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“Don’t you know how hard this all is?"

Ted Williams, on batting in particular and baseball in general
(Quoted as epigraph to Roger Angell’'s Season Ticket: A Baseball
Companion, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1988.)

Fantasy Camp

The Sugar River surged out of the low eastern mountains and flowed past the
textile millsdown to the flood plain where it formed a perfect ninety degree angle
defining the outfield of the Newport baseball diamond.

Jimmy Campbell, in tattered tan sweatshirt, flannel baseball pants, and steel-
cleated shoes, sweated his twelve-year-old’s sweat as he stood on the pitcher’s
mound and glared down at the batter.

It was the City League. It was a time before Little League. It wasa game of men,
some forry years old, some twelve. It was the time of Ted Williams, and Johnny
Mize, and the New York Yankees, and the Real Bosox. It wasa game played across
the country in old parks with old-looking men and baggy uniforms.

It was the eighth inning and Jimmy Campbell had a no-hitter.

“I'had a no-hitter in the eighth,” Jimmy, 57, was telling the boys who gathered
around the meat counterat the general store, “and three batters to go.” The boys
nodded and waited. They had heard it before. *And [ got’em. All three. Oh, of
course, | hitone. Hit fourin the game all toll. Scared the hell out of the next fella.

_ Took three swings and left. No-hitter.”

Winter squeezes at the crotch of New England and leaves it shriveled and
inactive. Winter leaves men to escape into their minds, to bask in yesterdays, and
dream green dreams of tomorrow.

Jimmy was sipping at his coffee. The talk turned to winter and then died, the
bitching done. : )

“I bet I can still throw a few innings,” Jimmy said.

" Behind the meat counter the saw was whining as Jake cut pork chops. He
looked at Jimmy. “Then, why the hell don’t you play and stop talking about it
every winter.”

“Where'd I play? Who'd [ play?”

* Jake pulled a newspaper out and the gathered men waited. “Says here, in the
Boston Globe, that they got a camp in Florida for them still want to play ball. Two
weeks, uniforms, everything. Says Ted Williams, Bobby Doerr, Elston Howard,
and a bunch of them will be there."”

“Florida.” Jimmy waved Jake off. “How'd | get there?”

“Drive.”
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llFly.”

“Dammit, Jake, you know | don't fly!”

“Alright then, train . . . out of Boston.”

“How am I supposed to get to Boston?”

Jimmy stroked his old Rawling Lonnie Frey Model baseball glove as the train
pulled out of South Station. It hummed west toward Springfield before turning
south to Hartford and New Haven and New York City.

From the windows of the train the landscape changed from trees and open
fields to junkyards and tired neighborhoods with sadfaced buildings and flat
sagging warchouses with the art of angry pasted on their walls. The buildings, the
walls, the wasted yards suddenly eclipsed as the train dove under New York into
Penn Station.

“You'll change trains at Penn,” the conductor said. “Go to track 24.”

There were no big signs saying Track 24. Jimmy left the train and alighted on
the platform. He stood, bag in one hand, Lonnie Frey glove in the other, when
a small black man approached him.

He took Jimmy's glove.

“Let me help you. Changing trains?”

“Hey, where you going with my glove?” o

“Ah, man,” the black man said, “I just helping you. Where you going?”

“Florida.” g s '

“Shit, man, no. What track?” : _

“24.” Jimmy was now running behind the black man as they crossed the main
floor of Penn Station.

“24, there you are.” The black man pointed up to a sign. It said 24. He held

Jimmy's glove. “You got a dollar for me, man!”

“For what?”

“I helped you. Give me the dollar.”

“Didn't need no help. Leave me alone.”

“Shit. I carried this glove all the way across the station. 1 helped yoursorry ass
find this track, and you can't help me with one lousy fucking dollar.”

The dollar was no sooner out of Jimmy's pocket than the man had it and was
running.

“Hey,” Jimmy hollered.

The man turned back.

“Remember. You carried Jimmy Campbell’s glove.”
The man looked interested, ‘" Was you somebody?”
“I am somebody.”

he looked at Jimmy.
“Hi, Jimmy, remember me?”

“You ain't so young, Jimmy.”

“And Doesr.”
“] got Doerr and Pesky.”

“But I got ‘em.”
“You got ‘em.”

we ain't so old.”

Bobby Doerr

Jimmy saw an old man with tan skin and sunken eyes. He saw gnarled hands
and a tired back shrunken intoan orange and black windbreaker thatsaid, Tigers.

“I'm Robert Yetman. | caught you in high school.”

“You can’t be.” Jimmy seemed confused. “I mean, well, you're so old.”

“I can still pitch. Well, maybe an inning or two.”
“And]canstillcatchyou,” Yetmansaid. *Younever had nothingbut a fastball
and you never knew where it was going.”
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Late afternoon in Florida hangs forever, before finally sinking into the pinks
and purples of twilight. At the bar, the two men clinked their glasses.

“You never should have hit Williams,” Yetman said.

“Didn’t mean to,” Jimmy answered.

“Doerr didn’t want to get beaned and Pesky's seventy years old.”

“] no-hit ‘em,” Timmy looked at his catcher. “We ain't so old are we, Bobbie,

Don Watson
Hallowell

“Yeah, but you an old somebody.” Jimmy watched him continue across the
floor and disappear into the crowd.

Somewhere between Washington, D.C. and the North Carolina border
winter ceased to be white and, instead, turned bleak-brown with shorn fields
nuded and unmanteled. But then; the South purred up warm and sensual,
poking palm trees at the border, white egrets in the fields.

Jimmy Campbell missed the tobacco fields and the peach trees and the Vidalia
onions as the train raced across the south. Hesslept and then awoke to white sun,
scrub pine and a sign outside his window that said, WINTER HAVEN.

Other men with oil-soft gloves gathered under the hot Florida sun. They
boarded a van for Baseball Camp. And finally, for Jimmy, from the winter of New
England, here it was. Acres of baseball diamonds. Infields pruned to perfection.
The hard red clay raked and combed, pebble free, bad-hop free. Leather-colored
men with Red Sox uniforms prowled the grass with ancient grace.

“Uniforms in the clubhouse!” someone shoured. .

So they lined up, those eager men for the trappings of the grand old game.
“Here y'go hat. Here y'go pants. Here y'go pants.”

Jimmy stood there, “What size?”

“Pants, 34.”

“Yeah. Well they got elastic bands. Cne size fit-a-em-al.”

“Ain’t funny,” Jimmy said.

They spread out on the field. Young men with gold chains, old men with gold
teeth. All men with golden dreams.

They worked all day under the sun. They divided by position: pitchers,
infielders, outfielders. Later they ate catfish and okra and hushpuppies. They
slurped at wilted rurnip greens across the table from the stars of their youth.

Jimmy looked up from a spoonful of grits.

“Ain't you Johnny Pesky? [ want to pitch against you.”

“You will.”

“Will 1 pitch against Ted too?”

“Not if you're smart,” Pesky answered.

The baseball camp, withit's palm trees just beyond the outfield fencesand fan-
filled stands, stopped time for the men who came to play. Ted looked strong and
slender and young, and Dick Radatz, The Monster, was cheered although he
threw only memories of his fastballs.

In a fenced-in section toward left field, Jimmy sat in the bullpen waiting to be

called. It was his turn to pitch.
An old man leaned on the fence. He watched the field for a long time. Then

jnh;my Pe




40 and 65

Just think,

in thirty vears
you will be seventy

and experiencing mood swings;

I will be ninety-five
and tranquil as an old stone.

Nicholas Snow
Spruce Head

paints & lobsters

50

50 yrs. old

& on the boat

to starboard

two big words on transoms
"Courtship” and
“Destiny”

in the center
“Echo” rocking gently
in the falling tide and

to port

weathered pilings
hung with sea moss
bamacles, kelp

a white pigeon

under there

preening sleepily

and the darkness beyond

Sylvester Pollet
East Holden
teaches & edits at UMO

Gone

Dark closes over water

like @ steady hand,

water breaks against hidden rocks.
When I tum to speak

my words fall into empty hours.

My heart learns to collect:

your last plate scraped in the sink,

a film of dust your fingertips felt,

the chair still warm in dimming sun—
these | gather against the quiet.

Stray hairs in the comb [ save,

and your voice, the shape of your shadow,
the sense of you, sleeping,

in another Toom.

Leslie E. Palmer
Gunnison, CO
is a UMO graduate

Pigeon

We string minutes one by one on a string
of uncertain length . . .

At Leicester Square I take your arm
You disengage it after half a block.

We thread through crowds on parallel
tracks or single file. We meet at the
end of the block or at the cinema

as if by chance. We take bigger risks,
put countries, oceans, friends and
family in our path. We do not plan the
route from yesterday to tomorrow.

At Heathrow you hug me briefly before I
board the plane. Already you are practicing
detachment. I look back to see you wave
before I move beyond your line of vision.

From the kitchen window in Brooklyn I can
watch a man train pigeons on a nearby roof.
He waves a flag on a long pole to lead

the flock in enlarging circles. Little by

little they learn to trace a curve that

swings always wider, always back to him.

Wendy Kindred
Fort Kent
teaches Art at UMFK

Amor, by Etienne Maurice Falconer (1716-1791)

An Associate Professor Speaks of Love

He had lectured on the ironies of love, as he had for many semesters before.
But today he had surprised himself with an exceptional verve. His finger had
seemed to loft the words from his faded notes like flights of doves. It had been a
triumph, he felt sure. Even the row of lacrosse players in back had sat up in
attention throughout.

" Forthelast several weeks he had felt sluggish, acutely aware of the contrasting
energy of his students, who were now asold as his children. The collar of his shirt
had seemed ill-fitting, too large. Yet at the same time his neck seemed somehow
more corpulent. He had complained to his wife that they should change
laundries.

But today he had felt as crisp as the morning air, his muscles taur and slightly
sore, as if he had been running again.

He spoke with great eloquence of love’s delusions and its traps, drawing
analogies from contemporary literature and film. This morning he had noticed
how his wife’s ankles had thickened, the skin there lumpy and veined. He had
been riveted to this image as she bent down to give water to the poodle. That
scene stayed in the very front of his mind and seemed to fire his speech with
SErmONnic Urgency.

To the older woman student he would eventually invite to lunch, histecture
propelled something new, a wave of surprising passion ingrained with wisdom.
Her story, he had known, was not exceptional. An accumulation of distaste had
driven her from marriage. Though unremarkable as he truly was, he possessed
a buyer's shrewd ability to note the unused portions of another's soul.

For her part, she had understood in an entirely new way how childish and
superficial had been her own expectations of love. The last minutes of his talk
she heard not at all, but shifted in her desk as restless as a bear who has scented
a honeycomb nearby. .

Now they sit at a small table, having pushed aside the plates of a lunch lighter
than either would have eaten alone. He has settled into a mode of ominous
modesty, as though the knowing and articulate voice of his lecture had gone into
another room to put on something more comfortable. Though listening, she is
hardly in her chair as she leans across the table. [t must be the air before her that
sparks his ofthand gesture; while speaking, he swiftly draws his fingers from the
corner of his eye across his nose into the rust and silver brushes of his beard.

David J. Adams
Trumansburg, NY

teaches technical writing at Cornell,
& taught at UMQ, UMF, & Unity




Reeny’s Mom

My friend Reeny and 1 spent that whole summer in racerback swimsuits and
Red Tag Levi's, and we jumped off Coombs’ wharf four or five times a day just
to cool off. Sometimes we'd remember and leave our jeans accordioned like
sloughed skins on the wharf; sometimes we'd forget and jump in with them on.

It was one of those rare seventh summers there on the coast, that one summer
in every decade when the July fogs forget to come in. It was hot, deliciously hot,
and the air carried the smells of baked seapines and low tide in waves, like an
oven. Reeny and | hurled briefly through that fragrant air before landing in the
frigid water with a huge ploosh and millions of deafening underwater bubbles.
The harbor water tasted like Greek olives, fiercely salt and slightly meaty, asif one
could taste all the fish swimming in the sea.

“How's your Mom?” | asked Reeny one day, gasping and streaming sea water;
I'd forgotten to take my jeans off again.

Reeny shrugged, busy gauging her next leap. She didn’t look at me. “I dunno.
She’s my Mom, like always.”

“How’s her hair?”

"Comin’ back,” Reeny said, and launched herself into the air.

It seemed that no one in Finch's Harbor would be nice to Reeny’s Mom any
more, and | didn't know why. Reeny professed not to know, either, but she
seemed unwilling to puzzle overit forlong. She blamed herinnumerable brothers,
who were all hellions and scallawags of one sort oranother. The last time Reeny’s
Mom had gone up to Teddy's to have her hair done they'd cooked her perm too
long, surely on purpose. A lot of her fine, ash-grey hair had broken right off, and
what was left drifted about her head like sad clown fuzz. Reenysaid it was because
her brother Wayne had knocked up one of the hairdressers there and then
skipped out, but I never heard that from anyone else. Handsome Wayne still
careened up and down the road in his red and silver pickup, smiling with white
teeth. Reeny’s Mom hardly ever went out any more.

Reeny hauled herself up onto the wharfs hot grey planks and lay there,
steaming and puddling like melting ice. “Let's walk up to Stinson's store for an
ice cream,” she pasped.

“Okay,” I said. | could put it on my Dad's tab.

We winced our way off the burning wharf and crossed the crater-filled parking
lot to the road, our pantcuffs collecting glittering quartz grit.

The Harborroad wasa 13-mile stretch of steeply-crowned asphalt thatran the
length of the neck, through pine woods and ledge, past saltwater farmis and
bungalows with heapsof lobster traps in their front yards. The road wound a little
and dipped up and down, but ultimately it descended a brief hill and ended there,
just beyond Coombs' wharf, on low sandy ground. During the worst winter
storms, freezing, debris-laden sheets of water would burst over the Harbor road
and freeze into dirty glass; that day, though, the road was a hot, peaceful
causeway between the chilly blue harbor on one side and the warm green lagoon
on the other. Beyond the lagoon, the deeper water of Gun Point twinkled.

When the tide came in, thick, jade-green water, still as glass, welled up in the
little lagoon. It looked then like any fine pond. I always expected frogs tosing in
the depths of the marsh grass there; [ looked for them toleap out from the bank,
pat into the silty water and scull away as [ passed on the road. But of course the
lagoon was barren, a foul grey trench at low tide and briny when full, too difficult
a home for anything. A decaying boat, shadowed by trees, had lain on its side at
the far edge of the lagoon for as long as | could remember, its history obscure. At
high tide the long sweeping hull seemed to incline itself toward the water,
studying its own image gravely, intently.

Reeny and | saw the boy sitting on the rotren boat at the same moment, and
probably with the same kick of surprise; no one ever went into the lagoon. The
marshy ground was treacherous, and those reeds, tall as a man and crested with
stiff bright manes, could cut like blades. There was nothing in the lagoon to risk
passage for. Even if there was something there, no one would want to meet it
—ot in the opaque, confining screen of the marsh.

Westood in the middle of the road, staring at the boy, our wet jeans beginning
to stiffen and itch. He sat on the boat’s tilted deck near the bow, squatting like
a monkey, his ropy arms clasping his knees. [ couldn’t tell if he was looking at us,
too, but he was sitting very still.

“Let’s go talk to him,” Reeny said, and she started down the road’s stony
shoulder without looking to see if [ would follow.

“But Reeny—" I called, hearing my voice come out high and tight.

“No, come on,” she hollered back, disappearing into the reeds. “I gotta talk
to this kid.”

So Hfollowed, because Reeny and ! did everything together that summer, and

because she was my great good friend.

The reeds encircled us, crowding close and unwelcome, as Reeny wove
unerringly toward the obscured boat. They crackled and tapped as we passed,
and [ worried briefly that their noise might alert something fierce and hidden,
some great marsh spider holding the reeds delicately in its many arms, waiting for
movement. Midges rose up in clouds and pursued us, and the ground, squashy
and uneven, full of invisible hummocks and drowned marsh stubble, hindered
our progress. Ahead of me, partially obscured bur bright as a flag, went Reeny’s
determined back, her swimsuit cleverly harnessing her freckled shoulderblades.
| followed her grimly, faithfully.

The boy was waiting for us. He had climbed to the other side of the tilted wreck,
and now he squatted there above us like some sour-faced little king, his chin on
his scarred knees, separated from us by a short moat of green water.

“Troy,” Reeny said in a voice | had never heard before, “what are you doing
here?”

The kid inclined his head slowly and studied us. His eyes were strange, yellow
and slit-pupilled like 2 goat’s. “None of your friggin’ business,” he said.

Reeny's face was flushed and intent. She stood stiffly in the muck, quivering,
frozen like a good hunting dog.

The kid looked at me. “You see me, too?”

“Well, sure,” | said loudly. “You're right there, aren’t you?

He grinned at some secret joke, his gaze an illegible yellow scrawl between us.
“] guess | am, aren't [7”

Reeny just stared.

I nudged her. “Who is this kid, Reeny?”

“He’s my brother,” she said, staring at the boy who sat folded like a jackknife
on the rotten hulk. *He’s my brother Troy.” '

Reeny had alot ofbrothers, enough to be theirown softball team at al] the local
fairs, but | knew all her brothers by sight. They came and went from the big grey
family house at all houss, all of them blond and dangerously handsome, roaring
up and down the Harbor road in their pickups. I'd never seen this kid before.
Reeny’s brothers were all older than her, too, some much older, with the
beginnings of crow’s feet and greying hair. But this boy wasn't any older than
Reeny or me.

“Well,” I hissed, “what’s he doing here?”

“I dunno,” said Reeny, shielding her eyes from the sun, which had parked just
behind the boy's left ear. “He’s supposed to be dead.”

“Dead?”

“Yeah.”

And with that, Reeny seemed to make a decision. “I'm going toget Mom,” she
announced. She lifted her sunken feet from the mud with a brisk treading
motion, still warching the boy. On a sudden thought, she narrowed her eyes,
scowling fiercely. “Are you gonna stay here?” she asked him.

The kid unfolded himself, swinging his thin legs over the side of the boat,
settling himself more comfortably. He smiled, slow and chilly, like summer fog.
“Prob'ly.”

“You better,” Reeny said, “or I'll pound you.”

The kid tittered and thumped his feet against the rotten hull, bur Reeny
ignored him. His tennis shoes, I saw, were stupid Red Ball Jets, the kind we
wouldn’t be caught dead in, and they were unnaturally clean. “You better stay
here and watch him,” Reeny whispered to me. “Make sure he doesn’t leave.”

But the lagoon had grown fearsome, its waters and shadows darker in spite of
the white sun, the hot blue sky. | wasn't going to stay there alone, not with
Reeny’s dead brother. “No way, Reeny,” | said. “I'm coming with you.”

“Watch from the road, then,"” she said, and struck off through the reeds, back
the way we had come, without looking to see if | followed. But [ pursued that
bright-strapped back as if my life depended on it.

“How do you know he'’s your brother, Reeny?” I hollered, splashing and
struggling, hoping to slow her down a little. The tide had risen since our first
passage; | couldn't tell where | was putting my feet.

“I've seen his picture,” Reeny called back. She wove expertly through the
marsh, stepping high, black freckles of mud dotting her bare back. “l was just a
baby then.”

“What happened to him?”

“ dunno.” Reeny negotiated a tangle of debris from some ancient storm, her
voice muffled. “There was an accident.”

Suddenly, [ wanted to go home. it had to be lunchtime. “Well,” | shouted,
“how do you know it’s really him? He must have changed a lot since you were
a baby.”

Reeny stopped abruptly and swung around to face me. A cloud of midges
scttled over hershoulders like acloak. “No, stupid,” she said, blinking gnats from
her eves. “He looks just like he does in his picture. He hasn’t grown up at allsince



he died.” And she turned and splashed away.

When we finally reached the bright, hot comfort of the Harbor road, Reeny
headed up the hill toward her house without a word, dripping thick lagoon water.
The kid had moved around to his original place on the wreck, and now he sat
there, perfectly still, as if he had never moved, as if we had never entered the
marsh to talk to him. [ stood there on the side of the softening road and watched
him, and he watched me. At least I think he did; | know that | grew increasingly
anxious in the face of his terrible stillness, even at that distance. It was so unlike
a boy his age. | was glad when Mr. Hatch's big old Buick came slowly down the
hill, weaving slightly.

Mr. Hatch had bought his Buick long ago, with the money he'd made from
installing the Harbor's first gas pump down on his lobster wharf. [ walked out into
the road to meet him on the driver’s side, and the tinted window slid down
soundlessly. Mr. Hatch's old eyes were blue and restless as the harbor itself.

There in the showroom-clean interior of his car, Mr. Hatch himself looked a
little rumpled and dented. He smiled, a brief kind smile, before jerking his head
in the direction of the lagoon. “Who is that out there, young lady?”" he asked in
his whispery voice.

“I don't know, Mr. Hatch,” [ said. “Some kid Reeny knows.” I couldn't very
well have told him that it was Reeny’s dead brother. ,

“Well, he needs to come off there. That hulk’s not safe. We don’t need another
accident out there.”

“There was one already?”

Mr. Hatch watched a loaded dragger, pursued by a cloud of screaming gulls,
wallow down the harbor toward the wharf. “It was a while ago, | guess. But such
a terrible business.”

“What happened?”

"“Oh, some local boy climbed onto that hulk for a lark and somehow cut
himself real bad. He walked all the way home, but then bled to death on the
kitchen floor. Nobody was home. His Mom was out somewhere.” Mr. Hatch
shook his head. “ Awful. Shouldn’t have happened.”

He put the Buick in gear, and the car seemed to take an easy step forward, like
a good horse. “You tell that boy to get off there, you hear?" he said. But I could
tell that he was thinking about hiscaragain, about closing the thick window over
the distant sounds of marine diesels and crying birds and gliding down the road
in quiet.

“Okay,"” | said, and stepped back. The tinted window slid up, and the Buick
rolled away, its tires sticking a little to the melting road. Out in the lagoon,
Reeny's dead brother sat immobile on the derelict boat.

