the road. Anything else?" 
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"Nothing, Mr. Holmes, save that I was so perplexed that I felt I should not be happy until I had seen you and 

had your advice." 

Holmes sat in silence for some little time. 

"Where is the gentleman to whom you are engaged?" he asked at last. 

"He is in the Midland Electrical Company, at Coventry." 

"He would not pay you a surprise visit?" 

"Oh, Mr. Holmes! As if I should not know him!" 

"Have you had any other admirers?" 

"Several before I knew Cyril." 

"And since?" 

"There was this dreadful man, Woodley, if you can call him an admirer." 

"No one else?" 

Our fair client seemed a little confused. 

"Who was he?" asked Holmes. 

"Oh, it may be a mere fancy of mine; but it had seemed to me sometimes that my employer, Mr. Carruthers, 

takes a great deal of interest in me. We are thrown rather together. I play his accompaniments in the evening. 

He has never said anything. He is a perfect gentleman. But a girl always knows." 

"Ha!" Holmes looked grave. "What does he do for a living?" 

"He is a rich man." 

"No carriages or horses?" 

"Well, at least he is fairly well-to-do. But he goes into the city two or three times a week. He is deeply 

interested in South African gold shares." 

"You will let me know any fresh development, Miss Smith. I am very busy just now, but I will find time to 

make some inquiries into your case. In the meantime, take no step without letting me know. Good-bye, and I 

trust that we shall have nothing but good news from you." 

"It is part of the settled order of Nature that such a girl should have followers," said Holmes, he pulled at his 

meditative pipe, "but for choice not on bicycles in lonely country roads. Some secretive lover, beyond all 

doubt. But there are curious and suggestive details about the case, Watson." 

"That he should appear only at that point?" 

"Exactly. Our first effort must be to find who are the tenants of Charlington Hall. Then, again, how about the 

connection between Carruthers and Woodley, since they appear to be men of such a different type? How 

came they both to be so keen upon looking up Ralph Smith's relations? One more point. What sort of a 
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menage is it which pays double the market price for a governess but does not keep a horse, although six miles 

from the station? Odd, Watson- very odd!" 

"You will go down?" 

"No, my dear fellow, you will go down. This may be some trifling intrigue, and I cannot break my other 

important research for the sake of it. On Monday you will arrive early at Farnham; you will conceal yourself 

near Charlington Heath; you will observe these facts for yourself, and act as your own judgment advises. 

Then, having inquired as to the occupants of the Hall, you will come back to me and report. And now, 

Watson, not another word of the matter until we have a few solid steppingstones on which we may hope to get 

across to our solution." 

We had ascertained from the lady that she went down upon the Monday by the train which leaves Waterloo at 

9:50, so I started early and caught the 9:13. At Farnham Station I had no difficulty in being directed to 

Charlington Heath. It was impossible to mistake scene of the young lady's adventure, for the road runs 

between the open heath on one side and an old yew hedge upon the other, surrounding a park which is 

studded with magnificent trees. There was a main gateway of lichen-studded stone, each side pillar 

surmounted by mouldering heraldic emblems, but besides this central carriage drive I observed several points 

where there were gaps in the hedge and paths leading through them. The house was invisible from the road, 

but the surroundings all spoke of gloom and decay. 

The heath was covered with golden patches of flowering gorse, gleaming magnificently in the light of the 

bright spring sunshine. Behind of these clumps I took up my position, so as to command both the gateway of 

the Hall and a long stretch of the road upon either side. It had been deserted when I left it, but now I saw a 

cyclist riding down it from the opposite direction to that in which I had come. He was clad in a dark suit, and I 

saw that he had a black beard. On reaching the end of the Charlington grounds, he sprang from his machine 

and led it through a gap in the hedge, disappearing from my view. 

A quarter of an hour passed, and then a second cyclist appeared. This time it was the young lady coming from 

the station. I saw her look about her as she came to the Charlington hedge. An instant later the man emerged 

from his hiding-place, sprang upon his cycle, and followed her. In all the broad landscape those were the only 

moving figures, the graceful girl sitting very straight upon her machine, and the man behind her bending low 

over his handle-bar with a curiously furtive suggestion in every movement. She looked back at him and 

slowed her pace. He slowed also. She stopped. He at once stopped, too, keeping two hundred yards behind 

her. Her next movement was as unexpected as it was spirited. She suddenly whisked her wheels round and 

dashed straight at him. He was as quick as she, however, and darted off in desperate flight. Presently she came 

back up the road again, her head haughtily in the air, not deigning to take any further notice of her silent 

attendant. He had turned also, and still kept his distance until the curve of the road hid them from my sight. 

I remained in my hiding-place, and it was well that I did so, for presently the man reappeared, cycling slowly 

back. He turned in at the Hall gates, and dismounted from his machine. For some minutes I could see him 

standing among the trees. His hands were raised, and he seemed to be settling his necktie. Then he mounted 

his cycle, and rode away from me down the drive towards the Hall. I ran across the heath and peered through 

the trees. Far away I could catch glimpses of the old gray building with its bristling Tudor chimneys, but the 

drive ran through a dense shrubbery, and I saw no more of my man. 

However, it seemed to me that I had done a fairly good morning's work, and I walked back in high spirits to 

Farnham. The local house agent could tell me nothing about Charlington Hall, and referred me to a well 
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known firm in Pall Mall. There I halted on my way home, and met with courtesy from the representative. No, 

I could not have Charlington Hall for the summer. I was just too late. It had been let about a month ago. Mr. 

Williamson was the name of the tenant. He was a respectable, elderly gentleman. The polite agent was afraid 

he could say no more, as the affairs of his clients were not matters which he could discuss. 

Mr. Sherlock Holmes listened with attention to the long report which I was able to present to him that 

evening, but it did not elicit that word of curt praise which I had hoped for and should have valued. On the 

contrary, his austere face was even more severe than usual as he commented upon the things that I had done 

and the things that I had not. 

"Your hiding-place, my dear Watson, was very faulty. You should have been behind the hedge, then you 

would have had a close view of this interesting person. As it is, you were some hundreds of yards away and 

can tell me even less than Miss Smith. She thinks she does not know the man; I am convinced she does. Why, 

otherwise, should he be so desperately anxious that she should not get so near him as to see his features? You 

describe him as bending over the handle-bar. Concealment again, you see. You really have done remarkably 

badly. He returns to the house, and you want to find out who he is. You come to a London house agent!" 

"What should I have done?" I cried, with some heat. 

"Gone to the nearest public-house. That is the centre of country gossip. They would have told you every 

name, from the master to the scullery-maid. Williamson? It conveys nothing to my mind. If he is an elderly 

man he is not this active cyclist who sprints away from that young lady's athletic pursuit. What have we 

gained by your expedition? The knowledge that the girl's story is true. I never doubted it. That there is a 

connection between the cyclist and the Hall. I never doubted that either. That the Hall is tenanted by 

Williamson. Who's the better for that? Well, well, my dear sir, don't look so depressed. We can do little more 

until next Saturday, and in the meantime I may make one or two inquiries myself." 

Next morning, we had a note from Miss Smith, recounting shortly and accurately the very incidents which I 

had seen, but the pith of the letter lay in the postscript: - 

I am sure that you will respect my confidence, Mr. Holmes, when I tell you that my place here has become 

difficult, owing to the fact that my employer has proposed marriage to me. I am convinced that his feelings 

are most deep and most honourable. At the same time, my promise is of course given. He took my refusal 

very seriously, but also very gently. You can understand, however, that the situation is a little strained. - 

"Our young friend seems to be getting into deep waters," said Holmes, thoughtfully, as he finished the letter. 

"The case certainly presents more features of interest and more possibility of development than I had 

originally thought. I should be none the worse for a quiet, peaceful day in the country, and I am inclined to 

run down this afternoon and test one or two theories which I have formed." 

Holmes's quiet day in the country had a singular termination, for he arrived at Baker Street late in the evening, 

with a cut lip and a discoloured lump upon his forehead, besides a general air of dissipation which would have 

made his own person the fitting object of a Scotland Yard investigation. He was immensely tickled by his 

own adventures and laughed heartily as be recounted them. 

"I get so little active exercise that it is always a treat" said he. "You are aware that I have some proficiency in 

the good old British sport of boxing. Occasionally, it is of service, to-day, for example, I should have come to 

very ignominious grief without it." 
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I begged him to tell me what had occurred. 

"I found that country pub which I had already recommended to your notice, and there I made my discreet 

inquiries. I was in the bar, and a garrulous landlord was giving me all that I wanted. Williamson is a white-

bearded man, and he lives alone with a small staff of servants at the Hall. There is some rumor that he is or 

has been a clergyman, but one or two incidents of his short residence at the Hall struck me as peculiarly 

unecclesiastical. I have already made some inquiries at a clerical agency, and they tell me that there was a 

man of that name in orders, whose career has been a singularly dark one. The landlord further informed me 

that there are usually weekend visitors- 'a warm lot, sir'- at the Hall, and especially one gentleman with a red 

moustache, Mr. Woodley by name, who was always there. We had got as far as this, when who should walk 

in but the gentleman himself, who had been drinking his beer in the tap-room and had heard the whole 

conversation. Who was I? What did I want? What did I mean by asking questions? He had a fine flow of 

language, and his adjectives were very vigorous. He ended a string of abuse by a vicious backhander, which I 

failed to entirely avoid. The next few minutes were delicious. It was a straight left against a slogging ruffian. I 

emerged as you see me. Mr. Woodley went home in a cart. So ended my country trip, and it must be 

confessed that, however enjoyable, my day on the Surrey border has not been much more profitable than your 

own." 

The Thursday brought us another letter from our client. - 

You will not be surprised, Mr. Holmes [said she] to hear that I am leaving Mr. Carruthers's employment. Even 

the high pay cannot reconcile me to the discomforts of my situation. On Saturday I come up to town, and I do 

not intend to return. Mr. Carruthers has got a trap, and so the dangers of the lonely road, if there ever were 

any dangers, are now over. 

As to the special cause of my leaving, it is not merely the strained situation with Mr. Carruthers, but it is the 

reappearance of that odious man, Mr. Woodley. He was always hideous, but he looks more awful than ever 

now, for he appears to have had an accident and he is much disfigured. I saw him out of the window, but I am 

glad to say I did not meet him. He had a long talk with Mr. Carruthers, who seemed much excited afterwards. 

Woodley must be staying in the neighbourhood, for he did not sleep here, and yet I caught a glimpse of him 

again this morning, slinking about in the shrubbery. I would sooner have a savage wild animal loose about the 

place. I loathe and fear him more than I can say. How can Mr. Carruthers endure such a creature for a 

moment? However, all my troubles will be over on Saturday. - 

"So I trust, Watson, so I trust" said Holmes, gravely. "There is some deep intrigue going on round that little 

woman, and it is our duty to see that no one molests her upon that last journey. I think, Watson, that we must 

spare time to run down together on Saturday morning and make sure that this curious and inclusive 

investigation has no untoward ending." 

I confess that I had not up to now taken a very serious view of the case, which had seemed to me rather 

grotesque and bizarre than dangerous. That a man should lie in wait for and follow a very handsome woman 

is no unheard-of thing, and if he has so little audacity that he not only dared not address her, but even fled 

from her approach, he was not a very formidable assailant. The ruffian Woodley was a very different person, 

but, except on one occasion, he had not molested our client, and now he visited the house of Carruthers 

without intruding upon her presence. The man on the bicycle was doubtless a member of those week-end 

parties at the Hall of which the publican had spoken, but who he was, or what he wanted, was as obscure as 

ever. It was the severity of Holmes's manner and the fact that he slipped a revolver into his pocket before 
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leaving our rooms which impressed me with the feeling that tragedy might prove to lurk behind this curious 

train of events. 

A rainy night had been followed by a glorious morning, and the heath-covered countryside, with the glowing 

clumps of flowering gorse, seemed all the more beautiful to eyes which were weary of the duns and drabs and 

slate grays of London. Holmes and I walked along the broad, sandy road inhaling the fresh morning air and 

rejoicing in the music of the birds and the fresh breath of the spring. From a rise of the road on the shoulder of 

Crooksbury Hill, we could see the grim Hall bristling out from amidst the ancient oaks, which, old as they 

were, were still younger than the building which they surrounded. Holmes pointed down the long tract of road 

which wound, a reddish yellow band, between the brown of the heath and the budding green of the woods. 

Far away, a black dot, we could see a vehicle moving in our direction. Holmes gave an exclamation of 

impatience. 

"I have given a margin of half an hour," said he. "If that is her trap, she must be making for the earlier train. I 

fear, Watson, that she will be past Charlington before we can possibly meet her." 

From the instant that we passed the rise, we could no longer see the vehicle, but we hastened onward at such a 

pace that my sedentary life began to tell upon me, and I was compelled to fall behind. Holmes, however, was 

always in training, for he had inexhaustible stores of nervous energy upon which to draw. His springy step 

never slowed until suddenly, when he was a hundred yards in front of me, he halted, and I saw him throw up 

his hand with a gesture of grief and despair. At the same instant an empty dog-cart, the horse cantering, the 

reins trailing, appeared round the curve of the road and rattled swiftly towards us. 

"Too late, Watson, too late!" cried Holmes, as I ran panting to his side. "Fool that I was not to allow for that 

earlier train! It's abduction, Watson- abduction! Murder! Heaven knows what! Block the road! Stop the horse! 

That's right. Now, jump in, and let us see if I can repair the consequences of my own blunder." 

We had sprung into the dog-cart, and Holmes, after turning the horse, gave it a sharp cut with the whip, and 

we flew back along the road. As we turned the curve, the whole stretch of road between the Hall and the heath 

was opened up. I grasped Holmes's arm. 

"That's the man!" I gasped. 

A solitary cyclist was coming towards us. His head was down and his shoulders rounded, as he put every 

ounce of energy that he possessed on to the pedals. He was flying like a racer. Suddenly he raised his bearded 

face, saw us close to him, and pulled up, springing from his machine. That coal-black beard was in singular 

contrast to eyes were as bright as if he had a fever. He stared at us and at the dog-cart. Then a look of 

amazement came over his face. 

"Halloa! Stop there!" he shouted, holding his bicycle to block our road. "Where did you get that dog-cart? 

Pull up, man!" he yelled, drawing a pistol from his side "Pull up, I say, or, by George, I'll put a bullet into 

your horse." 

Holmes threw the reins into my lap and sprang down from the cart. 

"You're the man we want to see. Where is Miss Violet Smith?" he said, in his quick, clear way. 

"That's what I'm asking you. You're in her dog-cart. You ought to know where she is." 

"We met the dog-cart on the road. There was no one in it. We drove back to help the young lady." 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

21 

"Good Lord! Good Lord! What shall I do?" cried the stranger, in an ecstasy of despair. "They've got her, that 

hell-hound Woodley and the blackguard parson. Come, man, come, if you really are her friend. Stand by me 

and we'll save her, if I have to leave my carcass in Charlington Wood." 

He ran distractedly, his pistol in his hand, towards a gap in the hedge. Holmes followed him, and I, leaving 

the horse grazing beside the road, followed Holmes. 

"This is where they came through," said he, pointing to the marks of several feet upon the muddy path. 

"Halloa! Stop a minute! Who's this in the bush?" 

It was a young fellow about seventeen, dressed like an ostler, with leather cords and gaiters. He lay upon his 

back, his knees drawn up, a terrible cut upon his head. He was insensible, but alive. A glance at his wound 

told me that it had not penetrated the bone. 

"That's Peter, the groom," cried the stranger. "He drove her. The beasts have pulled him off and clubbed him. 

Let him lie; we can't do him any good, but we may save her from the worst fate that can befall a woman." 

We ran frantically down the path, which wound among the trees. We had reached the shrubbery which 

surrounded the house when Holmes pulled up. 

"They didn't go to the house. Here are their marks on the left- here, beside the laurel bushes. Ah! I said so." 

As he spoke, a woman's shrill scream- a scream which vibrated with a frenzy of horror- burst from the thick, 

green clump of bushes in front of us. It ended suddenly on its highest note with a choke and a gurgle. 

"This way! This way! They are in the bowling-alley," cried the stranger, darting through the bushes. "Ah, the 

cowardly dogs! Follow me, gentlemen! Too late! too late! by the living Jingo!" 

We had broken suddenly into a lovely glade of greensward surrounded by ancient trees. On the farther side of 

it, under the shadow of a mighty oak, there stood a singular group of three people. One was a woman, our 

client, drooping and faint, a handkerchief round her mouth. Opposite her stood a brutal, heavy-faced, 

redmoustached young man, his gaitered legs parted wide, one arm akimbo, the other waving a riding crop, his 

whole attitude suggestive of triumphant bravado. Between them an elderly, gray-bearded man, wearing a 

short surplice over a light tweed suit, had evidently just completed the wedding service, for he pocketed his 

prayer-book as we appeared, and slapped the sinister bridegroom upon the back in jovial congratulation. 

"They're married?" I gasped. 

"Come on!" cried our guide, "come on!" He rushed across the glade, Holmes and I at his heels. As we 

approached, the lady staggered against the trunk of the tree for support. Williamson, the ex-clergyman, bowed 

to us with mock politeness, and the bully, Woodley, advanced with a shout of brutal and exultant laughter. 

"You can take your beard off, Bob," said he. "I know you, right enough. Well, you and your pals have just 

come in time for me to be able to introduce you to Mrs. Woodley." 

Our guide's answer was a singular one. He snatched off the dark beard which had disguised him and threw it 

on the ground, disclosing a long, sallow, clean-shaven face below it. Then he raised his revolver and covered 

the young ruffian, who was advancing upon him with his dangerous riding crop swinging in his hand. 

"Yes," said our ally, "I am Bob Carruthers, and I'll see this woman righted, if I have to swing for it. I told you 

what I'd do if you molested her, and, by the Lord! I'll be as good as my word." 
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"You're too late. She's my wife." 

"No, she's your widow." 

His revolver cracked, and I saw the blood spurt from the front of Woodley's waistcoat. He spun round with a 

scream and fell upon his back, his hideous red face turning suddenly to a dreadful mottled pallor. The old 

man, still clad in his surplice, burst into such a string of foul oaths as I have never heard, and pulled out a 

revolver of his own, but, before he could raise it, he was looking down the barrel of Holmes's weapon. 

"Enough of this," said my friend, coldly. "Drop that pistol! Watson, pick it up! Hold it to his head. Thank you. 

You, Carruthers, give me that revolver. We'll have no more violence. Come, hand it over!" 

"Who are you, then?" 

"My name is Sherlock Holmes." 

"Good Lord!" 

"You have heard of me, I see. I will represent the official police until their arrival. Here, you!" he shouted to a 

frightened groom, who had appeared at the edge of the glade. "Come here. Take this note as hard as you can 

ride to Farnham." He scribbled a few words upon a leaf from his notebook. "Give it to the superintendent at 

the police-station. Until he comes, I must detain you all under my personal custody." 

The strong, masterful personality of Holmes dominated the tragic scene, and all were equally puppets in his 

hands. Williamson and Carruthers found themselves carrying the wounded Woodley into the house, and I 

gave my arm to the frightened girl. The injured man was laid on his bed, and at Holmes's request I examined 

him. I carried my report to where he sat in the old tapestry-hung dining-room with his two prisoners before 

him. 

"He will live," said I. 

"What!" cried Carruthers, springing out of his chair. "I'll go upstairs and finish him first. Do you tell me that 

that angel, is to be tied to Roaring Jack Woodley for life?" 

"You need not concern yourself about that," said Holmes. "There are two very good reasons why she should, 

under no circumstances, be his wife. In the first place, we are very safe in questioning Mr. Williamson's right 

to solemnize a marriage." 

"I have been ordained," cried the old rascal. 

"And also unfrocked." 

"Once a clergyman, always a clergyman." 

"I think not. How about the license?" 

"We had a license for the marriage. I have it here in my pocket." 

"Then you got it by trick. But, in any case a forced marriage is no marriage, but it is a very serious felony, as 

you will discover before you have finished. You'll have time to think the point out during the next ten years or 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

23 

so, unless I am mistaken. As to you, Carruthers, you would have done better to keep your pistol in your 

pocket." 

"I begin to think so, Mr. Holmes, but when I thought of all the precaution I had taken to shield this girl- for I 

loved her, Mr. Holmes, and it is the only time that ever I knew what love was- it fairly drove me mad to think 

that she was in the power of the greatest brute and bully in South Africa- a man whose name is a holy terror 

from Kimberley to Johannesburg. Why, Mr. Holmes, you'll hardly believe it, but ever since that girl has been 

in my employment I never once let her go past this house, where I knew rascals were lurking, without 

following her on my bicycle, to see that she came to no harm. I kept my distance from her, and I wore a beard, 

so that she should not recognize me, for she is a good and high-spirited girl, and she wouldn't have stayed in 

my employment long if she had thought that I was following her about the country roads." 

"Why didn't you tell her of her danger?" 

"Because then, again, she would have left me, and I couldn't bear to face that. Even if she couldn't love me, it 

was a great deal to me just to see her dainty form about the house, and to hear the sound of her voice." 

"Well," said I, "you call that love, Mr. Carruthers, but I should call it selfishness." 

"Maybe the two things go together. Anyhow, I couldn't let her go. Besides, with this crowd about, it was well 

that she should have someone near to look after her. Then, when the cable came, I knew they were bound to 

make a move." 

"What cable?" 

Carruthers took a telegram from his pocket "That's it," said he. 

It was short and concise: - 

THE OLD MAN IS DEAD. - 

"Hum!" said Holmes. "I think I see how things worked, and I can understand how this message would, as you 

say, bring them to a head. But while you wait, you might tell me what you can. 

The old reprobate with the surplice burst into a volley of bad language. 

"By heaven!" said he, "if you squeal on us, Bob Carruthers, I'll serve you as you served Jack Woodley. You 

can bleat about the girl to your heart's content, for that's your own affair, but if you round on your pals to this 

plain-clothes copper, it will be the worst day's work that ever you did." 

"Your reverence need not be excited," said Holmes, lighting a cigarette. "The case is clear enough against 

you, and all I ask is a few details for my private curiosity. However, if there's any difficulty in your telling 

me, I'll do the talking, and then you will see how far you have a chance of holding back your secrets. In the 

first place, three of you came from South Africa on this game- you Williamson, you Carruthers, and 

Woodley." 

"Lie number one," said the old man; "I never saw either of them until two months ago, and I have never been 

in Africa in my life, so you can put that in your pipe and smoke it, Mr. Busybody Holmes!" 

"What he says is true," said Carruthers. 
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"Well, well, two of you came over. His reverence is our own homemade article. You had known Ralph Smith 

in South Africa. You had reason to believe he would not live long. You found out that his niece would inherit 

his fortune. How's that- eh?" 

Carruthers nodded and Williamson swore. 

"She was next of kin, no doubt, and you were aware that the old fellow would make no will." 

"Couldn't read or write," said Carruthers. 

"So you came over, the two of you, and hunted up the girl. The idea was that one of you was to marry her, and 

the other have a share of the plunder. For some reason, Woodley was chosen as the husband. Why was that?" 

"We played cards for her on the voyage. He won." 

"I see. You got the young lady into your service, and there Woodley was to do the courting. She recognized 

the drunken brute that he was, and would have nothing to do with him. Meanwhile, your arrangement was 

rather upset by the fact that you had yourself fallen in love with the lady. You could no longer bear the idea of 

this ruffian owning her?" 

"No, by George, I couldn't!" 

"There was a quarrel between you. He left you in a rage, and began to make his own plans independently of 

you." 

"It strikes me, Williamson, there isn't very much that we can tell this gentleman," cried Carruthers, with a 

bitter laugh. "Yes, we quarreled, and he knocked me down. I am level with him on that, anyhow. Then I lost 

sight of him. That was when he picked up with this outcast padre here. I found that they had set up 

housekeeping together at this place on the line that she had to pass for the station. I kept my eye on her after 

that, for I knew there was some devilry in the wind. I saw them from time to time, for I was anxious to know 

what they were after. Two days ago Woodley came up to my house with this cable, which showed that Ralph 

Smith was dead. He asked me if I would stand by the bargain. I said I would not. He asked me if I would 

marry the girl myself and give him a share. I said I would willingly do so, but that she would not have me. He 

said, 'Let us get her married first and after a week or two she may see things a bit different.' I said I would 

have nothing to do with violence. So he went off cursing, like the foul-mouthed blackguard that he was, and 

swearing that he would have her yet. She was leaving me this week-end, and I had got a trap to take her to the 

station, but I was so uneasy in my mind that I followed her on my bicycle. She had got a start, however, and 

before I could catch her, the mischief was done. The first thing I knew about it was when I saw you two 

gentlemen driving back in her dog-cart" 

Holmes rose and tossed the end of his cigarette into the grate. "I have been very obtuse, Watson," said he. 

"When in your report you said that you had seen the cyclist as you thought arrange his necktie in the 

shrubbery, that alone should have told me all. However, we may congratulate ourselves upon a curious and, in 

some respects, a unique case. I perceive three of the county constabulary in the drive, and I am glad to see that 

the little ostler is able to keep pace with them, so it is likely that neither he nor the interesting bridegroom will 

be permanently damaged by their morning's adventures. I think, Watson, that in your medical capacity, you 

might wait upon Miss Smith and tell her that if she is sufficiently recovered, we shall be happy to escort her to 

her mother's home. If she is not quite convalescent you will find that a hint that we were about to telegraph to 

a young electrician in the Midlands would probably complete the cure. As to you, Mr. Carruthers, I think that 
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you have done what you could to make amends for your share in an evil plot. There is my card, sir, and if my 

evidence can be of help in your trial, it shall be at your disposal." - 

In the whirl of our incessant activity, it has often been difficult for me, as the reader has probably observed, to 

round off my narratives, and to give those final details which the curious might expect. Each case has been the 

prelude to another, and the crisis once over, the actors have passed for ever out of our busy lives. I find, 

however, a short note at the end of my manuscript dealing with this case, in which I have put it upon record 

that Miss Violet Smith did indeed inherit a large fortune, and that she is now the wife of Cyril Morton, the 

senior partner of Morton & Kennedy, the famous Westminster electricians. Williamson and Woodley were 

both tried for abduction and assault, the former getting seven years the latter ten. Of the fate of Carruthers, I 

have no record, but I am sure that his assault was not viewed very gravely by the court, since Woodley had 

the reputation of being a most dangerous ruffian, and I think that a few, months were sufficient to satisfy the 

demands of justice. - - 

HTTPS://AMERICANLITERATURE.COM/AUTHOR/SIR-ARTHUR-CONAN-DOYLE/SHORT-

STORY/THE-ADVENTURE-OF-THE-SOLITARY-CYCLIST 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-solitary-cyclist
https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle/short-story/the-adventure-of-the-solitary-cyclist
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I DON’T MISS YOU”  

FROM ANONYMOUS SEX 

February 8, 2022  

 

The following is a short story from Anonymous Sex, edited by Hillary Jordan and Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan. The 

collection gathers 27 anonymous stories about sex from 27 writers from around the world. Jordan is the 

author of the novels When She Woke and Mudbound. The latter was adapted into a critically acclaimed 

Netflix film that earned four Academy Award nominations. Tan is the author of the international 

bestsellers Sarong Party Girls and A Tiger in the Kitchen. 

So…this thing is anonymous, right? I confess, I tried to squirm out of it a few times. I wrote few lines, then 

different lines. I figured, better play it safe. Get in and get out: a good 
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story, a few juicy similes (cock glistening like a glazed cudgel…a salted caramel thigh, buttocks like a plum 

tomato…no a Carolina peach…no a plum tomato). But then the contract looked pretty airtight on secrecy, and 

I thought, is this really the way to use this opportunity? A few tired titillations? The chance to say “cock” on 

the playground? Here I am, with an anonymous platform, and nobody is ever going to guess my name. 