Reeny finally appeared, her Mom trotting stiffly down the hill beside her like
an old lady. Reeny danced about her, under her feet, tugging her arm and
gesturing. Her Mom ignored her; she was looking over toward the lagoon, her
thin neck stretched as if her eyes were reaching to see. The faint, bakery-warm
breezes lifted her ruined hair, and I saw her face shining frightened and hopeful,
unnaturally white for a seventh summer.

“There! There he is! See?” Reeny was pointing, hopping up and down. The
kid was standing on the bleached deck now, perched effortlessly on its steep
incline.

Reeny’s Mom reached the bottomof the hill. Shedrifted toward me uncertainly,
losing momentum, still staring out into the lagoon, shading hereyes from the sun.
When she reached me she stopped, as if | were a marker, a stake driven into the
ground.

“Reeny!” she said sharply, still watching the lagoon. “Where?”

“He’s right there, Mom!” Reeny wailed, pointing and pointing. “Right there
on the boat!”

Reeny's Mom stared hard, squinting, one thin arm flung up to block the sun,
butIsaw that her eyes were skipping. The kid was grinning hugely, bright as metal
under the lunchtime sun, his fists punched into his skinny hips. “Hey, Mom!”
he called, his voice skimming shrill and clear over the dead lagoon. “Mom!
Watch this!” And incredibly, he began a grotesque dance out there on the
slanted deck, leaping npand crouching low, bobbing and rwirling, shouring sing-

song rauntsin hishigh voice, saying things we would neverleranadult hearcome g8

2.t of our mouths.

"I don't see anyrhing, Reeny,” her Mom said, her voice hard.

Bur Reeny wasn't listening; thunderstruck, incredulo.s, she gaped at the kid's
MONSTIOUS antis.

*Do you see him?" she asked me breathlessly, her eyes never leaving the boar. §

“Did you hear what he said?”
Reeny's Mom turned away from the lagoon and fixed Reeny with a terrible

the kid sang something unbelievably vulgar.

Reeny clapped a hand over her mouth, stopping her own shriek of laughter.
“But Mom,” she gasped, her hands still cupped in front of her mouth as if her
laughter were vomit, “Can’t you see him? He's dancing! He's right there on the
boat, dancing and singing cusswords!” Eagerly, she turned to me. “You heard
him, didn’t you? Didn't you? You can see him out there, too, right?”

But [ couldn’t nod; I couldn’t say yes. Reeny’s Mom stood there, anxious,
yearning, suspicious, aching, tugging her ratty cardigan over her narrow chest,
seeing nothing. Her hands were shaking. But Reeny didn't seem to notice. She
waved one stiff arm, windmill-like, toward me. “She can see him, too!” she cried
gaily. “We can both see him!”

Reeny’s Mom turned her uncertain gaze on me. [ could see her trying to
remember who [ was. Beyond her, the kid leaped and kicked and jigged, singing
tuneless obscenities at the top of his lungs. “Shame on you,” Reeny’s Mom said
to me with terrible dignity. “Shame on you. You don't know anything ‘about
this.”

[looked for Reeny to help, butshe had stopped listening again. She was staring
out into the lagoon, pointing, her eyes wide, her mouth opening and closing on
nothing. Out there on the tipped, broken boat, the kid had begun wiggling his
skinny bottom out over the green water, flapping his long arms and hooting.
“Look, look!” Reeny cried. “Look what he's doing!"” We stood for an instant,
appalled, thrilled, watching the kid’s distant, narrow backside bounce and
shimmy. Reeny’s Mom scanned the lagoon and its reeds wildly, seeing nothing.

“What?” she cried, sounding angry and frightened and hopeful all at once.
“What's he doing?” _

And suddenly Reeny rounded on her Mom, as if her blindness were her own
fault. “He’slaughing at you, Mom!" shecried, beginning to laugh herself, pointing
at her white-faced mother. “He's laughing and shaking his bum at you! He's
going like this—"

And Reeny whirled around there on the edge of the Harbor road and did her
dead brother’s dance, waggling her mud-spattered rear, lifting and stamping her
bare feet, her drooping jeans scuffing the road.

Without a sound, Reeny’s Mom fetched her dancing daughter an awful clout
to the head, a regular haymaker that sent Reeny sprawling onto the hot road.
Reeny’s Mom stepped right over her dazed and weeping daughter and strode
away over the crest of the hill without looking back, her fists still clenched.

[ sat there in the road with Reeny until she stopped crying, careful not to say
anything. When [ finally thought to look back at the boat, the kid was sitting
again, crouched like a monkey, immobile, as if he had never moved at all.

I don’t think Reeny’s Mom ever forgave her for what she thought-had been a
cruel hoax, a flagrant dance. For as long as [ knew Reeny, until [ grew upand left
Finch's Harbor, Reeny and her Mom were carefully civil to each other, like
strangers sharing a train compartment on a long trip, sharing no intimacies.

But then, the folks of Finch’s Harbor never forgave Reeny’s Mom either, and
neither did Troy. When [ left Finch’s harbor for the last time, many years later,
a thin, late winter snow was falling. The reeds of the lagoon were bone-colored,
crushed and trampled by winter storms, and the lagoon itself was filled with
jumbled chunks of filthy, salt-rotten ice. But the boy was still there, crouched on
that snow-shrouded wreck at the far edge of the frozen lagoon, in his shorts and
stupid Red Ball Jets, visible to everyone—except Reeny's Mom.

Margaret Bishop
Sicily, Italy

Is a ME resident stationed overseas
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Ghosts

My wife's sister once saw

the man who built this house.
Canoeing in the bay

she looked back—

he stared out .

of our bedroom window

a century dead, tall as a
doorway, hair

a rough clump of salt hay,

back mast-straight,

wi ame-square shoulders.

*

Tears run down the chimney.

Rain. He weeps

for the roof’s need

of repair. Like a tree

in wind wrings useless hands.

But guides my hands—I saw a slat
with no skill I own, cut

clean as a coyote bites the

head off a pet cat.

And the stove lights for me

like the belly of the woman

who loved his attentions, warmed
him with her easily

kindled passion,

glow within which

he found home

when owut in the world ice
varished twigs

and each grass blade
stood to attention

in its uniform

of frost.

Houseproud she was, is, her
paintwork white as
appleblossom, eyes

busy as pondskaters.

Frets at the cobwebs
like armpit hair in
the comers, her hands

quick hummingbirds
sweeping away dust
with feathery agitation.

Whispers “'just look
at the flies gathered in
blueberry clusters on windows!

Tsk tsk. Ant-swarms of crumbs
on the kitchen table!”

Tasks buzzing in her
head like wasps.
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_ crumbling as |

Life was

lean.

Sweetness

honey salvaged from
scavenging bears.

*

We keep cuming them up—
mouthful of rusty nails,
china earlobe—

exhume from drawers
mistily autumnal

sepia photographs.

They touch our lives

like the oak leaf caught
between window and screen,

its wrinkled fingers

try to hold it.

Her dust, and his, still
filters down out of the eaves
with ours shed nightly

while we dream,

shucked litter of life,
the untidy passage
of time, as we too age

following the common
human grain,

putting on the years
like rings.

Mark Rutter
Surry

is a transplant from England

drawing by Nick Snow



Thoreau and Martin Manor

Ir was during my second year of teaching at Schwartzbottom College the
summer of 1947 that | decided to take the Maine trip, It was no use for my wife
to object that the children could not be properly cared for in the wilderness, no
use for my mother to remind me of my weakness in theface of hay fever; my mind
was made up. Besides, a certain amount of writing was expected from a man in
my position, and my work inhand, a treatise on the probable effects on Thoreau's
digestion of his trip into the Maine woods, was not progressing so rapidly as it
should. The publishers were not clamoring, bur the head of the English deparmment
had developed a way of asking more and more pointedly the present status of my
work. He usually did not remember exactly what the nature of the work was, and
frequently confused it with the work that Carl Streeter said he was doing on
Freneaw. [ felt that I could get closer to my subject and gain new inspiration by
going ta Maine and taking the sarme trip that Thoreau took, When [ had ralked
about it with my colleague, Thaddeus Martin, he had, with a candid grace,
offered us the nse of a house in Maine which I could use as headquarters.

To be sure, Thaddeus had said, we should not find the house so comfortable
as a home in Schwartzbottomrown, not even so comfortable as our three and
three quarters room apartment in the Biddietown Acres development; but it
would, he assured us, be better than actually camping on the cold ground in some
secluded forest dell, where moth and mosquite doth corrupt and anrs break
through and steal, as Thaddeus put it. (Tad is a real joker, with a real Yankee
sense of humor.)

I did not know at the rime how it happened that Thaddeus had the house in
Maine. [ knew that he hadn't been there for a long time, although he had once
told me that he was born and raised in Maine. Later it came out that the house
was the very one where the Martin family had lived for generations. It was
Thaddeus’s ancestral hall, in a manner of speaking. | have always had a weakness
forancestral hallsofanysort, and although I was not relared to the Martins inany
way, | felt that [ was adopting this old place, and thrusting down new roots to
embrace old ones, or something of that sort. The Martin family, Tad rold me,
could not say that they came over in the Mayflower and indeed did not want to.
1believe he said that they looked upon the inmates of the Mayflower as positively
“nouveaux arrivés,” and although 1 did not catch this at once ] later came tosee
whar he meant. It secins that the Martins, Thaddeus’s ancestors, arrived
considerably before the Mayflower, in 1618, as a matter of fact, from France, on
a stnall ship entitled L'Enerepreneur. It gave me quite a thrill to think that | was
going to spend the summerin their very New World cottage. I had some thought
of an analogy between their coming from Europe to a new world, and my going
to Maine for the first time, but [ couldn't seem to develop it. | didn't say so to
Thaddeus, but it would have given me an even greater thill if his ancestors had
come on the Mayflower, even ifid did arrive later. Isuppose | am sentimental, but
coming from merry old England and all, establishing the first inchoate roots of a
New England, in a manner of speaking, appeals much more to my sense of
romance than coming from France to Maine.

Of course Thaddeus informed me that, to be strictly veracious about it, the
house he was lending Gladys and me was not more than rwo hundred years old.
It stood on the same land that his ancestors had first inhabired, he said, but they
had spent the first winter in what one branch of his family interpreted (from a
diary kept by an ancestor) to be a cave, but which the more cultured branches of
the family insisted was a cabin built partly of sods. Five of the eleven children had
perished in that bleak winter, four from unknown causes, and one just simply
vanished, swallowed up, in a manner of speaking, by the vast wilderness that
surrounded them. All the trace they ever found of him was 2 fittle mitten, stll
clutching the piece of birch bark with a list of things on it that he was to get for
his mother from the Indians whom they supposed to be friendly.

| did not mean to digress, however, from the subject of the house. After the
yearin this humble abode of whichever sort, they built what was undeniably a log
cabin. Thaddeus showed me a log that had been preserved from the original.
“Why, Tad,” | exclaimed, “why didn't you ever show me this before?”

“You were never interested before,” he said. It was a smooth, peeled log, and
as | ran my hand over the white surface, my hand became sticky. When |
mentioned thisphenomenon to Thaddeus, he seemed disconcerted for a moment
but finally explained, after swearing me to secrecy, that the log began to sweat,
as he put it, every spring; and although he ordinarily laughed at superstitions, he
really believed there must be something in the story, which his old grandma had
told him, of this being the very log against which his great-great-great Uncle
Pierreportmanteau had been throttled and scalped by an Indian on the 20th of
May (a balmy evening, he said it was, about seven-thirty) in the year 1678.

Afrer the log cabin had served the family for many years, the Martins had
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reached a state of sufficient affluence to build a house. This was the very dwelling
which he was now offering to Gladys and me for the summer, rent free. [t stood,
he: said, on the shores of Frenchman's Bay, in the little town of Passagassawaunkeag,
within easy reach by canoe of Bangor, and Old Town, where Thoreau had
emploved his Indian guide. Thaddeus had inherited it from his father who had
always lived in California, and had inherired it from his father. Tad was the last
of the line, and while he had been meaning to return to Maine and Martin
Manar, as he liked to call it, he had always had some work in hand that prevented
him each summer from realizing his dream. “] shall experience it by proxy,” he
said, “if you and Gladys go up there, Maximilian, my boy.” I reminded him that
my friends all call me Maxim, and left his office in a state of high enthusiasm,
eaget to get home and announce the news of our good fortune to Gladys.

When I arrived, Gladys was bathing our twin sons, Jean Jacques Rousseau,
whom we call Jackie, and George Bernard Shaw, whom we call Georgie.
“Sweetikums,” I said, “what do you think? We can really go to Maine and 1 can
write my book on the spot, in the seclusion of the Maine wilderness.”

Gladys dropped the wet cloth with which she had been bathing Geotge
Bernard Shaw and it landed with a disgusting “spat” on his head, which caused
thelittle dear to indulge in whar seemed to be infantile vituperation. *Bat, Max,”
she said, “why do you need to be on the spot?” It all goes to support my belief,
which | expressed in an article last May, published by the Schwartzbottom Tales,
that women by nature do not have the scholarly instinct.

“Why, Precious,"” | expostulated, “don’t you see the benefits of writing a book
on Thoreaw'’s digestion while traversing the Maine woods? 1 can really experiment.
I'll make my book scientific as well as literary. I'll test Thoreau’s digestion by
mine."” ‘

“How do you know that Thoreau's pancreas was the same as yours?” Gladys
asked.

“That is a minor point,” [ said. But my heart was not in the remark, for even
then there was dawning in my mind Theldea. “Look, Gladys," I said, “wecanlive
like Thoreau this summer! We'll make two experiments. We'll make Martin
Manor our Walden.”

“Thoreau didn't have a G.B. Shaw and ]. ]. Rousseau,” Gladys said, which
only goes to show you how unimaginative and mundane even the best of women
can be. But then Gladys reminded me that she didn't know what or where Martin
Manor was, and [ proceeded to tell her the whole story in all its lovely details.

It was late in June when we finally headed north in our old Kaiser, proudly
carrying the key to Martin Manor. When [ asked Thaddeus for the key, he said
what 1 thought was a funny thing. He had said, “Shot, Maxim, you probably
won't need a key, The chipmunks and woodchucks will probably be running in
and out and you can tun with them. But here’s the key anyway.” It was a huge
rusty old key. When | told Gladys about this she didn’t laugh so much as |
thought she would., She just asked me if | knew anything about shooting
woodchucks. [ had rold her thar [ didn't, but that I would learn if need be, for |
certainly didn’t want any woodchucks interfering with my writing on Thoreau.
Students were bad enough, but woodchucks! Thaddeus had also given me a map
and detailed instructions for getting to the farm. “Of course,” he added when [
wasleaving, “it's been thirty yearssince I was there, so things may have changed.”

I had that map in my pocket as we rolled along up Route 1.

Now, there are many people who will tell you that they have seen Maine when
they have only been to Portland; but the truth is that when you have reached
Portland you have only begun to fight, in a manner of speaking. Of course we
were not going to thestatéas tourists, but we had picked up some tourist folders
anyway. It was so hot all through Massachusetts thar we kept remembering the
happy phrases about cool sea breezes and the pictures of stunning bays dotted
with hundreds of islands. When we reached Portland, we had passed through.
miles of flat, monotonous country, caught two fleeting glimpses of water, and the
temperature was ninety-two. [t was late afrernoon, and Georgie and Jackie were
beginning to protest. “Let’s find a place to stay for the night,” Gladys said. “It’s
roo hot to travel any further.” But Ireminded her that we were in Maine and that
surely we would strike cooler regions if we pushed just a bit further north. |
pointed out to her what | had never known before: that all the Maine license
plates are marked “Vacationland”. | made a mental note that the people of
Maine are not so backward as we had supposed.

We finally stopped for the night at a group of tourisccabins thirty or forty miles
up the coast from Portland. They were modest looking cabins, home-like, called
Far View Cabins, surrounded by woods and alder swamp and Route 1. Right
underneath the sign was “Your home away from home,” which [ thought was
delightful and original, The woods and the swamp with Route 1 piercing right
through it made quite an impression on me and | tried to think of a fitting simile
forit. Alll could think of was a borer going through corn, but Gladys had been
brought up in lowa and she said she didn’t think it was very appropriate.




The camps were owned and operated by a genuine old-fashioned Maine lady. +
When | asked ber for a cabin she had said, “Land sakes, yes. Just come right this
way.” And when she saw the twins she said, “Why my stars and garters! You
didn’t tell me about them.” But then her grandmotherly instincts overcame her
and she began to chuck George Bernard Shaw beneath the chin and said, “Well,
tweedums. Was 0o dus as seepy as 0o tood be? Oh my doodness.” I thought that
her first remark coupling stars and garters was particularly colorful and carefully
made a note of it, just in case [ should be asked to lecture when we returned to
Schwartzbottom on the customs, language, and habits of the natives.

The next day we pushed on farther and farther into the Maine woods.
Actually the phrase is misleading, and people who use it and who make remarks
about dog sleds and that sort of thing in Maine are only joking. Route 1 isa very
clearly defined highway that goes right up the coast, between two walls of
signboards, billboards, motels, tourist cabins, antique shops, and filling stations.
I told Gladys that it was like passing through an endless hall with very colorful
wallpaper. Here and there we passed through a little rown, and once not long
after we left Portland we passed a college and an airport. | pointed this out to
Gladys as sure proof that the people of Maine were trying to elevate themselves
in both mind and body, but [ don't think that she got the joke.

Thaddeus had told me to turn off Route 1 at a town called Teuton, which was
the next town after Frenchville. You'll see what | mean about just beginning at
Portland when I tell you that we left the Far View Cabins at seven o'clock in the
morning and by noon we had still not reached Teuton. We didn’t mind
particularly as the scenery began to improve when we reached Newcastle and the
“wallpaper” began to thin out. By the time we reached Searsport we knew that
Maine was all that the tourist folders had said that it was, and that there was even
more of it than they intimated. We stopped for lunch at a restaurant in Searsport,
and when we asked about the town of Teuton, the proprietor had said, “Teuton
—oh, that's way down east.” | did not have the temerity to ask if we were not
already pretty far down east, and neither did I have an opportunity; for this
particular proprietor, although Yankee, was not a laconic Yankee.

We finally reached Teuton at about three in the afternoon. Thaddeus had
told us to turn off at the Teuton Tavern. We thought at first that the road must
have been changed since the town was established, for although the sign on the
road said we were entering Teuton we couldn't find any town or village, only an
old blacksmith shop, a filling station, and a new consolidated school that ran
largely to gymnasium. Finally we stopped for gas at the filling station and asked
where the town of Teuton was. “Teuton?” said the man. “You're settin’ right in
it now, Bub.” We didn’t have the heart to ask for the Teuton Tavern, but after
we had hunted all up and down the road for it we decided that an old cellar at the
crossroads with elms over it and lilacs clustered around it was the only remnant
of the Teuton Tavern. We hurriedly took that road, for it was growing late, the
twins were fussy, and the beautiful sky and all the landscape were becoming
obscured by a thick, cold fog. I consulred the map that Thaddeus had drawn for
me and tried to comfort Gladys by assuring her that in an hour or so we would all
be having supper before a cheerful fireplace.

By using Thaddeus'’s map, we soon came upon what was unmistakably the
Martin house, Thaddeus's ancestral hall. He had told me that it was approached
by a long lane lined with maples that ran through spacious fields. This confused
me at first, for I found the stone post marked M that stood at the entrance to the
fane, but the lane was now a woodroad. Nature had been at work in the thirty
vears that Thaddeus had been away and the fields were now a forest and the
maples were threatened by the onslaught of other smaller trees whose genus
didn’t know. We passed through the lane, however, the trees brushing the caron
either side, and [ remembered that I had forgotten to consult any Emerson or
Alcott about an ax.

At the end of the lane was the house. The barn lay flat on its face twenty yards
away, but the house had been shingled not more than twenty years before and it
stood upright with only a slight sag in the roof. It was not large, but neither was
Thoreau’s cabin, | reminded myself. Gladys was, I'm afraid, rather disappointed,
but I reminded her that Thoreau had to build his house and all we had to do was
to pull the boards off the windows and doors. Gladys still looked tired and so |
suggested that she get out some of the Coke from the cooler that we had in the
trunk, and we'd all have some Coke and peanut butter sandwiches and then see
what our dwelling was like. But Gladys said that she couldn’t eat until she knew
the worst; so | got the handle of the car jack and began to pry boards off one of
the windows. Imagine my surprise to find that very few of the windows had glass
in them under those boards! When we looked into the living room of Martin
Manor, | must admit that it probably did look somewhat dismal to Gladys. Birds
had come down the chimney and nested on the mantel. The dampness had
caused the ceiling to fall, and the wallpaper to peel off in large strips. The room
was empty of furniture except one horsehair sofa, a delightful Victorian piece
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once, no doubt, which squirrels or some other animals had chewed and pulled
apart. To my amazement Gladys did something that [ never seen her do before
in the three years I had known her. She began to cry.

“Why, darling,” I said, “what is the matter?”

For some time she did not stop. Her tears flowed unchecked, in a manner of
speaking. Finally she said, “Oh | just wanted to go to the bathroom!” in a most
exasperated tone of voice.

"To make a long story short, Gladys refused to stay there that night. | told her
that we could clean up that one bare room and 1 would make nice beds of fir
boughs for us and the twins. She reminded me that I didn’t know fir from pine and
said that she would rather stay at the Teuton Tavern than here. [ pointed out to
her that at least ] would have a roof over my head here while working on my book,
but this made no impression. Finally we went back to some tourist cabins that we
had seen in Frenchville. ‘

I determined to stay in the cabins until I could get Martin Manor in habitable
condition. [ borrowed an ax from the owner of the New Vista Cabins and set out.
It was not the Walden experience that | had originally intended to write about,
but since fate had thrown me into a situation that demanded paralle] action, I
decided to take notes on my feelings and reactions as I went along. Thus
equipped with my borrowed ax and a notebook 1 started. | had decided to walk
to make the parallel closer, but Gladys was extremely impatient about this and
insisted that, since it was eighteen miles, [ would get there only in time to come
back. I compromised and took the car.