And…look…here you are on the same list. You will know who I am, no matter what I write. So I might as 

well tell you some secrets. 

Once at seventeen, I stood with one foot on a toilet rim, scissors aimed at my hymen, thinking I’d break it 

myself. I didn’t do it—but I’ve been that stupid before. 

Once a gyno told me I have a beautiful clit, like the plump dewdrop tongue of a baby cat. I always wanted to 

tell someone that, and to ask if it was okay for her to say it. 

And that was me fucking in the bathroom at the Brooklyn Book Fest. That whimper you heard as you washed 

your hands and shook them dry—that was me, as a much-too-young beard scraped against the soft flesh just 

past my thigh… 

…but you already know that, though you didn’t at first. You ignored us, because it was a unisex bathroom in 

a far-flung part of the festival, and you smirked at the thought of some horny young couple about to get 

caught. But then you heard me say a word, a syllable, and you stiffened. And in that beat when you could 

have left, you teetered on your leather-soled shoes (you still wear those) and stayed, holding your breath. Why 

didn’t you go away? You must have felt the mood shift inside the stall. Through the crack in the door, I 

watched you stretch your wrists. Do they still ache? 

“I love the connecting parts,” you used to say. And then you’d kiss me in all those curious, unloved places: 

wrists and ankles, the web of veins bursting away from toes, the place where the pale skin of an underarm 

softens into torso, the pencil-thin lines where buttocks break from thighs and breasts sprout from a chest. The 

smudged corners of mouths. 

“Is this asshole just gonna keep standing there?” he whispered against my cheek. You shifted from foot to 

foot, turned on the water again, rinsed your hands the way you do, fingers laced. He mouthed, “Oh Christ,” 

and started performing for you. “Like that? How about a blurb, then?” he breathed loudly. And I snorted, and 

he said, “Say it’s stunning…say it’s groundbreaking.” 

We both laughed (not him and I; you and I). I heard you, across that metal door. Some accidental wit, you 

might say, good for him. He slapped a hand across my mouth. I saw the sleeve of that olive Barbour jacket 

you wear. He grabbed my chin, turned my face toward him… 

God, it’s weird to see your name beside mine again. How’ve you been? What will you write about? Not that I 

plan to go looking… 

Then his fingers slipped under my skirt, and I forgot you— pretty completely, I swear—and I groaned into his 

chest. And he pressed himself against me and bit my ear, and one of my earrings—remember the gold 

ones?—fell into his mouth. He spit it out. 

I pulled away, scrambled to catch it. I heard it clink across the tiles. 

“What are you doing?” he muttered. 
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“I want my earring,” I said, squirming away from his fingers. “Stop that.” 

Do you remember how I used to watch you eat? You ate in a way that made everybody hungry, in that 

sumptuous but elegant way—scraping chocolate with your teeth, licking oil off your lips and nodding, and 

wiping the plate clean with a morsel of bread, rapturous over braised short ribs. You used to growl at your 

meat and tell it not to be scared, it’ll be over soon. 

Our first meal together, we argued about economics and politics. I didn’t tell you that I had studied all that. I 

called them soft sciences and dared you to give me any term and I’d divine its meaning. You laughed, took 

another bite, and you said, “Giffen good.” And I said, in a mock-girlish voice, “Sounds like…maybe, um, the 

kind of good where if the price goes up people want it more?” And you moved to my side of the table and 

kissed my cheek and whispered against the corner of my mouth, “You little hustler.” Then you noticed my 

gold earrings and said, “Those are lovely.” 

The gold stud skipped toward a drain. He pushed my skirt up around my waist. “I said stop.” 

He sighed, found the earring, and worked it back into my earlobe, a tight smile asking if this bullshit was 

finished now. “Try to relax,” he said. 

Do you remember (maybe you’ll write about it) that month we lost? It just vanished off the calendar. It’s 

strange the details that have stayed and gone. I don’t remember what we ate or the color of your sheets. I 

don’t remember how many chairs you have in your bedroom or if we left the lights on. I remember the 

sweaty, musty smell of the bed in the morning, after we’d spent the whole night wrecking it, the scrape of 

your dry knees against my thighs as you parted my legs. The way you bit my collarbone, bit my lip and the 

tips of all ten fingers. I remember your enormous hands sliding down my back, thinking, Does my back curve 

like that? How nice to feel so much of me, so much forgotten skin, at once. The way you threw me into fits of 

laughter by growling at my flesh like the meat. When we fucked, the sweaty hairs between us rustled and 

merged, our mismatched colors, and I thought you might crack my pelvic bone. 

Afterward, a coarse black hair drying on my hip, curled like a question mark. I told you about your hands, 

how they set alight vast spaces I’ve forgotten. You inspected my fingers and quoted a line from E. E. 

Cummings: nobody, not even the rain, has such small hands. 

“Get off, I can’t breathe,” I told the hipster in the stall. And he did. 

Do you know he’s vegetarian? I wondered at the start of this if vegetarian lovers ever do that kind of 

play…pretending they’ll eat you. It wouldn’t be convincing, would it? Well, he does other things. 

I took a nervous breath. You were still there, waiting without reason, defiant now. Why didn’t you just leave? 

“I think that creep’s listening,” I whispered, the betrayal landing like a bad swallow in my chest. 

“Good, let him listen,” he said, and bit my earlobe until it stung. 

“I don’t want to anymore. It’s gross in here.” 

“Fine.” He zipped up, straightened my skirt, and shouted, “Hey, buddy, some privacy, please?” 

You cleared your throat and left. When we emerged, you weren’t outside. 

I came to your panel. I saw you in the back row of mine. 
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What are you doing in this anthology? Did you know I’d be here? Maybe somebody told you, and you started 

thinking about the old days. I won’t go looking for your story. I don’t miss you at all. And it’s pretty pathetic, 

you following me into that bathroom, and then here. Because you know that what we had wasn’t love. Love is 

newness. Love is hipsters in bathroom stalls begging for blurbs. Love is success and fun and never fighting 

about the sheets, the dishes, the bills. Love is fascination, discovering each other’s forgotten corners—and we 

can’t do that again for the first time, can we? Love is a series of small erasures, until that final unimaginable 

one. 

But…I just wanted to say thanks for staying, for keeping your ear to that door. That guy wasn’t bad, you 

know. He was great, actually—and so was his book. It was groundbreaking, astonishing, stunning…and the 

prose. The prose was like a glazed cudgel…like a Carolina peach. 

Don’t laugh—that’s the actual blurb I gave him. He didn’t use it. And I don’t think he’s coming around again. 

Funny the snatches that survive the years, after every other detail has been erased. Your scratchy knees. Your 

playful growl. Your teeth scraping my collar, your hands, your salted caramel laugh. 

__________________________________ 

Excerpted from Anonymous Sex, edited by Hillary Jordan and Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan. Excerpted with the 

permission of Scribner, a Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc. Copyright © 2022 by Hillary Jordan and Cheryl 

Lu-Lien Tan. 

 

https://lithub.com/i-dont-miss-you/   

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781982177522
https://lithub.com/i-dont-miss-you/
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Next generation refrigeration technologies 

BCMATERIALS • MATERIALS 

ByBCMaterials February 28, 2022 0 comments 

Human activities impact significantly on the environment we live. The human society has been experiencing 

extreme weather conditions frequently that indicate a systematic climate shift. Almost every place in the 

world has set records of extreme temperatures. This trend of extreme weather has been warned by scientists to 

be possibly a result of excessive human activities such as greenhouse gas emissions. It is worth noting that 

global weather change may lead not only to a hot summer but also, at least partially, to cause disasters such as 

dreadful hurricane, drought, and flood, etc. The disasters lead to many existing living forms, including 

humankind, in danger. One of the most significant contributors to environmental damages is 

hydrofluorocarbon (HFC) gases, which are widely used in residential, commercial and industrial air 

conditioning and refrigeration (Figure 1). Although HFCs currently represent approximately 1% of total 

greenhouse gases, the impact on global warming can be hundreds to thousands of times greater than that of 

CO2 per unit mass. Moreover, production, consumption and emission of these factory-made gases are growing 

at a rate of 8% per year. The direct emission of HFCs is estimated to account for 45% of equivalent 

CO2 emission in 2050.1,2 Additionally, the ever demanding uses of air conditioning and refrigeration not only 

contribute to the greenhouse effect by direct emission but also consumes electricity, which causes 

CO2 emissions indirectly. The development of zero global warming potential (GWP) and highly energy-

efficient refrigeration technologies is therefore an urgent and long-overdue mission. 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/bcmaterials/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/technology/materials/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote1sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote2sym
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As a self-regulation of human activity, the Kyoto Protocol and its further amendments restrict the uses of the 

HFCs refrigerants with high GWPs as in the current vapor-compression-cycle (VCC), which inspires a series 

of innovations of environmental-friendly and non-vapor-compression-based cooling technologies,3 such as 

thermoelectrics (TE),4 magnetocaloric effect (MCE),5 electrocaloric effect (ECE),6,7 elasto(baro) caloric 

effect,8 sorption cooling,9 enhanced radiative cooling,10 etc. Magnetocaloric effect has, for several decades, 

been exploited to pump heat near room temperature. By contrast, their electrocaloric and mechanocaloric 

counterparts have only been intensively studied and exploited for little more than a decade. These different 

caloric strands have recently been unified to yield a single field of research that could help combat climate 

change by generating energy efficient heat pumps for both cooling and heating. 

 

Electrocaloric Effect 

Comparison: Vapour compression refrigerators (VCRs) are operated as reverse cycles (Fig.2. right). They use 

a circulating liquid refrigerant as a medium. The refrigerant is: (i) adiabatically compressed when P > 0, (ii) 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote3sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote4sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote5sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote6sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote7sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote8sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote9sym
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condensed at constant pressure undergoing a phase transition (thereby rejecting heat to the heat sink), (iii) 

adiabatically throttled in an expansion valve (P = 0) and (iv) evaporated at constant pressure undergoing the 

reverse phase transition (thereby absorbing heat from the load/refrigerator). The amount of transferred heat is 

determined by the latent heat of the first-order phase transition. Similarly, in solid-state electrocaloric (EC) 

cooling (Fig.2. left), the adiabatic compression/expansion of the refrigerant is analogous to adiabatic 

polarization/depolarization, while the isobaric processes are replaced by isofield ones (E). Contrary to VCR, 

where the adiabatic expansion of the vapour is thermodynamically irreversible, the EC effect is a 

thermodynamically reversible process that could reach the limit of the Carnot efficiency (the highest 

efficiency). 

Figure 2. 

Brief History: The first experimental investigations of the electrocaloric effect were made on Rochelle salt in 

1930 by Kobenko and Kurtschatov 11. The authors noted the minute electrocaloric change of temperature, but 

failed to report its magnitude. Only much later in 1963 Wiseman and Kuebler repeated same experiment with 

much better accuracy12. They reported electrocaloric temperature change of a few mK and provided a simple 

phenomenological theory demonstrating that the electrocaloric entropy and thus temperature change is 

proportional to the square of polarization, provided that the initial state is depolarized. In next few decades, 

ECE was studied in several solid dielectric materials13 as well as in dielectric liquids such as liquid 

crystals14,15 . In the beginning of the twenty-first century, this field saw revival induced by two 

papers16,17 predicting the giant electrocaloric response in some inorganic and organic materials 18,19. 

Specifically, a giant ECE exceeding 12 K was observed in PZT thin films around 222 ◦C 17. A similarly large 

ECE was detected in the ferroelectric P(VDF–TrFE) copolymer around 70 ◦C and in the relaxor ferroelectric 

P(VDF–TrFE–CFE) terpolymer near the room temperature18. 

Working Principle: When an electric field E is applied to a dielectric material, it will induce a change in the 

polarization and, consequently, a change in the entropy and temperature in the material. Such an electric field 

induced temperature and entropy change in a dielectric material is known as the electrocaloric effect. The 

electrocaloric effect originates from the polar entropy change between an ordered and a disordered state. A 

dielectric material with a large number of polarization orientations and short polar-correlation, such as the 

relaxor ferroelectric, has the potential to achieve a large electrocaloric effect over a broad temperature range. 

An adiabatically applied bias electric field (E > 0) results in an increase in the temperature (+ ΔTad) of a 

material due to the lattice vibration entropy compensation of the reduction of the dipolar subsystem entropy. 

In contrast, the adiabatic removal of the field (E = 0) causes cooling of the material; that is, the temperature of 

the material decreases (- ΔTad) as a result of the decrease of the lattice vibration entropy, which compensates 

for the increase of the dipolar subsystem entropy. In both cases, the total entropy of the whole system remains 

constant as it should during the adiabatic process; 

Magnetocaloric effect 

Similar to the description mentioned above for the comparison between VCR and ECE, the magnetocaloric 

effect (MCE) is also a thermodynamically reversible process in magnetic materials with second-order phase 

transition that shows very high Carnot efficiency. In this case, the adiabatic magnetization/demagnetization 

process is comparable to that of VCR compression/expansion. 

Brief history: There is some discrepancy in the discovery of the magnetocaloric effect. Some authors claim 

that the magnetocaloric effect was discovered by E. Warburg in 1881, whose studies in iron resulted in a 
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https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote12sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote13sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote14sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote15sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote16sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote17sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote18sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/02/28/next-generation-refrigeration-technologies/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#sdfootnote19sym


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

33 

novel thermodynamic phenomenon in those days20. However, other authors claim that it was Pierre Weiss and 

Auguste Piccard who discovered this effect in 191721, studying temperature changes in pure Nickel induced 

by magnetic field change around the Curie temperature. In the mid-1920s, the formulation of the MCE and its 

applicability to reaching temperatures below 1K by adiabatic demagnetization of a paramagnetic compound 

was proposed independently by William Giauque22 and Peter Debye23, and a few years later it was 

experimentally demonstrated by W. Giauque and D. P. MacDougall by means of the implementation of the 

first adiabatic refrigerator24. Their research was focused on studying the influence of the demagnetization of a 

MC material on the adiabatic temperature change, reaching values of up to 0.25 K by reducing the magnetic 

field from 0.8 to 0 T and starting from 1.5 K. This milestone marks the beginning of the ultra-low-temperature 

cryogenic technology, which today is used to reach micro-Kelvin temperatures by nuclear adiabatic 

demagnetization. Currently, the biggest challenge of the solid-state adiabatic refrigeration is the 

implementation of this technology in devices operating at room temperature for household and industrial 

purposes. The first prototype of a magnetic refrigerator was designed in 1976 by Gerald Brown25. Currently, 

the most developed prototypes have been developed by Ubiblue, a French start-up company specialized in the 

design and production of devices based on the magnetocaloric effect26, offering devices with several tens of 

kW of cooling power, allowing energy saving of 50% and working with a Carnot cycle efficiency of 65%. 

Working Principle: When a magnetocaloric material is subjected to an external magnetic field (H > 0) it 

results in a change of the magnetic order in the MC material, with a consequent decrease in the entropy 

related to the magnetic contributions of the total entropy, named magnetic entropy change. Under adiabatic 

conditions, it means when the total entropy of the system keeps constant, the magnetic entropy change is 

balanced by a change in the lattice entropy. This results in an adiabatic temperature change of the 

magnetocaloric material (+ ΔTad). In order to implement the magnetocaloric effect in refrigeration or heat 

pump technologies, it is required to perform a thermodynamic cycle close to the phase transformation of the 

magnetocaloric material, where the MCE is maximum. 

Similar to the Carnot refrigeration cycle (Fig. 2. Right), the magnetic refrigeration cycle works by increasing 

and decreasing a magnetic field strength rather than increasing or decreasing an applied pressure. This 

principle is analogous to the ECE, presented in Fig. 2. Left, but replacing the electric field E with the 

magnetic field B, and ordering the magnetic domains instead of the electric dipoles of the caloric materials. 

Baro(elasto)caloric effect 

In general, the mechanocaloric effects of solid-state physics involve both barocaloric and elastocaloric 

phenomena of matter. The difference between the two effects is determined by their response to an external 

mechanical stimulus, classifying these effects as isothermal entropy or adiabatic temperature changes induced 

by isostatic pressure (σ < 0), in the case of barocalorics, or by uniaxial stress (σ > 0), in the case of 

elastocalorics. For the sake of simplicity, we will discuss both materials simultaneously in this section. 

Brief history: Surely, many of us have had the experience of feeling the temperature increase of a rubber band 

when stretching it against our lips. Well, precisely this experience was reported by the English natural and 

experimental philosopher John Gough in 180227, establishing this study as the discovery of the elastocaloric 

effect (eCE). In fact, it was not until the 1850s that a thermodynamic formulation explaining this effect was 

proposed, first by W. Thomson28 and a couple of years later by James P. Joule29, who reported evidence of 

this effect in several solids. In fact, due to these published works, the name Gough-Joule effect was given to 

the above physical phenomenon, which was first defined as the tendency of elastomers to shrink when heated 

under tension and subsequently generalized as the dependence of the temperature of any solid on the 
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mechanical deformation. However, there was no significant interest in studying these materials due to the low 

elastocaloric properties of these compounds for over a hundred years. Until, based on several results obtained 

on shape memory alloys30, they pushed again this effect as a viable alternative for their implementation in 

solid-state cooling systems. Since then, the number of scientific papers based on the elastocaloric effect has 

been increasing considerably. Recently, plastic crystals (such as Neopentylglycol 

or tris(hydroxymethyl)aminomethane) have shown colossal barocaloric effect (BCE) (acts with isostatic 

pressure as external stimulus instead of uniaxial stress), that is elevated adiabatic temperature changes due to 

a change in the material by pressure31. 

Working Principle: The phenomenology of the mechanocaloric effect is the one most closely related to the 

existing technology in refrigeration by compression/expansion of a gas (Fig. 2 Right) but acting in a crystal 

lattice. The barocaloric refrigeration cycle consist in four differentiated steps, i) the adiabatic compression 

that is when the barocaloric material is subjected to an isostatic compression (σ < 0), ii) the heat transfer from 

the cold to the hot heat exchanger, iii) the decompression process where the barocaloric material is relieved 

(σ = 0) and iv) the heat transfer from the hot to the cold heat exchanger/refrigerator. In the case of 

elastocaloric materials the caloric effect stems from the release and absorption of latent heat by elastic 

deformations (σ > 0) (instead of isostatic compression, σ < 0) of the active material by cyclic loading and 

unloading. 

Final remarks 

Compared with vapour compression refrigeration, the solid-state refrigeration offers following 

advantages: (1) More efficient than the conventional technologies; (2) More environmentally friendly; (3) No 

gases involved; (4) Low vibration and noise; (5) Compact size; and (6) Light weight. 

In general, the conditions to find the most suitable caloric materials for next generation refrigeration 

technologies are: 

• The detection of a pronounced caloric effect at room temperature, under relatively small intensities of the 

external stimulus; 

• To be toxic-free and chemically stable; 

• To present low economic costs; 

• The resistance to corrosion (by the heat transfer fluid or by the contact with other materials); 

• The easiness to be reproduced (in terms of the number of composing elements, the compatibility with large-

scale production); 

• To show slight thermal hysteresis; 

• To present little values of specific heat to enhance the adiabatic temperature changes as well as a rapid 

response, in terms of caloric effect, to the external stimulus variations. 

Next generation refrigeration technologies based on advanced materials also represent a needed contribution 

for a sustainable future! 
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Governments have delayed action on climate change for too long, and incremental changes in energy and 

food production will no longer be enough to create a climate-resilient future, a new analysis from scientists 

around the world warns. 

The world is already seeing harmful impacts from climate change, including extreme storms, heat waves and 

other changes that have pushed some natural and human systems to the limits of their ability to adapt. As 

temperatures continue to rise, transformational change is coming to how people live on Earth. Countries can 

either plan their transformations, or they can face the destructive, often chaotic transformations that will be 

imposed by the changing climate. 

I’m one of the authors of the climate impacts and adaptation report, released Feb. 28, 2022, as part of the 

United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s Sixth Assessment Report. The increasing 

alarm in these reports, which review the latest research every six or seven years, echoes what I’ve seen over 

years of work in international development and climate change. 

Climate change is having damaging effects today 

Global temperatures have risen 1.1 degrees Celsius (2 F) since 1890. This warming has already produced 

substantial environmental changes. 

Heat waves and extreme downpours have become more severe in many areas. These impacts have already 

contributed to water scarcity and complex food price spikes, and they can exacerbate health risks for 

vulnerable populations, such as low-income communities that can’t afford cooling when temperatures rise. 

Climate models show these effects will worsen in a warming future as people continue releasing greenhouse 

gas emissions from fossil fuel use, agriculture and other activities, compromising humanity’s ability to adapt. 

Where people cannot adapt, lives will be transformed in reactive, expensive ways. For example, research 

shows that if warming increases beyond 1.5 C (2.7 F) compared to preindustrial times, some small island 

states will lose much of their area to rising seas. Climate change will transform where their residents live, 

what they do for a living and indeed the very way they live. 

 

Climate change is already contributing to humanitarian disasters, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change’s new report explains. On the island nation of Kiribati, which is at high risk from sea level rise, the 

village of Tebunginako had to be relocated. Justin McManus/The AGE/Fairfax Media via Getty Images 

Rising temperatures and increasingly frequent droughts in the breadbaskets of the global food system, such as 

the American Midwest or Australia’s Murray-Darling Basin, will compromise harvests. In our tightly 

interconnected global food system, such events create radiating shortages and price spikes across different 

crops and places. 
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In the United States, these spikes are generally limited, but can resemble price increases under current 

inflation. For the most vulnerable Americans, such increases can strain their food security and increase 

pressure on social safety nets. In less wealthy parts of the world, these spikes can induce profound food 

crises, social unrest and political instability.  

 

The impacts of a warming future will compromise the achievement of societal goals like ending poverty and 

malnutrition, in the United States and abroad. 

 

Read more: A quick guide to climate change jargon – what experts mean by adaptation, carbon neutral 

and 6 other key terms 

 

People, companies and governments can cut risks 

The world is not helpless in the face of these risks. 

If countries, communities and individuals recognize the need for transformation, they can identify what they 

want to transform and what they want to preserve. They can ask who will be most affected by such 

transformations, and then plan for and manage these impacts, bringing as many people as possible into a 
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climate resilient future. This does more than secure material safety. It changes people’s relationship with each 

other and the environment. 

 

As global temperatures rise, many crops face risks from weather and climate extremes. Thomas Kienzle/AFP 

via Getty Images 

There are emerging examples of transformational adaptation to climate change that show what is possible. 

In Australia, farmers who adopted regenerative agriculture practices, which help to store more carbon in the 

soil, found that the health of their soil increased. This allowed the farmers to buffer their fields against 

drought and floods. They also became more collaborative and ecologically aware, and they articulated more 

holistic goals for their farming that went beyond income to well-being and conservation. 

Preservation vs. transformation: A false choice 

The slow global response so far makes it clear that addressing climate change is fundamentally a problem of 

people and their motivations. 

Some politicians and others promote false choices between expensive adaptation and the status quo. 

But arguments that mitigating climate change is too expensive obscure the fact that people pay for this losing 

battle against the transformative impacts of climate change all the time. 
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Levels of carbon dioxide, a powerful greenhouse gas that is released by burning fossil fuels and drives global 

warming, have risen quickly in the atmosphere over the past 70 years. NOAA 

The IPCC report notes that in East Africa, the economic impact of climate change on a single crop, maize, has 

been estimated at US$1 billion each year. This is far more than these countries or the international community 

spends on agricultural aid and other support for these farmers. Their production is part of the same global 

food system that shapes food prices everywhere. It’s one example of how humanity is already paying for 

adaptation, often in indirect ways. 

Focusing on the status quo also sidesteps the thorny politics of deciding what aspects of our current lives, 

societies and economies should be preserved and what can and should be transformed. Shifting from cars to 

public transportation can improve access jobs and amenities for lower-income populations. At the same time, 

housing near transportation can be priced out of reach. Building a seawall might protect properties along one 

part of the coast while shifting erosion to communities with fewer resources. 

What countries and communities decide to transform, and how, will depend greatly on who gets to participate 

in these decisions. Their outcomes, in turn, will have significant implications for justice and equity. 

Reactive approach hides the accumulating costs 

But the status quo isn’t cheap in the long run, and studies show that the harm from more drastic warming 

would be extensive. 
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https://theconversation.com/what-is-the-social-cost-of-carbon-2-energy-experts-explain-after-court-ruling-blocks-bidens-changes-176255
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The Urban Climate Change Research Network, an international consortium of scientists, estimates that 

the current cost of adaptation for urban areas alone is between $64 billion and $80 billion each year. The same 

assessment found the annual costs of inaction are likely to be 10 times as large by midcentury. The longer 

countries wait to mitigate climate change, the fewer transformational options they will have. 

[Over 140,000 readers rely on The Conversation’s newsletters to understand the world. Sign up today.] 

The choice is not between expensive transformation and no-cost status quo. The difference lies in how people 

will pay, how much they pay, and how often they pay. If we do not choose the transformations we want, 

environmentally imposed transformations lurk very near for some, and eventually for all. 

The IPCC assessment offers a stark choice: Does humanity accept this disastrous status quo and the uncertain, 

unpleasant future it is leading toward, or does it grab the reins and choose a better future? 

https://theconversation.com/transformational-change-is-coming-to-how-people-live-on-earth-un-

climate-adaptation-report-warns-which-path-will-humanity-choose-

177604?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20Newsletter%20for%20February%2028%2020

22%20-

%202218322013&utm_content=Daily%20Newsletter%20for%20February%2028%202022%20-

%202218322013+Version+A+CID_561b265fdc2c491ed17240e55f0e4b9e&utm_source=campaign_moni

tor_us&utm_term=Transformational%20change%20is%20coming%20to%20how%20people%20live

%20on%20Earth%20UN%20climate%20adaptation%20report%20warns%20Which%20path%20wil

l%20humanity%20choose  

https://uccrn.ei.columbia.edu/arc3.2
https://memberservices.theconversation.com/newsletters/?source=inline-140ksignup
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The Backdoor to Immortality: Marguerite Duras on What Makes Life Worth Living in the Face of Death 

“Immortality is not a matter of more or less time.” 

B Y M ARIA POPOVA  

 

“What exists, exists so that it can be lost and become precious,” Lisel Mueller wrote as she weighed what 

gives meaning to our mortal lives in a stunning poem — one of the hundreds that outlived her as she returned 

her borrowed stardust to the universe at ninety-six. And yet, by some felicitous deviation from logic — 

perhaps an adaptive imbecility essential for our mental and emotional survival, one of the touching 

incongruences that make us human — the moment something becomes precious to us, we quarantine the 

prospect of its loss in some chamber of the mind we choose not to enter. On some deep level beyond the reach 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/02/24/immortality-in-passing-lisel-mueller/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375700528/braipick-20
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of reason, we come to believe that the people we love are — must be, for the alternative is a fathomless terror 

— immortal.  

 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

46 

And so, when a loved one dies, this deepest part of us grows wild with rage at the universe — a rage skinned 

of sensemaking, irrational and raw, unsalved by our knowledge that the entropic destiny of everything alive is 

to die and of everything that exists to eventually not, even the universe itself; unsalved by the the immense 

cosmic poetry hidden in this fact; unsalved by the luckiness of having lived at all against the staggering 

cosmic odds otherwise; unsalved by remembering that only because ancient archaebacteria were capable of 

dying, as was every organism that evolved in their wake, we and the people we love and the people we lose 

came to exist at all. 