[ felt that first things should come first, so I began by cutting down some of the
small trees that had choked the fields so that I could plant a garden. I doubted
that Georgie and Jackie could live on corn meal mush, but Gladys and I could
have the experience at least. | found, however, that this tock longer than | had
expected. Apparently Thoreau did not include all the details of land clearing in
Walden. It was ten-thirty by the time | had cut three trees. | could hardly believe
this, but there it was, and my watch was a seventeen jewel Swiss and neverwrong.
Knowing that | could not maintain Gladys and the twins at the New Vista Cabins
forever, [ abandoned the garden project (Gladys later offered the consoling
information that the corn would not have time to grow before September
anyway) and turned my attention to the Manor itself.

It was undeniably a rather long process. First I uncovered all the doors and
windows and found that there were seven windows totally withour sashes, five
more needed new glass, and two were perfectly all right—except that they were
shaky when pushed up or down. [ got into the car and went back to Frenchville

and got the windows. These [ installed with some difficulty, and most of them
fitted tolerably. The next day | began on the inside of the house. It seemed logical
tobeginwith thar heart of the home, the hearth, sol went into the kitchen. There
was nothing there but a rusty old iron sink, some empty cupboards, and a rusty
wood-burning stove. It was not burning wood at the time, but I mean that it was
meant to burn wood. Gladys | knew would insist upon an electric range, and |
decided to make a list. The windows had cost nearly half of what | had with me,
and it suddenly seemed expedient to make a list of what [ would need and the
approximate cost. | surmised that | could get a sink; refrigerator, and stove
second hand. [ began to imagine where [ should place them in the room. Think
of my embarrassment and frustration when the realization came over me that
there was no electricity! | secured a larger piece of paper from my notebook and
began again. The list was finished by late afternoon of the next day. Gladys
helped me with some items, and the entire report looked like this:

Kitchen equipment $500.00 Furniture $500.00
Windows $100.00 Cost of maintaining
Wiring house for family at New Vista
electricity and cost while house is being
of light fixtures $400.00 rénovated $500.00
Drilling a well $600.00
Instailation of a Total $3600.00
bathroom $1000.00

There was no denying it. We must abandon Martin Manor, allow the woods
to creep up still further and engulfit, allow the birds to nest on the mantels, and
the squirrels to chew the woodwork. After the expense for the windows and at
New Vista, we couldn’t even afford to motor up the Penobscot to Moosehead. As
for my book, [ can shift the subject slightly to discuss ways in which Thoreau’s
philosophy would have been influenced by a wife and twin sons.

Donald F, Mortland
Unity
teaches English at Unity College




The Worms of Walden

It started simply with ordering red worms for the compost heap. When
they arrived, stamped on the white plastic containers in bold black letters,
were the words, Concord, Massachusetts. The night they arrived was
moonlit, damp and warm, so I left the three containers outside near the
compost pile which their occupants would eventually call home.

Around eleven o’clockTheard something inside of me go off likeanalarm
clock telling me to go outside, which I promptly did, and there they were
—the Concord red worms —escaping out of the breathing holes in their
plastic containers.

1 could hear those worms singing a jovial song of civil disobedience. 1
knew right away that this was possibly going to be a difficult compost pile.
Probably the compost would be drilled by these worms to recall its nutrients
from the aid of the plants and I would have a general revolution going on in
the garden. ' - '

Anyway, as | began picking the worms up and putting them back into the
white containers with the holes in the top,  heard them talking about their
past home which was beside Walden Pond. It was then that the penny
dropped and 1 realized that these were not ordinary worms—these were
Thoreau worms. o

1had heard once from a woman who lived near Walden that Thoreau had
spent a great deal of his two years at the pond talking with the animals and
other creatures. Today, this would be taken as sure sign that the person had
lost it, but, back then, this was considered reasonably normal behavior.

First of all, 1 should tell those of you who have no concept of this sort of
thing, that nature hears and communicates everything as a sort of humming
vibration—similar to the sound of your refrigerator—but lower. Some
Tibetans understand thisand, less developed minds, havenamed it telepathic
commumication. Through this medium we can communicate with everything
in the universe and, conversely, everything in the universe can communicate
with us. I won’t spend any time telling you of experiments with plants in
Scotland but, for those of you who are interested, you should read more on
the subject of Findhorn.

Anyway, as I was saying, once I realized that these worms were from
Walden, I became more interested in their conversation and, after putting
them back into their containers and placing the three containers in a large,
deeper container, 1 sat down to listen. .

After their general complaints about the failed escape and debates over
who was talking too loudly (everything in nature thinks everything is
listening all of the time), I asked them about their lives at Walden and, in
particular, if theirancestors had any connection with Henry David Thoreau.

At this, the worms became quite excited and promised to tell me an
interesting story if I would grant them four requests which were:

1. To only use a fork to turn the compost pile and, then, only after 24 hr.

advance notice.

2. To be fed with a mixture of table scraps to include fruit and vegetables

at least once a week.

3. To be given a gallon of pond water during the months of July and

August.

4. To listen to the pile once each month for any special requests.

Naturally, I agreed to their requests and sat down on the steps to listen to
their story.

It seems, according to the worms, that Thoreau was a constant hummer.
He used to sit on his door stoop for hours and hum. Sometimes he hummed
popular tunes of the day but, more often than not, he would hum his own
compositions. It was one of these original compositions that so impressed
the ancestors of the Worms of Walden that they requested Thoreau to teach
them the melody. He hesitantly obliged because he did not think that
composing tunes was his forte, ,

Asitwasnowalmost 3:00am, ] asked the worms if they required anything
before continuing their story. They told me that they had been well fed
before leaving Walden and would wait until tomorrow when I had assured
them they would move into their new home. :

They then proceeded to hum one of the most unusual melodies 1 have
ever heard. Perhaps it was the way that the worms hummed (itsounded like
a combination of musical saw and the squeaking brakes of a Mac truck) that
I found particularly intriguing.

I admit that I had never heard worms hum before and 1 was captivated by
the unusual quality of the sound which, they assured me, had been faithfully

Silvia Rike

passed on through generations of Walden Worms and carefully guarded as
a family treasure. They told me that I was the first human to hear this
unknown Thoreau composition.

Anyway, the tune sparked images (as many old, good tunes do) and the
images were of a world where everything lived in harmony with itself and
nothing, especially humans, took more or gave more to the earth than was
their weighted share. The tune had a disobedient air that was, at the same
time, passively conveyed through a simple, natural, arrangement of notes.

After the worms had finished, all we could do was to be silent. It was as
though nature in its entirety was answering with a deep, silent, but definite,
YES! This tune was an affirmation of life on the deepest level and it was so
lovely, so endearing, that, unfortunately, it seemed totally out of place here
in the year 1991.

As a matter of fact, my mind, through its cynical inbreeding due to years
of harassment from modern monsters such as the Central Intelligence
Agency (amisnomer if there ever was one) almost rejected theidealism and
the purity expressed in the tune and the faithful rendition by these loyal
American worms, Iwas saved only bya thin lingering shred of hope-—the last
threads of my patriotism. .

What happened to me in the following hours until dawn broke I.can only
describe as a miracle in the truest sense. Years of bitterness.and pain over
CIA assassinations; phone taps; Central American death squads; FBI
terrorism; the greed and corruption of public officials; the mafia; the
injustice of war; the sale of weapons to countries where the poorest of the
poor live and, the present growing disquiet over the stark similarity between
Maine and Massachusetts (replete with political hoodlums)—all of this
melted away and left me a changed man. It was possibly the closest thing to
being “born again” that I am likely to ever experience in my lifetime.

At dawn I thanked the Worms of Walden from the bottom of my heart
and came into the house, where the light was starting to shine through open
windows, to relate this story to you. -

The Worms are living happily in my compost pile and, on many evenings
since the humming of Thoreau’s tune, lhavebundled upand sat there beside
the pile listening to the most amusing stories, handed down through the
Worms of Walden, that have succeeded in introducing me to a different
history of America.

One such story involved a particular ancestor who, after hearing that
there was a human organization named the “Daughters of the American
Revolution”, decided that she should have the right to address that austere
group because her grandmother had received the inside scoop from several
participants in the Revolution.

The experience of this matriarch had supported the prevailing belief
among her community that the revolutionaries were essentially all the same
—toes and noses, tongues and cheeks. -

Anyway, that’s another story.

Louis Sinclair
Waterville



“I love a life whose plot is simple,
And does not thicken with every pimple.”

Thoreau, Collected Poems, 42

How to Talk to Thoreau

Squat doun on your hams and pick up
a twig
with care
and wait
breathing.

If you have seen something in the dirt
a holy stream
an ant
bloody war
tell it.

If you've seen nothing but your shoes
dead meat
lick them
and roll
in the dust.

Virginia Nees-Hatlen
Bangor B
teaches at UMO

A Note to Thoreau

Thoreaw, stranger, unknown friend,

[ followed, at last, the new ridge-path
to your old house site,

the site of wisdom I at sixty-three

have yet to reach.

The path was covered with leaves

and hard to follow.

It did not, like your mind

to your contemporaries, reveal

its turns in the clutter of nature’s facts
to a wayward urbanite,

for it was just December

and the season was closed,

like Emerson’s, Alcott’s, and Hawthome's houses.
Your house is closed to visitors
although open to the air.

There are several signs

pointing to where you had been once.
When you were there eyes looked away
and could not see where you pointed.
For a long time we could not see
where you pointed,

if indeed we do see even yet.

We carry burdens that blind us

and look away from your pages.

It's odd, Henry,

but it was harder stumbling back
than getting to where you were,
back to this heavy century.

Your leaves betrayed my way,

as well you knew.

Richard Lyons
Gardiner

is a professor emeritus,
No. Dakota State U.
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Woodshed on the Moon:
Thoreau Poems [rovert M. chute

Review

Itisn't the back-to-the-boondocks theme in Thoreau, nor hisseveral journeys
here resulting in The Maine Woods, that most attracts Maine writers to him with
such astonishing frequency. It'ssomething sassy in hissoul. [ can think ofadozen
Mainers from Eliot Porter to William Carpenter who have rurned toH.D. (“High
Detergent,” one calls him) as a subject, a source, to render homage, or to come
to lovers' terts with. Odd power for one who lived only 44 years. And now,
Robert Chute checks in, not with a passing nod at the god from Concord, but
with an entire book of 34 witty, imaginative poems from his “time-transcendent
friendship with the great journalist.”

In his tightly-written, moving Introduction, Chute says that 29 years ago, in
1963, he opened Thoreau’s Journal and the first entry he read had Thoreau
asking, “What are you doing now? Do you keep a journal?” Chute began one
immediately, and the poems piled up, the “friendship” deepened. The “Woodshed”
of his title refers to how he accumulated poems, akin to Thoreau’s account in
Walden of how he gathered materials to build his cabin. Chute quotes Thoreau
as he transforms them into spiritual facts and prepares to go transcendent: “The
youth gets together his materials to build a bridge to the moon, or perchance, a palace
or temple on the earth, and at length the middle-aged man concludes to build a
woodshed with them.” A semi-retired biology professor from Bates, Chute reflects
on nearly three decades as a Thoreauvian, and concludes, “It is time to build my
woodshed.”

The image for what he has done is perfect—an overarching canopy, the
theme, makes a tight roof; the poems, themselves often airy, sometimes gnarled,
lay loosely togetherand let the drying breezes blow through the book. The poems
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olten take oft from a passage or idea in Walden, or A week on the Concord and
Merrimac Rivers, or the Journal, or a letter by or to H.D., or Chute’s own
pilgrimage to Walden Pond after which he stops at a Burger King. Aware of the
irony, he drinks coffee in a “white plastic cup” and “breathes apologies to Henry.”
Typically, most of the seminal passages have Thoreau's transcendental sass.
Chute implies that Henry may not accept the apology.

Sometimes Chute speaks in H.D.'s voice, sometimes in his own. Sometimes
he recreates for himselfevents Thoreau describes. Sometimes it is unclear which
of the two isspeaking, describeror doppelganger. The effectiswonderful. One fecls
the merging is necessary to Chute, as he suggests in describing a bus trip to New
Jersey: those moments of “the past” which impinge on the present hecalls “ghosts
of dreamless nights, the cataracts/ of sense that slowly cloud the eye/ with mist. . . .”
And yet, he seems half-afraid of too-complete an identification: “. . . when we've
seen enough/ | think we will be blind and die.” But the experience is not new to
Chute, the learning another’s life, then the identification with it, then the
“entering into"” it—and most scary and exhilarating, letting the dead hero enter
into his own—for he did something similara few years ago in hisvolume of poems
on the coastal explorer, Samuel Sewall. But Thoreau seems closer to him. He
dedicates this book not to relatives or friends, but “for Henry,” as if (almost) to
himself of the last three decades. The “obituary” he is writing, he says in the
Introduction, “isunending when the corpse chooses reincamation over oblivion.”
H.D. just won't go away. After this fine meditative book, lit by wit, it seems as if
Chute is saying “Don’t go, Thoreau” when he concludes, "I realize I have only
begun the work.”

- T.P..



“What is it, what is it,

But a direction out there,
And the bare possibility

Of going somewhere?”

Thoreau, Collected Poems, 17

~“Clothes paid for, and no rent
In your shoes—-. . .”

Thoreau, Collected Poems, 166

“1 have a great deal of company in my house; especially in the moming, when nobody
calls. . .. Lam naturally no hermit, but might possibly sit out the sturdiest frequenter of
the bar-room, if nvy business called me thither. I had three chairs in my house; one for
solitude, two for friendship, three for society. . . .”

Thoreau, Walden (NY: Houghton-Mifflin, 95)

“The cold is merely superficial; itis summer still at the core, far, far within.”

Thoreau, Journal, 1/12/1855

“Thoreau discovered. . . that a leaven of wildness is necessary for the health
of the human spirit. . . .”

Eliot Porter, from In Wildness is the Preservation of the
World (Sierra Books), photos by Porter, text by Thoreauw.

E.B. White on Thoreau

(EBW wrote two essays on Thoreau, both in One Man’s Meat. He kept a copy of
Walden in his glove compartment and his suitcase.)

...l remembered something (probably the oddest comment on Thoreau ever
made) that a Cornell prof told me twenty-five years ago. He said that Thoreau
was ‘all right, but [ wish he had more get up and go.’ I treasure that remark, and
when the pain inmy neckis bad [ comfort myself with it,and goaround muttering
“The god damn son of a bitch had no get-up-and-go.”

EBW, Letter to brother Stanley, 7/11/45, p. 168

Henry Thoreau has probably been more wildly misconstrued than any other
person of comparable literary stature. He got a reputation for being a naturalist,
and he was not much of a naturalist. He got a reputation for being a hermit, and
he was no hermit. He was a writer, is what he was.

EBW, NYer, 5/7/49, q. Elledge biog, 314

Walden is the orily book I'own . . . It is not the best book [ ever encountered,
perhaps, but it is for me the handiest, and I keep it about me in much the same
way one carries a handkerchief--for relief in moments of defluxion or despair.

EBW, NYer, 5/23/53, q. Elledge hiog, 313

Ed, Note: An excerpt from an essay by E.B. White follows. Although there are many
“Maine dialects” and EBW was most familiar with downeast Brooklin and the Belgrade
Lakes regions, it is amazing in a time of rapid linguistic change how accurate his
observations remain after 52 years. For the full delight, seek out One Man's Meat: A
Personat Record of Life on a Maine Coast Salt Water Farm (NY: Harper & Row).

Maine Speech (1940)

[ find that, whether [ will or no, my speech is gradually changing, to conform
to the language of the country. The tongue spoken here in Maine is as different
from the tongue spoken in New York as Dutch is from German. Part of this
difference is in the meaning of words, part in the pronunciation, part in the
grammar. But the difference is very great. Sometimes when a child is talking it
issllone can do to translate until one has mastered the language. Our boy came
home from school the first day and said the school was peachy but he couldn’t
understand what anybody was saying. This lasted only a couple of days.

For the word “all” you use the phrase “the whole of.” You ask, “Is that the
whole of it?” And whole is pronounced hull. Is that the hull of it? [t sounds as
though you might mean a ship.

For lift, the word is heft. You heft a thing to see how much it weighs. When
you are holding a wedge for somebody to tap with a hammer, you say: “Tunk it
a little.” I've never heard the word tap used. It is always tunk.

Baster (pronounced bayster) is a popular word with boys. All the kids use it.
He's an old baster, they say, when they pull an eel out of an eel trap. It probably
derives from bastard, but it sounds quite proper and innocent when you hear i,
and rather descriptive. | regard lots of things now (and some people) as old
basters. S

A person who issénsitive tocold isspleeny. We have never puta heater in our
car, for fear we might get spleeny. When a pasture is sparse and isn't providing
enough food for the stock, you say the pasture is pretty snug. And a man who
walks and talks slowly or lazily is called mod'rate. He's a powerful mod’rate man,
you say.

People get born, but lambs and calves get dropped. This is literally true of
course. The lamb actually docs get dropped. ([t doesn't hurt any—orat any rate
it never complains.) When a sow has little ones, she “pigs.” Mine pigged on a
Sunday morning, the ol’ baster.

The word dear is pronounced dee-ah. Yet the word deer is pronounced deer.
All children are called dee-ah, by men and women alike:

The final “y” of a word becomes “ay.” Qur boy used to call our dog Freddie.
Now he calls him Fredday. Sometimes he calls him Fredday dee-ah; other times

he calls him Fredday you ol’ baster.
E.B. White

(Ed. Note: Each year KENNEBEC reviews a Maine writer from an earlier
generation. Previous subjects include Robert P. Tristram Coffin, Wilbert Snow,
E.A. Robinson, Longfellow, and Millay.)

The Critic leaves at curtain fall
To find in starting to review it,
He scarcely saw the play at all
For watching his reaction to it.




One Man’s White

My favorite New Yorker cartoon shows
a mother and child at dinner. The child
glowers atthe plate. The mothersays, “It’s
broccoli, dear.” The child responds, “1 say
it's spinach and | say the hell with it.” E.B.
White wrote those lines. Over a fifty year
association with the magazine, he wrote a
great deal more that was witty, irreverent,
urbane and insightful that went unsigned
in the “Talk of the Town" and “Notes and
Comment” sections, in captions for
cartoons, inobituaries,and in the howlingly
funny one-liners that comment on short
pieces of botched prose from the nation’s
newspapers and magazines that the NYer
used as filler. One account, undoubtedly
true, has such material posted around the
watercooler, and staffers, H,0in one hand,
pencil in the other, vying to write in the
ctispest caption or comment,

Heshared a tiny office wich increasingly
alcoholic and increasingly blind James
Thurber, “a sort of elongated closet.” Ina
building off Times Square, Dorothy Parker
shared a similar office with her buddy
Robert Benchley: “an inch smaller,” she
quipped, “and it would have been
adultery.” Nonetheless, EBW's friendship
with the famous Thurber flourished and
they became tight friends. Thurbersayshe
learned “discipline” from EBW and his
“precision and clarity . .. slowed me down
from the dogtrot of newspaper tempo and
made me realize a writer turnson his mind,
not a faucet . . . everybody has in a sense
imitated him” (Elledge, 133)

So have two generations of college
students, required to read The Elements of
Style in English 101. That brief book, a
1957 rewrite of a pamphlet of tips
distributed in 1919 by his Cornell professor
William Strunk, perfectly deseribes in
theory and example White's own spare,
civilized, elegant prose that leaves readers
whowould be writers gaping in admiration.

project, he didn’t even own Strunk’s

pamphlet. EBW'’s touch is self-taught,

almost instinctive. Writing “is something

that raises up on vou like a welt” (NYer,

12/20/30). His style seems to be part of the man himself, to flow effortlessly from
some innate gentility in the person, from a reservoir of diffidence, deftness, mild
irony, amusement, what his contemporaries used to call savoir faire. Of
Hemingway, who received a Nobel for his style, reviewers said, “the style is the
man;” later, they said, “the style is the subject.” One sometimes feels this with
EBW, especially when he turns to insubstantial subjects. Perhaps compact prose
is best written in a compact office.

EBW makes it look easy. So silken is his syntax, so free of signs of strain, so
gossamer his grammar, his diction diaphanous, one does not “read” him, one
inhales him. Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter told him, “If angels can
write, they do not wield a better pen than you do” (Elledge, 272). But his
effortlessness was not without enormous effort. Ofhis hero Thoreau, EBW wrote

“I had two things the matter with me—mice in the subconscious and spurs in the
But Strunk’s influence has been oy spine. . . . It took me 18 months to find out how you get rid of mice and if you
exaggerated, most notably by EBW himself, 4067 r0ed to know I'll be glad to give you the instructions.” (EBW to his brother Stanley,
who wished to pay homage tothemanas  j,; 1945, Letters, 261.) When only ten years old, he won a prize for a poem about
wellastosell the book. Untilhestarted the mouse; at 45, he wrote another, saying “Ever at home are the mice in hiding.”

that he was “a writer trying not to act
like a writer.” That's exactly EBW's
effect. Behind it, a lot of trying. Red
Smith, who with EBW’s own stepson,
baseball writer Roger Angell, was one
of America's greatest writers about
sports, once said, “Writing? Writing is
easy. You just sit down at a typewriter
and open a vein.” (Sportswriters and
writers-about-sports are not the same.
For the former, emphasize the first
syllable.) Perhaps “openinga vein isa
bit dramatic and romantic to describe
classically severe EBW, but he
frequently suffered attacks of nerves,
losses of confidence when his abilities
seemed to flow away from him like a
tide going out. Pondering which was
worse, writing or being unable towrite,
heconcluded, “Both are bad” (Letters,
432). But his nerve always returned,
his sense of the fun in the doing of it,
his mock-shy mock-firm persona
restored itself, allowing him to tear
down the “barriers of silence and
distance” between himself and his
readers. A writer could experience, as
he put it in a letter (5/19/50), “the
exquisite thrill of putting his fingeron
a little capsule of truth and hearing it
give the faint squeak of mortality under
his pressure—an antic sound.”