Marguerite Duras 

The French novelist, playwright, essayist, and filmmaker Marguerite Duras (April 4, 1914–March 3, 1996) 

captures this bewildering rage in the final pages of The Lover (public library) — her autobiographical novel 

about a writer creating herself as a woman and an artist in the act of writing, published the year I was born, 

some 3.7 billion years after the first archaebacterium began mutating and died. 

When the novel’s protagonist-narrator receives a telegram from Saigon, carrying news that her younger 

brother has been killed at twenty-seven, she receives the news as a kind of mistake, a “momentary error” 

eclipsing the universe, filling her soul with outrage “on the scale of God.” She realizes with the stab of 

hindsight that her brother had always appeared immortal to her, purely by virtue of being her beloved brother. 

Duras writes: 

The error, the outrage, filled the whole universe… People ought to be told of such things. Ought to be taught 

that immortality is mortal, that it can die, it’s happened before and it happens still. It doesn’t ever announce 

itself as such — it’s duplicity itself. It doesn’t exist in detail, only in principle. Certain people may harbor it, 

on condition they don’t know that’s what they’re doing. Just as certain other people may detect its presence in 

them, on the same condition, that they don’t know they can. 

With this, Duras turns to what fills our fragile mortality with meaning — what consecrates it with the sort of 

transcendence we might experience as joy, or art, or love. A century and a half after Mary 

Shelley contemplated what makes life worth living as she envisioned a world savaged by a deadly pandemic, 

and a century after Walt Whitman contemplated what makes life worth living after a paralytic stroke made 

him confront his own mortality, Duras arrives at a kindred conclusion: 

It’s while it’s being lived that life is immortal, while it’s still alive. Immortality is not a matter of more or less 

time, it’s not really a question of immortality but of something else that remains unknown. It’s as untrue to 

say it’s without beginning or end as to say it begins and ends with the life of the spirit, since it partakes both 

of the spirit and of the pursuit of the void. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/10/alan-lightman-death/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/10/alan-lightman-death/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/07/25/richard-dawkins-death/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/07/25/richard-dawkins-death/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375700528/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/lover/oclc/11497818&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/16/mary-shelley-the-last-man/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
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Art by Giuliano Cucco from Before I Grew Up — a lyrical elegy for life, loss, and our search for life. 

This harmonic of life and death sings from the pages of Duras’s posthumous published wartime notebooks, in 

one of which she reflects on the Mekong River of her native Vietnam as she traverses aboard a ferry: 

All around the ferry is the river, it’s brimful, its moving waters… The river has picked up all it has met with 

since Tonle Sap and the Cambodian forest. It carries everything along, straw huts, forests, burned-out fires, 

dead birds, dead dogs, drowned tigers and buffaloes, drowned men, bait, islands of water hyacinths all stuck 

together. Everything flows toward the Pacific, no time for anything to sink, all is swept along by the deep and 

headlong storm of the inner current, suspended on the surface of the river’s strength. 

Complement with artist, poet, and philosopher Etel Adnan, who lived to ninety-five, on how to live and how 

to die, Olivia Laing on life, loss, and the wisdom of rivers, and mathematician Michael Frame’s uncommonly 

original perspective on how fractals can help us fathom loss and reorient to the ongoingness of life. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/02/marguerite-duras-the-lover-

immortality/?mc_cid=01203d3d06&mc_eid=d1c16ac662

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/16/before-i-grew-up-miller-cucco/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1101907932/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/16/etel-adnan-shifting-the-silence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/16/etel-adnan-shifting-the-silence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/05/16/olivia-laing-to-the-river/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/10/geometry-of-grief-michael-frame/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/16/before-i-grew-up-miller-cucco/
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Claribel Alegria 

 

 

Summing Up 

 

In the sixty-three years 

I have lived 

some instants are electric: 

the happiness of my feet 

jumping puddles 

six hours in Machu Picchu 

the buzzing of the telephone 

while awaiting my mother’s death 

the ten minutes it took 

to lose my virginity 

the hoarse voice 

announcing the assassination 

of Archbishop Romero 

fifteen minutes in Delft 

the first wail of my daughter 

I don’t know how many years yearning 

for the liberation of my people 

certain immortal deaths 

the eyes of that starving child 

your eyes bathing me in love 

one forget-me-not afternoon 

the desire to mold myself 

into a verse 

a cry 

a fleck of foam. 

  

 — Translated by the author and Darwin J. Flakoll 

  

From issue no. 108 (Fall 1988) 

 

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read Claribel Alegria’s poem “Documentary,” out from behind the 

paywall in this week’s Redux, alongside work by Susan Sontag, Nadine Gordimer, and Ryszard 

Kapuściński?  

 

https://mailchi.mp/theparisreview.org/poem-139630?e=d538c8f2e0

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=1b46766ec6&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=c8b169ac7b&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ebe2aebd6e&e=d538c8f2e0
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The Adventure of the Red Circle 

by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 

 

"Well, Mrs. Warren, I cannot see that you have any particular cause for uneasiness, nor do I understand why I, 

whose time is of some value, should interfere in the matter. I really have other things to engage me." So spoke 

Sherlock Holmes and turned back to the great scrapbook in which he was arranging and indexing some of his 

recent material. 

But the landlady had the pertinacity and also the cunning of her sex. She held her ground firmly. 

"You arranged an affair for a lodger of mine last year," she said--"Mr. Fairdale Hobbs." 

"Ah, yes--a simple matter." 

"But he would never cease talking of it--your kindness, sir, and the way in which you brought light into the 

darkness. I remembered his words when I was in doubt and darkness myself. I know you could if you only 

would." 

Holmes was accessible upon the side of flattery, and also, to do him justice, upon the side of kindliness. The 

two forces made him lay down his gum-brush with a sigh of resignation and push back his chair. 

"Well, well, Mrs. Warren, let us hear about it, then. You don't object to tobacco, I take it? Thank you, 

Watson--the matches! You are uneasy, as I understand, because your new lodger remains in his rooms and 

you cannot see him. Why, bless you, Mrs. Warren, if I were your lodger you often would not see me for 

weeks on end." 

"No doubt, sir; but this is different. It frightens me, Mr. Holmes. I can't sleep for fright. To hear his quick step 

moving here and moving there from early morning to late at night, and yet never to catch so much as a 

glimpse of him--it's more than I can stand. My husband is as nervous over it as I am, but he is out at his work 

all day, while I get no rest from it. What is he hiding for? What has he done? Except for the girl, I am all 

alone in the house with him, and it's more than my nerves can stand." 

Holmes leaned forward and laid his long, thin fingers upon the woman's shoulder. He had an almost hypnotic 

power of soothing when he wished. The scared look faded from her eyes, and her agitated features smoothed 

into their usual commonplace. She sat down in the chair which he had indicated. 

"If I take it up I must understand every detail," said he. "Take time to consider. The smallest point may be the 

most essential. You say that the man came ten days ago and paid you for a fortnight's board and lodging?" 

"He asked my terms, sir. I said fifty shillings a week. There is a small sitting-room and bedroom, and all 

complete, at the top of the house." 

"Well?" 

"He said, 'I'll pay you five pounds a week if I can have it on my own terms.' I'm a poor woman, sir, and Mr. 

Warren earns little, and the money meant much to me. He took out a ten-pound note, and he held it out to me 

https://americanliterature.com/author/sir-arthur-conan-doyle
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then and there. 'You can have the same every fortnight for a long time to come if you keep the terms,' he said. 

'If not, I'll have no more to do with you.' 

"What were the terms?" 

"Well, sir, they were that he was to have a key of the house. That was all right. Lodgers often have them. 

Also, that he was to be left entirely to himself and never, upon any excuse, to be disturbed." 

"Nothing wonderful in that, surely?" 

"Not in reason, sir. But this is out of all reason. He has been there for ten days, and neither Mr. Warren, nor I, 

nor the girl has once set eyes upon him. We can hear that quick step of his pacing up and down, up and down, 

night, morning, and noon; but except on that first night he had never once gone out of the house." 

"Oh, he went out the first night, did he?" 

"Yes, sir, and returned very late--after we were all in bed. He told me after he had taken the rooms that he 

would do so and asked me not to bar the door. I heard him come up the stair after midnight." 

"But his meals?" 

"It was his particular direction that we should always, when he rang, leave his meal upon a chair, outside his 

door. Then he rings again when he has finished, and we take it down from the same chair. If he wants 

anything else he prints it on a slip of paper and leaves it." 

"Prints it?" 

"Yes, sir; prints it in pencil. Just the word, nothing more. Here's the one I brought to show you--soap. Here's 

another-- match. This is one he left the first morning--daily gazette. I leave that paper with his breakfast every 

morning." 

"Dear me, Watson," said Homes, staring with great curiosity at the slips of foolscap which the landlady had 

handed to him, "this is certainly a little unusual. Seclusion I can understand; but why print? Printing is a 

clumsy process. Why not write? What would it suggest, Watson?" 

"That he desired to conceal his handwriting." 

"But why? What can it matter to him that his landlady should have a word of his writing? Still, it may be as 

you say. Then, again, why such laconic messages?" 

"I cannot imagine." 

"It opens a pleasing field for intelligent speculation. The words are written with a broad-pointed, violet-tinted 

pencil of a not unusual pattern. You will observe that the paper is torn away at the side here after the printing 

was done, so that the 's' of 'soap' is partly gone. Suggestive, Watson, is it not?" 

"Of caution?" 

"Exactly. There was evidently some mark, some thumbprint, something which might give a clue to the 

person's identity. Now. Mrs. Warren, you say that the man was of middle size, dark, and bearded. What age 

would he be?" 
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"Youngish, sir--not over thirty." 

"Well, can you give me no further indications?" 

"He spoke good English, sir, and yet I thought he was a foreigner by his accent." 

"And he was well dressed?" 

"Very smartly dressed, sir--quite the gentleman. Dark clothes-- nothing you would note." 

"He gave no name?" 

"No, sir." 

"And has had no letters or callers?" 

"None." 

"But surely you or the girl enter his room of a morning?" 

"No, sir; he looks after himself entirely." 

"Dear me! that is certainly remarkable. What about his luggage?" 

"He had one big brown bag with him--nothing else." 

"Well, we don't seem to have much material to help us. Do you say nothing has come out of that room--

absolutely nothing?" 

The landlady drew an envelope from her bag; from it she shook out two burnt matches and a cigarette-end 

upon the table. 

"They were on his tray this morning. I brought them because I had heard that you can read great things out of 

small ones." 

Holmes shrugged his shoulders. 

"There is nothing here," said he. "The matches have, of course, been used to light cigarettes. That is obvious 

from the shortness of the burnt end. Half the match is consumed in lighting a pipe or cigar. But, dear me! this 

cigarette stub is certainly remarkable. The gentleman was bearded and moustached, you say?" 

"Yes, sir." 

"I don't understand that. I should say that only a clean-shaven man could have smoked this. Why, Watson, 

even your modest moustache would have been singed." 

"A holder?" I suggested. 

"No, no; the end is matted. I suppose there could not be two people in your rooms, Mrs. Warren?" 

"No, sir. He eats so little that I often wonder it can keep life in one." 
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"Well, I think we must wait for a little more material. After all, you have nothing to complain of. You have 

received your rent, and he is not a troublesome lodger, though he is certainly an unusual one. He pays you 

well, and if he chooses to lie concealed it is no direct business of yours. We have no excuse for an intrusion 

upon his privacy until we have some reason to think that there is a guilty reason for it. I've taken up the 

matter, and I won't lose sight of it. Report to me if anything fresh occurs, and rely upon my assistance if it 

should be needed. 

"There are certainly some points of interest in this case, Watson," he remarked when the landlady had left us. 

"It may, of course, be trivial--individual eccentricity; or it may be very much deeper than appears on the 

surface. The first thing that strike one is the obvious possibility that the person now in the rooms may be 

entirely different from the one who engaged them." 

"Why should you think so?" 

"Well, apart form this cigarette-end, was it not suggestive that the only time the lodger went out was 

immediately after his taking the rooms? He came back--or someone came back--when all witnesses were out 

of the way. We have no proof that the person who came back was the person who went out. Then, again, the 

man who took the rooms spoke English well. This other, however, prints 'match' when it should have been 

'matches.' I can imagine that the word was taken out of a dictionary, which would give the noun but not the 

plural. The laconic style may be to conceal the absence of knowledge of English. Yes, Watson, there are good 

reasons to suspect that there has been a substitution of lodgers." 

"But for what possible end?" 

"Ah! there lies our problem. There is one rather obvious line of investigation." He took down the great book 

in which, day by day, he filed the agony columns of the various London journals. "Dear me!" said he, turning 

over the pages, "what a chorus of groans, cries, and bleatings! What a rag-bag of singular happenings! But 

surely the most valuable hunting-ground that ever was given to a student of the unusual! This person is alone 

and cannot be approached by letter without a breach of that absolute secrecy which is desired. How is any 

news or any message to reach him from without? Obviously by advertisement through a newspaper. There 

seems no other way, and fortunately we need concern ourselves with the one paper only. Here are the Daily 

Gazette extracts of the last fortnight. 'Lady with a black boa at Prince's Skating Club'--that we may pass. 

'Surely Jimmy will not break his mother's heart'--that appears to be irrelevant. 'If the lady who fainted on 

Brixton bus'--she does not interest me. 'Every day my heart longs--' Bleat, Watson-- unmitigated bleat! Ah, 

this is a little more possible. Listen to this: 'Be patient. Will find some sure means of communications. 

Meanwhile, this column. G.' That is two days after Mrs. Warren's lodger arrived. It sounds plausible, does it 

not? The mysterious one could understand English, even if he could not print it. Let us see if we can pick up 

the trace again. Yes, here we are--three days later. 'Am making successful arrangements. Patience and 

prudence. The clouds will pass. G.' Nothing for a week after that. Then comes something much more definite: 

'The path is clearing. If I find chance signal message remember code agreed--One A, two B, and so on. You 

will hear soon. G.' That was in yesterday's paper, and there is nothing in to-day's. It's all very appropriate to 

Mrs. Warren's lodger. If we wait a little, Watson, I don't doubt that the affair will grow more intelligible." 

So it proved; for in the morning I found my friend standing on the hearthrug with his back to the fire and a 

smile of complete satisfaction upon his face. 

"How's this, Watson?" he cried, picking up the paper from the table. "'High red house with white stone 

facings. Third floor. Second window left. After dusk. G.' That is definite enough. I think after breakfast we 
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must make a little reconnaissance of Mrs. Warren's neighbourhood. Ah, Mrs. Warren! what news do you 

bring us this morning?" 

Our client had suddenly burst into the room with an explosive energy which told of some new and 

momentous development. 

"It's a police matter, Mr. Holmes!" she cried. "I'll have no more of it! He shall pack out of there with his 

baggage. I would have gone straight up and told him so, only I thought it was but fair to you to take your 

opinion first. But I'm at the end of my patience, and when it comes to knocking my old man about--" 

"Knocking Mr. Warren about?" 

"Using him roughly, anyway." 

"But who used him roughly?" 

"Ah! that's what we want to know! It was this morning, sir. Mr. Warren is a timekeeper at Morton and 

Waylight's, in Tottenham Court Road. He has to be out of the house before seven. Well, this morning he had 

not gone ten paces down the road when two men came up behind him, threw a coat over his head, and 

bundled him into a cab that was beside the curb. They drove him an hour, and then opened the door and shot 

him out. He lay in the roadway so shaken in his wits that he never saw what became of the cab. When he 

picked himself up he found he was on Hampstead Heath; so he took a bus home, and there he lies now on his 

sofa, while I came straight round to tell you what had happened." 

"Most interesting," said Holmes. "Did he observe the appearance of these men--did he hear them talk?" 

"No; he is clean dazed. He just knows that he was lifted up as if by magic and dropped as if by magic. Two a 

least were in it, and maybe three." 

"And you connect this attack with your lodger?" 

"Well, we've lived there fifteen years and no such happenings ever came before. I've had enough of him. 

Money's not everything. I'll have him out of my house before the day is done." 

"Wait a bit, Mrs. Warren. Do nothing rash. I begin to think that this affair may be very much more important 

than appeared at first sight. It is clear now that some danger is threatening your lodger. It is equally clear that 

his enemies, lying in wait for him near your door, mistook your husband for him in the foggy morning light. 

On discovering their mistake they released him. What they would have done had it not been a mistake, we can 

only conjecture." 

"Well, what am I to do, Mr. Holmes?" 

"I have a great fancy to see this lodger of yours, Mrs. Warren." 

"I don't see how that is to be managed, unless you break in the door. I always hear him unlock it as I go down 

the stair after I leave the tray." 

"He has to take the tray in. Surely we could conceal ourselves and see him do it." 

The landlady thought for a moment. 
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"Well, sir, there's the box-room opposite. I could arrange a looking-glass, maybe, and if you were behind the 

door--" 

"Excellent!" said Holmes. "When does he lunch?" 

"About one, sir." 

"Then Dr. Watson and I will come round in time. For the present, Mrs. Warren, good-bye." 

At half-past twelve we found ourselves upon the steps of Mrs. Warren's house--a high, thin, yellow-brick 

edifice in Great Orme Street, a narrow thoroughfare at the northeast side of the British Museum. Standing as 

it does near the corner of the street, it commands a view down Howe Street, with its ore pretentious houses. 

Holmes pointed with a chuckle to one of these, a row of residential flats, which projected so that they could 

not fail to catch the eye. 

"See, Watson!" said he. "'High red house with stone facings.' There is the signal station all right. We know the 

place, and we know the code; so surely our task should be simple. There's a 'to let' card in that window. It is 

evidently an empty flat to which the confederate has access. Well, Mrs. Warren, what now?" 

"I have it all ready for you. If you will both come up and leave your boots below on the landing, I'll put you 

there now." 

It was an excellent hiding-plate which she had arranged. The mirror was so placed that, seated in the dark, we 

could very plainly see the door opposite. We had hardly settled down in it, and Mrs. Warren left us, when a 

distant tinkle announced that our mysterious neighbour had rung. Presently the landlady appeared with the 

tray, laid it down upon a chair beside the closed door, and then, treading heavily, departed. Crouching 

together in the angle of the door, we kept our eyes fixed upon the mirror. Suddenly, as the landlady's footsteps 

died away, there was the creak of a turning key, the handle revolved, and two thin hands darted out and lifted 

the tray form the chair. An instant later it was hurriedly replaced, and I caught a glimpse of a dark, beautiful, 

horrified face glaring at the narrow opening of the box-room. Then the door crashed to, the key turned once 

more, and all was silence. Holmes twitched my sleeve, and together we stole down the stair. 

"I will call again in the evening," said he to the expectant landlady. "I think, Watson, we can discuss this 

business better in our own quarters." 

"My surmise, as you saw, proved to be correct," said he, speaking from the depths of his easy-chair. "There 

has been a substitution of lodgers. What I did not foresee is that we should find a woman, and no ordinary 

woman, Watson." 

"She saw us." 

"Well, she saw something to alarm her. That is certain. The general sequence of events is pretty clear, is it 

not? A couple seek refuge in London from a very terrible and instant danger. The measure of that danger is 

the rigour of their precautions. The man, who has some work which he must do, desires to leave the woman in 

absolute safety while he does it. It is not an easy problem, but he solved it in an original fashion, and so 

effectively that her presence was not even known to the landlady who supplies her with food. The printed 

messages, as is now evident, were to prevent her sex being discovered by her writing. The man cannot come 

near the woman, or he will guide their enemies to her. Since he cannot communicate with her direct, he has 

recourse to the agony column of a paper. So far all is clear." 
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"But what is at the root of it?" 

"Ah, yes, Watson--severely practical, as usual! What is at the root of it all? Mrs. Warren's whimsical problem 

enlarges somewhat and assumes a more sinister aspect as we proceed. This much we can say: that it is no 

ordinary love escapade. You saw the woman's face at the sign of danger. We have heard, too, of the attack 

upon the landlord, which was undoubtedly meant for the lodger. These alarms, and the desperate need for 

secrecy, argue that the matter is one of life or death. The attack upon Mr. Warren further shows that the 

enemy, whoever they are, are themselves not aware of the substitution of the female lodger for the male. It is 

very curious and complex, Watson." 

"Why should you go further in it? What have you to gain from it?" 

"What, indeed? It is art for art's sake, Watson. I suppose when you doctored you found yourself studying 

cases without thought of a fee?" 

"For my education, Holmes." 

"Education never ends, Watson. It is a series of lessons with the greatest for the last. This is an instructive 

case. There is neither money nor credit in it, and yet one would wish to tidy it up. When dusk comes we 

should find ourselves one stage advanced in our investigation." 

When we returned to Mrs. Warren's rooms, the gloom of a London winter evening had thickened into one 

gray curtain, a dead monotone of colour, broken only by the sharp yellow squares of the windows and the 

blurred haloes of the gas-lamps. As we peered from the darkened sitting-room of the lodging-house, one more 

dim light glimmered high up through the obscurity. 

"Someone is moving in that room," said Holmes in a whisper, his gaunt and eager face thrust forward to the 

window-pane. "Yes, I can see his shadow. There he is again! He has a candle in his hand. Now he is peering 

across. He wants to be sure that she is on the lookout. Now he begins to flash. Take the message also, Watson, 

that we may check each other. A single flash--that is A, surely. Now, then. How many did you make it? 

Twenty. Do did In. That should mean T. AT--that's intelligible enough. Another T. Surely this is the 

beginning of a second word. Now, then--TENTA. Dead stop. That can't be all, Watson? ATTENTA gives no 

sense. Nor is it any better as three words AT, TEN, TA, unless T. A. are a person's initials. There it goes 

again! What's that? ATTE--why, it is the same message over again. Curious, Watson, very curious. Now he is 

off once more! AT--why he is repeating it for the third time. ATTENTA three times! How often will he repeat 

it? No, that seems to be the finish. He has withdrawn form the window. What do you make of it, Watson?" 

"A cipher message, Holmes." 

My companion gave a sudden chuckle of comprehension. "And not a very obscure cipher, Watson," said he. 

"Why, of course, it is Italian! The A means that it is addressed to a woman. 'Beware! Beware! Beware!' How's 

that, Watson? 

"I believe you have hit it." 

"Not a doubt of it. It is a very urgent message, thrice repeated to make it more so. But beware of what? Wait a 

bit, he is coming to the window once more." 

Again we saw the dim silhouette of a crouching man and the whisk of the small flame across the window as 

the signals were renewed. They came mor rapidly than before--so rapid that it was hard to follow them. 
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"PERICOLO--pericolo--eh, what's that, Watson? 'Danger,' isn't it? Yes, by Jove, it's a danger signal. There he 

goes again! PERI. Halloa, what on earth--" 

The light had suddenly gone out, the glimmering square of window had disappeared, and the third floor 

formed a dark band round the lofty building, with its tiers of shining casements. That last warning cry had 

been suddenly cut short. How, and by whom? The same thought occurred on the instant to us both. Holmes 

sprang up from where he crouched by the window. 

"This is serious, Watson," he cried. "There is some devilry going forward! Why should such a message stop in 

such a way? I should put Scotland Yard in touch with this business--and yet, it is too pressing for us to leave." 

"Shall I go for the police?" 

"We must define the situation a little more clearly. It may bear some more innocent interpretation. Come, 

Watson, let us go across ourselves and see what we can make of it." 

Two 

As we walked rapidly down Howe Street I glanced back at the building which we had left. There, dimly 

outlined at the top window, I could see the shadow of a head, a woman's head, gazing tensely, rigidly, out into 

the night, waiting with breathless suspense for the renewal of that interrupted message. At the doorway of the 

Howe Street flats a man, muffled in a cravat and greatcoat, was leaning against the railing. He started as the 

hall-light fell upon our faces. 

"Holmes!" he cried. 

"Why, Gregson!" said my companion as he shook hands with the Scotland Yard detective. "Journeys end with 

lovers' meetings. What brings you here?" 

"The same reasons that bring you, I expect," said Gregson. "How you got on to it I can't imagine." 

"Different threads, but leading up to the same tangle. I've been taking the signals." 

"Signals?" 

"Yes, from that window. They broke off in the middle. We came over to see the reason. But since it is safe in 

your hands I see no object in continuing this business." 

"Wait a bit!" cried Gregson eagerly. "I'll do you this justice, Mr. Holmes, that I was never in a case yet that I 

didn't feel stronger for having you on my side. There's only the one exit to these flats, so we have him safe." 

"Who is he?" 

"Well, well, we score over you for once, Mr. Holmes. You must give us best this time." He struck his stick 

sharply upon the ground, on which a cabman, his whip in his hand, sauntered over from a four-wheeler which 

stood on the far side of the street. "May I introduce you to Mr. Sherlock Holmes?" he said to the cabman. 

"This is Mr. Leverton, of Pinkerton's American Agency." 

"The hero of the Long Island cave mystery?" said Holmes. "Sir, I am pleased to meet you." 
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The American, a quiet, businesslike young man, with a clean- shaven, hatchet face, flushed up at the words of 

commendation. "I am on the trail of my life now, Mr. Holmes," said he. "If I can get Gorgiano--" 

"What! Gorgiano of the Red Circle?" 

"Oh, he has a European fame, has he? Well, we've learned all about him in America. We KNOW he is at the 

bottom of fifty murders, and yet we have nothing positive we can take him on. I tracked him over from New 

York, and I've been close to him for a week in London, waiting some excuse to get my hand on his collar. Mr. 

Gregson and I ran him to ground in that big tenement house, and there's only one door, so he can't slip us. 

There's three folk come out since he went in, but I'll swear he wasn't one of them." 

"Mr. Holmes talks of signals," said Gregson. "I expect, as usual, he knows a good deal that we don't." 

In a few clear words Holmes explained the situation as it had appeared to us. The American struck his hands 

together with vexation. 

"He's on to us!" he cried. 

"Why do you think so?" 

"Well, it figures out that way, does it not? Here he is, sending out messages to an accomplice--there are 

several of his gang in London. Then suddenly, just as by your own account he was telling them that there was 

danger, he broke short off. What could it mean except that from the window he had suddenly either caught 

sight of us in the street, or in some way come to understand how close the danger was, and that he must act 

right away if he was to avoid it? What do you suggest, Mr. Holmes?" 

"That we go up at once and see for ourselves." 

"But we have no warrant for his arrest." 

"He is in unoccupied premises under suspicious circumstances," said Gregson. "That is good enough for the 

moment. When we have him by the heels we can see if New York can't help us to keep him. I'll take the 

responsibility of arresting him now." 

Our official detectives may blunder in the matter of intelligence, but never in that of courage. Gregson 

climbed the stair to arrest this desperate murderer with the same absolutely quiet and businesslike bearing 

with which he would have ascended the official staircase of Scotland Yard. The Pinkerton man had tried to 

push past him, but Gregson had firmly elbowed him back. London dangers were the privilege of the London 

force. 

The door of the left-hand flat upon the third landing was standing ajar. Gregson pushed it open. Within all 

was absolute silence and darkness. I struck a match and lit the detective's lantern. As I did so, and as the 

flicker steadied into a flame, we all gave a gasp of surprise. On the deal boards of the carpetless floor there 

was outlined a fresh track of blood. The red steps pointed towards us and led away from an inner room, the 

door of which was closed. Gregson flung it open and held his light full blaze in front of him, while we all 

peered eagerly over his shoulders. 

In the middle of the floor of the empty room was huddled the figure of an enormous man, his clean-shaven, 

swarthy face grotesquely horrible in its contortion and his head encircled by a ghastly crimson halo of blood, 

lying in a broad wet circle upon the white woodwork. His knees were drawn up, his hands thrown out in 
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agony, and from the centre of his broad, brown, upturned throat there projected the white haft of a knife 

driven blade- deep into his body. Giant as he was, the man must have gone down like a pole-axed ox before 

that terrific blow. Beside his right hand a most formidable horn-handled, two-edged dagger lay upon the floor, 

and near it a black kid glove. 

"By George! it's Black Gorgiano himself!" cried the American detective. "Someone has got ahead of us this 

time." 

"Here is the candle in the window, Mr. Holmes," said Gregson. "Why, whatever are you doing?" 

Holmes had stepped across, had lit the candle, and was passing it backward and forward across the window-

panes. Then he peered into the darkness, blew the candle out, and threw it on the floor. 

"I rather think that will be helpful," said he. He came over and stood in deep thought while the two 

professionals were examining the body. "You say that three people came out form the flat while you were 

waiting downstairs," said he at last. "Did you observe them closely?" 

"Yes, I did." 

"Was there a fellow about thirty, black-bearded, dark, of middle size?" 

"Yes; he was the last to pass me." 

"That is your man, I fancy. I can give you his description, and we have a very excellent outline of his 

footmark. That should be enough for you." 

"Not much, Mr. Holmes, among the millions of London." 

"Perhaps not. That is why I thought it best to summon this lady to your aid." 

We all turned round at the words. There, framed in the doorway, was a tall and beautiful woman--the 

mysterious lodger of Bloomsbury. Slowly she advanced, her face pale and drawn with a frightful 

apprehension, her eyes fixed and staring, her terrified gaze riveted upon the dark figure on the floor. 

"You have killed him!" she muttered. "Oh, Dio mio, you have killed him!" Then I heard a sudden sharp intake 

of her breath, and she sprang into the air with a cry of joy. Round and round the room she danced, her hands 

clapping, her dark eyes gleaming with delighted wonder, and a thousand pretty Italian exclamations pouring 

from her lips. It was terrible and amazing to see such a woman so convulsed with joy at such a sight. 

Suddenly she stopped and gazed at us all with a questioning stare. 

"But you! You are police, are you not? You have killed Giuseppe Gorgiano. Is it not so?" 

"We are police, madam." 

She looked round into the shadows of the room. 

"But where, then, is Gennaro?" she asked. "He is my husband, Gennaro Lucca. I am Emilia Lucca, and we are 

both from New York. Where is Gennaro? He called me this moment from this window, and I ran with all my 

speed." 

"It was I who called," said Holmes. 
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"You! How could you call?" 

"Your cipher was not difficult, madam. Your presence here was desirable. I knew that I had only to flash 

'Vieni' and you would surely come." 

The beautiful Italian looked with awe at my companion. 

"I do not understand how you know these things," she said. "Giuseppe Gorgiano--how did he--" She paused, 

and then suddenly her face lit up with pride and delight. "Now I see it! My Gennaro! My splendid, beautiful 

Gennaro, who has guarded me safe from all harm, he did it, with his own strong hand he killed the monster! 

Oh, Gennaro, how wonderful you are! What woman could every be worthy of such a man?" 

"Well, Mrs. Lucca," said the prosaic Gregson, laying his hand upon the lady's sleeve with as little sentiment 

as if she were a Notting Hill hooligan, "I am not very clear yet who you are or what you are; but you've said 

enough to make it very clear that we shall want you at the Yard." 

"One moment, Gregson," said Holmes. "I rather fancy that this lady may be as anxious to give us information 

as we can be to get it. You understand, madam, that your husband will be arrested and tried for the death of 

the man who lies before us? What you say may be used in evidence. But if you think that he has acted from 

motives which are not criminal, and which he would wish to have known, then you cannot serve him better 

than by telling us the whole story." 

"Now that Gorgiano is dead we fear nothing," said the lady. "He was a devil and a monster, and there can be 

no judge in the world who would punish my husband for having killed him." 

"In that case," said Holmes, "my suggestion is that we lock this door, leave things as we found them, go with 

this lady to her room, and form our opinion after we have heard what it is that she has to say to us." 

Half an hour later we were seated, all four, in the small sitting-room of Signora Lucca, listening to her 

remarkable narrative of those sinister events, the ending of which we had chanced to witness. She spoke in 

rapid and fluent but very unconventional English, which, for the sake of clearness, I will make grammatical. 

"I was born in Posilippo, near Naples," said she, "and was the daughter of Augusto Barelli, who was the chief 

lawyer and once the deputy of that part. Gennaro was in my father's employment, and I came to love him, as 

any woman must. He had neither money nor position--nothing but his beauty and strength and energy--so my 

father forbade the match. We fled together, were married at Bari, and sold my jewels to gain the money which 

would take us to America. This was four years ago, and we have been in New York ever since. 

"Fortune was very good to us at first. Gennaro was able to do a service to an Italian gentleman--he saved him 

from some ruffians in the place called the Bowery, and so made a powerful friend. His name was Tito 

Castalotte, and he was the senior partner of the great firm of Castalotte and Zamba, who are the chief fruit 

importers of New York. Signor Zamba is an invalid, and our new friend Castalotte has all power within the 

firm, which employs more than three hundred men. He took my husband into his employment, made him 

head of a department, and showed his good- will towards him in every way. Signor Castalotte was a bachelor, 

and I believe that he felt as if Gennaro was his son, and both my husband and I loved him as if he were our 

father. We had taken and furnished a little house in Brooklyn, and our whole future seemed assured when that 

black cloud appeared which was soon to overspread our sky. 

"One night, when Gennaro returned from his work, he brought a fellow-countryman back with him. His name 

was Gorgiano, and he had come also from Posilippo. He was a huge man, as you can testify, for you have 
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looked upon his corpse. Not only was his body that of a giant but everything about him was grotesque, 

gigantic, and terrifying. His voice was like thunder in our little house. There was scarce room for the whirl of 

his great arms as he talked. His thoughts, his emotions, his passions, all were exaggerated and monstrous. He 

talked, or rather roared, with such energy that others could but sit and listen, cowed with the mighty stream of 

words. His eyes blazed at you and held you at his mercy. He was a terrible and wonderful man. I thank God 

that he is dead! 

"He came again and again. Yet I was aware that Gennaro was no more happy than I was in his presence. My 

poor husband would sit pale and listless, listening to the endless raving upon politics and upon social 

questions which made up or visitor's conversation. Gennaro said nothing, but I, who knew him so well, could 

read in his face some emotion which I had never seen there before. At first I thought that it was dislike. And 

then, gradually, I understood that it was more than dislike. It was fear--a deep, secret, shrinking fear. That 

night--the night that I read his terror--I put my arms round him and I implored him by his love for me and by 

all that he held dear to hold nothing from me, and to tell me why this huge man overshadowed him so. 

"He told me, and my own heart grew cold as ice as I listened. My poor Gennaro, in his wild and fiery days, 

when all the world seemed against him and his mind was driven half mad by the injustices of life, had joined 

a Neapolitan society, the Red Circle, which was allied to the old Carbonari. The oaths and secrets of this 

brotherhood were frightful, but once within its rule no escape was possible. When we had fled to America 

Gennaro thought that he had cast it all off forever. What was his horror one evening to meet in the streets the 

very man who had initiated him in Naples, the giant Gorgiano, a man who had earned the name of 'Death' in 

the south of Italy, for he was red to the elbow in murder! He had come to New York to avoid the Italian 

police, and he had already planted a branch of this dreadful society in his new home. All this Gennaro told me 

and showed me a summons which he had received that very day, a Red Circle drawn upon the head of it 

telling him that a lodge would be held upon a certain date, and that his presence at it was required and 

ordered. 

"That was bad enough, but worse was to come. I had noticed for some time that when Gorgiano came to us, as 

he constantly did, in the evening, he spoke much to me; and even when his words were to my husband those 

terrible, glaring, wild-beast eyes of his were always turned upon me. One night his secret came out. I had 

awakened what he called 'love' within him--the love of a brute--a savage. Gennaro had not yet returned when 

he came. He pushed his way in, seized me in his mighty arms, hugged me in his bear's embrace, covered me 

with kisses, and implored me to come away with him. I was struggling and screaming when Gennaro entered 

and attacked him. He struck Gennaro senseless and fled from the house which he was never more to enter. It 

was a deadly enemy that we made that night. 

"A few days later came the meeting. Gennaro returned from it with a face which told me that something 

dreadful had occurred. It was worse than we could have imagined possible. The funds of the society were 

raised by blackmailing rich Italians and threatening them with violence should they refuse the money. It 

seems that Castalotte, our dear friend and benefactor, had been approached. He had refused to yield to threats, 

and he had handed the notices to the police. It was resolved now that such an example should be made of 

them as would prevent any other victim from rebelling. At the meeting it was arranged that he and his house 

should be blown up with dynamite. There was a drawing of lots as to who should carry out the deed. Gennaro 

saw our enemy's cruel face smiling at him as he dipped his hand in the bag. No doubt it had been prearranged 

in some fashion, for it was the fatal disc with the Red Circle upon it, the mandate for murder, which lay upon 

his palm. He was to kill his best friend, or he was to expose himself and me to the vengeance of his comrades. 

It was part of their fiendish system to punish those whom they feared or hated by injuring not only their own 
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persons but those whom they loved, and it was the knowledge of this which hung as a terror over my poor 

Gennaro's head and drove him nearly crazy with apprehension. 

"All that night we sat together, our arms round each other, each strengthening each for the troubles that lay 

before us. The very next evening had been fixed for the attempt. By midday my husband and I were on our 

way to London, but not before he had given our benefactor full warning of this danger, and had also left such 

information for the police as would safeguard his life for the future. 

"The rest, gentlemen, you know for yourselves. We were sure that our enemies would be behind us like our 

own shadows. Gorgiano had his private reasons for vengeance, but in any case we knew how ruthless, 

cunning, and untiring he could be. Both Italy and America are full of stories of his dreadful powers. If ever 

they were exerted it would be now. My darling made use of the few clear days which our start had given us in 

arranging for a refuge for me in such a fashion that no possible danger could reach me. For his own part, he 

wished to be free that he might communicate both with the American and with the Italian police. I do not 

myself know where he lived, or how. All that I learned was through the columns of a newspaper. But once as 

I looked through my window, I saw two Italians watching the house, and I understood that in some way 

Gorgiano had found our retreat. Finally Gennaro told me, through the paper, that he would signal to me from 

a certain window, but when the signals came they were nothing but warnings, which were suddenly 

interrupted. It is very clear to me now that he knew Gorgiano to be close upon him, and that, thank God! he 

was ready for him when he came. And now, gentleman, I would ask you whether we have anything to fear 

from the law, or whether any judge upon earth would condemn my Gennaro for what he has done?" 

"Well, Mr. Gregson," said the American, looking across at the official, "I don't know what your British point 

of view may be, but I guess that in New York this lady's husband will receive a pretty general vote of thanks." 

"She will have to come with me and see the chief," Gregson answered. "If what she says is corroborated, I do 

not think she or her husband has much to fear. But what I can't make head or tail of, Mr. Holmes, is how on 

earth YOU got yourself mixed up in the matter." 

"Education, Gregson, education. Still seeking knowledge at the old university. Well, Watson, you have one 

more specimen of the tragic and grotesque to add to your collection. By the way, it is not eight o'clock, and a 

Wagner night at Covent Garden! If we hurry, we might be in time for the second act." 

 

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

circle 
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Love and Longing in the Seaweed Album 

By Sasha Archibald 

Combing across 19th-century shores, seaweed collectors would wander for hours, tucking specimens into 

pouches and jars, before pasting their finds into artful albums. Sasha Archibald explores the eros contained in 

the pressed and illustrated pages of notable algologists, including “the most ambitious album of all” by 

Charles F. Durant. 

PUBLISHED 

 

Seaweed from Charles F. Durant’s Algae and Corallines of the Bay & Harbor of New York (1850). 

Clockwise from top: Ulva linza, Sargassum montagnei, and Polysiphonia nigrescens — Source. 

I love the sea as my soul. Often, it even seems to me that the sea really is my soul.1—Heinrich Heine, 1826 

The soul of a man is of the same texture as the [seaweed] polypus.2—George Eliot, 1856 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#sash-archibald
https://archive.org/details/algaecorallines00dura/page/1/mode/2up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn2
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Seaweed’s appeal may not be immediately obvious. It comes to beauty by way of strangeness. The texture is 

uncouth and the shapes irregular; the reference to “weed” does it no favors. Seaweed’s core self proves 

elusive. Some varieties are delicate, filmy, and slick, and others dense and meaty, prone to intractable knots. 

I’ve used seaweed as a jumping rope, but I’ve also liquified tendrils with a forefinger’s stroke. 

Nowadays, the plant begs respect for its utility. Seaweed prevents oceanic erosion, we are told, and nurtures 

biodiversity. It’s a nutritious edible that can be cultivated with a light ecological footprint. Most impressively, 

marine forests are far more efficient than land-based forests at absorbing atmospheric CO2. Seaweed has 

become commonplace: a children’s snack, a type of massage, an ingredient in face lotion, shampoo, and 

Bloody Marys. Seaweed deserves our attention, the argument goes, because it is so tremendously useful. 

 

Naturalists of the nineteenth century took a different angle. Although they understood that seaweed 

“conferred a positive benefit on the atmosphere”, its appeal was precisely its lack of utility.3 The same word 

that described seaweed on shore — “rejectamenta” — also described anything more generally considered 

detritus. Seaweed seemed to be a weird, surplus embellishment that existed for no particular purpose except to 

express the wonders of the deep ocean. When the preeminent algae scholar William H. Harvey decided at age 

fifteen to devote his life to algology, it was the same as if he’d pledged allegiance to profitless esotericism. He 

wrote his former teacher that he intended “to study my favourite and useless class, Cryptogamia. I think I hear 

thee say, Tut-tut! But no matter. To be useless, various, and abstruse, is a sufficient recommendation of a 

science to make it pleasing to me.”4 No other field of study was so delightfully feckless. Interest in the plant 

signaled refinement. Flowers were the Victorian middle-class obsession, but those of greater discernment 

favored seaweed. The exclusive fabric designer William Kilburn led the way by printing muslin chintz with a 

seaweed pattern in the 1790s, and his client, Queen Charlotte, showed her exquisite taste in wearing the fabric 

to a ball.5 Eighteenth and nineteenth-century seaweed enthusiasts were a motley bunch, but their cultural 

tastes were consistently out of the ordinary. Harvey, for instance, was very fond of his pet ostrich; other 

seaweed fans obsessed over butterfly genitalia, paper adverts, beetles, and ballooning.6 Such men took pride 

in nonconformity. The author of the first American book on seaweed, Charles F. Durant, fit this type exactly: 

brilliant and cavalier, an intellectually-restless iconoclast. Durant and his ilk embraced seaweed as the niche 

preference, the obscure art film to the cineplex blockbuster. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn5
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn6
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Cyanobacteria species of the Lyngbya genus, from “Part III.—Chlorospermeæ” of William Henry 

Harvey’s Nereis Boreali-Americana (1857) — Source. 

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/192640#page/9/mode/1up
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Seaweed and coral textile design by William Kilburn, ca. 1790 — Source. 

The most avid fans became collectors. A serious seaweed habit required canvassing miles of shoreline, 

tracking the ground for hours at a time, stooping occasionally to clip a specimen and tuck it inside a leather 

pouch or glass jar. Collectors tended to work in damp solitude. The best time to go out, advised nineteenth-

century how-to guides, was after a storm. Wind and waves churn the compost on the ocean floor, uprooting 

deep-water plants and spitting them onto sandbanks a dozen miles away.7 A disheveled beach might be laden 

with treasures, chief among them fibrous bits of jewel-like red seaweed. Seaweed was then organized by 

color; the three types correlated to hue. There was the “grass green” Chlorospermae, the “olivaceous” 

Melanospermae, and the “red” Rhodospermae.8 This last class, which included violet, copper, and 

persimmon-orange varieties, was arguably the most beautiful, and the most elusive. 

Like any physical exercise, collecting seaweed cleared the head and strengthened the body. “Many a head-

ache, and a heart-ache too, would be relieved if its owner could be brought to feel an interest in the shells or 

seaweeds which are strewed on the beach”, reflected one collector.9 These therapeutic effects seem to have 

been especially pronounced for women. Margaret Gatty, for instance, a celebrated children’s book author and 

exhausted mother of seven, was advised to take up seaweed collecting to restore her vim. She dedicated 

fourteen years to British Sea-Weeds (1863), which remained a standard text of classification into the twentieth 

century. Her devotion to seaweed is indisputable, but it’s Gatty’s pleasure in shedding the constraints of 

femininity that shines off the page: “to walk where you are walking, makes you feel free, bold, joyous, 

monarch of all you survey, untrammeled, at ease, at home!”10 She praises seaweed hunting as the best excuse 

a woman has for “imitating the costume of a man” — petticoats were impractical for clambering over rocks 

and kneeling in tide pools — and addresses her readers throughout as her “sisterhood”.11 At least one literary 

historian speculates that it was the summer collecting seaweed in 1856 that gave George Eliot the courage and 

presence of mind to try her hand at writing fiction.12 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Design_for_a_printed_cotton_by_William_Kilburn,_seaweed_pattern.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn10
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn12
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Species of the Kallymenia genus, left, and Ulva genus, right, from the second volume of Margaret 

Gatty’s British Sea-Weeds (1872) — Source. 

Seaweed collectors worked to many different ends. Specimens were used as the subject of ink drawings, 

watercolor paintings, and a variety of early photography techniques. Anna Atkins produced cyanotypes in 

which the seaweed appears as a white silhouette against a page of cornflower blue, and the botanical 

illustrator Alois Auer pioneered a method of nature prints that worked exceptionally well with seaweed. (The 

specimen was pressed between soft lead and steel to create an impression carefully filled with colored ink.13) 

For many collectors, however, representations did not suffice. They sought to preserve the tactility of the 

original, so that rather than paint or draw or photograph their seaweed, they kept it as it was, pressing it 

between pages of paper to be later bound into a book: a seaweed album. 

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/151570#page/9/mode/1up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn13
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Cyanotypes from Anna Atkins’ Photographs of British Algae (1843). Clockwise from top 

left: Laminaria bulbosa, Nitophyllum Bonnemaisoni, Myriotrichia claviformis, Laminaria 

fascia, Rhodomenia bifida, and Rhodomela lycopodioides — Source. 

Seaweed destined for an album was typically washed of sand, floated in water to resurrect its buoyancy, and 

then captured by a thick piece of paper skimmed underneath. While still moist, the seaweed fronds could be 

adjusted, gingerly, with a camel hair brush or porcupine quill. An especially fastidious collector might coax 

various specimens into tableaus — wreaths or bouquets or monograms — that were called “marine 

paintings”. All wet seaweed has some amount of mucilage, so that many varieties stuck to paper with no aid 

at all. Others needed a bit of glue, typically made of fish gelatin. A seaweed that refused to lie flat was 

fastened down with fiddly paper tabs. 

Making a seaweed album was a fairly common Victorian pastime. The same sort of person who collected 

shells or ferns, or outfitted a home aquarium, might purchase a kit of preprinted paper that would help her 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/photographs-of-british-algae-cyanotype-impressions?format=html&id=photographs-of-british-algae-cyanotype-impressions&per_page=250&page=1#/?tab=navigation&scroll=80
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assemble a seaweed book. Queen Victoria is said to have made a seaweed album as a young girl, presenting it 

as a gift to the Queen of Portugal. Albums were exchanged amongst tweens, gifted to grandchildren, or 

donated, like a quilt or a pie, to a charity auction. One collector sold albums to buy blankets for the poor in 

her parish, and another to raise money for wounded soldiers.14 

The more intellectually-inclined hobbyists adapted the conventions of the seaweed album to scholarly 

purposes. They often attempted a comprehensive collection of a distinct geographical area, for instance, and 

rather than pasting in seaweed willy-nilly, they arranged their specimens systematically. They noted where 

and when each vegetative scrap was found, provided labels that followed scientific nomenclature, and 

included ponderous introductions that make reference to seaweed scholarship. These hobbyists were in the 

habit of sending long, detailed queries to Dr. Harvey at Trinity College Dublin, with samples of their most 

unusual finds. (The gatekeepers of academic botany were usually apprehensive about feminine incursions, but 

Harvey was warm and welcoming.) 

 

Pages from Eliza A. Jordson’s 1848 seaweed album. The middle image arranges algae specimens into a 

landscape scene — Source. 

Nineteenth-century seaweed albums have a baked-in melancholy. Despite the best intentions, they do not 

flatter seaweed. The samples are brittle where the plant was pliant, opaque when once translucent, flaccid 

where previously ballooned. The displacement from sea to paper steals a measure of the plants’ integrity, and 

time leaches away the rest. In every respect, the wonders of seaweed have fled the book. And yet, these 

albums still speak — not of seaweed exactly, but of the collector’s care and devotion. There is a particular 

kind of eros that thrums between a receptive human and the natural world; the contours and depth of this eros 

is the true subject of a seaweed album. 

The best example of seaweed love is the most ambitious album of all: Durant’s opulent Algology: Algae and 

Corallines of the Bay and Harbor of New York. Published in 1850, it aspires to be much more than a 

Victorian craft set piece. The covers are bound in Moroccan leather and intricately tooled with gold 

flourishes. Seaweed albums were typically one-offs, but Durant managed an edition of about fifteen, and 

grandly announced one hundred. In the most robust version of Algology, 293 specimens follow 46-pages of 

letterpress-printed text. There is a glossary with definitions of “lanceolate”, “pedicel”, “capitate”, and other 

fanciful words, and the samples themselves are numbered and artfully arranged. “As an example of 

bookmaking it is in a class by itself”, noted the Staten Island Association of Arts and Sciences.15 The book 

sold for $100, about half the cost of a new piano. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn14
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/archives/set/67069
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn15


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

70 

 

Seaweed from Charles F. Durant’s Algae and Corallines of the Bay & Harbor of New York (1850). Left, 

clockwise from top right: Ectocarpus littoralis, Delesseria Americana, and Laomedea gelatinosa; 

Right, clockwise from top: Rhodomela subfusca, Enteromorpha intestinalis, Ectocarpus distortus, 

and Callithamnion pinnata — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/algaecorallines00dura/page/1/mode/2up


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

71 

 

Seaweed from Charles F. Durant’s Algae and Corallines of the Bay & Harbor of New York (1850). Left, 

clockwise from top: Callithamnion spongiosum and two specimens of Ulva latissima; Right, clockwise 

from top right: Polysiphonia nigrescens, Callithamnion cruciatum, Cladophora refracta, and Porphyra 

vulgaris — Source. 

Unlike the typical seaweed collector, Durant was not a British woman but an American man, an inventor and 

scientist. Born in 1805, he seemed to assume, like many educated men of his era, that no aspect of the 

mechanical, physical, or natural world was beyond his ken. His biography is a litany of claims-to-

fame.16 With a hot-air balloon ascent from Battery Park, New York in 1830, he made his name as the first 

American aeronaut, staying aloft for two hours in a balloon he’d sewn himself. His second ascent, in 1833, 

was attended by President Andrew Jackson and thousands of others, during which Durant dropped leaflets 

featuring his own ecstatic poetry. These poems, about the virtues of ballooning, seem to have been the 

world’s first instance of aerial propaganda. He was the first US manufacturer of silkworm gut, a filament used 

for fishing line, and his raw silk and cocoons took high awards. He turned his attention then to Mesmerism, a 

faddish belief in clairvoyant hypnosis that was sweeping the nation. After infiltrating Mesmerist circles by 

pretending to find the practice credible, he wrote one of the first anti-Mesmerism screeds to be published in 

America, in which he debunked the supposed science with great relish.17 After that book, Durant became 

interested in hydraulics. He maintained a year of technical correspondence with Ellis S. Chesbrough, chief 

https://archive.org/details/algaecorallines00dura/page/1/mode/2up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn16
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn17
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engineer of Boston’s waterworks, and soon-to-be engineer of Chicago’s sewage system. Their letters were 

published as Hydraulics: On the Physical Laws that Govern Running Water (1849). 

Durant’s turn toward seaweed seems at first counterintuitive. What internal logic connects hydraulics, 

ballooning, silkworms, and poetry with aquatic plants? I can only guess. Perhaps the difficulty of riding wind 

and channeling water prepared Durant to appreciate the grace of a plant that is rooted and yet in constant 

motion, a life form intensely subject to the vagaries of its environment, and yet also a freestanding marvel. 

Undoubtedly, Durant fell in love with seaweed. As evidence, there is the tender labeling, the rhapsodizing 

about the shoreline, the curlicue flourishes, the sumptuous crimson cover, the dreamy air of contentment that 

pervades the book’s introduction. 

 

Seaweed from Charles F. Durant’s Algae and Corallines of the Bay & Harbor of New York (1850). Left 

is Dasya elegans; Right, clockwise from top right: Polysiphonia nigrescens, Ceramium 

diaphanum, Bryopsis plumosa, and Laminaria saccharina — Source. 

The key to Durant’s heart was the vastness of his subject. I imagine he began collecting with the assumption 

that he would learn and conquer and publish, as he had before. Instead, he was “admonished” by seaweed; his 

research served only to remind him, again and again, how partial his knowledge. Algology is a concession, 

and a surrender too. Durant seems to bow his head before the “unfathomable abyss” of his topic, which 

https://archive.org/details/algaecorallines00dura/page/1/mode/2up
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proves “too wide, too deep, too vast for perfect exploration”.18 Seaweed chastened his ego, and abasement 

made space for love. 

Perhaps the most overt signal of Durant’s affection is his heretical suggestion that seaweed is an animal rather 

than a plant. He implies that the taxonomist Carl Linnaeus, responsible for the categorizing, was wrong, dryly 

noting that Linnaeus “resided at a very inconvenient distance from salt water”.19 Durant on the other hand, 

who has now spent “two thousand hours” in the company of seaweed, can attest that seaweed appears to have 

locomotion, a core characteristic of animals as Linnaeus defined them. Even more damning, however, is 

Durant’s opinion that seaweed feels pain. Durant describes how this discovery dawned on him: noticing that 

his fresh specimens tended to flatten and then crumple up and then flatten again in a cyclic pattern that ended 

with stillness, he recoiled, realizing with horror that these pulsating movements are in fact the “agonies of 

death”.20 Durant’s distress in this passage is palatable; he has unwittingly killed the object of his affection. 

The phonetic echo between “algology” and “apology” suddenly seems of great consequence.21 

 

Callithamnion spongiosum encircles a plea from Poseidon, at the very start of the specimen section in 

Charles F. Durant’s Algae and Corallines of the Bay & Harbor of New York (1850) — Source. 

Reviewers claimed Durant’s Algology was the first work on seaweed ever published with actual specimens. 

This is not true. At least one book preceded Durant’s efforts, Mary Matilda Howard’s Ocean Flowers and 

their Teachings of 1846, which seems to climax with the frontispiece: a dainty seaweed 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn18
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn19
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn20
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn21
https://archive.org/details/algaecorallines00dura/page/1/mode/2up
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cornucopia. Algology was, however, the first book on American seaweed. Durant’s collection centered on the 

shore of New Jersey, from which he lived “within ten minutes’ walk”, but also included specimens from Red 

Hook, Staten Island, Ellis Island, and the East River.22 The landscape of the New York Harbor was far less 

populous in 1850, and Algology mentions landmarks that have long since disappeared: a famous bathhouse in 

Lower Manhattan; a series of treacherous rocks that were soon blasted apart with dynamite; a floating chapel 

that serviced sailors. Durant’s bits of seaweed are souvenirs of a landscape gone extinct. 