EBW gives the lie to the familiar
admonition to ‘find your own
voice”’—reading him, youwant to find
his voice. Some writers are so good you
imitate them at your peril, but can
hardly help but do so. Just writing
about White is embarrassing—as [ am
finding out and as | am sure his
biographer Scott Elledge found
out—because prose plunked down
next to his plods. Maybe that is why
Elledge quotes him so frequently and
at such length. His prose doesn't
paraphrase. If his subjects aren't said
the way he says them, they evaporate.

Sowhy isn’t he a “major American
writer?” Partly because of the relatively
low esteem in which the essay form is
held, as opposed to fiction, poetry and
drama. The first has characters and
plot; the second rhythm and imagery;
and drama dialogue, tension, depth and denouement. The Essay feels flatter,
shorter—"minor.” As Philip Lopate, a NY Times essayist writing on the genre
says, “Nobody much cares. Commercially, essay volumes rank even lower than
poetry.”

We also worry because Journalism is Essay’s mistress. They climb out of the
same bed every morning, and we're not always sure that when the Essayist slips
into his tuxedo, replete in soup-and-fish, that he's not all that differently attired
than the tattered tux and Charlie Chaplin bowler of that “little tramp” Journalism.
We want them to be different, but each lives partly in the other’s territory, and
sometimes we're not sure they're not the same. Gertrude Stein, advising
Hemingway in Paris, said “ Ernest, remarks are not literature.” To journalists, we
want to say (with Lloyd Bentson), ‘I know Francis Bacon, sir, and you are no
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Francis Bacon."” Bombeck, you're no Baldwin. Tom Wicker, you're good, but
you're no Tom Wolfe. Barbara Ehrenreich, no Edmund Wilson. Russell Baker?
Buchwald? bracing, but not art. Dave Barry, 3 X weekly, welcome enough, but
no Bacon, It’s the difference berween a columnist and an essayist. But White is
White. As Lopate says, EBW “isin a class of his own.” True, he sits among rhe
motley, in this cross-over context, true, like them he “wrote short” and worried
about meeting weekly deadlines, but most of the time when his keys rose and
struck ribbon, essays came out. They last. Within a paragraph you know you can
trust the words tobe around tomorrow, nextyear, after the newsprint yellows and
eats mere journalists.

Arguably, he was the best. One of his obituarists says, “He made hisvoice carry
without raising ir.” William Shawn, who followed Harold Ross as NYer editor,
mentions his “gift of inspiring affection in the reader.” He is amusing, not funny
like his friend Thurber. He is cosmopolitan, not comic like his fine but unread
contemporary S.J. Perelman, who wrote Marx Brothers scripts and the broad
satire on 1950s life and its favorite downer drug, The Road 1o Miltown, or Under
the Spreading Atrophy. EBW's forte was finesse, not farce. He had “touch.” Unlike
EBW, Dorothy Parker wrote light verse and heavy fiction; she never seemed to
know who she wanted to be, as the title of a recent biography of her suggests:
What Fresh Hell is This? EBW knew from the beginning what he wanted to
be—himself. That sureness comes through on every page. Perhaps that iswhy we
trust him to take us into real literature, even though he is writing about pigs or
trailer parks or compost. Addison and Peter Matthiessen, these we trust. Steele
and Pauline Kael, we trust them too. Montaigne and Mailer and McPhee, we're
usually okay.

The form was born in Greece and Rome. But about 1580 its French “father”
Montaigne finally named it essai, or “little attempt.” In English, Bacon birthed
it, then in the 17th c. Burton burnished it toa bright patina. With the emergence
of the magazine in the 18th c. the form found its narural home, and in The
Spectator and The Tatlerwaslifted to a new level of levity and urbanity by Addison
and Steele, who found thousands of readers in the new coffee-house culture of
London. The real giants lumbered forward in the 19th ¢. with longer, discursive
“attempts” that could be warm and homely (Charles Lamb) or theological
(Newman) or aesthetic (Ruskin, Pater) or cultural {Arnold). Macaulay wrote
the History of England, Carlyle The French Revolution, and John Stuart Mill On
Liberty. Set against hunters of major meat like these, EBW looks as little as Seuart
Little, working hissubjectslike countryliving, dog training, and raising chickens.
Late in life he quipped, ““One more barnyard story from me and the magazine will
have to change its name to the Rural New Yorker” (Letters, 622).

While Arnold also saw himselfas a poet too, most thought themselves firstand
only essayists. EBW, only a part-time poet, is in this tradition. He took a lifetime
living out of it, mining the minor. By contrast, most major American essayists
mainly do something else—novels, plays, poetry—and turn to the essay only on
the side. American ancestors, the same. Jonathan Edwards: preacher; his
“essays” are sermons. Emerson thought himself a poet, but earned his keep as a
lyceum lecturer and his essays, oral, oracularin flavor, read like superb platform
prose. Twain? the same. EBW, then, is more or less alone in wresting a living
entirely from the form. And most amazing, he did a good part of it writing
anonymously.

That his pieces in the NYer's “Talk of the Town" and “Notes and Comment”
columns were unsigned became a sore point between himand Ross. EBW wanted
credit, he wanted his name to personalize the already personal material; Ross
wanted the impersonal authority of the magazine’s collective “voice” to give
dignity to the sometimes quotidian, certainly transient observations of the
passing of week-by-week life. White chafed. Ross resisted. [ think Ross was right.
He loved EBW's “newsbreaks" (maybe a dozen each week) and his four-five
paragraphs of “Notes and Comment”™—his “casuals,” as they were known
around the office. Ross trusted him completely, left him alone to do his work,
rarely edited him, and published almost everything he produced. So did the
boulevardier Franklin P. Adams in his daily “Conning Tower” column for NY
World. Whar a wonderful situation for a writer, to know that what you write will
be published and that you will be paid for it. John Updike and few others enjoy
such a setup, but at least Updike sees his name at the bottom.

EBW hated the Editorial “we” (sometimes called “the papal we”). He
complained he found it “almost impossible to write anything decent using the
editorial ‘we,” unless you are the Dionne family” (Lesters, 121). But of cousse he
did. Yet, “anonymity, plus the ‘we,” gives a writer a look of dishonesty, and he
finds himself going around, like a masked reveler at a ball, kissing all the pretty
girls.” Little wonder that he leaped at the offer to write the signed monthly
columns called “One Man’s Meat™ for Harper's Magazine.

He hated being edited, although he was married to aneditor. And nowonder,
just look at his roughs and mangled early typescripts. To him, editing was

sotnething painful you do to yourself. If you are a professional. “An editor is a
person who knows more about writing than writers do but has escaped the
terrible desire to write,” he noted generously. Then added, I have been writing
since 1906 and it is high time [ got over it” (391).

It follows that he deplored the scissors-and-snip castration typical of The
Reader’s Digest and its editor, DeWitt Wallace, “ regard each chapter of a book
as a composition not to be disturbed in the classic design of the Reader’s Digest,
where sometimes the first four words of Sentence One are joined up with the last
ten wordsof Sentence Twelve, omitting everything that came between. This may
be great for a publisher, but for a writing man it is sudden death” (576). EBW
might have appreciated an awful but irresistible joke making the rounds in the
1990s. A ravenous bearencounters ina campsite twopeople, one reading a book,
the other writing in a journal. Which cne does the bear eat? Answer: the reader.
Writer'scramp, but Reader’s Digest. EBW, usually playful, once wrote Katharine:
“The latest Reader’s Digest says that people should actuallyexpress their love for
one another, otherwise it withers. So [ will just mention that [ love you. I always
do everything the Digest tells me to do” (425). And in the same tone, he sent to
the hands-off, keeps-his-distance Ross this complaint and compliment: “Last
week DeWitt Wallace sent me a great hunk of dough and a small proof sheet of
a Harber’s paragraph he said he had scheduled for his next issue, but I found
where his digestive staff had lopped off one of my sentences and frigged around
in their curious manner, so I sent everything back and said that unlike a vanilla
bean | did not wish to be extracted. Hell, some day [ may toss off a really good
senrence or two, and wouldn't want a hair of its head touched. The truth about
the Digest is that they approach every manuscript with the hope of gaining aline
of type before reaching the middle of the third sentence. That is no way to
approach a manuscript. (The way to approach a manuscript is on all fours. in
utter amazement.)” (242).

EBW did not read much great literature, felt he was poorly educated, and that
he wasted his time in college. “I majored in English partly because [ didn’t know
what else to do” (Letters, 510). To a college student, he wrote, “If you have no
deep feeling for literature, and no burning desire to express yourself in writing,
you are probably in the same boat with about seventy-five percent of all the
English majors in America, so 1 wouldn't let it worry you too much” (510). But
it would be wrong to leave the impression that EBW spent his life tinkering with
the trivial or placed himself apart from politics. He fought loyalty oaths and the
House UnAmerican Activities Committee. Amazingty, One Man's Meat was
banned by the Army and Navy: “Iam beginning to feel a little morelikeanauthor
now that | have had a book banned. The literary life, in this country, begins in
jail...” (255). His two great crusades were for freedom of speech, and for a world
government—no mean themes, and comparable to the subjects of the great
Victorians. To explain to the nation what we were fighting WWII for, President
Roosevelt asked EBW to write on freedom of expression, one of the four sections
of a pamphlet called The Four Freedoms. Reinhold Niebuhr contributed on
freedom of religion, Max Lerner on freedom from fear, and Malcolm Cowley on
freedom from want. White revised and edited the entire project. Yet he was not
a nationalist, but an internationalist. During the war he used his NYer column
to crusade for World Government, and supported the founding of the United
Nations, eventually publishing a serious book on the subject, The Wild Flag. He
was distressed, however, when member nations decreed that the UN flag was to
be hung under, not above, their own nations' flags. “ Apparently, if you believe
in world government, you stand on your head to salute it.”

Critics noted, and EBW agreed, his true subject was himself, especially in his
informal encounters with daily life. Yet the reader, skimming along his surfaces,

“IPs broceoli, dear.”
“ say iv’s spinach, and I say the hell with it”

The New Yorker, 1927.



E.B. White
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seldom senses the “real” EBW. What you get is the “'real” writer. It does not feel
fake in any way, it feels prepared. Scrupulous about the self he sold to the world,
and wonderfully fussy about every word, caring about every comma, EBW
sometimes worrted whether he contained enough depth to go on writing. In
1954, hesaid, “At my age. .. awriter repeats like an onion.” What readers relish,
yet what remains maddeningly tantalizing, is that he does not approach the Self
like a Romantic poet, all roiled and moiled. During his childhood, college days,
and twenties he seemed distressingly normal for one who would be a writer; later,
this same “‘normalcy” allowed him to function, meeting tough deadlines for fifty
years. Profundity, in the Germanic, French or Irish sense of the word, seemed to
escape both Whites. They resist plumbing their depths, atleast in public. Elledge,
his biographer, can’t get at it; Linda Davis, hers, doesn't either. The Whites were
people so adept at how they lived and wrote and edited that they end up elusive
as quicksilver,

This reviewer turned to the Letters for clues, hoping to find in the rough and
shag of the unprepared, the first-and-only-draft, what might be going ot behind
the scenes. Nosurprise. He wrote a lucid letter, polished by his nature rather than
being polished—quick, witty, suave, the same voice heard in his essays, “little

attempts” to “break down the wall,” as hesaid earlier—inshort, the same person.
Material--more personal, surely; presentation, the same. Essayistand epistolarist,
consistent.

-EBW admits his discomfort at the project to collect and publish his letters; in

1975 he wrote, “A man who publishes his letters becomes a nudist—nothing
shields him from the world’s gaze except his bare skin. A writer writing away, can
always fix things up tomake himselfmore presentable, but a man who haswritten
a letter is stuck with it for all time—unless he is dishonest” (655). EBW was a
reserved man, a discreet man, a bit courtly and old-fashioned in the sense of
believing that dignity is not inherent in character but a quality one creates in the
Self, and should be counited as part of it. Being amusing was dignified, being funny
was not: . . . No humorist has ever won the Pulitzer Prize,” he wrote, “there is
something not quite first-rate about funny men" (488).

Many authors write autobiographies, controlling to an extent what the world
will think of them, or at least throwing up barriers to be dismantled, or creating
cul-de-sacs to be avoided. One thinks of Henry James burning his letters, editing
his Notebooks, rewriting his Prefaces. To EBW, it must have been flattering, and
yet an agony, to have his own biography prepared and published by another
person during hislifetime. One can’t say, “oh, to hell with it, I'll be dead anyway.”
Taste, impeccable and decent, always counted. To a friend he wrote, “My
uneasiness about modern writing is not because of its being experimental but
because of its abandonment of the responsibility of good taste and its acceptance
of the inevitabilivy of disclosure. [italics mine] This I find worrisoine. When freedom
ofexpression is abused, and things become disgusting, then freedomof expression
is endangered. People will stand just so much, then they want the clamps put
down. I think we are getting perilously close to the clampdown . . .” (552).

When most people strike a pose, it is more outrageous, outre or flamboyant
than thesensitivity, insecurity orsecret it masks. EBW thought alot about poses.
He posed up, not away-from, up to an ideal, of conduct, performance, civility. It
helped him live up to, or at least grow toward, his highest conception of himself.
lam convinced that in his attention to pose he was hiding nothing about himself,
however romantic or voyeuristic it might be to wish that he was. [n this sense,
his biographer showed admirable restraine, refusing to suggest darknesses and
evasions that probably were not there. (Contrast Arianna Stassinopoulos’
disgusting recent biography of Picasso.) Nevertheless, EBW wrote wittily to
Scortt Elledge: “I wasinterested in your remarks about the writer as poser, because
of course, all writing is both a mask and an unveiling, and the question of honesty
is uppermost, particularly in the case of the essayist, who must take his trousers

All poets who, when reading from their own works, experience a choked feeling, are major. For
that matter, all poets who read from their own works are major, whether they choke or not.

EBW, “"How to tell a major poet from a minor poet”

off withoutshowing hisgenitals. (I got my training in the upper berths of Pullman
cars long ago.)” (516). His two great influences were H.L. Mencken, clearly a
poser, and Sinclair Lewis, more an exposer. Beyond both, he revered Thoreay,
writing two essays on the Concord fox. But note how he approaches Thoreau in
a third piece in the NYer (5/7/49): “He was a writer, is what he was. Many
regarded him as a poseur. He was a poseur, all right, but the pose was struck not
for other people to study but for him to study—a brave and ingenious device for
a creative person to adopt.” Here EBW practically describes himself. “Thoreau
posed for himself and was both artist and model, examining his own position in
relation to nature and society with the most patient and appreciative care.” In
his early days in Greenwich Village EBW kept clear of the radical ferment of his
famous neighbors, the revolution in arts and politics and manners going on just
around the corner. He was neither bohemian nor public man. He wanted to be
known as the voice heard in his prose, not as a public speaker, a “personality,”
aman with the megaphone. Years [ater he would write of his childhood, “I never
dreamed of getting in touch with [an author]. . .. The book is the thing, not the
man behind the book. ['m not atallsure that thisseparation of author and reader
isn't a sound idea . . .” (121). However, White examining his pose is neither a
whiteout nor a whitewash. It is a man watching a man who is trying to be more
decent than he fears he is able to be. '

John Updike, a prodigy-pup in his twenties wandering the halls of the NYer,
recalls how EBW had much more “fun” than others—"Not loud or obvious fun,
but contained, inturning fun, shaped like a main spring” (q. Elledge, 130).
Sometimes the main spring sprung. He and Katharine were certifiable
hypochondriacs, as well as sufferers from diagnosed organic ailments. Katharine's
biographer writes, after talking with her son Roger Angell, that they “engaged in
an unconscious contest as to which of them was the more ill" {Davis, 194).
Another relative spoke for others: “You'd never find both of them sick at the
same time. If one was down, the other was up.” In this, as in other areas of their
life together, each needed both space and support, and magically, they managed
to offer both to each other—at the same time.

Nonetheless, behind his pose, possibly because of it and its demands on him,
EBW jumped therailsrecurrently from mid-life on. Getting offa train in Sarasota
in 1963, he suffered “a total collapse . . . what in happier days we used tocall a

E.B. White




‘nervous breakdown’ * (Letters, 495-8). Years earlier, “l am recovering from a
nervous crackup. . .."” (246). The Letters are dotted with similar remarks, and
indicate his pain, but refuse todramatizeit. The remarkable thing, the characteristic
thing, is the jocularity with which he talks about the vague but real problem: he
had “akite caught in the branchessomewhere” (250). Tobrother Stanley: “I had
two things the matter with me—mice in the subconscious and spurs in the
cervical spine. Of the two the spine trouble was less bothersome. It took me
eighteen months to find out how you get rid of mice and if you ever need to know
I'll be glad to give you the instructions. The whole key to the neurotic life is
simple; in fact the simplicity of it is the greatest hurdle, because it tends to make
it impossible or unacceptable to highly complex natures, who insist on meeting
their troubles with suitably devious devices and cures” (261-2). It would appear
that he is attributing “complex natures"” to others, and to himself the opposite.
Indeed, in his Introduction to the Letters he makes the point, “If an unhappy
childhood is indispensable for a writer, | am ill-equipped. I missed out on all that
and was neither deprived nor unloved” (1). In a way, our dealing with all of this,
kites and mice, is a maddening dive to the surface. The Whites were invisible
Victorians. Like Thoreau, EBW said he was “keeping the minutes of his own
meeting.”

Katharine hated and distrusted psychoanalysts. Nevertheless, EBW consulted
them. In 1943, to a friend, he remained typically witty, keeping his trouble at
arm’s length: “I am recovering from a nervous crack-up which visited me last
summer and which has given me a merry chase. | never realized nerves were so
odd, but they are. They are the oddest part of the body, no exceptions. Doctors
weren't much help, but I found that old phonograph records are miraculous. If
you ever bust up from nerves, take frequent shower baths, drink dry sherry in
small amounts, spend most of your time with hand tools at a bench, and play old
records till there is no wax left in the grooves” (246-7). In 1953, he wrote his
shrink in NYC: "I sound about as good in German as | feel in English. But there
isn't anything the matter with me that a guillotine couldn't cure. My only trouble
is in my head, and even that is improving. By the time I'm 90 I'll be sound as a
dollar, and the dollar will be completely gone to pieces” (374). We're watching
a tougher, prouder, kind of American. Where is our generation’s whining self-
pity? Absent. Instead of angst, aplomb. Instead of self-dramatized horrifics, hope.
At age 64, he wrote his brother: By the time the ulcer was discovered, it was no
longer bothering me much, and | laced my bland diet with generous dollops of
gin, on my private theory that ulcers are caused by anxiety and the way to avoid
anxiety is to drink” (494). This attitude comes through in the prose, this
understated stylish jibing jauntiness in the face of trouble makes us love him. As
he put it in 1954—resigned, still whimsical-—"A writer . . . writes as long as he
lives. It is the same as breathing except that it is bad for one’s health” (391).

Terry Plunkett
Hailowell
teaches at UMA

A Revelation

groggy in Brooklyn
up 4:30 to get an early start
it comes to me:

in all literature
the character 1 feel closest 1o
is Stuare Little.

5:00 A M., Stuare Little sets out
for Columbus, Chio.

“Goodbye, Stuart”
“Goodbye, Stuart Little, Goodbye"

Then, tuming away,

putting their handkerchiefs

back in their pockets, -

“Well, there goes old Stuart Little.”

(1970)

Sylvester Pollet
E. Holden

teachas & edits at LIMO

Natural History

\ The spider, dropping doun from twig,
Unwinds a thread of his devising:
A thin, premeditated rig

To use in rising.

And all the journey down through space,
1 cool descent, and loyal-hearted,

He builds a ladder to the place

From which he started.

Thus 1, gone forth, as spiders do,
In spider’s web a truth discerning,
Attach one silken strand to you
For my returning.

EBW, Letters, 90-91

Katharine & E.B. White, early 1940s
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E.B. White (1899-1985)

Katharine Sergeant White (1892-1977)

1880 Marriage of Samuel Tilly White to Jessie Hart. 1880 Marriage of Charles Spencer Sergeant, chief clerk and

1881-95 Samuel becomes general manager and VP of the Horace auditor for Boston’s Eastern Railroad, to Elizabeth (Bessie)
Waters Piano Co. Family moves to Mount Vernon, NY. Blake Shepley of Naples, ME.

1899 Birth of Elwyn (En) Brooks White (later, “Andy”), last of six 1892 Birth of Katharine, last of three daughters.
children. 1899 Death of Bessie. Aunt Crully movesinto her brother’s house

1905 Family spends August on Great Pond, Belgrade, ME. They in Brookline, MA to care for the girls.
return to Belgrade every Augustbut one, until 1916. Samuel 1904 Katharine meets Ernest Angell during annual summer
is sued by heirs of Horace Waters. vacation on Lake Chocurua, NH. 2

1907 En keeps Journal, continues for next 20 years. 1910 Katharine and Ernest, a 21-year old senior at Harvard,

1909-12 Wins prize for a poem about a mouse, and two medals for become engaged. ‘
prose pieces. 1910-14 K. attends Bryn Mawr, majors in English and Philosophy.

1911 Supreme Court dismisses suit against Samuel. 1912-14 Becomes co-editor of Typin O'Bob (Welsh for “a bit of

1913-17 Attends Mount Vernon (NY) HS. Publishes poems, short everything”), the college weekly, and editor of The Lantem,
stories and essays in school’s Oracle. Becomes assistant the school’s literary annual. Writes several short stories.
editor senior year. 1914 Graduates #4 in a class of 79.

1917 Graduates, twoscholarships. America enters WW 1. Enrolls 1915 Marries Ernest, moves to Cleveland where he is practicing
at Cornell, alma mater of his two brothers. Editorial board law. With eight other people, they establish the Cleveland
of the Comell Daily Sun, one of two college dailies in USA. Playhouse.

Nicknamed ““Andy,” after Andrew D. White, Cornell’s first 1916 Charles Sergeant’s managerial practices investigated, his
president. salary cut by 70%. Birth of Nancy Angell.