Although Durant gifted copies of Algology to various charity auctions, and a few ended up in venerable 

libraries, they seem to have been rarely consulted or referenced. When a Curator of Botany at the Central 

Museum of the Brooklyn Institute (now the Brooklyn Museum) found the book in the early twentieth century, 

he described it as “unrecorded and forgotten”.23 Later generations of seaweed scholars failed to note that 

Durant’s Algology contained several “types”, a designation for the first specimen of a plant found and labeled, 

and Durant was not given proper credit for his scholarship. 

It may have just been bad timing. The very same year Durant published Algology, Harvey was invited by 

Harvard University to tour the United States. He gave many lectures and collected seaweed from Key West to 

Halifax. Shortly before his return, he was commissioned by the nascent Smithsonian to publish his findings. 

The resultant three-volume tome, Nereis Boreali-Americana or Contributions to a History of the Marine 

Algae of North America, became the definitive study of American seaweed.24 Unlike Durant’s valentine, it 

had no specimens and certainly no indication that a lovesick author had wrestled with moral and ethical 

questions about collecting the natural world. Algology was consigned to the nethermost regions of seaweed 

scholarship. In the end, it was nothing more or less than “a quaint old work on seaweeds”.25 

Public Domain Works 

• Seaweed Album 

Eliza A. Jordson1848 

o Brooklyn Museum 

T EXT S 

• Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions 

Anna Atkins1843 

o New York Public Library 

T EXT S 

• Algology 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn22
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn23
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn24
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album#fn25
https://www.brooklynmuseum.org/opencollection/archives/set/67069
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/photographs-of-british-algae-cyanotype-impressions?format=html&id=photographs-of-british-algae-cyanotype-impressions&per_page=250&page=1#/?tab=navigation
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Charles F. Durant1850 

o Biodiversity Heritage Library 

T EXT S 

• Memoir of W. H. Harvey 

William Henry Harvey1869 

o Biodiversity Heritage Library 

T EXT S 

• Nereis Boreali-Americana: or, Contributions to a History of the Marine Algae of North America 

William Henry Harvey1852 

3 vol 

o Biodiversity Heritage Library 

T EXT S 

• Wrack 

William Henry Fox Talbot1839 

o The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

IMAGES  

• The Seaweed Collector 

Shirley Hibberd1872 

https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/bibliography/158141
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/bibliography/59989
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/bibliography/17496
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/282756
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o Google Books 

T EXT S 

• Fuci; or, Colored Figures and Descriptions of the Plants 

Dawson Turner1808 

o Internet Archive 

T EXT S 

• A Popular History of British Seaweeds 

David Landsborough1857 

o Biodiversity Heritage Library 

T EXT S 

• Ocean Flowers and Their Teachings 

Mary Matilda Howard1847 

o University of Queensland 

T EXT S 

Further Reading 

• Seaweed Chronicles: A World at the Water’s Edge 

By Susan Hand Shetterly 

In Seaweed Chronicles, Shetterly takes readers deep into the world of this essential organism by 

providing an immersive, often poetic look at life on the rugged shores of her beloved Gulf of Maine, 

where the growth and harvesting of seaweed is becoming a major industry. While examining the life 

cycle of seaweed and its place in the environment, she tells the stories of the men and women who 

https://books.google.fi/books?id=Z1oDAAAAQAAJ&printsec=frontcover
https://archive.org/details/b2190246x_0001/page/n3/mode/2up
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/bibliography/115594
https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:595962
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1616205741/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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farm and harvest it—and who are fighting to protect this critical species against forces both natural 

and man-made. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• The Seaweed Collector’s Handbook: From Purple Laver to Peacock’s Tail 

By Miek Zwamborn 

In this short, exquisitely illustrated portrait, the Dutch poet and artist Miek Zwamborn shares her 

discoveries of its history, culture and use, from the Neolithic people of the Orkney Islands to sushi 

artisans in modern Japan. Seaweed troubled Columbus on his voyages across the Atlantic, intrigued 

von Humboldt in the Sargasso Sea and inspired artists from Hokusai to Matisse. Covering seaweed's 

collection by Victorians, its adoption into fashion and dance and its potential for combating climate 

change, and with a fabulous series of recipes based around the 'truffles of the sea', this is a wonderful 

gift for every nature lover's home. 

More Info and Buy 

 

Books link through to Amazon who will give us a small percentage of sale price (ca. 4.5%). Discover more 

recommended books in our dedicated PDR Recommends section of the site. 

Sasha Archibald writes essays about 20th-century culture. Her writing has appeared in The Point, The New 

Yorker, Places Journal, Cabinet, The White Review, The Believer, and Los Angeles Review of Books, and in 

books and catalogues published by the Walker Art Center, Culturgest, Armory Center for the Arts, and other 

institutions. She has also taught and guest-lectured at California Institute of the Arts, University of California 

Berkeley, and Portland State University. She was an editor for many years at the art-and-culture 

quarterly Cabinet, and remains an editor-at-large. 

 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/love-and-longing-in-the-seaweed-album 
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WORD CRIMES 

What does our understanding of literary transgression reveal about the culture of authorship? 

 

by Sam Schuman 

 

March 1st, 2022 

 

Writers rarely suffer thieves gladly, and Edgar Allan Poe was no exception. Nearly 200 years before Boston 

became the center of a recent high-profile literary scandal, Poe, at the time better known as a critic than poet 

and a “monomaniac on the subject of plagiarism,” launched a broadside against Fireside Poet and Harvard 

professor Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Announcing a literary crime “too palpable to be mistaken,” Poe 

printed Longfellow’s “Midnight Mass for the Dying Year” alongside Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “The Death of 

the Old Year” in an 1840 issue of Burton’s Gentleman’s Magazine, proclaiming that Longfellow, without 

poaching verbatim, had emulated the future UK Poet Laureate in both content and form. Such a theft, he 

declared, “belongs to the most barbarous class of literary robbery… while the words of the wronged author 

are avoided, his most intangible, and therefore his least defensible and least reclaimable property, is 

purloined.” 

The censure was a shot across the bow in a conflict that Poe would soon christen the “Little Longfellow 

War.” A half-decade after his initial attack, Poe reviewed Longfellow’s edited collection The Waif, this time 

denouncing him for omitting American influences whom Poe accused him of imitating, at best. The book, 

“although full of beauties… is infected with a moral taint,” he wrote. One Poe biographer described the feud 

as “the longest, strangest, and most-publicized personal war in American literary history,” but Longfellow, 

like other supposed plagiarists of his time, emerged essentially unscathed. He’s presently memorialized at 

https://believermag.com/contributor/sam-schuman/
https://believermag.com/contributor/sam-schuman/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/05/magazine/dorland-v-larson.html
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Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Corner, alongside Geoffrey Chaucer, who borrowed from Petrarch; Charles 

Dickens, charged with filching an illustrator’s ideas and characters for Oliver Twist; and Ben Jonson, the poet 

and playwright some credit with bringing the term “plagiary” into the English language. 

The Poe-Longfellow dispute, while somewhat one-sided, was an early installment in a perennial debate: when 

turning life into art, when is it acceptable to include others’ work, or even their life experiences? Like Poe’s 

allegation of imitation, various understandings of plagiarism or “appropriation” have abounded as long as the 

concept of the author, and every definition of the former assumes a theory of the latter. 

Notions of textual ownership have always been culturally contingent. In asking, “What is an Author?” Michel 

Foucault claimed that far from threatening the ideal of the individual, independent writer, transgression is 

foundational to it: “Speeches and books were assigned real authors, other than mythical or important religious 

figures, only when the author became subject to punishment…” Once a weapon to discipline heterodox 

thinkers, authorship is now a tool to protect creators by punishing what one scholar called “transgressive 

interdiscursivity,” or the act of wrongfully adapting, imitating, or copying another’s material. 

Last year, Robert Kolker’s article “Who is the Bad Art Friend?” and Alexis Nowicki’s essay “‘Cat Person’ 

and Me,” among other works, sparked a renewed discussion about the ethics of importing real life into fiction 

and what, exactly, falls under the umbrella of “transgressive interdiscursivity.” Accusations of writers stealing 

material or inadequately fictionalizing experiences that aren’t their own are nothing new. But the specific 

process by which they’re framed as literary malpractice is subjective. And inherent in these assertions of what 

qualifies as bona fide authorial violence lies an implicit definition of what Foucault referred to as the “author-

function.”  

In Sally Rooney’s book Beautiful World, Where Are You, a successful novelist questions the contemporary 

author-function in an email to a friend:  

What is the relationship of the famous author to their famous books anyway? If I had bad manners and was 

personally unpleasant and spoke with an irritating accent, which in my opinion is probably the case, would it 

have anything to do with my novels? Of course not. The work would be the same, no different. And what do 

the books gain by being attached to me, my face, my mannerisms, in all their demoralizing specificity? 

Nothing. So why, why, is it done this way? Whose interests does it serve? 

“Authorship” is a fuzzy boundary, an interrelated set of aesthetic, normative, and legal judgements. Rooney 

(or her character, at least—another fuzzy boundary) is right to ask: what, or whom, is it meant to serve? 

Debates about originality and telling others’ stories most frequently implicate works of fiction or poetry, 

journalism and creative nonfiction having already settled this particular question, more or less. Janet 

Malcolm’s famous injunction that “Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice what 

is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible,” controversial when it was made in 1989, has 

become received wisdom. David Sedaris’s essay “Repeat After Me” takes a similar tack. While visiting his 

sister, Sedaris tells her that his latest book has been optioned and their lives, or a version of them anyway, 

might soon be on the silver screen. “In order to sleep at night, I have to remove myself from the equation, 

pretending that the people I love voluntarily choose to expose themselves,” he admits. “Your life, your 

privacy, your occasional sorrow—it’s not like you’re going to do anything with it. Is this the brother I always 

was, or the brother I have become?” Sedaris imagines a scene from the film: in the middle of the night, he 

gets out of bed and approaches his sister’s pet parrot, speaking to it so that it might repeat the words, “Forgive 

me. Forgive me. Forgive me.” (The movie was never made. Sedaris told Time, “I just couldn’t do it. My sister 

https://slate.com/human-interest/2021/07/cat-person-kristen-roupenian-viral-story-about-me.html
https://slate.com/human-interest/2021/07/cat-person-kristen-roupenian-viral-story-about-me.html
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asked me, ‘Will I be fat in the movie?’ and I thought, Wow, I’ve turned into the devil.”)  Meanwhile, moral 

and artistic stances toward work ostensibly created through imagination alone are less clear-cut. 

More important than the question of genre, however, is the nature of the infraction committed when folding 

another’s work or life into art. What is the daylight between a social or collegial faux pas and an offense 

against art and artistry? Is the bad art friend inevitably a bad author?  

In the case of Kolker’s article, unpublished writer Dawn Dorland accused her professionally successful 

colleague Sonya Larson of plagiarism. Dorland had shared a letter intended for the recipient of her 

anonymous, nondirected kidney donation in a private Facebook group; Larson, who was in the group, wrote 

the letter almost verbatim into her short story “The Kindest,” in which a white-savior type all but demands 

gratitude from the recipient of her kidney. In addition to the allegation of essentially control-c-control-v theft, 

Dorland seemed offended, even artistically violated, by Larson’s use of her donation as inspiration for the 

story in the first place. “It’s almost as if Dorland believes that Larson, by getting there first, has grabbed some 

of the best light, leaving nothing for her,” Kolker speculated.  (These are the broad strokes; shortly after the 

article’s publication, there began a dedicated effort to highlight a bias against Dorland in Kolker’s reporting, 

including a misinterpretation or misunderstanding of the plagiarized letter. Nevertheless, it’s the discussion 

sparked by Kolker’s telling of the story that took on its own half-life.)  

A few months before “Bad Art Friend,” Alexis Nowicki disclosed that Kristen Roupenian’s viral 2017 

short story “Cat Person” was a fictionalization of her own relationship with an older man whom Roupenian 

also knew. “What’s difficult about having your relationship rewritten and memorialized… is the sensation 

that millions of people now know that relationship as described by a stranger,” she wrote.  

One, a claim of outright plagiarism, accompanied by a broader discussion of appropriation. The other, a 

personal essay about uncomfortable and inappropriate fictionalization. Not identical cases, by any means. But 

both are explicitly tied to the question of authorship, and what creative or normative entitlement it furnishes to 

mine others’ lives for material.  

Poe, whose definition of plagiarism was far from rigorously consistent, wrote one year after the conclusion of 

the Little Longfellow War that “The charge of plagiarism… is a purely literary one; and a plagiarism even 

distinctly proved by no means necessarily involves any moral delinquency” (a reversal of his earlier 

admonition of Longfellow’s “moral taint”). Recent discourse, on the other hand, arguably collapses the 

distinction between poor craft and poor conduct. Nowicki, insisting that the relationship described in “Cat 

Person” was indisputably hers, wrote that “I’ve wondered a lot about the line between fiction and nonfiction, 

and what license is actually bestowed by the act of labeling something as fiction,” the subtle language of 

permission implying that such a license exists, not to be exceeded. After confirming that Roupenian had 

known her ex, she recounted, “I wanted to yell at her. But when I tried to imagine what I actually wanted to 

say, I wasn’t sure.” 

Katy Waldman, in an essay on autofiction, asked, “Is moving someone down the existence scale from ‘human 

person’ to ‘character’ anything like murder? Is moving someone up the scale anything like art?” Whether to 

harm or to elevate, the ethical and artistic liberties conferred by the title of “author” have always been 

contextual. 

https://www.reddit.com/r/TrueLit/comments/q7mt2e/an_addendum_to_the_bad_art_friend/
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/12/11/cat-person
https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/who-owns-a-story-trust-exercise-susan-choi
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Literary scholar Ellen Weinauer has noted that “the cultural conversation about the status and authority of the 

creating subject echoes and plays out other socio-cultural concerns about what forms of connection are 

legitimate and ‘natural.’” Authorship evolved, in other words, as a negotiation of contact and control.  

The modern individual creator emerged during the Enlightenment, when protecting textual ownership was 

often framed as a matter of enriching the commons: the only instance of the word right in the US Constitution 

authorizes Congress to grant authors and inventors legal title to their work in order to “promote the Progress 

of Science and useful Arts.” Poe and the antebellum Romantics added a new layer to originality by 

establishing ex nihilo “genius” as a literary criterion. Plagiarism, by extension, became an aesthetic trespass in 

addition to a legal one. This Romantic author, an intensely individual figure, and one especially friendly to 

publishers and copyright litigators, has remained the dominant cultural understanding since. 

With the sustained primacy of the individual author-as-genius, disputes over literary theft have only become 

more personal. Beyond lifting text or usurping creative ownership, or even stylistic imitation à la Poe, 

offenses grow to include encroaching on narrativizeable experience, thereby robbing subjects of 

psychological control (or, to be cynical, latent content). Nowicki, whose analogue in  “Cat Person” was 

sufficiently true-to-life that friends and acquaintances asked if she had written the story herself, confessed that 

“sometimes, to my own disappointment, I find myself inclined to trust Roupenian over myself.” At one point 

in her lawsuit against Sonya Larson, Dawn Dorland claimed intentional infliction of emotional distress. 

Weinauer has also observed that when subject and story are construed as synonymous, “it is in the domain of 

identity that the reverberations of the plagiarist’s separation of text and author are felt most deeply.” When 

our own narratives, whatever form they take, are contested, selfhood itself is threatened. 

Treating art and authorship as inseparable from lived experience, the argument might go, attends to the 

structural dynamics of the professional writing cottage industry: whose stories are told, by whom, and why. 

By the same token, transgression becomes slipperier. Making art out of life becomes a zero-sum pursuit, and 

as the amount of money in writing continues to shrink, the locus of harm becomes increasingly immaterial. 

Larson, for one, reportedly received $425 from “The Kindest,” surely a fraction of the costs of the legal battle 

its publication precipitated. 

But there’s more to it than that. The stories that touched off both debates—“The Kindest” and “Cat Person”—

interrogate connection, or the failure thereof: a white savior seeking validation in the wrong places and a 

study of ambiguity and self-deception in modern romance, respectively. The crises of self-identification in 

both fictional stories are mirrored in real-life anxiety over narrative ownership, which in turn plays out 

publicly in Facebook posts, Twitter missives, and the occasional longform essay. The latest socio-cultural 

concern, to borrow Weinauer’s phrase, seems to be the increasingly fraught desire for total control over self-

presentation. The definition of transgressive interdiscursivity has been taken to its logical extreme. 

Far from dead, the author is ubiquitous: online, we are always already our own autobiographers. At what 

point does the ability to push back against any perceived appropriation or misrepresentation of the self 

become an imperative? The interdependency between plagiarism and authorship means that even when it 

comes to cribbing, there’s never just one way to tell a story. Until there is a constant definition of an author, 

there will never be a constant definition of a thief. 
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Featured Art 

Painting of Evgeny Chirikov, 1904. 

The Wanderer Above the Mist, Caspar David Friedrich, 1818. 

 

SS 

CONTRIBUTOR 

Sam Schuman is a writer, editor, and musician from Montclair, New Jersey. 

 

https://believermag.com/logger/word-crimes/?utm_source=The+Believer&utm_campaign=2f1c0f70d5-

Renew+Your+Subscription_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fcee9688a6-2f1c0f70d5-

160198133&mc_cid=2f1c0f70d5&mc_eid=d216a9697e  
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In South to America: A Journey Below the Mason -Dixon to Understand the Soul of a Nation,  

a daughter of Birmingham explores homesickness, hope, and struggle.  

By Josina Guess 

 

March 8, 2022 

“It’s cold,” Imani Perry tells me when I ask about the weather. I’d called to talk about her latest book, 

South to America: A Journey Below the Mason-Dixon to Understand the Soul of a Nation, but since she’s 

lived most of her life in places with bone-chilling winters, I started with the weather. At her location just 

outside Philadelphia, temperatures wouldn’t rise above 27 degrees Fahrenheit that day. It wouldn’t get above 

50 degrees where I was in Georgia, and I laughed about how cold it felt now that I’ve lived in the South for 

over a decade.  “I guess it’s all a matter of perspective,” she reflected. 
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Perry has spent more seasons away than in the place of her birth, Birmingham, but she regularly returns South 

in body and mind. She calls herself an exile from a place that conjures immense pride and critique. “It is such 

an intense pride,” Perry admits, “that I think it actually irritates some people because I feel like it is just this 

incredible legacy of imagination and beauty and resilience, and it is such a huge part of how I identify the 

things that I most value about myself.”  

She is quick to point out that though it's tempting to call her sentiment nostalgia, the melancholy she feels is 

born out of love for a place that she knows, like all places, is constantly changing. Even so, no matter the 

miles, the passage of time, or the deep flaws, the South will always be home. It’s all a matter of perspective. 

South to America invites the reader into Perry’s many journeys South to feel the layered social, political, 

economic, environmental, and religious climates therein. Sometimes the book oozes with the warmth of 

creativity, resistance, and possibility. Other times it chills you with patterns of human cruelty. To get a sense 

of America — not just the United States, because her scope enfolds a south beyond this nation’s southernmost 

boundary — with all its contrasts of beauty and horror, Perry insists one needs to look south. 

This book has been years in the making. A seed of it can be seen in her 2018 Harper’s Magazine article As 

Goes the South, So Goes the Nation, exploring the ways the past and present blur in her home state of 

https://harpers.org/archive/2018/07/as-goes-the-south-so-goes-the-nation/
https://harpers.org/archive/2018/07/as-goes-the-south-so-goes-the-nation/
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Alabama. In that article and even more so in her book, Albert Murray’s 1971 South to a Very Old Place 

serves as a guide. In Murray’s book, the fellow Alabama native and cultural critic explores what Perry calls 

“the changing same, the things that were old and the things that were the same and the relationship between 

the two.”  Inspired by Murray’s subject and form and the works of a great lineage of writers and artists Perry 

finds most inspiring, South to America takes an experimental approach. It starts with a dance, the French 

Quadrille, and it reads like jazz. Blue notes, flourishes, unexpected transitions, and juxtapositions of times, 

people, and places are held together by the nightmares and dreams of what America has always been and 

never been. Perry joins the chorus of truth tellers flipping myths of romance and righteousness to reveal the 

underside of the tapestry. 

As a professor of African American studies at Princeton University and a former professor of law at Rutgers 

University, Perry weaves into her deeply informed work family lore, personal experience, and inner 

meditation. It is an entry point toward understanding.  

“It is not an arguing book,” Perry insists about her eighth book, “it’s a witnessing book, it's an invitation 

book.” 

Come, she beckons us, see the Arabic writing carved on the pews of the oldest Black church in Savannah, 

Georgia; learn the legacy of Chokwe Lumumba in Jackson, Mississippi; hear how the earth quaked after a 

Kentucky murder — the bones refusing to stay buried; listen to the breathing of North Carolina trees that are 

“older than Jesus.” Go farther south, onto the tropical beaches where the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. walked, 

to Central American fruit plantations (a nightmare of Confederate expansionism), and deeper still into the 

waters of Mobile Bay, where 60,000-year-old trees, still rooted, bear witness to it all. This is the America you 

may not have learned about in school asking, with great urgency, to be fully seen, once and for all. 

Perry’s travel, research, teaching, friendships, and years witnessing her father’s activism illuminate the 

threads between history and current events laid out in the pages of South to America. Her dialogue with the 

living and the dead, famous and everyday people, underscores the importance of community to form and 

inform our sense of self, individual and collective. She discovered a surprising kinship with several of her 

peers in African American studies whose ancestors, like her grandmother, were educated at the all-Black 

Pearl High School in Nashville. Her understanding of today's prison industrial complex was shaped by 

childhood conversations with Alabama prisoners. The author’s friendships with other creatives and activists 

like Farah Jasmine Griffith, Shantrelle P. Lewis, Tarana Burke, Yaba Blay, Bob Zellner, Kiese Laymon, and 

Henry Louis Gates, just to name a few, are mingled with conversations with check-out clerks, cab drivers, and 

tour guides. She admits the survey is incomplete, shaped by the people and places she knows, or felt she could 

know, intimately. But the people and places she chose to include in her book illustrate how communities 

formed around race, gender, religion, class, and place can define or bind us. Her work invites introspection 

and liberation. 

 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jan/20/ancient-underwater-forest-alabama-coast
https://bittersoutherner.com/southern-perspectives/2021/our-mothers-stories-a-conversation-between-l-kasimu-harris-and-shantrelle-p-lewis


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

87 

 

Perry lives with lupus, Graves’ disease, chronic migraines, and kidney stones. She cannot draw direct 

causation from early exposure to environmental toxins in Birmingham to the illnesses abiding in her body, but 

she sees how these ailments connect her to family members and people from her region suffering the physical 

consequences of years of deregulation. Perry says she chose academia and writing over practicing law as a 

way of adapting to her physical limitations. 

She sees writing “as a way of keeping rhythm with life.” She writes herself emails, keeps a journal, takes 

notes everywhere she goes. In 2018, she wrote Looking for Lorraine: The Radiant and Radical Life of 

Lorraine Hansberry, about the playwright of “A Raisin in the Sun,” whose life shared some parallels with 

Perry’s. In 2019, she wrote Breathe: A Letter to My Sons. Her elder son just started college; the other is still in 

high school. As a parent, she writes when she can. Sometimes it's only 10 minutes a day, but she tries to write 

every day. She loves to write into that quiet darkness before the dawn.  

She reads voraciously, as evidenced by the countless literary references and internal conversations with 

historians and writers. And though she’s fallen out of regular practice, she jumps on a mini-trampoline, 

sometimes an hour at a time, to keep her heart and mind healthy. Her mother was once a novitiate in a New 

Orleans convent, but she left for academia and motherhood. Though Perry admits to holding an open, 

ecumenical “Emersonian” approach to theology, I see something of a monastic life in Perry’s disciplined 

pursuit of growth and truth telling for herself and her readers, in her tenacious belief that a beloved 

community, a better world, is yet possible.  

Perry was eagerly anticipating a return to Alabama in March after almost two years away. Before 2020, her 

pilgrimages were at least annual. After she became a mother, she would visit up to four times a year. Her 

homesickness is palpable. As many of the trips she had planned for 2020 and 2021 were canceled and her 

exterior world became smaller, the floodgates of memory opened in vivid ways. She couldn’t put her finger 

on a psychological term for it, but the stillness and loneliness of the past few years “unleashed video footage” 

in her head, conjuring up people and places that were physically inaccessible.   

Perry grew up with the music of The Commodores; her uncle even worked as the group’s sound engineer 

while they were at Tuskegee. She loves that Lionel Richie still has Alabama in his voice, as in “Just To Be 

Close to You” he pronounces value as val-ya. But the lyrics in “Zoom,” her favorite song, carry her to a place 

even more precious to her than Alabama, a place of hope: 

I wish the world were truly happy, living as one. 

I wish the word they call freedom someday would come.  

“‘Zoom’ emerged from the Movement,” Perry explains, “but it's not a Movement song. It captured the sense 

of what it meant to be dreaming in the ’70s, but also it has a melancholy undertone to it. It is hopeful and 

plaintive. We are not at that world, and so it feels like it's always apt.”  
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How does one expose the repeat environmental degradation, ongoing systemic violence, and continued racial 

disparities at the core of our nation’s legacy and conclude on a note of hope?  

“What does hope sound like?” I ask her, on a cold day in early 2022.  

“Hope is not an organic word, it is a labor word.” Perry responds. “So when Mariame Kaba says ‘hope is a 

discipline,’ I often say, ‘Hope is a practice. It’s a thing you do.’”  

The thing Perry hopes is that her writing could be used as “a moral instrument.” She doesn’t mean this in a 

dictatorial sense. There is no prescribed solution, no tidy conclusions for America to live beyond its imagined 

greatness, except to learn and be willing to be changed by that learning. As a public intellectual, Perry lives 

by Ida B. Wells’ formulation: “The people must know before they can act.” 

Perry hopes, with all sincerity, that readers will look at their everyday decisions through a historically 

informed lens, because if we refuse to learn from history, we are destined to repeat it. “The desire,” she tells 

me, “is for it to move us and think differently in the world.”    

Perry does not see her exile as permanent. “I’m always thinking about coming home,” sooner rather than 

later, she adds. “My dad passed away some years ago, but he always said, ‘You have to go back at some 

point.’”  

In the meantime, wherever we are, no matter the weather, there is work to be done. 

 

https://towardfreedom.org/story/archives/activism/hope-is-a-discipline/
https://towardfreedom.org/story/archives/activism/hope-is-a-discipline/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

89 

 

Josina Guess is a senior writer for The Bitter Southerner and a student in the Narrative Nonfiction MFA 

program at the University of Georgia. She is a contributor to the forthcoming Bigger Than Bravery: Black 

Resilience and Reclamation in a Time of Pandemic, edited by Valerie Boyd. 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/alabama-dreaming-with-imani-perry-south-to-

america?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=3%2F8%20-

%20Imani%20Perry%20%28VZPC7Z%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/alabama-dreaming-with-imani-perry-south-to-america?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=3%2F8%20-%20Imani%20Perry%20%28VZPC7Z%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/alabama-dreaming-with-imani-perry-south-to-america?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=3%2F8%20-%20Imani%20Perry%20%28VZPC7Z%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/alabama-dreaming-with-imani-perry-south-to-america?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=3%2F8%20-%20Imani%20Perry%20%28VZPC7Z%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/alabama-dreaming-with-imani-perry-south-to-america?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=3%2F8%20-%20Imani%20Perry%20%28VZPC7Z%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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Future hurricanes likely to pose much greater flood risk to US East and Gulf coasts 

Extreme flooding events spawned by hurricanes likely to become more frequent 

 
 

Hurricane Laura as it approached the Texas and Louisiana coasts on August 26, 2020. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

March 1, 2022 

Extreme flooding events spawned by hurricanes are likely to become far more frequent along the eastern and 

southern U.S. coastlines because of a combination of sea level rise and storm intensification. Findings 

from Princeton University show that the two sources of water can produce what researchers call compound 

flooding events, with impacts much worse than that from surges or rainfall alone. 