1918 Registers “with 13 million other Americans” for draft. 1917 Ernest enlists in Army, is sent to France. K. works on a
Enlists in Student Army Training Corps. survey of disabled people in Cleveland, later as inspector of

1919 Takes English 8 with Professor William Strunk. factory conditions.

1920 Summer: works as counsellor at Camp Otter in Dorset, 1918 Moves to Brookline, MA, into her father’s home. Volunteer
Ontario. Fall: elected editor-in-chief of Daily Sun and work for Boston’s Children’s Hospital.
president of his fraternity. 1919 Ernest, nowa captain, is discharged from army. The Angells

1921 Graduates from Cornell. Returns to work at Camp Otter. move to NYC. K. works for the Bryn Mawr Alumnae
Fall: Mount Vernon, NY, lives with parents. Works briefly Endowment Fund.
at U.P., hates job. Writes two satirical poems about cheap 1920 The Angells settle in Sneden, n. of NYC. Birth of Roger
journalism, which are printed in Christopher Morley’s Angell.
column, “The Bowling Green,” in NY Evening Post. 1921 Charles, retired since 1918, sells family home in Brookline,

1922 Writes press releases for the American Legion News Service. and moves in with three of his sisters in ancestral home in
March: takes off with Howard Cushman on a cross-courntry Northhampton.
trip in his Model T, “Hotspur.” 1922-25 K. writes articles for the New Republic, Aduntic and Saturday

1922-23 September-June: reporter and columnist for the Seartle Review of Literature.

Times. Summer: travels on the S.S. Buford to Alaska. Fall: 1925 February: first issue of The New Yorker appears on the stands.
returns to Mount Vernon. Summer: K. is hired as part-time reader of manuscripts by

1923-24 Works as layout man in the production department of the Harold Ross, founding editor. Fall: becomes assistant editor.
Frank Seaman advertising agency, holds job for two years. December: publishes, anonymously, “Living on the Ragged
Poetry published in Franklin P. Adams’ column, “The Edge: Family Income vs. Family Expenses,” in Harper’s.
Conning Tower,” in NY World. 1926 K.'s essay, “Home and Office” published by Survey. In it, she

1925 February: first issue of The New Yorkerappears on the stands. defends her life as a working wife and mother.

Nine weeks later, magazine publishes EBW’s first piece, a
short essay on the coming of spring. Summer: EBW quits
Frank Seaman agency. Moves into the Village with three
Cornell friends, and for 18 months is “comparatively
unemployed.” Enjoys the “only genuinely creative period”
in his life. October: lands part-time job writing copy for J.H.
Newmark agency.

Writes eight pieces, NYer. The last issue of 1925 contains
“Child’s Play: How I turned a glass of Buttermilk into a
personal triumph.” Charlie Chaplin called it “one of the
best humor things” he had read.

1926 Early summer: K. suggests to Ross that he offer EBW a job as staff writer. July: EBW and roommate
Bob Adams, who works for the Cunard Line, receive free passage on a tour of Europe in exchange for
writing advertising. August: begins writing “newsbreaks” for NYer, a task he will perform until 1982.

1927 James Thurber joins NYerand shares tiny office with EBW. Both write “Talk of Town” pieces, “Notes
and Comment,” and cartoon captions. EBW also writes light verse, theater reviews, and advertisement
parodies.

1928 K., now Head of Fiction, becomes John O'Hara’s editor. Both are credited with having developed “the
NYershortstory style.” Summer: K., Ernest and children sail for France. EBW and friend Gus Lobrano
also sail for France. K. and EBW meet in Paris and travel together to Corsica and St. Tropez. Agree
not to see each other once back in NYC.

1929 January: EBW leaves on trip to Maine. February: K. and Ernest have a fight. K. moves in with the
Thurbers. Later, she settles in Sneden. Children remain with Ernest. May: The Lady is Cold, poems by
EBW. K. moves to Reno, Nevada for three months to get a divorce. EBW finds K. apartment in the
Village. Summer: EBW returns to Camp Otter, acquires an interest in the camp. Returns to NYC




1930

1931
1933
1934

1934

1935
1936
1937

1938

1939

1940

1941

1942

1943

1945

1947

fall. November: Harper publishes Is Sex Necessary? Or Why
You Feel the Way You Do. EBW and Thurber each wrote half
the chapters. Book is hugesuccess, going through 11 printings
in the first five months. November 13: K. and EBW decide
to marry, and do so the same day without telling anyone.
Only the dog, Daisy, is present. After the wedding, EBW
moves in with K.

Spring: delayed honeymoon to Bermuda. Summer: K. rents
housein Bedford Village for her and the children. EBW goes
to Camp Otter. Pecember 21: Joel McCoun White is born,
an emergency caesarean.

July: Whites rent summer home in E. Blue Hill, ME.

K. reviews children’s books for NYer (through 1948).
‘Whites buy salt water farm in N. Brooklin, ME. EBW suffers
from various illnesses. August: Fortune publishes article by
Ralph Ingersoll, critical of NYer for failing to take a stance
on social issues. Describes White as “shy, frightened of life,
often melancholy, always hypochondriac. .. .”

Everyday is Saturday (Harper), a selection of EBW’s “Notes
and Comments” paragraphs.

Death of Samuel White. K. suffers miscarriage in Maine.
Death of Jessie White. EBW has dizzy spells.

EBW decides to take off, to be by himself, travelling and
writing. K. stays in NYC, and is unhappy. He manages only
to get to Maine, where he moons about, “is miserable,” and
gets no writing done. October: EBW returns to NYC having
decided he made “an unholy mess” out of everything. Later,
Whites call period EBW’s “five-month year” off.

Whites decide to move to Maine permanently. Gus Lobrano,
EBW’s college friend, takes over K.’s job as Head of Fiction.
K. will be a half-time editor from Maine. EBW resigns as
staff writer, but retains the Newsbreak dept. Begins monthly
column for Harper's entitled “One Man’s Meat.” The Fox of
Peapack, EBW’s light verse.

Charles Sergeant dies. Whites fix up the Brooklin, ME
house with K.’s inheritance. EBW’s Quo Vadimus? Orthe case
for the Bicycle.

EBW begins writing frequently about WW II. Anne Morrow
Lindbergh’s The Wave of the Future presents case against
America’s entry into the war, EBW writes devastating
review, urging entry.

A Subtreasury of American Humor, edited by both Whites.
EBW goes to Washington to work on pamphlet called The
Four Freedoms for FDR’s Office of Facts and Figures, to
explain what Americans are fighting for. Responsible for
explaining freedom of expression, and revising of others’
essays. '

EBW contributes weekly comment to NYerwhile still writing
“One Man’s Meat” for Harper's.

Whites return to NYC. K. becomes full-time asst. ed.
Lobrano remains Head of Fiction: “an awkward situation.”
K. has hysterectomy. EBW gives up Harper's column,
becomes full-time NYerstaff writer again. Severely depressed,
consults psychiatrist about “a mouse in my head.” K.
mistrusts analysts. EBW begins championing World
Government ideas. For next four years a third of his work
contains at least a paragraph on the issue. Later collected in
The Wild Flag (1946).

Stuart Little, children’s book abouta mouse. Reports for NYer
on the San Francisco Conference, which gives birth to the
United Nations.

EBW enters period of depression. Stops writing and sees
psychiatrist.

1948
1949
1950
1951
1952
1953
1954

1955

1956

1957

1958

1959
1961

1962

1963

1964

1965

1969

1970

1972

1975

1976

1977

1978
1979

1981
1982
1985

K. undergoes spinal fusion operation, after fall on ice in
1943. Wears aluminum brace for eight months.

EBW gives up editorial page responsibility.

NYer exists 25 years. EBW begins Charlotte's Web.

Harold Ross dies of lung cancer; EBW writes NYer obit.
William Shawn becomes managing editor. K. develops
infectious hepatitis, EBW “head trouble.”

Whites become grandparents: Joel’s son, Steven.

Second Tree from the Comer, a collection of “One Man’s
Meat” pieces EBW called “a clip book.” EBW, honorary
degrees from Colby and Harvard.

January: K.’s sister dies. Aunt Crully, 92, who lived with
her, and helped raise K. from age seven, moves in with
‘Whites. June: Aunt Crully dies. Whites take trip to England,
which EBW cuts short. Fall: EBW stops regular contributions
to Notes and Comment. :

Gus Lobrano dies. K. becomes Head of Fiction once more.
EBW writes loving, ironic essay, “Call Me Ishmael, or, How
1 Feel About being Matried to 2 Bryn Mawr Graduate,”

K. gives up job, becomes part-time editor. Whites move
again to Maine. EBW begins work on The Elements of Style.
Roger Angell becomes an editor for NYer. Thurber’s “The
Years With Ross” appears in the Adantic. K. “distasteful,
unfactual and malicious.”

The first of K.’s reviews of garden seed catalogues appears in
NYer, “Onward and Upward in the Garden.”

The Elements of Style.

1/1/61: K. officially retires. 1/2/61: starts having small
strokes. 2/61: begins tests. 10/61: operated on for blocked
carotid artery. 11/61: Thurber dies; EBW writes obit.

K. begins working on long detailed will, continues for next
15 years.

On advice of doctors, Whites begin spending winters in
Florida. EBW has ulcer and ulcerated tooth. EBW awarded
Presidential Medal of Freedom.

K. diagnosed with subcorneal pustular dermatosis. Allergic
reactions to medication. Cortisone eventually causes
osteopotrosis.

Tom Wolfe’s two part article on NYer in Herald Tribune
denounces the “NVYer style of editing and writing.”

K. fracturesa vertebra. Severe case of shinglesand dermatosis.
After 13 weeks in hospital in NYC, returns to Maine.
Requires around-the-clock nursing care. EBW begins The
Trumpet and the Swan to raise money for his wife’s care.

K. writes her last garden piece. EBW has minor caraccident.
K. suffers from heart problems.

EBW works with Dorothy Lobrano Guth on his Letters.
Brendan Gill’s Here at the New Yorker appears. K. terribly
upset, thinks about suing. EBW persuades her not to. Until
she dies, she works on annotating the book.

The Letters of E.B. White. K. suffers from senile macular
degeneration, which causes her increasing blindness.

July 20 K. dies of congestive heart failure. Buried Brooklin,
Me. EBW writes memorial service, did not attend funeral.
The essays of E.B. White.

EBW receives special Pulitzer Prize for the body of hiswork.
Onward and Upward in the Garden, K.’s collected catalogue
reviews, with loving introduction by EBW.

EBW?’s Poems and Sketches.

EBW stops writing Newsbreaks. Develops Alzheimer’s.
E.B. White dies at home in Brooklin, ME on October 1.
Over 300 of his “closest friends” attend the funeral.



“...an editor is like an actor or actress in that the performance leaves its
traces mostly in hearsay and memory.”

John Updike
(The New Yorker, 8/10/87)

Katharine Sergeant White

KSW- A Formidable Lady

Inthe summerof 1925, a 32-year-old mother of two was hived as a part-time reader
of manuscripts by Harold Ross: founding editor of a fledgling magazine called The
New Yorker. By fall, this gal had been promoted to assistant editor. By the time she
died, 52 vears later, she had been called "the best woman editor in the world” and was
recognized as having “exerted a profoundly creative influence on contemporary
American fiction.”

Mining Maine's literary past brings u:p mote than a few surprises. Who would
have thought that Maine had much to do with the urbane New Yorker? Yet here
itis. Not onlydid contributors such as Jean Stafford and Mary McCarthycall the
state home at some point of their lives but, for magazine ties more importantly,
the Whites, Katharine and E.B., took up residency. Most of us are familiar with
E.B. Fewer may know that most of his work appeared in the NYer. Fewer, yet,
might be aware that his wife is an important literary figure in her own right.

Katharine Sergeant White’s literary output is slight: a few stories, written in
college; a couple of articles; some inconsequential light verse; a series of
children’s books reviews written between 1933 and 1948 for the NYer; and 14
garden seed catalogue reviews, written for the same magazine between 1958 and
1970. Only the latter are easily accessible. They were collected, after her death,
in Onward and Upward in the Garden. One would be hard pressed to say she was
prolific. Yet, it is amazing that she managed to get that much in print. To her,
writing was pure agony. Unlike her husband, who once wrote: “] always write a
thing first and think about it afterward, which is not a bad procedure because the
easiest way to have consecutive thoughts is to put them down” (Letters, 255),
Katharine fought her thoughtsall the way. “She would write eight or ten words,”
EBW said, “then draw her gun and shoot them down. This made for slow and
torturous going” (Onward, viii,ix). Writing was so difficult for her, at least in
formal form for she was a formidable letter writer, that near the end of her career
it took her nearly a year to complete one essay. A year filled with despair ar her
inability to compose worthwhile prose. When one reads the pieces, so painfuily
put together from small bursts of words, one is impressed with the seemingly
confident ease with which they are written. No blood stains the pages, no
awkward turn of phrase mars the pace. One gets the sense that these informal,
informative essays were dashed off, between tea and martini, by one’s favorite
crotchety aunt who just happens to be a perfect grammarian:

“As Lwrite, snow is falling outside my Maine window, and indoors all around me
half a hundred garden catalogues are in bloom. I am an addict of this form of literature
and a student of the strange personalities of the authors who lead me on. Gentle and
friendly, eccentric or wildly vivid, occasionally contentious and even angry, every one
of them can persuade me, because he knows whae he is saying and says it with
enthustasm. Reading this literature is unlike any other reading experience. Too much
goes on at once. | read for news, for driblets of knowledge, for aesthetic pleasure, and
at the same time [ am planning the furure, and I read in dream.”  (Onward, 21)

Why would 2 woman who could write so well have such a hell of a time putting
words down on paper!?

EBW, in his introduction to Katharine's book, blames her difficulties not on
ordinary writer’s block (she always knew what she wanted to say) but on the fact
that “by temperament and profession” she was an editor. “The editor in her
fought the writer every inch of the way . . . It was simply warfare: the editor ready
to nip the writer before she could commit all the sins and errors the editor clearly
foresaw” (viii,ix). She persevered in battling both sides of the brain because she
strongly felt that every editor should know first-hand the pain of creation. Her
battles, which “were feft all through the hqusq," were not in vain: not only did
she produce some delightfully quirky essays, but her understanding of the

creative process made her a much-admired editor. Herediting style was maternal
and her blue pencil struck light. She “coddled” her writers who clung to her “like
opossums.” She protected them against the NYer fact-finding department, at
times overzealous in checking and rechecking facts in fiction. Shebecame, in the
words of May Sarton, “the mother superior,” and was, in the eyes of Edmund
Wilson, “the least interfering” of the magazine’s editors. She seems to have
expended her editor’s fury on self-expression and taken the battered writer's soul
with her to the office where it ran interference, nurtured and coaxed, the other
unfortunates.

" Lifting lives out of their generational fabric in order to highlight individual
achievements is always a hazardous task. One tends to look for agency, for
attributable results, for clear cut statements of fact: “He did, then she said . . ."”
Satisfying the singular usually stirs up a hornet’s nest of counterclaims: “You're
wrong! She did, and then he said . . . that’s how that went.” Few of us live lives
insuch away as to create biographical clarity. Even if we did, that would not end
controversy. Truth would still be in the eye of the beholder. Record keepers and
readers do not necessarily agree.

Thinking about Katharine and EBW has made me acutely aware of biographical
difficulties. 48 years of married life tends to erode the individuality of each's
achievement. Did EBW begin to write children’s books because his wife reviewed
up to 50 often twice yearly for 15 years and the house was strewn with kid lit?
(Hey, I can do that!) Did Katharine feel compelled to write even when illness
made it nearly impossible to stay “even” with EBW? What role did Katharine's
love for precise prose, punctuation and Fowler's Usage play in EBW’s decision
to write a revision of Strunk? Who knows? Too much gets borrowed over coffee,
shared with martinis, and lost in midnight talks to ever be able to retrieve with
certainty whose passions were whose.

Much has been written about the early years at the NYer. All articles and
books stirred controversy. As with tight-knit families, how difficulr to ascertain
who thought of what when, or whose job was more influential. Memories, though
shared, are selective and singular. Every memoir exposes cobwebs and opens up
a can of worms. Thurber’s The Years with Ross spelled the end of his friendship
withthe Whites. Katharine, especially, was upset about the“malicious” depiction
of Ross (He *was not anilliterate boor”) and the “unfactual” account of who did
whatwhen. Later, Brendan Gill's Here at The New Yorker made her think of suing.
When finally persuaded not to, Katharine spent years annotating the offending
book, quitting only when E.B. (concerned for her health) hid it away. She was
hurt by Gill's description of her as being “as stubborn—and sometimes, as
humerless—in pushing for her opinions as some weighty glacier working its way
down a narrow Alpine pass” (228}, and the suggestion that she used EBW, who
was neatly indispensable, to gain advantage over other editors. She was furious
at the rumor, almost certainly untrue, that she had been ready to lead a palace
revolution against Ross and was concerned that “thousands of people [ don't
know will be pitying Andy for having such a horrifying, glacial and power hungry
wife” (Davis, 238,9). What a pity that her version of Gill’s book never appeared
in print. Between the anger, the desire to shine and to protect Andy, her editor’s
passion for facts and precision, we certainly would have learned a valuable piece
of NYer truth,

Katharine joined the magazine soon after its inception. She and Ross, the
founding editor, worked well together. Thurber said Ross told him “She knows
the Bible and literature, and foreign tanguages and she has taste”” (Years, 38). She
had all Ross lacked, just as he complemented her. Ross: loud, gregarious,
energetic, a genius who had the good sense and humility to recognize brilliance,
slightly awkward with strangers, a bit insecure abour his lack of formal education
and asofty at heart. Katharine: supremely self-confident, calm and reticent, well
educated (4th in her class at Bryn Mawr) and willing to do dirty work, that is to
say, Ross frequently assigned her the unenviable task of working with the most
difficult contributors and of firing writers. They were intensely loyal to each other
and shared a love for Fowler's English Usage and Webster's. Ross and Katharine:
both perfectionists. Missingin NYer [ore is a good description of their relationship.
Whydid these opposites get alongso well? EBW oncesaid, “they met atone point
(they both found the same things funny), and the collision at this point sent up
sparks' (Davis, 136). It may be as simple as that: humor and respect do make for
great workmates.

As an editor of one of the most important magazines printing fiction,
Katharine’s influence was great. How great is difficult to assess. Elledge, EBW'’s
biographer, states that “in the course of development of 20th century American
Literature, Katharine may have exercised more influence than any other editor
of a literary magazine” (182). That may be open to debate. However, a list of
“her” writers, even a partial one, is impressive indeed: O'Hara, Woolcott,
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goesonandon. With many of these writers she established long-term relationships.
(Her correspondence with Jean Stafford spans 30 years.) She encouraged,
coaxed, advanced money, asked about their private lives, occasionally suggested
story lines, fought about grammar and punctuation, disputed English usage,
suggested changes, congratulated them and occasionally rejected them. Some
found her difficult to work with and tried to get reassigned. Virtually all found
her “formidable.” Katharine intimidated people by her self-assurance, her
appearance (“New England austere”) and her manner (always precise in all she
did and said, with an occasional touch of hauteur.) Yet, EBW, when he first met
her, thought she had “a knack of making young contributors feel atease” (Davis,
77), and her letters do not present an impesing personality. Instead, they sound
as though they were written by an oldersister, family friend, or aunt. Anintensely
private person, she found it easier to deal with people by mail than in person, in
writing rather than speech.

" Katharine was six when her mother died of misdiagnosed appendicitis. Her
life-long obsession with ill-health, of which she had her share, can probably be
traced to that traumatic event, even though it was fanned by Andy who, when
they married, was well along the hypochondriac’s highway himself. Her self-
assurance, the touch of hauteur, were a natural outgrowth of her well-heeled
childhood: a sprawling house in Brookline, MA., prestigious Miss Winsor’s
school in Boston, father (a railroad executive) mentioned in the Boston Blue
Book—hers a Brahmatic upbringing. Alwaysshe remained “New England chic,”
precise and austere. Her independence, her belief in 2 woman’s right to work
(even a married one) came from her “New England Aunts” who “had strong
opinionson the Rights of Women” (Davis, 15), opinions undoubtedly reinforced
for four years at Bryn Mawr. Four of her father’s five sisters remained single:
strong female role models. Two, upon graduating from Smith, taught. One of
these, Aunt Crully, a former headmistress, moved into her brother’s house after
the death of his wife to care for the girls. On her mother’s side was Aunt Poo: an
artist who at the age of 51 married a Japanese man 21 years her junior and then
moved to Japan where she translated the work of Lady Murasaki and, with her
husband, established a Settlement House in Tokyo. (During WWII, EBW wrote
a lovely essay about “his” feisty Japanese aunt. See: One Man's Meat.)

K. had twosisters. Rosamond, two years older,was her friend and confidante.
Elsie, nine years her senior, was a different story. Their relationship was
ambiguous at best. Elsie preceded K. to Bryn Mawr and into the writing
profession. She was a reporter for the New Republic during WWI and wrote,
among other things, a biography of Willa Cather and a book on Robert Frost. K.,
whose literary career eclipsed that of her sister’s, if not in creative output then
in earnings and prestige, never thought much of Elsie’s writing nor of her
emotionality.

Emotionally guarded, K., brought up by Aunt Crully in the best of Victorian
ways, never fully confided in anyone, not even Andy, and her tears were mostly
“silent and lonely” (20), while Elsie was prone to lose control. Elsie had “head
troubles” at least, a nervous breakdown, an analysis by Carl Jung, and remained
in the Jungian fold all her life. Katharine, who once briefly worked for a
psychoanalyst “who was more messed up than her patients” (54), distrusted
psychiatrists and questioned their usefulness. Hers, not a self-analyzing mind.
She regarded Elsie as “emotion gone awry”: a woman unable tostand on herown
feet either “emotionally or financially” (K. supported hersister financially at least
for part of her life) because she was “paralyzed by indecision,” a fearsome spectre
for someone who prides herself on independence and strength of mind (188-
189). Later in life, when K. suffered from a myriad of ailments, she worried that
people might think them psychosomatic, as Brendan Gill intimated in his
introductory essay to the Paris Review with EBW (1969) and later repeated in his
book:

They have shared everything from professional association on the same magazine
to preoccupation with a joint ill health that many of their friends have been inclined to
regard as imaginary . . . it was always wonderful to behold the intuitive adjustments
by which one of them got well in time for the other to get sick . . . Certainly they have
been the strongest and most productive unhealthy couple that I have ever encountered

(293).

Gill's suggestion that both were hypochondnacs brought from K. an
uncharacteristic response. She wrote friends that though Andy was neurotic, no
doctor had ever accused her of suffering from imaginary ills (Davis, 190). She
loathed the notion that she might, like Elsie and Andy, have “head troubles” and
thus be less in control. EBW once said that K. “was more afraid of Elsie than of
anyone in the world” (188). Davis suggests a fear of vulnerability: a distinct
possibility. Reading K.'sessays in which she reminisces givesone asense that hers
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family and delightful summers on a New Hampshire lake. Missing were a
mother’s love and understanding, a warm cuddly touch, and the emotional
security those bring. Her need to be in control, her emotional reticence, her
“inability to easily slip an arm around one of her children” (20)—those things
which made her seem “formidable,” which allowed a 1934 Fortune magazine
article to call her “hard, suave and ambitious” (144), like her pre-occupation
with ill-health, undoubtedly stem from her mother’s early demise.

On her eighteenth birthday, Ernest Angell, a 21-year-old law student at
Harvard, proposed to her. Cne fellow Bryn Mawrian upon hearing the news
exclaimed “Oh, how perfectly awful!"” (35): marriage was not encouraged. But
well-liked K. threw herself into campus life: edited the weekly paper, the literary
annual, wrote short stories, and directed plays, while keeping up with her
academic work. One student remembered “her respect for any and all
personalities,” as well as “‘the quiet but definite way she would size us all up—not
a bit patronizing, but very sure” (Elledge, 111): qualities which would stand her
in good stead at the NYer.

Upon graduation, K. moved back to Brookline and worked as a volunteer at
Mass General until she married in May of 1915 and moved to Cleveland where
Ernest worked in his deceased father's large law firm. They helped establish the
Cleveland Playhouse and she coedited a bock of local poetry. Soon they were the
proud parents of a daughter named Nancy. Then came the war, Emest enlisted,
was sent to France; K., lonely and restless, took a job surveying disabled people,
and, later, became an inspector of factory conditions. Then she moved back to
her father’s house and volunteered at Boston's Children's Hospital. Linda Davis,
her biographer, sounds a note of censure (the first of many) about her decision
to work: “[her] maternal feelings did not require that she be with-her child full
time . . . It apparently never occurred to her that Nancy might have been better
offin the care of her mother. .." and “she put her own needs first” (50). An oddly
old-fashioned note in a book written in the 1980s. Or maybe conversely, the tone
is just slightly too contemporary: a modern mother’s guilt blanketing the past?

“Your grandfather was overseaslonger than almost anybody | knew,” K. wrote
a granddaughter (50). When he did return, after almost two years, things had
changed as they do for so many couples separated by war. Ernest decided they
should move to New York. K., accustomed to working, became a fundraiser for
the Bryn Mawr Alumnae Endowment Fund, a job which occasionally took her
far from home. Shortly after the birth of Roger, the marriage started toshow signs
of stress. Financial woes fueled fights; Emest had returned from France with the
notion “that a wife and a mistress was the way to live” (52), an idea K. did not
share, Unhappy and unfulfilled she cast about for a career. Then, a neighbor
suggested she see Ross about a job on his new humorous magazine. She did.

Harold Ross, like K., was 32 years old. He had been a journalist since the age
of 15, quitting high school to support himself. When he founded The NYer he
already had a great deal of professional experience: managing editor of Stars and
Stripes during WW1I, and later, editor on three different publications. He was a
fascinating man. Most accounts of Ross, such as Thurber’s, exaggerate his quirks
and appearance (his first wife thought that he was the homeliest man she had
ever met) (Elledge, 116) so thar he appears as a caricature. He was a man with
so many contradictions that he is difficult to capture. He was a perfectionist,
“passionately dedicated to the achievement of clear, precise and grammatical
English prose” (Davis, 61), and an idealist who dreamed of publishing a magazine
that was good, funny and fair and succeeded, with incredible energy, in doing so
{(Elledge, 119). He was self-assured about his professional abilities yet insecure
about his lack of formal education. Even though he “spent all his life reading to
catch up...” and was “a natural literary man” (117), he often exaggerated his
ignorance of literature. He was impatient with people—yet kind and loyal; had
aterrible temper—but hated confrontations. Ross had a great sense of humor and
a generosity of spirit which allowed him to recognize talent and give it a chance
to develop, showing “complete respect for the work and ideas and opinions of
others” (117). He was a man's man who loved to play poker and drink and used
profane language. He was ill-at-ease with women whom he did not like very
much (116). Yet, when K. inquired about a job he hired her on the spot. In an
interview with Elledge, she said, “Ross and | got on perfectly from the very start
but it's true that he did, in moments of frustration, put his hands over his head
and exclaim: ‘I'm surrounded by women and children.’ | was ‘the women,' I'm
sure. Ross was furious that | was a woman but he soon came to depend on me
and accept me” (117).

Ross taught her the ropes of magazine publishing: from pencil-editing to
make-up, from art selection to advertising, and then began to delegate work. K.
wasaquick study,a*‘borneditor.” She had “good sense, good taste and good will”
(119) and a remarkable ability to work well with writers who, according to EBW,
'she mothered like a “broody hen” (118). She was not afraid of Ross nor offended-
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used profanities and [ do to this day—ones that are unsuitable for a proper New
England old lady,” she said in a [970 interview with Eiledge.) She argued freely
with him about literary points and soon became, in the words of Gill, his
“intellectual conscience” (Here, 289).

Shortly after she began working at The NYer, Katharine wrote two essays
which catch the tenor of her life. The first appeared anonymously in the 12/25
issue of Harper’s. “Living on the Ragped Edge: Family Income vs. Family
Expenses” describes the financial difficulties she and Ernest (Tom in the essay)
were having and the strain it placed on their marriage. Though both worked,
their salaries did not quite cover their needs: a nurse for the children, a
housekeeper, good clothes, a spot to get away fromitall, and an occasional night
out. (Sound familiar?) The second essay, “Home and Office,” appeared six
months later under her own name in Survey magazine. It describes her life as a
working mother and wife. She admits that it is not always easy to juggle the dual
demands but sounds optimistic and satisfied: “[ live a very full family life, and
hold an editorial position that isas exacting a full-time job as any [ see about me”
(Elledge, 112).

Davis uses these essays to take Katharine to task. She criticizes her “opulent”
life-style, her predilection for quality clothes, and her reliance on nursemaids and
servants (“she simply disliked housework” and “was nearly incapable in the
kitchen™). Davis views her decision to work as selfish and dismisses her “attempts
at self-justification” as “self-delusionary.” Even if K. had not lived above her
means and had a happy marriage she still would have found a way to go to work.
Worse, Davis claims “Katharine was essentially maternal; paradoxically she was
unable to mother her own children” (the kids might not agree) while she
expended her “abundant warmth and gregariousness” mainly at work. These
censorious notes are jarring. They tempt one to take K.’s side, to protect her
against her biographer, ask, as Updike did in his review, “So what! Nothing gets
obtained for nothing” (NYer, 8/10/87). Working for the NYer was something
indeed. : '

EBW began sending light verse and sketches to the NYer within weeks after
the first issue hit the stands. K. admired his work. His essays were what she liked
in fiction: precise, short and “without the burden of plot.” She suggested Ross
offer him a job. When EBW took up the invitation to stop by the office he was
met by Katharine Angell. K., by all accounts and photographs, was a striking
lady: short (five feet), regal bearing, her waist-length dark hair (never cut and
professionally cared for) tied in 2 bun which rested at the nape of her neck, thus
off-setting her Roman profile and giving full play to her large, discerning eyes. She
was poised, humorous, intelligent and she treated every writer as important as
anyother, even thought they were young and inexperienced (Davis, 161). Andy,
a boyish-looking shy young man felt at ease with her, and, though he did not
immediately jumpat the offer of a job as staff-writer, eventually agreed tojoin the
NYer and thus K. became *his boss” (Elledge, 115).

[t is impossible to ascertain the precise moment they fell in love but, by the
summer of 1928, they made a date to meet in France. Ernest was off to see an old
mistress when Katharine and Andy had their romantic holiday. At the end of
theirstay they decided that, once back in New York, they would be “just friends.”
A few weeks after their return, Andy wrote “Soliloquy at Times Square,” a poem
in which he describes his sense of loss. It starts: “The time for little words is past;/
Wenow speak only the broad impertinences. / [ take your hand/ Merely to helpyou cross
the street/ (We are such friends),” and continues: “Suppose I should forget, grow
thoughtless—/What if the little words came back,/ . . . What if 1 said: ‘T love you'?
Something as simple/ And as easy to the tongue as that—/ Something as true? . . ."
{157-158). Both were miserable. Andy contemplated leaving the magazine.
Then, one day in February, after a fight with Ernest, K. had enough. She left.

Divorce was not easy to obtain in New York State so Katharine moved to
Nevada. The Reno months were difficult: the kids stayed with Emnest, no work
to occupy her mind, no Andy. He split to Ontario, to a camp where he had been
a counselor during his college years. The decree stipulated joint custody: an
unusual arrangement but not too hard to understand. Ernest, by now a
successful attorney (he eventually became president of the ACLU}, swore he
would never part with the children (Davis, 82): pushing it would mean a messy
divorce. Then too, K. had grown upin a father-run household and was a believer
in “quality time” (the modern equivalent of the Victorian "Children's Hour").
She would have the kids on weekends and during holidays—times whenshe was
free from work. Also, her future with Andy was far from secure.

When Andy returned to NYC, they were not certain they would marry. Both
were acutely aware of “'the terrible challenge” which lay ahead and the fact that
everyone would wish them well “with their tongues in theircheeks” (Letters, 90).
Andy was seven years younger, a ‘runner,” who predictably left all sticky
situations post-haste. He did not deal well with pressure and never had had a
long-term relationship. The kids and the respective families were opposed to a

union. The odds seemed daunting. But, on November 13, 1929, they decided to
take a chance and got married the same day. Their gamble paid off. The kids got
used to Andy, Andy to the kids, the families to both, and eventually the tongues
came out of their well-wishers' cheeks.

The NYer had already found the voice for which it is famous. EBW and
Thurber, in their “Talk of the Town" pieces, set the tone for the magazine's fare.
K., Ross and John O'Hara had perfected “The New Yorker style” of short story:
lightly plotted tales “devoted to the subtle development of character and
situation” (Elledge, 182), which some people love and others despise as being
“self-analytic pastel-stories-without-plot” (Corey&(%rd The Time of Laughter, q.
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Davis, 219). At K.’s urging, they began to publish serious poetry as well as light
verse. Their reputation soared. Katharine, by now “Head of Fiction,” had all the
“literary writers” under her wing as well as all the difficult ones. Ross delegated
to her Alexander Woolcott, the “Gila Monster,” and she handled this prickly
pear with firm, humorous ease. “Her" writers were already beginning to depend
on her for more than just her keen editorial eye. O'Hara once called and asked
that she send the best lung specialist in town to his house because he was
hemorrhaging todeath. Not exactly your normal editorial request. She complied,
and dispatched a doctor who found that O'Hara had vomited so much from a
hangover that he ruptured blood vessels in his stomach and throat (Matthew J.
Bruceoli: The O'Hara Concern, 64-65). Formidable K. inspired trust, and EBW
took her devotion to her writers in delighted stride.

" Joel wasborn in Decemberof 1930 after an emergency caesarean. He was fine.
But K. contracred a pelvic inflammation and required six weeks bed rest. In 1931,
the Whites spent their first summer Down East. Both had strong Maine ties: her
mother was born in Naples; Andy had spent 11 summers on Belgrade Lakes. [n
1933, they bought a salt-water farm in North Brooklin. Andy drearned. Restless
in New York, dissatisfied with the limited scope the NYer's format allowed his
talents, his unease showed itself in various illnesses for which no one could
discover a source. Pressure built. His parents died, K. miscarried and he found
irdifficult to write. He looked fora way out and found it in 1937: claiming “a year
of his own,” a year to do whatever came to mind. K. was unhappy, but he could
not help himself. His“year” lasted 5 months. It was a disaster. He grew depressed,
sheill. In the spring of 1 938, they decided toleave the city and move permanently
to Maine. '

Gill asserts that K. was reluctant to leave “the best job held by any woman in
America” (Here, 199). She always denied that. ! suspect Gill was right. It cannot
have been easy to pive up the job she helped create on the magazine she helped
form. She loved her work and poured herself into her writers' lives who, on the
whole, returned her devotion. Flanner was flabbergasted: 1 just can’t forgive
Mrs. White for deserting the office. She is the best woman editor in the world,
had the best editor's job in the world, and what does she do, leave it all and retire
toa farm in Maine. It's just too awful!” (Davis, 127). Ross was loath to see them
go. He offered K. a half-time editing position: mailing the manuscripts so she
could work in Maine. K. accepted. EBW, though, gave up writing his weekly
column in favor of writing a longer, personal monthly essay for Harper'smagazine
but continued to contribute funny phrases and an occasional sketch. Andy’s
college friend, Gus Lobrano, was hired to take over as “Head of Fiction.”

X., who had begun writing children's books reviews in 1933, continued to do
so. EBW describes the “inundation of juvenile literature” as an “annual
emergency” to which he gradually got accustomed “—the way people in the
Connecticut River valley get used to having the river coming into their parlor”
(One Man's Meat, 20). K. would review up to 50 books per essay, which meant
that hundreds of books would arrive and be read. She had strong opinions,
believed that “children can take subordinate clausesin theirstride” (Davis, 105)
and that one definitely should not write “down’ to them. She blasted her fellow
reviewers: “‘Most of us assume there is something good in every child; the critics go on
from this to assume there is something good in every book written for a child. This is
not a sound theory.” She lamented, “There are too many coy books full of talking




animals, whimsical children and condescending adults” (105). EBW concurred:
“Much of our adult morality, in booksand out of them, has a stuffiness unworthy
of childhood,” and echoes her: “A large amount of published material is dull,
prosy stuff, by writers who mistake oddity for fantasy . .." (Meat, 24-25). K.’s
books, which were piled up all through the house, gave EBW the idea that
“...it must bea lot of fun to write for children—reasonably easy work, perhaps
even important work” (21,22). Some vears later, EBW tried his hand at
“juveniles” (as they are called in the trade) and produced Stuart Little.

Besidesediting NYer manuscripts, wriring herreviews, and turning to gardening,
K. helped EBW edit A Subtreasury of American Humor: a personalselection from
200 years of humorous writing. Many NYer writers were richly represented,
which is no surprise because K. had already gone once for their stuff. EBW wrote
the introductory essays, K. blue-pencilled them. This was the only time Andy
actually asked his wife to edit him. Usually he refused to show her his work until
it wasready toappear in print. He hated beingedited, especially by her, for though
she would try to remain silent, her demeanor would show what she thought;
which then would send him back to the drawing board. He was more amenable
to having her take care of his career. In Maine she became his agent and
protectress (Davis, 140). One senses that K., accustomed to working under
deadlines, found life in Maine too quiet too soon. EBW himself seemed to have
found semi-retirement a bit too much to handle. He got depressed. She fell ill.
In the spring of 1943, K. had a hysterectomy. It was war time. The NYer was
struggling: lack of paper, loss of writers and a diminished editorial staff. Ross
begged the Whites to return. They did.

Things had changed at the NYer at least for K. She was no longer “Head of
Fiction.” Gus Lobrano retained that job. As she later said, it was “a difficult,
sticky situation calling for tact on both our parts. I had trained Lobrano to be an
editor and now he was my boss” (142). Outwardly they worked well together but
Gill asserts that ' Lobrano would eventually come to tremble with rage at the very
mention of [her] name. . .and [that] he suffered under the considerable shadow
she cast” (291-292). K., though just one of the editors, still had Ross’ trust and
ear and soon she had again all the “literary writers * under her wing.

In this second part of her career, K. became the editor to a new generation of
writers. She bought the first NYer pieces by Vladimir Nabokov and became the
only editor from whom he would take “occasional emendations.” In 1948, when
K. had just undergone a spinal fusion operation and was wearing an aluminum
brace, Jean Stafford (herselfin pain: she about to divorce Lowell) became one of
“hers” and remained a friend throughout life. By 1954, John Updike, then 22-
years old, was added to the fold. During the years they worked together, K.
bought more than a hundred of his poems and stories and argued frequently
about his punctuation. Davis prints a fascinating exchange between the two
about the finer points of Fowler's Usage (164-166). In his review of K's biography,
Updike states: “The attentive editor shapes, or at least pats, the writers” (NYer,
8/10/87). He should know.

In 1951 Rossdied. The end of an era. Both Whites lost a very good friend. Both
were indebted to him for their careers, especially K. She called him “one of the
few really great men I have known” (Davis, 159). Andy wrote the NYer obituary,
andsaid to].D. Salinger, “Ifelt worried, as well as sick, attempting tosay anything
about Ross in his own magazine (Letters, 347). To another, “] was damned glad
to get your letter as my ‘beautiful’ piece about Ross didn’t seem beautiful at all
to me after the third reading and [ was quite worried about it” (348). Then both
got ill. Andy had “head trouble,” K. contracted infectious hepatitis.

The years following were not much kinder. Rosamond died. Then Aunt
Crully, whom K. cared for during her final months. K. got the mumps, Andy
broke a toe and had shingles. In 1955, they traveled to England: adismal failure,
they cut it short. In Europe, K. decided to retire. She was tired, more importantly
sowas EBW whostopped contributing sketches. Back in NYCshe wroteall “her”
writers of her plans: she would give up editing but retain some advisory capacity.
The reactions were strong. Mary McCarthy wrote “You will leave the fiction
department with this contributor’s love firmly attached to you;” Nabokov:
“Your kindness, your gentleness and understanding have always meant so much
to me;” and the literary agent Bernice Baumgarten: “I know that it is selfish to
regret this move of yours . . . but how I shall miss you” (Davis, [72).

K. did not retire. At the end of the year, Gus Lobrano fell seriously ill. He died
a short time later. K. was asked to become “Head of Fiction” once more until
someone could be found to replace her. She stayed 18 months. During this time,

Andy was ill a lot, she overworked. In may of 1957 the Whites moved back to
Maine: for good. Still, ties were not totally cut. EBW contributed funny phrases,
K. read (as a 1/3 editor) manuscripts.

Once back in North Brooklin, EBW wrote “K. has reduced her job on the
magazine to a six-months-a-year stint . . . Her flower gardening life is at a high pitch
now, and our perennial borders are a work of art—cars slow down as they go by, to
see the wonders Katharine has wrought. We used to employ one man on the place, but
now that K. has learned the Latin names of plants, it takes three. But it is a nice way
to go broke, surrounded by such beauty” (Letters, 470). She also began reading
garden seed catalogues—who in Maine’s mid-winter hasn’t marvelled at the

seductive promises they hold? Qut of peony passion, lupine lust and violet fervor

a new project was born: reviews of catalogues as a jumping ground for a gardener's
gorgeous recollections. The first in 1958 surprised everyone, including EBW.

Retirement from editing came on 1/1/61. The next day, K. had her first “mini
stroke.” Her illness was misdiagnosed as a brain tumor. Months later, she under-
went an operation for a blockage in the carotid artery. The months in between
left her feeling mortal. She began keeping her “Victorian will"—keeping being
the operative word. Andy suffered as well. Thurber died. K. wrote, “we are
crumbling badly” (Davis, 208). She was almost 70. For that birthday Andy wrote
“A compass for Katharine: ] turn to the East, | turn to the West/| rurn to the one
that | love best” (208). In spite of their problems and increasing age the Whites’
gamble still paid.

1964 was an awful year: K, developed a rare disease called subcorneal pustular
dermatosis. She would suffer terribly from this, and its medications, to the end
of herlife. K. spent nine weeks in the hospital unable to wear clothes, she lost her
molars and a lot of hair, which (still never cut) had always been a source of pride.
She also lost her belief in her ability to write anything, let alone “worth while”
prose. A year before, EBW wrote Roger, “Both of us, of course are suffering from
the onset of professional inactivity, or inadequacy, or both, and in her case it is greatly
aggravated by her almost-lost dream of writing another garden piece or two, 50 as to
put a book together . . . She hasn’t quite given up but her spirit is badly cracked, and
it is the saddest thing I have ever had to live with, to see her this way, after having done
somuch for so many, and nowunable todo athing for herself. I sometimes think  would
give everything  own for one garden piece, one book, one restored lady” (Letters, 499).

K. rebounded. She wrote eight more garden pieces and entered a period of
relative good health, Andy blossomed. Then, in 1969, a return of the dermatosis,
followed by a diagnosis of osteoporosis, a diabetic condition, and congenital heart
failure. An invalid now, she required round-the-clock care. Yet, her spirit was
such that she kept in touch with many of “her” writers. Through all her illnesses
she remained Andy’s protectress, guarding him against unwanted intrusion,
looking out for his fair share of recognition. Gill's book came at the critical
moment, when “getting things right” was tied to her own fading light.

When K. died on 7/20/77 Andy was inconsolable. He never recovered from
his“KSW: the formidable lady" of yore. He made sure that her garden pieces were
collected and wrote a loving introductory essay on his “opulent” wife who never
“dressed down” to garden. “Her"” writers were quoted: nothing but praise. The
obituaries acknowledged that with her death a major force in American literature
had departed. A few years earlier, William Shawn, the managing editor of the
NYer, wrote her, when she was worried about Tom Wolfe's attack on the “NYer
style of short story” which she had helped to shape, nothing “can detract even
minutely from what you have done for American letters, or for the world, in your great
and unique work as editor. Numberless writers have written better because of what you
were able to give them, and many editors, including me, have been able to be of more
service to writers because of what you taught them” (Davis, 220).