The study, published in the journal Nature Climate Change, is among the first to assess how climate change 

could affect the frequency of extreme rainfall-surge events. The researchers hope the findings will better 

inform policymakers and bolster overall preparedness for severe storms to come. The work was supported by 

the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

"Climate change is a major societal challenge, and this study could play an important role in addressing and 

mitigating its effects," said Justin Lawrence, a program director in NSF's Directorate for Geosciences. 

"Most studies have looked at the hazards of rainfall and storm surge separately, but in this study, we looked at 

the joint hazards from the Gulf Coast up through New England," said study co-author Ning Lin of Princeton. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304559&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://engineering.princeton.edu/news/2022/02/03/future-hurricanes-likely-pose-much-greater-flood-risk-u-s-east-and-gulf-coasts
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-021-01272-7
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1854993&HistoricalAwards=false
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Avantika Gori and Dazhi Xi of Princeton are also co-authors of the paper, along with Kerry Emanuel of the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

Using physics-based climate and hurricane hazard models and statistical analyses, the new study projects a 

dramatic rise in how often joint 100-year events -- with a 1% chance of happening in any given year for both 

rainfall and storm surge -- will occur by the year 2100. 

Along the Gulf of Mexico, extreme rainfall-surge events have happened on average every 200 to 500 years. 

But by the end of the 21st century, according to the study's findings, these extreme events may occur on 

average every 10 to 30 years. The outlook is more dire in New England, where extreme joint events are rare 

in the historical climate record, happening on average less than once in 1,000 years. However, by the end of 

the century, these events may occur on average once every five years. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304559&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

mailto:researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304559&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304559&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Cycling Art, Energy, and Locomotion (1889) 

Robert Pittis ScottCycling Art, Energy, and Locomotion: A Series of Remarks on the Development of Bicycles, 

Tricycles, and Man-Motor Carriages (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1889). 

Innovations in transportation are “the most powerful factor in the evolution of man”, wrote the inventor and 

industrialist Robert Pittis Scott in the introduction to his treatise on bicycles, tricycles, and man-motor 

carriages. He proceeds to quote a “great”, though unnamed, “genius”, who suspects that a day will come when 

human limbs will “shrivel and drop off”, “being entirely dispensed with in the art of moving and manipulating 

matter”. And yet, in 1889, cycling heavily taxed the limbs rather than relaxing them to the point of atrophy. 

This was about to change for the better thanks to the recent development of the first practical inflatable tire by 

John Boyd Dunlop. While Scott thought the technology “one of the grandest ideas in the way of anti-

vibration”, he also aired some doubts over its predilection for “cutting and collapsing” and seemed more 

enthused by the possibility of a flexible rim which simply buckled its way over obstacles. 

Scott peered into the future, and narrowly missed laying claim to it, with his predictions about the Safety 

bicycle, which sported a rear-mounted chain drive, ball-bearing hubs, a steel frame, and equal size wheels — 

many of the features now common across cruisers and ten-speeds. Though the initial hundred pages of his 

book take the high-wheeled Ordinary or “penny-farthing” as standard, Scott was one of the first Americans to 

sense the potential of a rear-driven design. A millionaire manufacturer of iron fruit-paring devices, Scott had 

made the overseas journey to Coventry, the world’s leading bicycle-manufacturing city, to commission a 

custom two-wheeler, which — he would discover with frustration — almost exactly matched the 

specifications of England's newly unveiled Starley Rover, the first mass-produced Safety bicycle. 

At a time when British and American physicians published dire warnings about bicycles causing hernias, 

varicose veins, hemorrhoids, and “urethral stricture”, Scott reassured his readers that they merely needed to 

choose the right saddle and suspension springs to keep their spine and pelvic anatomy intact. He championed 

women’s adoption of the new sport, arguing that “less seraphic and more muscular tissue tends to make us all 

happier”. As springy as a Brooks saddle on Dunlop tires, Scott’s prose is delightful even when taking up the 

biomechanics of machine and rider, but it reaches empyrean heights in the book’s second half, which is 

prefaced by a hysterical self-deprecating account of his own patent application tribulations. Scott arrives on 

an honest algorithm for hobbyists who misunderstand the mathematics of invention: 

Scale of proportional genius required for each department in benefiting mankind (and yourself) by means of 

invention: 2%, inventing; 7%, getting into shape; 3%, getting American patent; .01%, getting English patent; 

10% getting patent through court; 28%, getting the money; 49.99%, keeping it after you get it. 

Part II’s whimsical and illustrated tour through the previous century of “man-motor locomotion” pairs 

technical drawings and brief texts from patent applications with satiric running heads and humorous single 

sentence reviews of a wild peloton of wheeled contraptions, including: “A Machine-Shop on Wheels”, “Rig-

a-Jig-Jig and Away We Go”, “The Power Never Ceases”, “My Kingdom for a Horse”, and “Said Not to 

Tumble Over”. The book concludes with Colorado machinist Reuben Jasper Spalding’s Da Vinci-esque 

“Improved Flying-Machine” (Patent #396,984) — christened “The Coming Man” by the author. Scott too 

spent years experimenting with airships, before training his eye on pneumatic tires. . . for automobiles. 

Text by Kevin Dann and Hunter Dukes 

https://books.google.com/books?id=hioLAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA415&lpg=PA415&dq=robert+pittis+scott+airships&source=bl&ots=wHE9muYy3j&sig=ACfU3U3XT21IdQ0b2SUz8SG7d2YWb_j-Kw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjy3P6Xpbb2AhXOj4kEHejEAzUQ6AF6BAgCEAM#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://publicdomainreview.org/contributor/kevin-dann
https://publicdomainreview.org/contributor/hunter-dukes
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https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/cycling-art 

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/cycling-art
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A not-so-solid lake ice season 

Alpine lake ice cover responds to a changing climate 

 
 

Lake ice cover in Green Lakes Valley, Colorado, has decreased by 24 days since 1983. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

March 1, 2022 

Mountain lakes provide freshwater for roughly half the world's population. Yet a shifting climate could 

impact the reliability of this resource by altering the temperature patterns that govern lake conditions and 

influence lake biota. 

Lake ice phenology, or the timing of lake ice cover, tell researchers how a lake is responding to climate shifts. 

But long-term data sets are necessary to track slow, imperceptible changes in alpine systems, scientists say. 

A study by researchers affiliated with the U.S. National Science Foundation Niwot Ridge Long-Term 

Ecological Research site reported a 24-day decrease in lake ice cover duration in Green Lakes Valley, 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304558&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1637686&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://nwt.lternet.edu/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://nwt.lternet.edu/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://lternet.edu/stories/a-not-so-solid-season-alpine-lake-ice-cover-responds-to-a-changing-climate/
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Colorado, since 1983. Earlier spring thaw dates (nine days earlier) and especially later autumn freeze dates 

(14 days later) contributed to the decrease in ice cover. 

That translates to 20% more open water time and represents an annual rate of ice cover loss that is 

approximately 50% faster than the Northern Hemisphere average. The results are published in Limnology and 

Oceanography Letters. 

"One of our ideas is the 'extended summer,'" says Kyle Christianson of the University of Colorado Boulder 

and lead author of the study. "There's an earlier start to melting in the spring and later start to ice in the fall. A 

small increase in the extension of the open water season increases primary productivity, with far-reaching 

ecological implications." 

Alpine lakes are not isolated systems; changes in these lakes likely indicate watershed-level changes, too. 

"The extended summer has led to terrestrial vegetation increases and some vertical movement of tree species, 

contributing to watershed-level shifts," says Christianson. 

Such drastic seasonal shifts have social and ecological implications. Warmer, longer summers support more 

biological productivity, which requires water treatment facilities to re-think their purification processes. 

Lake ice has been studied in Green Lakes Valley at the Niwot Ridge LTER site for 51 years, the longest-

running high elevation dataset on lake ice globally. Christianson and collaborators studied five of the seven 

Green Lakes Valley lakes. They focused on a 36-year window in the data where all five lakes had continuous 

recordings of ice clearance and formation. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304558&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://aslopubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/lol2.10181
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://aslopubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/lol2.10181
mailto:researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304558&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304558&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Ilya Kaminsky 

 

 

from Last Will and Testament 

 

1. 

Because cemeteries are too pricey 

I would like to be deposited on a public bench 

and not in the earth 

but in the middle of September 

at the end of wonder: 

wrap me in newspapers, darlings, 

and run! 

I want to live my death  

on a public bench 

next to a barbershop— 

die when it is time to cut my hair so I can save four dollars! 

I was always happy in barbershops. 

Now happiness, 

come blow your nose in my hands— 

I want to die on a public bench— 

those who watch me in 

the street 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ee56e00050&e=d538c8f2e0
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say 

something in him wants to be entered and picked clean. 

Be careless, life! 

Wrap me in newspaper on a park bench 

so some enterprising schoolchild 

can filch from my eyes 

two dimes 

and replace them with two U.S. postage stamps. 

  

3. 

From a park bench I watch my pregnant wife chase pigeons on the piazza. 

Katie! 

You have got nerve! 

In my final seventeen hours: 

I have so much love, too much love, I cannot control myself! 

Plan A: 

I shoot myself. And the earth is mine. 

But the earth has never been mine! 

Those who say the planet is theirs should pay higher taxes. 

  

Katie and I are kissing at three o’clock and at four o’clock and at five o’clock 

our kisses interrupted only 

by the ritual blowing of my nose. 

  

Plan B: 

—I want a pillow fight 

with a woman lit by freckles! I want to live in the large apartment of her 

mouth. 

A serious girl 

who when in the middle of the night I wake her with kisses 

laughs. 

You must control yourself, sir. 
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Professor, you must control yourself! 

  

8. 

I, a person exhausted by his own happiness— 

                                                      I have so much love this morning, I 

cannot control myself 

In these last eight minutes 

from a park bench 

I want to step again and again on the cement of life 

I, in this my forty-first year of trespass on earth, 

watch death: 

in a body  

that stands on a platform 

watches death, like a lone cross-country train, transport a spark. 

  

9. 

Snow has eaten one-fourth of me 

yet I believe 

against all evidence 

these snowflakes  

are my letters of recommendation 

here is a man worth falling on. 

From issue no. 227 (Winter 2018) 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ee56e00050&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=791d3215e3&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ee56e00050&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ee56e00050&e=d538c8f2e0
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Singularity: An Animated Ode to Our Primeval Bond with Nature and Each Other (Toshi Reagon Sings 

Marissa Davis) 

A song of praise for life and “the smallest possible once before once.” 

B Y M ARIA POPOVA  

This is the fifth 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. 

See the rest here. 

T HE ANIMAT ED UNIVERS E IN VER SE:  CH AP T ER FIVE  

Whenever I am down, I 

think of the gladiolus. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/the-universe-in-verse/
https://onbeing.org/universe-in-verse/
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/the-universe-in-verse/
https://www.themarginalian.org/the-universe-in-verse/
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Whenever I ache with self-referential humanity — that evolutionary miracle of complex consciousness that 

endows us with the capacity for reflection and rumination at the root of all sorrow — I think of the gladiolus 

and its primal scream of color and its two-hundred-million-year triumph, governed by insentient forces 

stretching back to the Big Bang that bloomed a something out of the unimaginable nothingness. 

I think of the gladiolus with its mohawk of blossoms — one-sided, bisexual, belonging to nature’s nonbinary 

citizenry: the “perfect flowers” — most of its 300 known species native to Africa, to which we too are native. 

A fierce beauty named after the Latin word for sword, known sometimes as “sword lily,” linking it to the 

flower for which my mother was named. A blade of blossoms pollinated by tiny wasps and long-tongued bees 

and hawk-moths, and then by self-conscious sapiens with opposable thumbs — a chainlink of humans holding 

hands across the epochs from Mendel to the young Puerto Rican woman at the Manhattan flower market, 

those generations of horticulturalists who hybridized and cultivated the small iridescent blossoms of the wild 

flower to make the towering blooms of solid red and white and yellow in my Bulgarian grandmother’s 

garden, on my Bulgarian grandfather’s coffin. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/07/02/perfect-flowers-emily-dickison/
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Gladiolus by 

https://society6.com/product/gladiolus-by-sydenham-teast-edwards-1790-benefitting-the-nature-conservancy_print?curator=brainpicker
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Sydenham Teast Edwards from William Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, 1790. (Available as a print and 

as stationery cards, benefitting The Nature Conservancy.) 

I think of the gladiolus, with which we share 98% of our DNA — that delicate arrangement of atoms forged 

long ago when all of them, yours and mine and the sword lily’s, banged into being 13.8 billion years ago from 

a single source, no larger than the dot levitating over the small i, the I lowered from the pedestal of ego. 

The young poet Marissa Davis celebrates the atomic spirituality in this chainlink of kinship between us and 

everything alive in “Singularity (after Marie Howe)” — a poem inspired by “Singularity (after Stephen 

Hawking),” which the gifted and golden-souled Marie Howe composed for and premiered at the second 

annual Universe in Verse in 2018, commemorating the recently stardust-surrendered scientist who 

revolutionized our understanding of the universe by illuminating what happens to a dying star as it collapses 

to form a singularity — the tiny point of zero radius, infinite density, and infinite curvature of spacetime at the 

bottom of a black hole, kindred to the Big Bang singularity at the bottom of the Beginning — that original 

seed from which the universe bloomed. 

 

Marie’s “Singularity” — which was transformed into a breathtaking animated film for the lockdown 

livestream of the 2020 show, a film that inspired this experimental literary-animated “season” of The 

Universe in Verse in the interlude between live gatherings — radiated across our Pale Blue Dot, eventually 

reaching Marissa to spark her own “Singularity” — an exquisite ode to our primeval bond with one another 

and the rest of nature. 

For this fifth installment in the interlude series, in an homage to the intergenerational chainlink of inspiration 

from which all art is born, here is Marissa’s “Singularity” animated into vibrant aliveness by English 

artist Lottie Kingslake and set to song by the cosmic life-force that is Toshi Reagon. 

https://society6.com/product/gladiolus-by-sydenham-teast-edwards-1790-benefitting-the-nature-conservancy_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/cards?sort=new?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.marissa-davis.com/about
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/23/singularity-marie-howe-animated/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/23/singularity-marie-howe-animated/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/05/22/singularity-marie-howe-stephen-hawking/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/23/singularity-marie-howe-animated/
https://lottiekingslake.co.uk/
https://www.printmag.com/podcasts/2021/design-matters-toshi-reagon/
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SINGULARITY 

              (after Marie Howe) 

by Marissa Davis 

in the wordless beginning 

iguana & myrrh 

magma & reef              ghost moth 

& the cordyceps tickling its nerves 

& cedar & archipelago & anemone 

dodo bird & cardinal waiting for its red 

ocean salt & crude oil              now black 

muck now most naïve fumbling plankton 

every egg clutched in the copycat soft 

of me unwomaned unraced 

unsexed              as the ecstatic prokaryote 

that would rage my uncle’s blood 

or the bacterium that will widow 

your eldest daughter’s eldest son 

my uncle, her son              our mammoth sun 

& her uncountable siblings              & dust mite & peat 

apatosaurus & nile river 

& maple green & nude & chill-blushed & 

yeasty keratined bug-gutted i & you 

spleen & femur seven-year refreshed 

seven-year shedding & taking & being this dust 

& my children & your children 

& their children & the children 

of the black bears & gladiolus & pink florida grapefruit 

here not allied but the same              perpetual breath 

held fast to each other as each other’s own skin 

cold-dormant & rotting & birthing & being born 

in the olympus              of the smallest 

possible once before once 

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); Chapter 4 (dark matter and the mystery of 

our mortal stardust, with Patti Smith and Rebecca Elson). 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/04/singularity-marissa-davis-toshi-

reagon/?mc_cid=01203d3d06&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/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/24/dark-matter/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/04/singularity-marissa-davis-toshi-reagon/?mc_cid=01203d3d06&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/04/singularity-marissa-davis-toshi-reagon/?mc_cid=01203d3d06&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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If you drive south out of downtown Nashville, you’ll come across a vibrant neighborhood that’s home to a 

diverse gathering of people from around the world. You’ll also find Woodbine United Methodist Church and 

Primera Iglesia, both led by Carlos Uroza — a pastor using his experiences as a Mexican immigrant to bring 

his congregations and the surrounding community together. 

 

Story by Mikeie Honda Reiland | Photos by Tamara Reynolds  

 

March 1, 2022 
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Night was falling in Music City as Carlos Uroza strode across the patterned carpet of Nashville 

International Airport. Baggage claim — and the promises of life in a new country — stretched out before 

him.  

Carlos wasn’t entirely new in town. That evening marked his second trip to Nashville. During his first visit 

four years earlier, he’d taken shelter in a bookstore downtown as a tornado barreled through the city. Across 

the street, people huddled in a Greyhound station, fleeing ravenous wind and debris. A few tourists raced out 

into the open, seeking shelter at the strip club next door, where the bass kept booming.  

Compared with the heart of a tornado, the airport appeared peaceful. But it shared the same post-apocalyptic 

feeling with that evening downtown. The place was silent, nearly deserted. The carpet swallowed the sound of 

Carlos’ footsteps. Menace and fear lurked beneath a fringe layer of calm. 

As he rounded a corner, Carlos spotted guards on high alert. Their eyes latched onto everyone who walked 

past. Oh, he thought. Right. It was September 11, 2002, a year after 9/11. Carlos had been surprised by the 

affordability of his flight from Mexico City. Now he understood why. 

 

The Rev. Carlos Uroza preaches two services every Sunday at Woodbine United Methodist Church, the first 

in English and the second in Spanish at the Primera Iglesia. Carlos moved from Mexico to the United States 

in his 20s and uses his experiences to bring his community together. 

For the past two years, Carlos had plunged himself into mission work. He and his mother had hosted students 

from Nashville in their townhouse in Estado de México. He planned to pitch trips to local churches in 

Nashville, known for its powerful Methodist hierarchy. But a few weeks before he left, the organization he 

worked for shut down. He decided to make the trip anyway. He was 22, without a high school diploma, 

propelled forward by guts and desire and curiosity.  

A family whose son had stayed with Carlos on a mission trip waited just outside security. The Jordans drove 

him to their three-bedroom ranch house in Crieve Hall,  south of 
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town. 

 

Carlos flopped onto his new bed and stared at the ceiling. He felt overwhelmed by the changes that lay ahead. 

As thoughts hurtled across his mind, smashing into one another like bumper cars, a single question began to 

crowd out everything else. 

What the hell am I doing? 
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Two years earlier, noise had filled Carlos’ life. It was hard to hear. It was hard to think. La Talacha 

throbbed with ska horns and snare drums. Upstairs, Panteón Rococo, a 10-piece band, stomped across the 

bar’s tiny stage. As midnight approached, the crowd quieted, but no one stopped drinking. They ordered 

buckets of beer, bottles of tequila or brandy if they felt rich, cans of Fresca as chasers. Long past last call, 

Carlos, the bar's dishwasher, scrubbed their empty mugs.  

Downstairs, in his spot at the edge of the bar, Carlos mindlessly reached for another mug. He felt a sharp pain. 

He looked down. Blood poured from his hand like Cheerwine from a broken tap. He’d grabbed a shattered 

mug. 

As he tried to stanch the flow, Carlos paused and looked around. Wrenches and license plates lined the walls. 

Rustic stools circled the bar. He felt little connection to the party. He only worked at La Talacha because his 

friends did. 

Carlos floated along in Izcalli, in suburban Estado de México. He could feel the contours of his life 

narrowing. Twenty years old, washing dishes, no education, living with his mother, Lucy, who worked 

constantly to support them, despite the rheumatoid arthritis affecting all her joints. 

Bar, home; bar, home; bar, soccer, home. Every day was the same, except Sunday, when he and Lucy went to 

church.  

That night at La Talacha, as the blood flowed and the party swirled, Carlos considered himself. The bar 

around him felt like a mission statement for a certain type of carefree existence. Dancing, drinking, ska music, 

comfort in desiring nothing more. A good life, sure, but not one he’d consciously chosen. 

In the distance, he could make out a sliver of light, the fuzzy outlines of a dream, a life beyond Izcalli. He had 

no idea how to get there.  

*** 
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The day after Carlos cut his hand at La Talacha, he left on a mission trip. His local church hired him to pick 

up a group from a U.S. church at the airport and take them to Huitzapula, a town seven hours south of Izcalli 

in the mountainous state of Guerrero, where he would work alongside them for two weeks.  

Carlos had grown up in the Methodist Church. Every Sunday before service, Lucy took him to Vips, their 

favorite diner, for a rare, shared sit-down meal. Mother and son caught up over huevos divorciados, coffee, 

and molletes — bread topped with beans, cheese, and pico. Then, Lucy gave Carlos a few pesos, which he 

spent at the café with his youth group after their 5 p.m. meeting.  
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Carlos always felt like he lived a double life. When he dropped out of high school at 17, he lingered with old 

friends from the neighborhood. Every day, they made their own fun, watching TV, playing video games in the 

arcade, and moseying through a 20-pack of Camel Lights. On Sundays, Carlos surrounded himself with 

another crowd. He loved his friends from the block — whom he still calls his “brothers” — but his youth 

group provided a different support system, and he felt like he belonged. Church had always been a door that 

Carlos could walk through. But until the mission trip to Huitzapula, he'd never seriously considered a life in 

the church. 

Three years earlier, in 1997, a youth group from a Methodist church in Nashville had traveled to Izcalli to 

build the foundation for a nursery at Carlos’ church. A boy named Andrew Jordan had stayed at Carlos and 

Lucy’s house. Carlos didn’t know English and Andrew knew only a bit of Spanish, but they bonded over The 

Offspring, Radiohead, and Nirvana. They played soccer in the street outside the apartment. Late at night, they 

swapped curse words, creating their own Spanish/English dictionary.  

Carlos worked 15 trips in the two years after that night at La Talacha. He once took a group 70 miles 

southeast of Izcalli to Amecameca. The Popocatépetl volcano hovered over the town. Carlos had never seen 

anything like it. He’d grown accustomed to the stucco of Izcalli’s identical townhomes, La Talacha’s dim 

barlight. On his morning walks to the market, he looked up at the white peaks that topped the skyline. For a 

moment, he forgot where he was going. 

Carlos loved meeting the students from the U.S. who went on these trips. He loved Hollywood and grunge. 

But he didn’t idealize the United States. He just liked interacting with people who’d grown up in different 

circumstances. He loved how these people talked about their daily lives, how they didn’t seem fanatical with 

their faith. More than anything, he loved swapping his culture, his language, with theirs. 

“Language is justice,” he now says. “The idea of being able to communicate — it opens so many doors.” 

When he returned to Izcalli after these trips, Carlos tried to relate what he'd seen and felt to his friends from 

the block. “But why?” they asked. Carlos gave up trying to explain. His friends felt content with working a 

bit, hanging out a lot, playing pool, smoking. But Carlos had discovered a broader world and the possibility of 

his role within it. 

When he came home buzzing after mission trips, Lucy couldn’t help but smile. He’d left school for a dead-

end job. His aimlessness weighed on her, too. She’d always wanted more for him. Her son, unlike her, would 

have the power to choose. 
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Lucy escaped from what Carlos calls a “Cinderella” childhood in Tlaquiltenango, Morelos. Lucy’s 

mother died when she was 4, and her father became destructive when he drank. So Lucy and her younger 

sister went to live with their aunt and uncle, where they quickly became unpaid help. They waited on the rest 

of the family and received the most threadbare of hand-me-downs. To pay their way, they wandered the 

streets, selling trinkets. Lucy never once received a toy.  

Just as her son would, Lucy dreamed of the outside world, of new people and places. In her early 20s, she left 

for secretarial school in Mexico City, three hours and a universe away from Tlaquiltenango.  

The capital was terrifying at first, shocking in its noise and scale. But Lucy valued her independence above 

all. Around every corner, within each block, the city teemed with possibilities that didn’t exist with her 

relatives.  

Lucy met a man, and in 1980, Carlos was born. The family lived amid tree-lined boulevards in Colonia Roma. 

They stayed in a vecindad, a group of loft apartments that shared a rooftop patio. Carlos was 5 when his father 

disappeared. He would never see him again.  



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

112 

Lucy found a job as a secretary with the company that developed most of Estado de México, the land beyond 

the capital. They offered subsidized company housing, so she and Carlos packed up their life and moved to 

the suburbs. As Carlos grew, Lucy developed severe arthritis in her hands. She could no longer work as a 

secretary, so she found odd jobs assisting public notaries. While she learned to manage her disability, she sent 

10-year-old Carlos to live with family in Morelos. By the time he was 15, her life had stabilized, and she 

brought him home.  

Cruel ironies ruled Lucy’s life. The girl who dreamed of the city now lived in the suburbs. The girl who 

always wanted to travel now walked with a cane. And the mother so devoted to her only child didn’t see much 

of his teenage years.  

She knew that Carlos roamed Izcalli unsupervised. Smoking. Idling. Not studying. So when he poured himself 

into mission trips, into learning English, Lucy felt pride. She loved that her son had found something he cared 

about, even if one day that something might take him away. 
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Eighteen years after his arrival in Nashville, the Rev. Carlos Uroza stands center stage at Woodbine 

United Methodist Church. When he speaks, he commands attention. When he tells a story about grocery 

shopping, he acts like he’s picking items from a shelf and putting them into his cart. Sometimes he reaches for 

his guitar, which he learned in Izcalli, playing songs like “Creep” by Radiohead. 

“The ’80s were weird, man,” he says after singing a few lines of “Never Gonna Give You Up.” “I’ve seen 

pictures of a few of you all with hairspray.” The audience laughs. 

 

Each Sunday at 9:45 a.m., Carlos speaks to a mostly white audience of baby boomers. At 11 a.m., in the same 

sanctuary, he shares the same message with the Primera Iglesia, a younger collection of Spanish-speaking 

families.  
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Some people call Woodbine “Little Mexico.” In the 1990s, migrant workers from Mexico moved into the 

neighborhood, drawn to affordable rentals. In 1992, La Hacienda, one of Nashville’s first Mexican 

market/restaurants, opened up next door to Woodbine UMC, cementing the Little Mexico nickname. 

 

Soon after he moved in with the Jordans, Carlos felt homesick. The family drove him 10 minutes up 

Nolensville Pike to La Hacienda. They pulled into the parking lot, where the smell of lye and corn drifted in 

from the tortilla factory out back. La Hacienda was Carlos’ first glimpse of home. He left the store with all the 

chiles he could carry — bags of guajillos, cans of chipotles. 

When he misses home and his mother, Carlos buys chiles and makes pozole rojo. He starts with hominy and 

chicken, a riff that his wife and son prefer to the traditional pork. He adds guajillo and ancho chiles, then red 

radishes, finely chopped lettuce, raw onion, and sliced avocado. He squeezes lime juice over the whole pot.  

For Carlos, pozole is home in a bowl. It’s his favorite thing to cook and eat. 