Her writers and their biographers agree: this “formidable gal” influenced them
all with her love of precision, her maternal touch, and “unfailingly perceptive”
eye. K., leaving home to tend writers, achieved something few editors do: writer’s
recognition of her role in shaping their fiction.

In 1937, Katharine was invited to appear in a book entitled Women of
Achievement. Her response: “I can’t see any reason for such a book, other than
to satisfy the vanity of the ladies described in it, and can't imagine that such a
book would be of any value to students, or as a reference book. | am sure my own
daughter would not receive any inspiration by reading about the successful
careers of other women” (Davis, 119). She was wrong. The “formidable”
Katharine lifted out of the anonymity of an editor’s work, lifted out of the realm
of “hearsay and memory,” fleshed out into life by her biographer—though
unfortunately not yet her “collected letters”—is inspiring indeed.

Clara Schrider
Hallowell

is asst. editor of Kennebec



1718 Elements Of TaSte.‘ a demurrer

E.B. White's succinct manual, The Elements of Style, is justly praised, and
remains useful today. However (uh-oh, EBW advises against beginning sentences
with “however”), given that it was written 35 years ago in 1957, and based on
William Strunk Jr.'s pamphlet of [918, itis up for de-canonizing. Both EBW and
his editor wife Katharine learned their language when it was comparatively
stable, before immigration swelled again and the population exploded. They saw
their role as holding-the-line, fighting the good fight, beating back the barbarians.
Tobe sure, by 1958 EBW grasped that he was out-of-step with modem linguists
who, in their words, sought to “describe, not prescribe.” He wrote of “maybe even
selling some copies to English Departments that collect oddities and curios”
(Letters , 455}, He mistook linguists’ views for those typical of faculties of
university English departments, who labored for the same lucid prose he
espoused, and who soon began selling his book for him by the millions.

Against the winds of change—some of them Gale Force Nine, some not—he
wrapped himselfin the cloak of Virtue, and told his editor who had suggested
a little modernizing, ““I have never been edited for wind direction, and will not
be now.”” He expressed contempt for the ““Happiness Boys, or as you like to
call them, the descriptivists.”” EBW located the enemy as ‘‘the modern liberal
of the English Department, the anything-goes fellow. . . . I am against him,
temperamentally and because [ have seen the work of his disciples, and T say
the hell with him.”” EBW confused those who taught writing with those who
advised publishers of dictionaries. Not that he was stuffy, Listen to George
Bernard Shaw reduceto rubbish the ““‘rule’’ prohibiting a prepositionat the end
of'a sentence: **That is a proposition up with which I will not put.”” Now listen
to EBW ending one with five: a father, intent on reading to his son in bed,
brings the wrong book. The boy says, ‘““What did you bring that book that |
don’t want to be read to out of up for?’’ (Letters, 492). EBW tolerated the
modern tendency to cut “‘that’ from a sentence, and advised using one’s ear.
However, in showing when to keep that he seems willful, or pretend-dumb.
Example: “*He felt that the girl had not played fair.”” Omit that, says EBW, and
you’re left with ““he felt the girl.”” Ohno, you’re not, as the rest of the sentence
makes perfectly clear. '

EBW’s impact has been so powerful that, when combined with Hemingway’s
example, a lot of American prose has become anorexic, its near-starvation

William Strunk

Beattie and Raymond Carver. Lean becomes gaunt. Journalistic sentence
length is already telegraphic enough. Readers sometimes feel [that] they are
being pecked to death by small birds.

Language can be as rich and various as its users. EBW, not much of areader
himself, has a bias against the long, lilting sentences of the Victorians,
sentences strung alonga page, line after line, phrases festooned, long delicious
chains of subordination requiring patience in the reader—andalittle inteliigence

point seen in Minimalist fiction writers of the last fifteen years like Anne

“English usage is sometimes more than mere taste, judgement
and education—sometimes it’s sheer luck, like getting across the

street.”
(EBW, “English Usage,” from
The Second Tree from the Corner)

The next grammar book I bring out I want to tell how to end a sentence
with five prepositions. A father of a little boy goes upstairs after supper to
read to his son, but he brings the wrong book. The boy says, “What did you
bring that book that I don’t want to be read to out of up for?”

EBW, Letters, 492

too, to discernthe ever-finer discriminations being made. EBW’s bias devalues
the Germanic tradition, and its rolling *‘periods.”” Imagine a meeting of EBW
and Thomas Mann. Or Herman Hesse. Elements, and EBW’s own style, if
taken as the only models, narrow taste rather than open it up. The Southemn
prose of Faulkner, or Robert Penn Warren, or Thomas Wolfe would be
““overwritten,”” in EBW’s view. Considerthe fine opening to Look Homeward,
Angel. “'A destiny that leads the English to the Dutch is strange enough, but
one that leads from Epsom into Pennsylvania, and thence into the hills that
shut in Altamont aver the proud coral cry of the cock, and the sofi stone smile
of an angel, is touched by that dark miracle of chance which makes new magic
in a dusty world.

Eachofusis all the sums he has not counted: subtract us into nakedness and
night again and you shall see begin in Crete four thoysand years ago the love
that ended yesterday in Texas. " Overdone? Ora writer reaching forthe lyrical?
By what starvation of culture, by what New England severity, can this come
to appear prolix?

Some of'the distinctions EBW fought to maintain have been blurred, others
eclipsed entirely. You can still get a sneer for finalize, but consider these: ail
right vs. alright (virtually lost), like:as (going, going, gone?), because of : due
fo (gone), farther : further (under severe stress), hopefully (game is over), that
s which (which sank a decade ago), shall : will (you might hear shall now and
then on the East Coast), contact {(as in “‘I'lf contact you™” feels standard by
now}, flammable : inflammable (I've even seen im—). Kind of and sort ofboth
now sub for rather.

When it comes to his dicta, let’s reconsider. too prefer the active voice, but
do find the passive useful at times. T see no reason to always “‘put statements

in positive form,”” and have no qualms about using nouns as verbs. To *“place
emphatic words of a sentence at the end”’ seems unnecessarily rigid, and
underestimates the reader. When he says ““do not affect a breezy manner,”” his
examples work, but we have entered a deeply subjective area. ““Avoid fancy
words”’ strikes me as anti-intellectual (and again subjective), as does *‘avoid
foreign languages’’ (down-home N.E. populism?). I don’t want my students to
be told to *‘use figures of speech sparingly.”” Oh, for a figure of speech! And
two suggestions near the very end make me simply wilt: ““Do not inject
opinton,” and “Prefer the standard to the offbeat,”” Oh, at this dreary late-date
in our civilization, what I would give for a clear opinion, any opinion, the off-
beat preferred. Fortunately, in at leastthese two respects, EBW ignored hisown
advice.
1.P:



Friendships and a Talking Pig

February in Maine has its ups and downs, sunnier days seduce feelings of
spring but flu season can extinguish any desire for outside activity. Two years ago
duringwinter vacation all four of my children and myselfhad the flu—onewould
improve just as another one or two would get sick. On one of my trips to the store
for more soda and tylenol 1 picked up the video of Charlotte’s Web. I thought it
would entertain them—it did much more.

The Maine [ knew as a child was rural, farm country, two-room school houses,
we lived near places like Zuckerman’s. But my children are almost urban-living
in a “neighborhood” on acre plots within shouring distance of their friends. As
new parents we all want to give our children what we never had. After thesecond
or third child comes along, we realize that we can only give them a sense of where
we came from. Sharing Charlotte’s Web brought that into our lives.

There are many profound things to say abour reading classics such as E.B.

“Anyone who writes fogchildren successfully is probably
writing for one child—namely ‘the child that is himself.’ ”

Reviewer of Charlogte's Web,
quoted in Elledge biography, 300.

White's children's stories to your own kids. My fourth grade teacherread usthe .

book and my children have read or have had all three of White’s books read to -

them by the fifth grade. When listening to their reactions and critical analysis [

am amazed at their sophistication. The fascination of combining two worlds

together never ends with each advancing generation. Kids see the magic lessons
tobe learned but all I recall of Charlotte's Webwas an icky spider and a rotten egg.

White'sstories bringback the country tochildren whoare more informed than
their parents were at their ages. The characters and plots never change but my
children remember more of the finer points than ] ever did. My daughter Marizh
who is now ten reminds me that, after all, “Fern had to grow up too.” Charlotte’s
Web is about letting go and learning to go on despite all the “stuff’ that is in
hetween.

Flu dazed, we watched the animals in Wilbur’s barnyard come to life.
“Templeton’s so funny.” Then: “Charlotte’s too bossy.” Then: “So's the goose.”
Amid the enchantment all too soon they noticed Wilbur’s loneliness and the
otheranimals' snobbishness. Even as young as four, children at their best identify
with isolation as much as they do jubilation. lgnoring the big words like
“salutations,” they focus on the interaction within the story. In each story they
see an element of faith and hope in the most unlikely places—a pig sty, a tipsy
canoe, a spider’s heart . . .

Some children are born with the ability to communicate with animals as Fern
could. Call it imagination, maybe, but when you live with such a child, White's
characters do notseem unreal. For my youngest, Charlotte was a teacher, Wilbur
a friend, and the mother goose a nag. At four, when she first saw the video, she
believed animals could talk. She probably still does. And I may be inclined to
believe it too. The magic of White's stories not only brings animals alive, they
seem to explain life in an egg-shell: delicate, precious, but courageous and
continuous, pecking to get out. Children do not need such big words, rather, they
react to Wiltbur's loss of Charlotte and Fern and are relieved that three of the
300+ babies decide to stay. For, after all, Wilbur can't leave his home that
Charlotte saved for him. Others can—security has its dues.

Perhaps most children relate to the devetion in friendship that interewines
White's stories. Practical, homegrown, and unconditional. Maybe everyone
needsaspider or two to weave a story from. Whatever the case, White must have
believed in the power of friendship as well as the pen. '

This year’s first snowstorm of the season saddened us a little. My youngest
daughterandIwatched our thirteen year old Lab wanderaround the yard sniffing
the air but limping slightly, her grey face made whiter by the minute. “Poor old
doggie,” | said.

“Why?” Vanessa asked.

“Because she’s so old and may die soon.™

“Oh . .. like Charlotte!”

“Yes, like Charlotte. . .” Innocence and knowledge, aninteresting combination.
Perhaps thatis why E.B. White's stories have such great appeal toeveryone. The
right mixture makes classics.

Peggy Clark Contreras
E. Winthrop
is a UMA Engiish major

o Majo Keleshian, Pencil

. .. there is no symbolism in “Chartlotte’s Web.” And there is no
political meaning in the story. It is a straight report from a barn cellar,
which I dearly love, having spent so many fine hours there, winter and
summer, spring and fall, good times and bad times, with the garrulous
geese, the passage of swallows, the nearness of rats, and the sameness
of sheep.

Lenters, 614, 1/12/71, to Gene
Deitch, Filmmaker of CW.

... Ivis all very well that “Charlotte’s Web was a web of love which extended
beyond her own lifespan.” But you should never lose sight of the fact that it was
a web spun by a true arachnid, not by a de facro person. One has eight legs and
has been around for an unbelievably long time on this earth; the other has two legs
and has been around just long enough to raise a lot of hell, drain the swamps, and
bring the blanet to the verge of extinction.

EBW, Letters, 615

I have encountered two taboos. One was death, the other was monstrosity. In
“Charlotte’s Web,” the spider dies. My editor at Harper's was not very
enthusiastic about this development. Apparently, children are not supposed to be
exposed to death, but I did not pay any attention to this. In “Stuart Little” an
American family has a vwo inch mouse. This is highly questionable and would
be, I guess, bad if itwere stated in any other than a matter-of -fact way. A librarian
read "Stuart Little” in proof before it was published and strongly urged me not
to have it published but I did not pay any attention to that, either.

EBW, Letters, 53172

With a few exceptions, the critics of children’s books are remarkably lenient souls. They seem to regard books for
children with the same tolerant tenderness with which nearly any adult regards a child. Most of us assume there
is something good in every child; the critics go on from this to assume there is something good in every book

written for a child. It is not 2 sound theory.

K.S. W,
(Onward and Upward, 105}



Excerpt from a letter by a Maine haikuist . . .

... At the turn of the century, Japanese poets began eliminating the traditional
obligatory “season” (spring/fall/etc.) word from haiku as well as breaking up their
familiar 5/7/5 meter. And even now, @ century's close, the debatestill continues
between the two camps. Same stateside. (Alas, English doesn’t lend itself easily
to 5/7/5). Haiku is still considered more “poetic,” more refined (hence, more
respected, ifyou will) than the more confrontational senryu form. Thisiscertainly
true on both sides of the Pacific. Japanese artists of every stripe seem preoccupied
with the element of time in their works and it does seem to deepen the verse. The
Time element is less frequently employed in Senryu, HAIKU reflects mankind’s
link with nature. SENRYU depicts man'’s link with human nature. Most North
American haiku poets call both haiku and senryu simply “haiku” in their
informal speech.

Senryu looks the same but is much more rough-hewn in execution, often
outrageous, a knife of truth to the heart, rib-tickling. You'll find occasional dry
humor surfacing in haiku, but hardly will it ever be as rambunctious as you will
find in haiku’s little sister, senryu. (A classic vol. is published by the Hokuseido
Press, 1949, SENRYU, JAPANESE SATIRICAL VERSES, R.H. Blyth, trans.,
Tokyo).

Senryu evolved many decades afrer Basho's haiku movement begins. And
from the outset, they were caustic traces of the bipeds’ daily foibles. A famous
early example from an anonymous Japanese poet:

The masterless samurai
has eaten all
but his family tree.!

And even more recently by Tota Kaneko (1919-):

After a heated argument
I go out to the street
and become a motorcycle?

It appears that in the early part of the 20th c., the soon-to-be-political, Mexican
novelist, Romero, also experimented with Senryu:

Looking for eggs
In the bam
[ found the breasts of my cousin.?

The difference between senryu and, say, today’s stand-up comic is that the
poer has experienced something, and been duly moved by it somehow and passes
on his flash of enlightenment to us.

True, the “Steven Wrights” also see things, but, more often than not, they
dream up a situation to help shape their gags. Their time honored calling is to
entertain us, to make us laugh, to keep their Neilson Ratings up. In fact, by his
own admission, Wright’s work is surreal. Senryu trots the tragicomic tightrope of
“life as it is.”

By contrast, Basho's sense of humor tinted and enhanced the image as part
of the everyday life, he then, and we now, may and do experience.

With every gust of wind
the butterfly changes its place
on the willow.*

The much later senryu is more spare and far less delicate about presenting irs
point of view.

Regards,

Arizona Zipper
1,4 Blyth transl., 2 Ueda, 3 Cardona-Hines

Old Man Martin’s Farm

7
05 AM
Cows chase an old Ford

Qver vast fields of dried dung
To feast on pumpkins

Christian Bousquet
Orono
is a student at UMO

e e e

a fistful of brown
marsecent leaves, dun moth wings
tenacious on trees

waves of marcelled snow
beneath an argentine moon
abundance sleeps underground

Briefcase woman strides
past mothers in the sandbox.
Children, bosses, play.

Lisa Holbrook
Ann Arbor, MI

graduated from Bowdoin,
studying for MFA

Haiku

too cold to peep,
the frogs
stare at the stars

spring rainbow;
postman whistling
house to house

the bungee jumper
eats a big breakfast
after the jump

wildflower in the lawn
the widow
mows around it

the maid's birthday;
she celebrates it
with a new vibrator

in the yellow leaves
black bones
and a wet woodpecker

Mapplethorpe exhibit;
the lady in furs  didn’t stop
at the fist-fucking photo

woodshed;
a skunk
gives me the fisheye

riding shotgun tonight
he blows away

a deer crossing sign

candlelit cave;
voices rise and fall
below the bats

the high diver
hangs up her cape
in the stars

Arizona Zipper
Fryeburg

is a painteripoet



What does
the speedy river
Have to do with the war?

Deadly singing subway rails
Reaching deep below
Like a child screaming.

Cut my finger on quartx
drops of dark blood

on pure crusted snow.

A flock of crows passes overhead,
I hear strong wings
beating against plump bodies.

Open ice.
Black waters slipping

beneath white blankets.

Rusted coffee pot
resting on cut granite.
Soaked ashes.

Jonathan Lindsay
Hallowell

works at Slafe's

The orange sun

pauses at mountain rim
one final look

at the day

They stand in quiet vigil
gathered around a fallen friend
recalling how they stood together

A leaf falls

from its home of height
to visit the lowly ferns
never o return

A bird sings a solo song of praise
to the broken branches on forest floor

for a resting place remembered

The sun spot climbs slowly
up the forest hill
weakening in afternoon weariness

The smoke from the blown out candle
even reaches where [ sit
halfway out the church

With the sun overhead
and my feet along the earth
I am free, walking

In its berth
the boat groans with rising tide
restless for the open sea

W.E. Halpin
Camden
consults Care and Learning

Suet Ball Earrings

She was a jewelry designer
who loved birds

Silence
(for John Cage)

The
CD’nd‘UC tor
carried

no

baton

Voices of whales

Ancient premonitions
of land,
sed,

and

air

Origami
Losing
lottery ticket
folded
six different ways
looks like
a frog

Meditation
Cats close their eyes

more than
sleep

Pat Murphy
So. Portland

operates Yes Books

Red sand dollars lie
on the golden ocean floor

. . . shimmering pennies!

Lumpfish. What ¢ name
for so elegant a fish.
Gray and vermillion.

Michael S. Brown
Winthrop

works at Consumer Credit Protection

Photo,Clara Schrader

The Haiku Anthology, 2nd edition, edited by Cor Van Den Heuvel (reprinted as
a Touchstone Book by Simon & Schuster, New York, 1991, 368 pp., $12.00)

Writing Haiku has become popular throughout the US, and Maine is no
exception. A late 1991 call for haiku by Richard Lederer elicited a large number
of submissions and the subsequent publication of selections by sixteen Maine
haikuists in his Maine Sunday Telegram column.

We should not be surprised, then, to find Maine well represented in the
recently reissued and widely respected Haiku Anthology. The editor, Cor Van
Den Heuvel, himselfan accomplished haikuist, was born in Biddeford, and three
other poets included in the book have Maine connections. Marjory Bates Pratt
was born in Waterville, Gary Hotham comes from Presque Isle, and Arizona
Zipper lives in Fryeburg. They join a cast that reads almost like a hall of fame of
American and Canadian haikuists. The editor has chosen well.

Some haiku magazines cram a multitude of haiku onto a single page, but Cor
Van Den Heuvel, recognizing the importance of white space, gives the reader
time to reflect on each haiku. The haiku, of course, are the heart of this book,
but thereis alot more: prefaces tothe first and second editions, publishedin 1974
and 1986, offering valuable information on the growth in popularity of English-
language haiku; appendices that include a selection of haiku-related poems,
definitions of terms, and biographical notes; and a helpful bibliography of books
on haiku. The Haiku Anthology is an excellent introduction to haiku, but it also
issure to please veteran readers of haiku, who will find selections by many of their
favorite haiku poets.

Edward J. Rielly
Westbrook

teaches at St. Joseph's College

distant thunder sun & moon
the dog’s toenails click in the same sky
against the linoleum the small hand of my wife

night comes—
picking up your shoes
still warm

waiting room dutiet
an apple core

in the ashtray Gary Hotham



Leaching Pond

Athisinterview fifteen years ago, Mr. Ashbymarveled how the new consolidated
high school had been intentionally secluded beside a beaver pond. The
superintendent laughed and said what Virgil had seen was a leaching pond, a
mari-made basin in which waste water is somehow filtered into the ground.
“They say the water in it's fit to drink,” Rockwell chuckled behind his cigar
smoke. “Don’t know's I'd try it though.” Last year, a second heart attack forced
Frank to retire, and the news this morning in the teacher’s room is that he died
last night at the age of fifty-six. Mr. Ashby has twelve more years.

He stands hunched over a coleus that’s beginning to look like a jungle of
mildewed hearts. Although beige cinderblocks [imit much ofhis view, he canstill
see beyond the school parking lot to the leaching pond, glittering in the May
morning sun. He sighs, turns away, and inspects C-10 before the onset of Period
3. Usually Mr. Ashby is proud of his classroom for he knows this is the room the
principal shows visitors, but as he checks the new bulletin board he prepared last
weekend, the yellow rectangles of construction paper look like flypaper, and the
poems he worked so hard to find and copy lie like dead bugs. He knows that
behind him, sixty-four British authors look down on his mediocrity, so instead
ofturning to them, he turns again to the window, to Buster riding his lawnmower,
his skin bronzing in the sunshine, and over his shoulder the mysterious flicker of
water, first gold then blue then gold . . . World without end, Amen.

His lips feel charred. In the teacher’s lounge this morning, his pipe clogged,
turning the room into a steam bath of acrid tobacco. He pulls the pipe from the
inside pocketof his sport coat and imagines heaving the damn thing through the
plate glass, but he knows better. He bought this pipe on his honeymoon, and
although after eighteen years, both marriage and pipe have soured and cracked,
any thought of life without either makes him nervous, so he contents himself
with slamming the bowl against the heel of his hand until pain shoots up his arm.
There: he’s punished.

Hewalks to the oblong metal door of his classroom, swings the door open, and
confronts the empty corridor to the water fountain. The English wing, but there
is nothingaboutit tosuggest flight, only a hard, gray series of squares-—floor tiles,
lockers, signs, and mare metal doors—behind which soft but foreboding rumbles
beset him as he bobs down the corridor. He can imagine his colleagues. In C-12,
Sal shows a filmstrip on The Call of the Wild for the second time today; in the next
room, Pixie sits on her desk, displaying her legs-—and more—for who knows how
many times so far; then there is Dan Dulles, displaying both temper and
ignorance.