Woodbine UMC and Primera Iglesia weren’t Carlos’ first assignments as a pastor. Soon after he arrived in 

Nashville, he secured a religious worker visa and got a job as a Spanish-speaking pastor in Murfreesboro. He 

became a legal resident in 2009, got his GED, earned a master’s in divinity from Vanderbilt, and became a 

U.S. citizen in 2015.  

He met his wife, Sarah, at that church in Murfreesboro. They married in 2010, the same year they moved to 

Nashville. A year later, he took the Primera Iglesia job, and their son Luke was born in 2014. When 

Woodbine’s English-speaking minister left in 2018, Carlos took his place. 

Carlos loves his work, his city, his family. He’s made it in the Americas. But many people he speaks to, 

people with roots similar to his own, have not.  

 

 

 

To understand what's at stake in Woodbine, and Carlos’ role in the neighborhood, you must 

understand its significance to Nashville’s migrant community. While the neighborhood is home to La 

Hacienda today, the land where Little Mexico sits has housed many different people and movements. 

Folks in Woodbine tell a story about a place called Flat Rock, about half the size of a basketball court. It sat at 

what is now the intersection of Nolensville Pike and Whitsett Road. The surrounding forests were lush and 

green, and thickets of cane, tall and dense, engulfed the land. Cherokees, Chickasaws, Choctaws, Creeks and 
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Seminoles made their living off the earth, and the tribes agreed to reserve the woods for hunting. They wanted 

to keep the area bountiful, with enough food to go around, so each tribe agreed to live farther out from the 

rock, leaving the woods raw and untamed.  

When conflict arose, the tribes sent representatives through the woods to meet at Flat Rock. They sat on the 

rectangular stone, a bench in the middle of the formation. With the sun high above the woods, the tribes 

traded, debated treaties, and passed around a ceremonial pipe. They forged their United Nations, their 

courtroom, their Wall 

Street. 

 

Revolutionary War land grants, big mansions, and railroads would crowd out the woods and the tribes, smoke 

and dust overpowering the area’s original scent of woodbine honeysuckle.  

Today, if Carlos left Woodbine UMC, turned right and drove past the original site of Flat Rock on Nolensville 

Pike, he’d pass the headquarters of Workers’ Dignity, a nonprofit fighting for the rights of low-wage workers. 

He’d drive past construction trucks backing up into Woodbine, where peeling cottages share streets with 
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newly built Craftsman houses. Past huddled-together dives and cooking that smells like San Salvador and 

Istanbul, Guadalajara and Raqqa. Past a tarot card and palm reader, who maintains a near-perfect Yelp rating. 

Past the turnoff to Glencliff High, where kids from Kurdistan, Egypt, Vietnam, and Mexico learn mariachi 

from a woman named Gaby. Past used car lots with names that range from no-frills (Carland) to 

overcompensating (Picasso Auto). Past gas stations, markets, and taquerías serving the best al pastor in the 

city, simmering in a pot with pineapple. Past a vape shop called Kountry Kloudz, which has a Kobe mural on 

the side wall. Past Little Kurdistan, where people are praying, eating, learning, and probably kicking around a 

soccer ball. Past a place formerly known as The Plug, where a man named Tin used to sell Jordans and 

throwback jerseys. Now, the sweet smell of pan dulce drifts out its doors and into the neighboring Dairy 

Queen. Eventually, Carlos would turn right toward Crieve Hall, where he and Sarah own a ranch house a few 

blocks away from the Jordans’ home, where he lived when he first moved to town. 

 

The Woodbine neighborhood is home to a diverse group of people and businesses, including La Hacienda, 

one of Nashville’s first Mexican market/restaurants. The American family Carlos stayed with when he first 

arrived in the U.S. would take him to La Hacienda when he was homesick. 

When Carlos first arrived at Woodbine UMC in 2011, the average neighborhood home cost about $100,000. 

Now, some sell for four or five times that much. In the past few years, at least three families in the Primera 

Iglesia have been forced to move by opportunistic landlords or prowling developers. Carlos wants to help 

because he loves his congregation. He also feels a uniquely immigrant form of survivor’s guilt — guilt for 

making it here, and guilt for the way he’s made it.  

“My story as a migrant is different from others’,” he says. “Everyone thinks the migrant story is someone who 

struggles financially. … I’m not saying I didn’t struggle financially, but I had stronger support. I hear stories 

of people in my congregation who had to cross the border in the most horrendous situations. I feel like my 

story is different. It wasn’t as tough as theirs.” 

Carlos doesn’t believe his congregation judges him. But he knows that people who look at him and learn 

where he came from make certain assumptions. His story defies easy stereotypes. 

To protect the neighborhood, Carlos has co-founded and is the executive director of an organization called 

Cosecha Community Development, which invites Primera Iglesia members and newer neighborhood residents 

to gather and share meals, put on farmers markets, and take language classes.  

Cosecha hosted its first shared meal, named “Feast,” on a crisp October evening in the backyard of 

Humphreys Street Coffee, a couple of miles from the church. Families sat at picnic tables covered with paper 

bags full of food. Underneath the café’s front porch, a cooler iced down mandarin and tamarind Jarritos.  

As the sun faded over the café, string lights switched on in the yard. Carlos sang a hymn with Brooklyn, the 

daughter of Courtney and Brian Hicks, the owners of the coffeehouse. Courtney is also a co-founder of 

Cosecha. People dug into barbacoa burritos, mole tamales, and conchas.  

https://www.oxfordamerican.org/magazine/issue-113-summer-2021/the-pride-of-nashville
https://www.oxfordamerican.org/magazine/issue-113-summer-2021/the-pride-of-nashville
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“For my theology, the most important thing we can do is when people come together around the table, the 

Lord’s table,” Carlos says. “We come with our disagreements, we come with our different backgrounds. But 

when we come to the table, we’re all the same. [Feast] needs to reflect who’s represented at the table and who 

isn’t.” 

Carlos’ theology honors Woodbine’s original residents, the Native Americans who met at Flat Rock. He 

brings different tribes together around the table. The original tribes lost their land. Carlos hopes his 

congregation can hold onto theirs.  

As Carlos strummed his guitar, he occasionally glanced down at his hand, where he could see the faintest 

outlines of a scar. He’s worlds away from the beer mugs at La Talacha. But the scar will always remind him 

of where he came from, and his willingness to choose a different life.  

*** 
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Carlos sits in his office at Woodbine United Methodist Church. Next door, the sanctuary lies empty and 

expectant, awaiting his voice. 

Two thousand miles away, Lucy sits at her kitchen table in Morelos, where she too awaits her son’s voice. 

Carlos supports his mother financially and calls her often. He is as aware of his absence in Mexico as his 

presence in the States.  

He still remembers the day he left home, almost 20 years ago. He lifted his life, contained within a few 

suitcases, into the trunk of his friend’s car. He turned back toward the house. Lucy stood at the gate, watching 

him go. 

Carlos knew that his mother wanted him to stay, no matter what she said. But she also saw her reflection in 

his ambition. She knew he needed to go.  

“I feel like, when she saw me leaving, as difficult as it was for her … ” Carlos pauses. He looks around his 

office, an emblem of all he’s gained by leaving home. “I feel like in a way, she was fulfilling some of her 

dreams through me.” 

Wherever he goes, Carlos brings Lucy with him, like a talisman. Her dreams are his dreams. When she was 

Carlos’ age, she left somewhere small for somewhere that felt much bigger. 

On that day 20 years ago, it was Carlos’ turn to do the same. He hopped into the passenger seat and shut the 

door. Lucy walked back into her townhome. And Carlos sped away from Izcalli, toward his story untold.  

 

Mikeie Honda Reiland is a writer in Nashville, where he also coaches high school Ultimate Frisbee. He is a 

student in the University of Georgia's narrative nonfiction MFA program. 

Tamara Reynolds is a documentary photographer whose unflinching eye considers what it means to be 

human in today's society. In particular, her work focuses on the lives of those who are usually unseen. 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-pastor-of-little-mexico-carlos-uroza-

nashville?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F28%20-

%20Pastor%20of%20Little%20Mexico%20%28STSDiy%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-pastor-of-little-mexico-carlos-uroza-nashville?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F28%20-%20Pastor%20of%20Little%20Mexico%20%28STSDiy%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-pastor-of-little-mexico-carlos-uroza-nashville?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F28%20-%20Pastor%20of%20Little%20Mexico%20%28STSDiy%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-pastor-of-little-mexico-carlos-uroza-nashville?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F28%20-%20Pastor%20of%20Little%20Mexico%20%28STSDiy%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-pastor-of-little-mexico-carlos-uroza-nashville?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2%2F28%20-%20Pastor%20of%20Little%20Mexico%20%28STSDiy%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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A FRAYING NARRATIVE 

Multiple Sclerosis, The White Album, and how Didion’s seminal work became—to one writer—a bible 

for losing one's mind. 

 

by Emily Carmichael 

 

Illustration by Diane Appaix-Castro 

March 3rd, 2022 

 

The most famous line in The White Album is its first: “We tell ourselves stories in order to live.” Today it is so 

often quoted that it is almost cliche. Twitter bios, LinkedIn descriptions, admissions essays—you name it—

this most ubiquitous of Joan Didion quotes is liable to be there. At first glance, Didion delivers writers a 

mandate. If stories are survival, then we must cling to them! we hear her say. We must pursue them 

relentlessly, catch them by the throat! And so we write, wielding The White Album as a battlecry, chasing 

some singular veracity or, at the very least, verisimilitude. However, as I’ve learned all too well, this is not 

what Didion meant at all.  

It was election day in Louisiana the first time I noticed my face was drooping. Democratic incumbent 

Governor John Bel Edwards was facing off against Trump-loving challenger Eddie Rispone, and I was sitting 

in the Jefferson Parish Clerk’s office working as a stringer for The Associated Press, watching the votes come 

in. I had been active that day, which is what I preferred. Before driving to Jefferson to earn $60 confirming 

vote tallies, I had spent the day at a yoga teacher training, and after I would go to a party, then a bar to watch 

a band. 

https://believermag.com/contributor/emily-carmichael/
https://believermag.com/contributor/emily-carmichael/
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Between my calls to The Associated Press to confirm, yes, what I saw on my screen was the same as 

what The AP saw on theirs, I decided to take a Snapchat.  

Click. As I examined the first selfie I took, I noticed my right eyelid hung lower over my pupil than the left. It 

was slight, but I thought it made me look dopey, so I deleted the picture and tried again, resolving to keep my 

eyes equally open.  

Click. The droop persisted. Maybe if I just strained harder.  

Click. Still droopy.  

In image after image, no matter how hard I pulled the muscles of my face, no matter how much might I 

summoned, my eyelids stubbornly and perceptibly mismatched.  

We can debate when the deterioration began, but I now recognize it was before that election night, before my 

eye sagged, before it occurred to me that, in the worst way, this might all be in my head. After graduating 

from Tulane University, I did what some graduates of western colleges do: I traveled. By the end of my trip, 

with many mountains, stupas and blurry hostel nights behind me, conversations were becoming harder to 

follow. My vocabulary felt further away; words did not pop into my mind as readily as they once did. It was 

annoying, but I was unconcerned.  

After moving back to New Orleans, things worsened. I became lethargic. My experience of thinking changed 

from words babbling through me like a stream to words rolling as stubbornly and slowly as balls of lead. 

Thoughts were disjointed, hard to start and then jumpy once they began to move. My copy was written slowly 

and riddled with errors I just could not see. My boss was unhappy, to say the least.  

Soon, I had an episode in which I did not recognize Claiborne Avenue, a main drag in New Orleans on which 

I had driven hundreds of times. Usually, its long, gradual curve along the shape of the Mississippi River felt 

perfunctory and intimate in the way the quotidian often does. That night, I felt it all recede into unfamiliarity. 

I looked around, a mile or two from home, and didn’t know where I was.  

That scared me. I made an appointment with a primary care provider. The doctor was condescending when I 

requested more than the standard blood panel, but the tests were run. I was low on iron and had a sluggish 

thyroid, the gland that rules metabolism. With supplements, things improved marginally, but I was still really 

tired.  

A few months later, my vision mysteriously and quickly declined. Colors appeared as disembodied smears 

that moved in space. Shadows appeared in splotches of broad daylight. Once, in a coffee shop, while working 

on an article about the brain, I went partially blind. An ophthalmologist told me I had mild astigmatism and 

nearsightedness. She prescribed me reading glasses but said otherwise there was no ocular explanation for my 

newly unstable vision.   
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Around the same time, something began to grab the muscle at my right temple and twist it maniacally until 

the pain grew so bad that, on some nights, I struggled to sleep. The lashing then crawled down the right side 

of my body, eddying at my ribs, and kicking my lower back before it finally finished at my right foot. 

Last, the ability to write well, which had already become tenuous, went further out the window. It only came 

to me in spurts and flashes. Lucidity, then paralysis. Clarity, then shit. Absolute shit. When things were bad, I 

could tell my sentences were improper, that the flow was off, but for the life of me I could not fix it. When 

things were good, I felt like I was flying.  

I now suspect my articulation atrophied because meaning was harder to make. There was less poetry in life; 

things didn’t make sense the way they used to. I felt incoherent, desperate, so I doubled down on that writerly 

impulse to summarize and make metaphors—and it only made things worse. On a walk back home from a 

talk given by Maurice Carlos Ruffin at Tulane, I began repeating to myself I am here and there. It became a 

mantra for me when the world began to spin. I am here and there. At the time, it felt revelatory, symbolic of 

the interaction between my internal and external environment. Now, I don’t know what the hell it had to do 

with anything in my head. I can’t translate it.  

In my journal on October 20, 2019, I wrote, “Empty boxes. Words seem like empty boxes.”  

The next day I wrote, “I need a new voice in my head.”  

Then, a few weeks later, the face droop.  

I realized all of these phenomena that I thought were disparate symptoms might be part of a bigger, more 

terrible whole. The one pattern I didn’t want to see became too obvious to ignore. I began obsessing over the 

symptoms, documenting them in my journal, capturing pictures of my mildly drooping face. I was shaking my 

body like a Magic 8-ball, trying to guess what it all meant. 

I had seen four different doctors before l admitted I needed to see a neurologist. By this time, simply putting 

laundry away took so much energy out of me that I had to lay down for a half an hour after I finished. I 

exercised less. Work was only a cognitive possibility for a few hours a day, if at all. This is what I told the 

neurologist, about all of this and my diagnosis of complex post-traumatic stress disorder, my history of small 

intestinal bacterial overgrowth, two previous concussions, and a recent oral surgery on the side of my face 

where the pain localized, all of which I thought might account for at least some of my symptoms.  

“I’m not sure it’s a brain thing” I told the doctor before she brushed a piece of tissue paper against the left 

side of my neck.  

“Can you feel that?” 

“Yes.” 

She brushed the right side. “Can you feel that?” 
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My eyes widened. “Not as well as on the left.”  

Along my right side, I had not noticed I was going numb. 

Neurologists have to rule out the big things first, that’s what the doctor told me. She could not know what was 

causing my symptoms until she saw an MRI and made sure there was no tumor, no stroke, no thing altering 

my tissues of consciousness. I scheduled the test as quickly as possible and the follow up appointment soon 

after that. The intervening time I spent sitting in coffee shops, trying to work, but I was distracted. Every few 

minutes, I compulsively repeated the doctor’s assessment, dusting napkins against different parts of my skin. 

Could I feel my forearm? My thigh? My neck? My cheek? I Googled my symptoms late into the night. I read 

studies. I learned the medical name for an eye droop is ptosis. I ignored the news, was scarcely aware of the 

novel coronavirus spreading in China. Around this time, on February 11, 2020, I wrote in my journal, “It’s 

amazing how absurdity dissolves in context.” 

It was obvious the doctor had not reviewed my scans before my appointment. I watched her fingers move 

over her laptop’s trackpad and open the document containing my MRI. She began reading it and sat silent for 

a long, heavy time.  

I studied her as she studied my brain. She wore Valentino heels with pointed gold studs lining the straps. Her 

brittle black hair hovered just above the shoulders of her white coat, and her finger scrolled up and down on 

the mouse again and again and again. I tried to find a hint of my fate in her eyes, but they were dark and 

focused. My chest tightened; each passing second felt more severe than the last.  

“Is it cancer?” I blurted out, tears already in my eyes. My mother had died of pancreatic cancer two and a half 

years before, during my junior year at Tulane. Some of the worst days of her final year were the days we got 

back scan results. All of our family’s energy was spent bracing against the possibility of what lay in the folder 

on the doctor’s desk.  

“No,” she said, unemotionally.  

“Is it going to kill me?” 

“No.” Her finger kept scrolling, up and down, up and down.  

“Will it leave me disabled?” 

“Maybe.” 

My head felt full of water. I began to cry.  

“Don’t cry.”  

 I grabbed a tissue and tried to pull myself together.  
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“I’ve been trying to find the fourth spot. The radiologist said there’s four spots on your brain.”  

The incessant movement of her finger had been her moving in and out of the black and white impression of 

my brain, up and down its columns, trying to locate a spot of suspected demyelination.  

My lips trembled.  

“I can’t help you,” she said. “You need to see a multiple sclerosis specialist.” 

Iwas too upset to drive home from the appointment. My friend Diane—god bless her and her funky jewelry 

and all the patience she saved for me that day—drove me the forty-five minutes home as I cried on the phone 

with my father. That was how I spent much of the night, updating family and friends whom I had told about 

my MRI, not expecting the test result to be positive. My face was drooping slightly, I had told them before the 

appointment, but this scan is a formality. The last friend, Katie, hung up around midnight. We had spent our 

conversation on the phone Googling prognoses together, her in Dallas, I in New Orleans. We read that  about 

half of those diagnosed with MS eventually require some kind of mobility aid, like a cane or wheelchair. One 

third functionally lose the ability to walk. Over the course of their life, all experience their symptoms 

intensifying.  

After we said goodbye, I was desperate for some kind of hope, not hedged bets and well, we don’t know what 

will happen yet, but the kind that represented a version of reality to aspire to.  I began Googling celebrities 

who had MS, my eyes trained on my phone screen as if they were hunting. My fingers sped past pictures of 

faces. Most were minor celebrities who had been poached from the limelight, often unable to summon the 

energy to continue in the public eye. Then, my thumb hovered over the picture of a thin woman with short 

hair and a familiar, angular face: Joan Didion—the pioneer of New Journalism, the National Book Award 

winning chronicler of politics and grief, one of my literary heroes—had been diagnosed with MS. 

My mind began to race. Had she ever written about it? Yes, a search revealed. Once. Nestled at the end of the 

eponymous essay of her famous collection, The White Album, was the admission of her diagnosis. I had read 

the essay before in class, but no one mentioned Didion’s diagnosis during the discussion and, without the 

context given by the spots in my brain, its significance was lost on me. At 1 a.m., I ordered the book, a book 

that would become a bible for losing my mind. 

Our bodies are not machines, but they are electric. It is light, electrons, these waves of force, passing over and 

through our bodies, that move us, inspire us, and sustain us, that bring us to life. When we animate our 

devices—light bulbs, refrigerators, phones, and the like—with electricity, we quite literally lend them our life 

force, cast out our most intimate of energies in the hopes of making something that, too, can act in this world. 

Like our devices, we have circuitry through which electricity flows. We call them nerves. It is here, on our 

neurons, that Multiple Sclerosis acts.  

MS is a degenerative brain disorder, though it degenerates brains in different ways and to different degrees. 

This degeneration happens by the body’s own chemical hand: MS is an autoimmune disorder, a class of 

disorders in which something causes the body’s immune system to attack its own tissue. There’s lots of 

debate over what this something is. Some will point to genetics, others to toxins in the environment, infection, 
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a history of concussions, or some combination of them all. As with most things, we don’t know the truth, but 

we are certain that something categorizable is happening and we can measure its consequences.  

MS damages the neuron’s myelin sheath, a wrapping of fat around the middle of a neuron that is commonly 

compared to insulation around a wire. Insulation protects a wire’s signal and helps its communication to travel 

safely and clearly. When that insulation is damaged, the wire’s metal is exposed, its signal is put at risk, and 

the whole mechanism may become dangerous to the touch. Our nerves work similarly (and with more 

complexity). When our myelin sheath is damaged, our neurological signals are liable to become slow, 

scrambled, and dangerous.  

In Multiple Sclerosis, the myelin sheath “becomes inflamed and hardens into scar tissue, thereby blocking the 

passage of neural impulses,” Didion writes in “The White Album.” This can cause a range of neurological 

symptoms: balance can become worse and walking can become harder; pain, numbness and tingling can 

appear at varying intensities throughout the body; muscles can spasm; the bladder and bowels can become 

dysfunctional; people may become dizzy. Of course, there’s fatigue, as well as visual impairment, which is 

part of what prompts Didion’s MS diagnosis. What scared me the most, though, was the cognitive 

impairment. Attention and memory might be weaker, processing all the world’s sensory input might become 

strained, words might become harder to find.  

Didion’s suspicion of stories arose during a period, from 1966 to 1971, in which she felt life had gone off-

script. It was not that her life appeared to be going badly—she was writing, had recently gotten married, and, 

in 1968, was named a Los Angeles Times “Woman of the Year”—but that the events in her life began to feel 

deflated, like they lacked substance. She could no longer hear the musical score telling her how to feel about 

each of life’s happenings, linking one thing to the next. As she reported on some of the most significant topics 

of the 1960s—The Doors, The Black Panthers, second-wave feminism, each of which she recounts in The 

White Album—she  struggles to craft an internal narrative connecting all that she saw. “I was meant to know 

the plot, but all I knew was what I saw: flash pictures in variable sequence… not a movie but a cutting-room 

experience,” Didion writes. “I wanted still to believe in the narrative and in the narrative’s intelligibility, but 

to know that one could change the sense with every cut was to begin to perceive the experience as rather more 

electrical than ethical.”  

As I read these lines, my eyes lit up. I recognized in them a dishevelment that haunted my own mind. Was this 

a symptom of Didion’s MS?  

I read the rest of “The White Album” in a rush of identification, scouting my experience in Didion’s words, 

trying, in some way, to read into her my future. Thus, I saw evidence of Multiple Sclerosis everywhere. I saw 

it in Didion’s syntax, not details asserted as concrete fact, but subjective I-statements, as if she, like me, did 

not trust the veracity of her perception. It seems, it seems, she writes as she visits Black Panther Eldridge 

Cleaver’s house.  I remember, I remember, she writes as she describes her house on Franklin Avenue in Los 

Angeles or visiting Manson Family member Linda Kasabian in prison after she was charged with the murder 

of Sharon Tate and four others. I saw MS in her prose, prose that is largely empty of sweeping, summarizing 

gestures—I assumed those felt out of reach to Didion—but is full of what she could access: catalogs of 

particularities that struck her. “I remember watching a rabbit graze on the grass by the gate as Gary 

Fleischman [Kasabian’s lawyer] signed the prison register,” she writes. After she returned home from the 

prison, she continues, “I would have two drinks and make myself a hamburger and eat it ravenously.” For this 
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sensibility, her attunement to the strangeness of the familiar (as one of my graduate school professors would 

say), Didion’s writing is heralded as beautiful, if not unemotional. 

Most of all, I saw MS in Didion’s confusion. It’s not that Didion didn’t search for cohesion in her life; the 

essay is a result of her straining for it and finding no satisfaction. I felt myself in that strain—me, who felt so 

small and thrown about by inexplicable randomness. “During the years when I found it necessary to revise the 

circuitry of my mind,” she writes, referring to MS, “.… all connections were equally meaningful, and equally 

senseless.” She offers the following as an example: 

On the morning of John Kennedy’s death in 1963 I was buying, at Ransohoff’s in San Francisco, a short silk 

dress in which to be married. A few years later this dress of mine was ruined when, at a dinner party in Bel-

Air, Roman Polanski accidentally spilled a glass of red wine on it. Sharon Tate was also a guest at this party, 

although she and Roman Polanski were not yet married. On July 27, 1970,1 went to the Magnin-Hi Shop on 

the third floor of I. Magnin in Beverly Hills and picked out, at Linda Kasabian’s request, the dress in which 

she began her testimony about the murders at Sharon Tate Polanski’s house on Cielo Drive.… I believe this to 

be an authentically senseless chain of correspondences, but in the jingle-jangle morning of that summer it 

made as much sense as anything else did. 

I read this passage and ached.  

Before you think I’d gone fully mad, lost my mind in trying to find myself, Didion did, to some measure, 

agree with me. When it comes to naming anything close to a source of the essay’s famous affect, its 

detachment, its million-dollar suspicion, a close reading of the essay reveals that Didion points to, not only 

society, not only herself, but that erraticness in her brain she calls MS. Upon her diagnosis she writes, “my 

body was offering a precise physiological equivalent to what had been going on in my mind.” 

“The White Album” is more than a document of masterful journalistic writing, of history, of neurological 

dysfunction. It is also a lesson in parsing daily bewilderment, in wading through a mind’s jingle-jangle and 

recognizing that in it can be found something real and resonant. The key to this, as I surmised from Didion, is 

to stop writing:  

Not all the time, but frequently and as a practice, stop trying to reduce life’s undulations to sentences, to 

deduce them, to control them. Pause. Remember, hope is not always the meaning of things. We speak much 

about thinking hard: muscular, forceful cognition intent on getting to the bottom of the problem, the end, the 

supposed right answer. We speak less, though, about thinking lightly, allowing thoughts and sensations to 

flutter easily and undirected in our bodies, to, for a moment, stop trying to tell ourselves a story. Of course, 

we need stories. I am someone who has found tremendous healing in therapy as I’ve teased out and 

reconsidered the narrative of my life. But, as Didion so adroitly conveys, the stories we tell ourselves are 

shifty, impressionable, changing as easily as the pupils dilate. Sometimes we need the story, but sometimes 

the story is not the point. 

In 1972, before the invention of the MRI, Didion received an exclusionary diagnosis of MS, meaning it was a 

diagnosis of final resort, what remained after all other plausible options had been ruled out. The White 

Album was published in 1979. On May 1, 2020, not long after I had finished reading Didion’s landmark work, 

I logged onto an online portal at Ochsner Health for a virtual visit with a neurologist who specializes in 
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Multiple Sclerosis. The portal did not work on my computer, so I met the doctor through the miniature screen 

of my phone, which I propped up on books on my father’s dining room table. He sat next me as I told the 

doctor my symptoms. She listened, said ok, and had me perform a series of tests.  

“Walk away from me,” she said and she studied my stride as I went. “Ok, walk back.” 

She held up one finger on the screen and said, “Touch my finger on the screen and then touch the tip of your 

nose,” and I did it as many times as she asked without issue.  

“Google this picture.” She instructed me on what to type into my search bar. “Is that what your vision looks 

like?” I pulled up a picture that showed the exact patchiness I saw in my world.  

“I will still need to see you in person, but I am almost positive that you don’t have MS.” 

An in-person visit confirmed it: I do not have MS, but a headache, one the MS specialist thought was a 

migraine. A move to New York and another neurologist refined the diagnosis further: I have a post-

concussive hemicrania continua. The name loosely translates to  headache that happens on one side of your 

head and never truly stops—that is, unless treated with the right medication, then, my neurologist told me, 

Hemicrania Continua headaches typically subside. They’re rare, he said. As a post-concussive headache, they 

are nearly unheard of.  

When I first heard that I don’t have MS, it was like the anxiety ran out a trap door in the back of my head. All 

of the energy I had once saved for research, for reading each bodily change like tea leaves, simply evaporated. 

The threat was subdued; I was no longer afraid of what was to come. All of that despair because of one minor 

car accident and one bump on the head that didn’t make anyone around me look twice. All of that fear, and 

the doctors have told me the “white matter abnormalities” on my MRI might mean nothing at all.   

It goes without saying that nothing I recognized as MS in “The White Album” can be attributed to the 

disorder with a reasonable degree of confidence. And in reality, Didion and I don’t have much in common. I 

am from Texas, two hours inland from the nation’s overheated gulf coast, and I don’t feel at home in the 

ocean’s water. She was from sunny California and her favorite refuge was Hawaii’s shores. I have written 

many poems about lovers. She resisted sentimentality. I am a student, young, mostly anonymous; her life is 

complete and, for many, a northstar. Yet, there is a small patch of grass that we share, one I recently 

discovered while reading an interview Didion gave to WebMD in the mid-2000’s. Like me, Didion stopped 

experiencing MS-like symptoms—at least for a few decades. In the interview she said, “The symptoms 

subsided. I saw a neurologist regularly and never gave it a thought in between [appointments].” Yet, like me, 

her mind and body changed for a while, she told herself a story, and the world never appeared the same.  

Iam no longer convinced that sense is the goal, that the story must always be clutched. Obviously, there must 

be some narrative in place, albeit a flexible, accommodating one. Though my mind has largely returned to me, 

though I haven’t had a headache in months, I can still look around me and the world and find it to be equally 

meaningful and equally senseless. Just the other day, this crossed my mind: 
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Joan Didion’s daughter, Quintana, died on August 26, 2005, my tenth birthday. That same day Hurricane 

Katrina was raging in the gulf, about to devastate New Orleans, the tenth anniversary of which I would later 

chronicle as Print News Editor for The Hullabaloo, Tulane’s student newspaper. In a class at Tulane, I would 

first read “The White Album” in an advanced creative nonfiction class taught by New York writer Thomas 

Beller. Years later, in October of 2021, living in New York, I would pitch the piece you’re reading now and 

tell my editor, “I can’t turn in the essay until the week of December 20th. I’m too busy with school to do it 

sooner.” That week, Joan Didion died. Her numerous obituaries listed her cause of death as Parkinson’s 

Disease. She was 87.  

 

On May 2, 2020, reflecting on The White Album, I wrote, “It is each generation’s journey to learn that things 

are not what they seem, not even close.” 
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You can donate to The National Multiple Sclerosis Society, an organization that works to publicize treatments 

and research for cures to MS, here. And if you’d like to help support research and treatments for Parkinson’s 

Disease, you can do so here. 

More of artist Diane Appaix-Castro’s work can be viewed at dianeappaixcastro.com. 

 

 

 

https://www.nationalmssociety.org/Donate?_ga=2.143331381.147971574.1645459444-2044321034.1645459444&_gac=1.49482386.1645459444.EAIaIQobChMInb2Xi5aR9gIVqnxvBB3PJgWxEAAYASAAEgLhEfD_BwE
https://www.michaeljfox.org/donate
https://dianeappaixcastro.com/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

129 

EC 

CONTRIBUTOR 

Emily Carmichael is a freelance reporter based in New York City. She has covered food, health, 

culture, and politics, primarily in New Orleans. She is currently completing a MFA in Literary 

Reportage at New York University and is writing a book on how consumerism distorts love. To see 

more of her work, visit her website, www.emilycarmichaelwrites.com. Follow her on Twitter 

@ecarmichael19.   

 

https://believermag.com/logger/a-fraying-narrative/?utm_source=The+Believer&utm_campaign=2f1c0f70d5-

Renew+Your+Subscription_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fcee9688a6-2f1c0f70d5-

160198133&mc_cid=2f1c0f70d5&mc_eid=d216a9697e   

http://www.emilycarmichaelwrites.com/
https://twitter.com/ecarmichael19
https://believermag.com/logger/a-fraying-narrative/?utm_source=The+Believer&utm_campaign=2f1c0f70d5-Renew+Your+Subscription_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fcee9688a6-2f1c0f70d5-160198133&mc_cid=2f1c0f70d5&mc_eid=d216a9697e
https://believermag.com/logger/a-fraying-narrative/?utm_source=The+Believer&utm_campaign=2f1c0f70d5-Renew+Your+Subscription_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fcee9688a6-2f1c0f70d5-160198133&mc_cid=2f1c0f70d5&mc_eid=d216a9697e
https://believermag.com/logger/a-fraying-narrative/?utm_source=The+Believer&utm_campaign=2f1c0f70d5-Renew+Your+Subscription_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_fcee9688a6-2f1c0f70d5-160198133&mc_cid=2f1c0f70d5&mc_eid=d216a9697e
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Ancient discovery reveals new knowledge of early Mesopotamian farming 

Earliest definitive evidence of broomcorn millet in Mesopotamia 

 
 

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

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

February 1, 2022 

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

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

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

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

"The presence of millet in Mesopotamia during this earlier time period challenges the accepted narrative of 

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

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

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304346&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-021-03552-w
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1724488&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.rutgers.edu/news/ancient-mesopotamian-discovery-transforms-knowledge-early-farming


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

131 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

semi-arid ecosystems.  

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

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

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

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304346&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very 

  

mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304346&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304346&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Gemini South captures remarkably clear images of two sidewinding stellar jets 

Astronomers use adaptive optics system that reduces distortion 

 
 

The blue sinews in the image are produced by hot hydrogen molecules along the MHO 2147 stellar jet. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

February 15, 2022 

An international team of astronomers using the International Gemini Observatory, a program of the U.S. 

National Science Foundation's NOIRLab, has captured crystal-clear images of two wiggling stellar jets from 

nearby forming stars. 

The images were captured by the Gemini South Adaptive Optics Imager, an instrument on the Gemini South 

telescope. The imaging system works with the Gemini Multi-conjugate Adaptive Optics System to reduce 

blurring and distortion from atmospheric turbulence. The astronomers detailed their observations inAstronomy 

& Astrophysics. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304459&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://noirlab.edu/public/news/noirlab2204/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://noirlab.edu/public/programs/gemini-observatory/gemini-south/#:~:text=The%20Gemini%20South%20telescope%20is,of%20optical%20and%20infrared%20capabilities.
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1637494&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1637494&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://noirlab.edu/public/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.aanda.org/articles/aa/full_html/2022/01/aa42421-21/aa42421-21.html
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.aanda.org/articles/aa/full_html/2022/01/aa42421-21/aa42421-21.html
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Young stellar jets are a byproduct of forming stars. As gas from the surrounding cloud spirals down onto the 

young star through an accretion disk, like water circling the drain in a bathtub, the star's magnetic field drives 

supersonic jets from the poles of the star. Most stellar jets are straight, though some appear curved or helical. 

The uneven shape of these jets could be caused by the misaligned rotational axis of the young star or stars 

driving the jet. 

The stars that created the two bipolar jets, MHO 2147 and MHO 1502, are obscured from view by 

surrounding clouds of gas and dust. The youngest stars are often hidden from view, even at infrared 

wavelengths. The molecular cloud associated with MHO 2147 is about 10,000 light-years from Earth. It lies 

in the galactic plane of the Milky Way, close to the border between the Sagittarius and Ophiuchus 

constellations. MHO 1502, meanwhile, is located in the Vela constellation, approximately 2,000 light-years 

away. The molecular cloud that harbors MHO 1502 and its central star are associated with a region where a 

portion of the cloud is ionized by surrounding very bright stars. 

The clarity of images produced offers astronomers a view of the stellar jets with a remarkable level of detail. 

This milestone, scientists say, is a result of NSF's ongoing commitment to advancing research, innovation and 

cutting-edge infrastructure. 

The Gemini Observatory is owned and operated by an international partnership that includes the United 

States, Canada, Chile, Brazil, Argentina and the Republic of Korea. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304459&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdeli

very 

  

mailto:researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304459&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304459&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Nina Simone’s Gum and the Shimmering Strangeness of How Art Casts Its Transcendent Spell on Us 

The metaphysical made physical in a symphonic celebration of imagination, collaboration, and the human 

heart. 

B Y M ARIA POPOVA  

 

“Time is a dictator, as we know it,” Nina Simone (February 21, 1933–April 21, 2003) observed in her soulful 

1969 meditation on time. “Where does it go? What does it do? Most of all, is it alive?” 

If time is the substance we are made of, as Borges so memorably wrote the year the teenage Eunice Waymon 

began studying to become “the world’s first great black classical pianist” before she made herself into Nina 

Simone, then there is something singularly haunting and mysterious about the fragments of substance we 

leave behind after time unmakes us. Their ghostly materiality might be our only real form of time travel, 

our only undeluded form of immortality — the ultimate evidence that time is, in the deepest sense, alive. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/02/21/nina-simone-time/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/02/21/nina-simone-time/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/19/a-new-refutation-of-time-borges/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/27/james-gleick-time-travel/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/05/22/alan-lightman-accidental-universe-impermanence/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
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I remember feeling this eerie enchantment one early-autumn afternoon as I climbed the narrow wooden stairs 

to Emily Dickinson’s bedroom — which was also her writing room — during my long immersion in her life 

while writing Figuring. I ran my fingers over the smooth mahogany of the tiny sleigh bed in which she slept 

and dreamt and loved. I ran them over her miniature cherrywood writing desk — those seventeen square 

inches, on which she conjured up cosmoses of truth in hundreds of poems volcanic with beauty. 

Emily Dickinson’s hair 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
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In another season, in another city, I felt the eerie enchantment again as I beheld the small round lock of her 

auburn hair through the museum glass and the epochs between us — the marvel of how it was possible to feel 

so much by the sheer proximity to a clump of unfeeling atoms that had outlived the temporary constellation of 

consciousness they once animated with humanity, with poetry, with feeling. A self-conscious, shimmering 

strangeness. 

That eerie enchantment comes aglow in Nina Simone’s Gum: A Memoir of Things Lost and Found (public 

library) by Australian musician and composer Warren Ellis — a strange and shimmering book, alive with 

the deepest questions of what makes us who we are and why we make the life-stuff we call art, using the 

chewing gum Ellis once pried from under Nina Simone’s piano as a lens on memory, mortality, and our 

search for meaning. 

What emerges is something not fetishistic but belonging to the stream of time, which casts ashore the artifacts 

of the lives it inescapably washes away, just like it will wash away yours and mine and Ellis’s, like it washed 

away Nina Simone’s. This flotsam of objects — the stories they carry, the past selves they carry — becomes 

the only time travel available to us, mortal creatures made of dead stars in an entropy-governed universe 

whose fundamental laws aim the arrow of time at one destination only. These artifacts shimmer for us with 

meaning beyond their materiality, because somewhere in the core of our being, we recognize them as our 

only “bright spark of resurrection.” 

Warren Ellis and his first violin 

Ellis — who began playing the violin at age 7, fell under the instrument’s lifelong spell after learning the 

second movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, and continued playing the same violin for twenty-one 

years, through elementary school and college, through busking in the streets of Europe and playing with Nick 

Cave and the Bad Seeds — had long worshipped Nina Simone, “the divine incarnate,” whose voice seemed to 

carry the same cosmos of emotion that bellowed from the violin’s reanimation of Beethoven. For Ellis, the 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/nina-simones-gum-a-memoir-of-things-lost-and-found/oclc/1277276827&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/nina-simones-gum-a-memoir-of-things-lost-and-found/oclc/1277276827&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/24/dark-matter/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
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thought that his atoms would ever come in close proximity to hers seemed as fantastical as meeting 

Beethoven. 

And then, one summer day in 1999, they did. 

His longtime friend and collaborator Nick Cave — himself an uncommonly soulful and penetrating thinker 

about loss, memory, and transcendence — was directing London’s Meltdown Festival, and Nina Simone was 

to perform. Nobody yet knew it — for such is the murderous cruelty of lasts shot by time’s error — but it 

would be her last show in London. 

Cave recounts the nested strangenesses of that fateful evening: 

Nina Simone was a god to me and to my friends. The great Nina Simone. The legendary Nina Simone. The 

troublemaker and risk taker who taught us everything we needed to know about the nature of artistic 

disobedience. She was the real deal, the baddest of them all, and someone was tapping me on the shoulder and 

telling me that Nina Simone wanted to see me in her dressing-room. 

She had summoned Cave to issue a commandment. Sitting there in her billowing white gown and 

Cleopatraesque metallic gold eye makeup, “imperious and belligerent, in a wheelchair, drinking champagne,” 

with “several attractive, worried men” lined against the wall, she looked at him “with open disdain” and 

declared that she wanted him to introduce her — as “Doctor Nina Simone.” (She had received her first 

honorary degrees in the 1970s at Amherst College, a block from Emily Dickinson’s bedroom, just as Ellis was 

beginning his life in music.) 

Cave issued an overeager “OK!” (In my mind, he curtsied.) And so, after his introduction, the show — which 

would end in “mutual rapture”: the audience in a state of grateful transcendence, Doctor Nina Simone 

“restored, awakened, transfigured” — began with intense emotional discord. 

Sitting five rows from the stage — “awestruck and glowing as if from a dream,” in his friend’s recollection — 

Ellis watched Nina Simone sit down at the Steinway, looking malcontented and angry and in pain, staring 

unsmiling at her fans while smoking her cigarette, smoking her cigarette while chewing her gum, “chewing 

with this look of tired defiance on her face.” 

Something about that struck Ellis as absolutely fantastic. It strikes me — the gum, the poetic incongruence of 

it — as tangible, chewable evidence of Whitman’s eternal insight that we contain multitudes, perhaps all the 

more multifarious in proportion to a person’s genius, which is always the product of greater interior 

complexity. Ellis recounts what happened next: 

The crowd got to its feet when “Dr Nina Simone” came from Nick’s mouth and she moved onto the stage 

slowly. People were clapping, crying, screaming, ecstatic. I had never felt energy like that in a room. It was 

unfathomable to think we were in her presence. Those moments you don’t believe are real. When you know 

life will never be the same after. 

[…] 

With great difficulty she walked to the front of the stage and she just put her clenched fist up in the air and 

just went, “Yeah!” Just like that. And I think there was this kind of reply, like a “yeah!” back, back to her. I 

remember nothing came out of my mouth as I attempted to reply. And then she did it again: “Yeah.” The 

sound of two thousand people gulping and their breath being sucked out of them. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/07/27/nick-cave-loss-grief/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/20/nick-cave-creativity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/01/24/nick-cave-music-ai/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

138 

 

Nina Simone at the Meltdown Festival, London, July 1, 1999. (Photograph: Bleddyn Butcher.) 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 597  may  2022 

 

139 

There is no romanticizing the fact that this person of staggering genius self-medicated her longtime 

depression with substances, the abuse of which had caught up to her in a grim way by those final years of her 

life — a life of greatness staggered short by those very crutches for suffering. (Champaigne, cocaine, and 

sausages were among the things she demanded be brought to her backstage.) And yet there she was, majestic 

in her genius, unsaved by her genius, chewing her gum. With the empathetic poetry of perspective that 

underscores his book, Ellis writes: 

I remember reading about a moment in her life in the mid-sixties when she got really depressed. Someone told 

her, “You know, you’re carrying the weight of everybody on your shoulders. It’s normal that you should 

crack up.” That we were about to see her perform in 1999 was a miracle. 

As soon as she sat down at the Steinway, Nina Simone took the gum out of her mouth and stuck it under the 

piano; as soon as she walked off the stage, transformed and triumphal, Ellis leapt onto it as if in a trance, pried 

the gum from the piano, wrapped it in the abandoned towel she had used to wipe her sweat, and leapt off. He 

stuffed his strange bounty into a bright-yellow Tower Records bag and went back to his hotel. 

He began carrying it with him on tour, in the briefcase — that was the era — containing his “portable shrine,” 

alongside a 2B Staedtler pencil and a theosophical edition of Notes on the Bhagavad-Ghita, a poem from a 

friend and a green ballpoint pen from a Munich hospital, a red Japanese address book and a cross he had 

given his mother, which she had given back to him. Once or twice, perhaps the way one draws strength from 

an amulet, he looked at the gum in his hotel room, but he never touched it or removed it from the towel. Its 

existence remained largely a secret — partly the sanctity of the private talisman, partly his self-conscious 

sense that nobody else would care about Nina Simone’s chewed gum. 

And then, 9/11 happened. With his big beard, odd gear, and time-traveler garb, Ellis became the subject of 

constant bomb checks. Between the sniffer dogs and the general chaos, his strange relic no longer seemed safe 

in its towel and Tower Records bag. He decided to safekeep it at home. It lived for a while atop his own 

piano, but that began feeling too unsafe. He stuffed it in a vase in the window above the piano, but remained 

uneasy. He disassembled the piano and tucked it behind the soundboard. 

While touring, he began having panic attacks that something would happen to the gum, even though his 

watchful wife knew exactly where the gum was and exactly what it meant to her husband. 

When Ellis built himself a home studio, complete with a tiny shrine, he placed the Tower Records bag there, 

alongside a black-and-white photograph of his kids playing in the garden and a bust of Beethoven. 

Eventually, that too came to feel unsafe — he moved the gum to a wooden chest he had built in the attic and 

tucked it away along with his tax returns. 
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It remained there for many years, until Nick Cave asked his friend whether he still had the gum he had 

snatched from Nina Simone’s piano that strange and transcendent midsummer night in 1999. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
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Two decades later, with Nina Simone gone to canon and stardust, her gum appeared inside a velvet-lined, 

temperature-controlled wood-and-glass box on atop a marble pedestal at the Royal Danish Library, part 

of Stranger Than Kindness — Nick Cave’s Copenhagen exhibition turned book, exploring “the wild-eyed and 

compulsive superstructure” of creative influences beneath any artistic body of work, a subject he has 

contemplated with uncommon poetry of insight. 

Viewed from some distance, the miniature pedestal rises in its warm-lit case like a votive on the altar of some 

alien temple. 

 

 

Ellis writes: 

Something shifted when others became aware of the gum’s existence. I thought about how many tiny secrets 

there must be out there in the universe waiting to be revealed. How many people have secret places with 

abandoned dreams, full of wonder. 

Except the relic on the marble pedestal was not Nina Simone’s gum, at least not exactly, and the story of its 

notness made it all the more a relic: 

After Cave asked about the gum, Ellis had gone into the attic, retrieved the yellow Tower Records bag, 

unfurled the towel, and looked at the gum for the first time in many years — there it was, unaltered by time or 

memory, with Nina Simone’s toothprint still exactly as he recalled it. He reflects: 

The idea that it was still in her towel was something I had drawn strength from. Like the last breath of 

Thomas Edison contained in a sealed test tube, kept in the Henry Ford Museum in Michigan. As Edison lay 

dying, Henry Ford telephoned Edison’s son and asked if he could capture the great man’s last breath. So he 

placed a rack of test tubes by the bed and stoppered them when Edison slipped this mortal coil. Unseeable, 

untouchable, the imagination that was activated by nothing. That nothing could engage the imagination. 

Communal imagination. That nothing could be everything. 

Followed back far enough, everything that moves us, everything we hold dear with a ferocity of feeling, is at 

bottom a hedge against our own mortality. Ellis realized that once his own atoms constellate a living person 

no more, this nondescript piece of chewing gum wrapped in a rag inside a twenty-year-old plastic bag would 

end up in a garbage bin — unless others become aware of its origin and significance, forming a chainlink of 

custodians to ensure the survival of this relic with meaning far beyond its materiality. 

The notion of getting the gum out of his orbit, into proper stewardship, into the public imagination, suddenly 

seemed like a duty. Recognizing that the polymers and resins laced with food-grade softeners were not equal 

to the task of historical preservation, Ellis decided to make a cast of it — an idea inspired by plaster-casts of 

hands he had seen while wandering into Melbourne’s antiquarian fair looking for one of the fourteen 

surviving copies of William Blake’s America a Prophecy. (Such is the superstructure of influences and 

creative catalysts.) 

Nervous not to “let the gum down as custodian” if anything went awry in the casting process, Ellis set out to 

find a collaborator he could entrust with this improbable miniature mausoleum. Even this becomes a meta-

meditation on a fundament of art and the creative process, consonant with my own credo that so much of life 

is a matter of finding the people who magnify your spirit. He writes: 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0063048086/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/20/nick-cave-creativity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/10/23/10-years-of-brain-pickings/
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Finding the right people to work with. That’s the thing, isn’t it? How does that happen? What draws us to 

people? Or them to us? This trust that is needed for collaborations to exist. This beautiful fragile moment each 

creation has to pass. 

A Rube Goldberg machine of trusts follows, beginning with his younger brother’s childhood best friend — an 

artist from an old gold mining town in rural Australia that greets visitors with a replica of the largest gold 

nugget ever found there: a colossal 70-kilogram lump of precious metal forged billions of years ago in the 

core of some dying star as it collapsed into a black hole. 

Welcome Nugget, Ballarat, 

Victoria. 
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As a boy, Ellis had marveled at the nugget from his bike; as a grown man, his mind’s eye — that prism of 

memory and association — brought back the gold nugget as a magnified version of Nina Simone’s gum, 

giving him the idea of finding a jeweler to make the cast. 

After some contemplation, his childhood friend sent Ellis to the perfect person for the odd job. In a London 

downpour, completely soaked and so anxious he nearly turned around to go home, Ellis arrived at the 

doorstep of the expat New Zealander Hannah Upritchard. She remembers him turning up in his wool trousers 

and waistcoat, “a custodian of something big” — something big she was about to extract from a twenty-year-

old towel using needlepoint tweezers and a fine scalpel. Everything about this surgery on the toothprinted soul 

made Ellis shudder. Given the delicate object and the material science involved, it would take a rare master to 

cast the relic without destroying it. Here he was putting his panicked trust in a total stranger: 

Already aware I looked foolish enough as it was, I could feel my ears pop and the sound become muffled, that 

sensation when you put your head underwater and your heartbeat becomes an industrial pump… I was sort of 

hovering over her as if she was handling a newborn baby. Trying to be cool and totally not. I was instantly 

soaked in perspiration and I undid the fourth button on my best floral shirt. Three buttons is day time, four is 

for concerts. I really wasn’t helping the moment so I sat down on the wooden kitchen bench and watched her. 

http://hannahrings.com/about
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Hannah Upritchard at work 

Frenzied with the knowledge that this stranger’s steady hands were the first to touch the gum since Nina 

Simone’s, Ellis felt an edge of sorrow that any touch might break the spell: 

Her spirit existed in the space between the gum and the towel. That concert was in the gum. That 

transcendence. That transformation. It took me some time to come to terms with the fact that this would be 

broken. 

When she asked him to hold it, he declined and left, leaving behind his fragile trust. Having sensed his 

unease, she sent him an assuring photograph of the gum sealed away in a neatly labeled empty marmalade jar, 

tucked into the safe storing the precious stones she works with. “Don’t worry, Warren. I get it,” the message 

read. 

This simple kindness, too, becomes part of the way in which this seemingly foolish project is at heart a 

miniature of the largest truths about art and the creative spirit. Ellis reflects: 

Those three words, “I get it.” It’s that moment when other people give you the confidence to trust and let go. 

Permission to let go. Often it is unspoken. It is understood telepathically. In the studio I’ve experienced this 

throughout my whole creative life, those moments when people reassured you with the confidence that 

allowed you to work to your greatest potential. Everyone getting it. To this day I haven’t touched the gum. I 

haven’t seen it physically since, except in the photo updates of its transformation. The beauty of others taking 

the baton. 

The assurance was soon amplified by Upritchard’s conscientious craftsmanship and her devotion to rendering 

the perfect cast, both physically and symbolically. After considering the two possible approaches to casting — 

making a mould, or scanning the gum and having it 3D-printed — she felt the computerized option was “too 

impersonal and dismissive” to properly honor this strange and tender relic. Instead, she settled on “something 

cruder but also more honest and human.” 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
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Warming a walnut-sized ball of pink Super Sculpy with her hands, she shaped into two tiny hemispheres and 

gently pressed the twenty-year-old gum between them. 

Using this mould, she spent weeks perfecting the copy in blue wax, then cast it in silver. 

 

Ellis finds the poetry in this material feat: 

The metaphysical made physical… The gum was the relic laid in the foundations of a monument being built 

through love and care, with Nina Simone as the goddess over all. 

The photographs of the process reminded Ellis of Emily Dickinson’s herbarium, a facsimile of which he owns 

and cherishes. (As do I, having turned it into a collaborative music-consecrated celebration of poetry and 

science.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/23/emily-dickinson-herbarium/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
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Still from Bloom — an animated adaptation of Emily Dickinson’s poetry set to music by Joan As Police 

Woman, featuring specimens from the poet’s herbarium. 

Once the initial cast was made and the spell unbroken, Ellis went on to collaborate with other artists, turning 

the gum into relics both private and public: a silver ring, a white gold ingot, and finally a sculpture the size of 

the human heart — the same size and shape as the human fist, the fist Nina Simone had raised that long-ago 

summer night hard with her sorrow and her power, chewing her gum. 

Once again, Ellis zooms out of the particulars and into the universals of creative collaboration: 

I became aware that the gum was bringing out the best in people. It’s always been other people who have 

brought that potential out of me. I’m the inverse of the gum somehow. It’s about connection. People who have 

encouraged me to be the best I can, allow me to go unrestrained. Letting ideas take flight. Letting me take 

flight. The wonder of playing in a band. Making music with people. I was watching something unfold in a 

visual way, that I sensed often as an abstract or internalised concept… I could see a process happening in 

front of me that was familiar. An idea coming to life. Like a song or piece of music. People rallying around to 

do what was best for the song. Holding it aloft. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-animated-episode-1/
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Something about this entire endeavor is making me think of The Golden Record — Carl Sagan and Ann 

Druyan’s poetic gesture to the cosmos, which traveled aboard the Voyager spacecraft into the great unknown. 

The Golden Record had two purposes. The overt scientific one, which got the project its NASA greenlight, 

was an effort to compress, encode, and transmit information about our world to another — an aim both 

ambitious and naïve, for the probability of this human-made artifact reaching another life-form in the vast 

expanse of austere spacetime, intersected with the probability of that potential life-form having the tools and 

consciousness capable of deciphering the disc, approximates zero. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/10/murmurs-of-earth-sagan-golden-record/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
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The Golden Record 

But The Golden Record had a second aim — a poetic purpose that remains, in history’s hindsight, its primary: 

In the middle of the Cold War, in the aftermath of two World Wars and the assassinations of Dr. King and 

JFK and Gandhi, here was something holding a mirror up to humanity, inviting us to reflect on who we are 

and what we stand for, reminding us of our capacity for beauty and transcendence encoded in millennia of 

music from across our indivisible Pale Blue Dot — that ultimate poetic truth of what makes us human. What 

Ellis makes of Nina Simone’s gum — cast in gold, imprinted with the spirit from which her music sprang, 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/10/murmurs-of-earth-sagan-golden-record/
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fisted with a century’s struggles and triumphs, heartened by the timeless human capacity for transcendence — 

makes of it a sort of Golden Record for our own time. 
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In the final pages of Nina Simone’s Gum, Ellis captures this deepest dimension of his improbable and lovely 

personal obsession turned collaborative celebration: 

The beautiful thought remains with me, that the big story of this gum is entirely projected by people. Their 

compassion. It is within them, springing from the purest of places. The imagination. The divine. The human 

heart. Everything and nothing. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/28/nina-simones-gum-warren-

ellis/?mc_cid=01203d3d06&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0571365620/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/28/nina-simones-gum-warren-ellis/?mc_cid=01203d3d06&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/28/nina-simones-gum-warren-ellis/?mc_cid=01203d3d06&mc_eid=d1c16ac662