A cold lump forms in Mr. Ashby’s chest and rises to his throat, where it ignites
and burns. His year as department head was a constant siege,everyone wanting
answers he could never provide. The morning after Dan called at midnight to
complain that stress was making it impossible for him to maintain an erection,
Mr. Ashby resigned as department head and went back to Room C-10, where he
knows that teachers respect him for histeaching even if they don'tespecially like
him asa person. Which is OK as long as they don’t dislike him. Anythingisbetter
than feeling naked and inadequate.

He watches water trickle over three pieces of dried gum lying like pink
amoebas in the drinking fountain and decides to use the bathroom around the
corner. Another metal door. But he needs the mirror. At a time when teachers
are dressing more and more informally, he spends more and more time on his
wardrobe: respect does not come easily. He pulls down the toilet cover, tears off
about a foot of paper, lifts first his right-and then his left foot, and gently polishes
his oxblood wing-tips. He straightens and looks into the cold clarity of the mirror.
Theroyal bluesport coat, light blue shirt, blue and whitetie, and pinstriped slacks
go together, but he feels mismatched. His wife is right: his head is too small and
he does look like a turtle. He has a sudden vision in the mirror of Stephanie’s
face-—gray, solid, square—her mouth set in derision. Another lump of gas forms
in his chest and rises. He tries ro comb his hair, but as usual all he does is slick
down the salt and pepper hair around his bald spot. His skin is pasty, and behind
rimless glasses, his dark eyes loom large and frightened. He must look sixty-five.
As he brushes lint from his shoulder, he feels brittle, asif he will break if hit too
hard. He feels seventy. He chokes down mote gas and wishes he'd remembered
to buy anracid.

He retreats for his room, but once again in the corridor, it is as if he is stilt
looking into glass. Everything is two-dimensional and just slightly distorted.
From some oblique angle above his head, he watches himselfslide along the wall
of gun-metal gray lockers which srand like sentries in an army of dead.

The bell rings.

A stab of cold opens his chest. He moves to the opened door of his room and

turns again to the hall, tilting back against the knob, feeling his throat contract
and burn. Students flow down the corridor like water through a pipe, Mr. Ashby'’s
next class, a mix of college-bound juniors and seniors with fair skins and white
smiles, seep past the vocarional bunch congealing outside Pixie's door actoss the
hall. Certain truths are self-evident; one is the inherent inequality of high school
students—the dark hair and the blackheads and the overbites that are the
birthrights of kids named Gagne and Miro and St. Pierre. These aren’t kids; they
are men: working since they could carry bait-pails or monkey-wrenches; or
women: waiting tablessix to eight hours a day after school, and then going home
to illegitimate children, alcoholic boyfriends, or abusive fathers. Meanwhile,
Megan, whose blond hair must be a yard long, sails into his room, followed by
Wendy, who looks as if she is drugged or under hypnosis. A week ago, braces
appeared on Wendy's teeth, and new when she talks—which has never been
often—she shields her face with her hand like a criminal afraid of being
photographed. Ordinarily, Mr. Ashby pities her becausé she is dulland overweight,
and because her parents are pushing her to apply to Yale and certain rejection.
Today, however, as she walks in front of him without any notice of his good
morning, he wants to grab her by the shoulders and shake her.

-—Do you have any idea how lucky you are? Laugh, for chrissakes!

The Me Generation. To Wendy, to most of them, he is like the water fountain
down the hall. If they feel like it, they’ll use him; if they don't, they’ll use another.
And Mr. Ashby, one of the progeny of Ask-not-what-your-country-can-do-for-
you-ask-what-you-can-do-for-your-country, what does he want? Does he want
to teach Guy Parent? Can he make a difference across the hall? Bullshit. He
taught vocational English. All he remembers is day after day rolling his lesson
plan up a mountain of indifference until'it cascaded back upon him. And yet he
is sure these students know more than he does. One or two make more money
fishing, even if they have nothing to show for it. Nothing but a good time. What
are they to Hecuba or Hecuba to them? What is Hecuba to him, for that matter?
What is Hecuba to anybody?

He turns to the students who are only smarter than he, not wiser, the children
for whom he'srisen through the pecking order of public education in order to be
able to teach. And if he can’t teach them, at least he can surprise them. He slams
the door.

[Enter enthusiastically, center stage]: “We need some inspiration. Let’s go
outside.” _

[Electric current passes through the class. Necks snap, eyes clear, a hum heads for
a roar]: “Well, all right, Mr. Ashby!”

He smiles paternally at Allan who knows Mr. Ashby does not often take
classes out of doors. Before they can get too loose, he sets the ground rules in his
best speak-softly-but-carry-the-gradebock voice. They will walk around the
leaching pond. When they return, they will write a poem. They will bring
notebooks and jot down details of sight, sound, touch, smell, and even taste.

[Straight line]: “They say that the water’s fit to drink. [Pause.] Don’t know'’s
I'd try it though. [ Through the motions]: Seriously, no excessive talking. Anyone
fooling around will have to-answer to me. Don’t disturb other classes. Let’s try
to have fun in a responsible manncr.”

Students stampede out the door into a world which, as he stands in the
doorway, seems encased in a robin'segg. The newly mown grass smells sweet, like
his great-grandfather’s barn. Like innocence. He stumbles down the steps into
the sunlight. While his eyes adjust and students shake their heads like colts, he
listens to the radio and voices from the shop area of the school. Paul Charron
throws open his doors at the first sign of warm weather and as the sun rises higher
in the sky, more and more students bring their projects beneath it. Being in the
outside world is no big deal for a shop teacher; it’s the faculty meetings he avoids,
as if the rest of the staff were termites.

Mr. Ashby corrals the class, lines up bodies, and sends them down over the hill
in front of the parking lot toward the leaching pond. He is last. Since he will
undoubtedly be helping kids with their descriptions, he tries to pay attention to
the images around him. The cut grass is brittle to walk on and he makes a hiss
as hesteps. Come to think ofit, the class does slither down the hill like a disjointed
snake. The music evaporates into waves of heat rising from the already yellowing
lawn. A blackbird screeches like a rusty door-hinge as they drop to a path
between two large fir trees. Mr. Ashby stops and looks up. One tree appears to
live only in a single limb which points ro the far side of the pond. On the other
tree, just above his head, some kind of cancerous tumor drips sap like pus, and
its bark crumbles in his fingers. These are not the images he wants. Looking back
toward the brick school building, he remembers less than fifteen minutes ago
standing at the windows of his room, beguiled by the beauty of the pond in the
distance. He crushes another piece of bark from the diseased tree. So much for

ilfusion.
The air smells.vaguely of suiphur, and the path begins to decompose around




his feet; he remembers the care he took earlier with his shoes. What are these
skinny trees all along here with limbs that look like bones? He thinks they may
be gray birch, but he really doesn’t know. All he wants is to go back to his room.

Allan’svoicecuts through the sunshine in alarm: “Some thing has killed alittle
bird—Oh, Yuck!” Mr. Ashby has completely forgotten about hisstudents. They
have scattered around the pond, and motionless as tombstones, they, like him,
seem subdued, depressed by what they are seeing. But he isn't sure; again, he is
encased in glass, one of those old desk paper weights, but instead of snow, yellow
pollen has settled on the algae that grows in vomity patches along the water’s
edge. He waits for other comments, but pupils remain frozen in the heat. Only
the black flies buzz.

The path becomes a narrow brink between illusion and reality, betweensafery
and disaster. From hiswindow the water appeared blue; hereit is molasses brown,
except for wheresslime and pollen havestreaked it to peasoup. Water bugs attack
an empty bag of Bachman’s Taco Chips bobbing defenselessly near his feet. Just
ahead, off the path, a skeleton of log lies gray and pockmarked in the muck. At
its head, like some kind of half-eaten brain, red, white, and blue paint spiral into
three initials. Probably Sibyl's art class. Sweat has completely soaked hisshirt and
his glasses keep sliding down his nose. Is the day really that warm? Perhaps the
air only smells hot: a fetid smell of decay; or is it birth? He is confused; there is
too much going on that he doesn’t understand.

Silvia Rike

The path rises slightly so than when—poised now at the verge of the abyss
—hesees Wendy, she is crouched below him peering intently down into the mud
and reeds at the edge of the pond. As he leans nearer, Mr. Ashby beholds before
her florescent feet the largest frog he has ever seert. [t squats, shining and green-
black in the shadow of some reeds, with its back to both of them, throbbing like
a slimy, warted heart. It grows enormous in his sight until he feels as if it will
devour him if it opens its mouth. Its glass eyes—indifferent and impassive—its
lipless reptilesmirk, its undulating relentlessness hold him suspended inabubble.
He smells the dampness of the demon's primordial ooze. It knows him and mocks
him, while somehow he knows it, fears it, and would bow down before it.

Wendy kneels, not in fear but in curiosity. Slowly, her finger traces the frog's
taut, glistening skin. He can feel the cold as surely as if the chubby finger were
his. Silence beats in his ears like a drum. Carefully she takes a silver pen, one of
those with two hearts on the clip, and softly prods a protuberance the color of
wet bark just above one of those dul! eyes which seems to dilate and contract to
the rhythm of Mr. Ashby’s pulse. .

The frog springs forward into the pond, the pen shoots into the reeds, and
Wendy topples backward, muddying her Calvin Kleins. Virgil Ashby hears her
gasp, sees her wonder turn to fear, and feels his stomach freeze and then erupt
in briny rage. He charges down the bank toward the muddy water that is his past
and future both and from which the frog first appeared and has now disappeared.
He knows that the damn thing is long gone but he attacks anyway, plunging his
arm through the water and the mud until his hand closes on a rock, hard and
heavy and misshapen, a Truth, suddenly palpable in the midst of the muck and
murk. He straightens and heaves, and the dusty, unruffled scum on the surface
of the pond shattersinto thousands of polished pieces of glass. The sound of the
explosion cchoes through his head. He feels himself following the rock asit drives
straight and true toward bottom.

He has no idea how long it takes for his eyes to focus. It is as if he is coming
up forair, but as he does, his insides seem to percolate down through his feet into
the waterin which he stands. Before any wisc-ass can get the upper hand, he tries
toresurrect his persona. “Just trying toshake some of you sleepyheads awake and
Islipped, that’s all. Nothing hurt but my pride and my shoes. Make sure you come
upwith some good imagery to describe how therock affected the water. Now we'd
better head back.”

He thinks he hears a snicker, but he doesn’t care: he’s tired of pretending. He

turns and his eyes meet Wendy's. Asif threaded by the same needle, teacher and
studentare pulled together by compassion, until Wendy's blink cuts the cord and
he is looking once more at the familiar vapid stare. She closes her mouth and
covers it with pudgy, hot-pink fingers. His stomach rips in a spasm of pain.

Lurching back to the path, he finds breathing difficult, and his skin feels cold
under its coat of perspiration. Finishing the circle of the pond, he stops at the
quonset hut the track team uses for storage. He feels as if he is suffocating. He
stares at the rust running between corrugated tin ridges: bloody bones of agiant’s
rib-cage preyed upon by vultures. A splash behind him startles some airinto his
lungs, and he turns in time to see a second bird attack the pond, like some crazed
Kamakaze following its leader. .

Overhead, one small cloud chokeson the sun as Virgil struggles up the ascent
to the school. It seems he has forgorten how to breathe on his own. Fright
intensifies into agony. Is he having a heart attack? He watches his feet, willing
onein front of the other. His left shoe is completely covered in mud and even the

cuffs of his blue and white striped slacks are speckled turd-brown. Yet as he
focuses on toes squishing inside ruined shoes, he finds he’s breathing more easily.
By the time he stops at the foot of the cement steps leading to the door by his
room, Allan, the last student ahead of him, has just leaned forward to pull the
metal door behind him before disappearing like Jack into his box. Virgil is OK.
His lungs hurt a little but they are working and the pain is therefore pleasant, a
reminder of life. Once again he has over-reacted.

But he sits down on the steps anyway; the class can go on without him. He
listens to the music drifting from the shop radio, and looks down upon the
leaching pond, the water shimmering in the heat like a distant memory.

Before Virgil was born his father had broken a hole through the cellar wall of
their house in order to build some steps to the outside. On a bench just to the
right of that entry way was a washboard probably left by the previous owner of
the house. His mother never used the washboard, but Virgil remembers as a kid
running his fingernails back and forth along the shiny metal ridges, listening to
the rattle and feeling the tingle through his fingertips. Now, the silver ripples of
the leaching pond become that washboard. He can smell the cellar’s damp
granite slab walls, the large, uneven, smoke-colored stones, like those in some
ruined Roman temple. He can see his mother feeding dirty clothes to a wringer
washing machine as if it were one more hungry child. He watches her duck
through the hole in the wall as she takes the laundry to the clothesline, leaving
him strumming the washboard, trying to keep time to the tinny sounds from the -
black plastic Bendix radio on the dusty ledge over his head.

He can't remember when he has last considered what his mother used to look
like. These days, any thought of her turns into a cacophony of longing, guilt,
frustration, and betrayal. Although they live barely a hundred miles apart, visits
are few; he spendsseveral days anticipating each trip only tostart looking forward
toleaving almost assoon as he arrives. On one hand, she hasn't changed: she still
pries into his life. Is he happy in his work? Have he and Stephanie given up on
having children? (Where did you go after the dance? Did you have a good time?)
Ontheotherhand, she’s changed too much. Theydon't listen to the same music
anymore, or like the same TV shows, Worse, after his father died, Virgil wanted
his mother to go back to school, become more active in the church, do more
charity work. Instead, she’s joined some singing group which ends its meetings
by drinking beer at the local pizza parlor. On weekends she travels with a couple
of blue-haired friends to racky resorts. The last time he visited, she was planning
to ask some old geezer to the VFW dance. And what is her hair color now? Has
she lost weight again?

Virgil rises in recognition that his mother has always been a place, not a
person, a place in his perpetualtly dark and musty cellar next to the washboard,
a place where you can’t stand up straight for fear of hurting your head. Again the
vision: back tohim, bent forward, her haunches bigand beautifuland heartshaped,
his mother slides away from him through the opening in the granite to the
clothesline which hangs in the back yard between two apple trees, trees that he
knows are in blossom this time of year.

He turns to confront the gray cement steps leading to the gray metal door
encased in the brick wall before him. He kicks at the cement and watches mud
fall away from his sodden foot, like pieces of egg shell from some emerging dung-
colored bird. He leans one arm on the iron rail running up the solid cement, and
kicks. .. kicksagain. .. kicks harder. .. desperately trying to break open his own
stony orifice to freedom.

Rick Wile
Yarmouth
teaches at Brunswick H.S.



Serial Wife

I'm a rag of memory

A bone exhumed from pain

[ walk to the mirror in a dirge

Waiting for her bones to erupt beneath my skin
Filling me with her presence

Changing me into her vision

We fight across time.

Waging war with ghosts
[s an unholy occupation

Her letters still arrive

Her music plays beside me at night
And [ read and listen

Waiting to become her.

Elien A. Endter
Notrth Yarmouth

is a freelance writer

Phaoto,

Martin Nerber

Matreshka

Silly doll with your bright, dead eyes,
The others shut inside you,

Each painted smile, jubilee cheek;
Red dollops——sad masks,

Dead trollops of wood:

How many live inside

Dazed and hollow?

I twist off my head to see

Arms, legs reversed,

Faces floating free,

Then give the next doll a spin
And touch a just bloodied mouth,

Until out I crawl,
The last tiny one
Simple and clean,
Gloss red and green;
Black spots for eyes,
A lipless mirth—

No top to pop off

And me at the core,

A thin sheath of wood
Wound round a soul
Limbless and smooth,
The last little doll

Blood grin at the sin small and mute and free,
of losing oneself Changing into me.
Sheri Foley Allen
South Portland

is an English teacher

Chicken House

We feel the old

excitement

as we cipher, sketch

and reckon .

board feet, pitch of roof

to allow the snow

to slide.

We're building again,

and, of an evening,

we study catalogs—dream
of glistening tails and fleshy
combs, the strut of rooster,
fluff of hen.

It’s time to invest

in chickens,

in their cluck and hustle,
their fierce preoccupation
with perch and pecking
order—

and their perfect ovals
yellow-yolked from ranging,
rich with fruit of the earth.

Later we fell the cedars,

strip their bark to saffron,

we notch and plate,

frame dreams and plumb them.
In the long light of

Maine mornings—

our hammers sing nails home.

Carolyn Page
Troy

is a book illustrator &
co-editor of Potato Eyes

Sick in an Unfamiliar City
The blank hush of this hospital room

emanates from the sanitized

whiteness of the sheets.

[ am being bleached with astringent,
antiseptic quiet that reduces everything

to noiseless white, even leaching pigment
from my lips and fingers. It wears on,
whitening whole days into
vaguely aching absences
of something I could use to

brush away some of the vagueness
falling like hot snow
obscuring the floor,
the bed, and muffling my body

in drifts of anesthesia.

Each fading shape is one less feature
1 see of an anonymous city
in a landscape that is dissolving
in the whiteness of the sheets.

Stephen Paling
Portland

Outlaw Mothers

In our family it's always the women,

first to recognize the character of

our peril, who chant strange verbs and finger
rosary after wooden rosary.

“Blessed art thou among women,” we pray,
“And blessed be the fruit of thy womb,"” yet
ours is mere human life, unsanctified

except by epithets and sometimes blows,

bruises, welts and words like bitch, slut or whore.

Even our children, from whom we attempt
to keep the bloody secrets of their bivths

and the deaths of other things, are not our
own but communal, the order and place

of conception sealed like the lips of the

long dead. We pass them hand to hand, love them,
try not to live too close, for fear of loss.

We never let them know who their parents
are, expecting them to hold agaimst us

the sins of their fathers, whose spiritual
mntegrity is now nonexistent. -

But more, a question of surrendering,

a fear of exposure keeps us hidden

from each other, women who are family:

we share no sense of continuity.

We know things that feel so comfortable are
often the things that are most dangerous.

We don't meet each others’ eyes, or our own,

Anne Britting Oleson
Dixmont
is a teacher



Reunion on a Porch

As lilacs whiten and purple,

Sarah’s two old friends wonder

at her silence, why she keeps her eyes
fixed on knitting in her lap, something
for a child, in black or midnight blue.

Talk tumns to the silence of fathers.

Julie Ann, camouflaged in pastel deference and grace,
confesses her father ruined his life

drinking undermining mountains for Anaconda.
When he died, she felt nothing.

Xavaria, who cannot bear to smile,

whose father read her Lucretius at bedtime,
defends such nothingness as deep inside

the nature of things; and monks,

she notes, sit zazen days on end to grasp:
"Loss and gain make one game.”

At this, Sarah, lips royal, skin pale,

breaks silence, announcing it’s a sweater

she’s knitting for the child who quickened

before her lover took his sip of Sauvignon and said,
“No more talk about this child.”

She tums to Xavaria to say,

“T've bled and wept three weeks.

If loss is an illusion,

then I am; and you are

watching no one

knit the sweater

no one will wear.”
Peter Harris
Waterville
teaches at Colby College

Rike

Silt

1o Jen: Turning Sixteen

“A noiseless patient spider .
launch'd forth filament,
filament, filament out of
itself. . . ."

Walt Whitman

The princess

I made you out to be
for all these years
was merely a father’s
playful fancasy

for which

I do not apologize

Yet celebrating you

on this day—

new rider on the rhythm
of the moon— :
I must also moum

my own passing

before your eyes

And take what little comfort

[can

as a father

and as a man

trapped in this bittersweet
dance

of you spinning out

the gossamer threads

of a woman becoming

the light

in another man's eyes

The Exchange

to Sandy F

You carried your death
closer to the heart

than most of us do

(I've been told)

so [ guess it wasn’t much
of a surprise to some

when they finally collided
But it was to me

And then a card
from your wife

she wrote

how the poem

to my daughter

made you cry

how you sent it off -
to your oun Elizabeth

And I thought
['ve got to meet

this guy
And then you died

So now I am left with this:
I imagine

your daughter reading

my poem aloud

the moment

of your last breath
knowing

through my words

what a father's love

can mean

And you

in exchange

sent forth

filaments of your oun

exploding heart

deep into my daughter's dreams

fashioning them

into a vision

of my death

50 intense

that she came downstairs
the next morning

to offer me a smile;

the first we've shared

in days.

Doug Rawlings
Mt. Vernon
teaches at UMF




The Day We Shot Us
Out of the Sky

(Part of a memoir)

All we had to do that day was hop on a Huey, fly up Happy Valley, “spec out”

a village for an air assault the next moming, and come home. Piece of cake. The
weather was perfect, too—clear skies as far as you could see. Ir was hot as hell,
but if you're flying, who cares?

Igrabbed myrifle, helmet, web gear, and map, and hustled to the perimeter line
to catch our flight. As soon as | reached the perimeter, | turned right, heading
south, and spotted our Company Commander, Captain Joel Sugdinis, a couple
hundred meters down the line. He was standing in the open, talking on the radio,
with Denny Wilson (his radioman), the First Sergeant, and our four platoon
leaders clustered around him.

You could do that on the perimeter—stand around in a group. You didn't
have to worry about a sniper taking a pot shot at you, or a burst of machine gun
fire sending you scuttling behind a rock. The perimeter line was our turf, carefully
cleared and mined and criss-crossed with barbed wire, and if any Victor Charlie
was dumb enough to take a shot at us, we'd have his boney little ass in a sling.
We had artillery concentrations pre-registered around the perimeter, and
watchtowers with M-60 machine guns every two or three hundred meters along
the line, and during the day, I would venture to guess that our perimeter line was
about as safe a place as you could find in Vietnam.

[ was half-way to the group when a 105 round KARRRUMPED! into the
jungle on the far side of the wire. [ ducked, as usual, but kept walking. We were
either registering additional defensive fire, | thought, or keeping the tree-line
clear of Chartlie.

When | joined the group, the Captain was still on the horn. Denny Wilson
locked exhausted, but hedidn’t have togo with us this trip. Jim Kelly, nicknamed
“Lurch” because he looked like Frankenstein, and the First Sergeant, who
reminded me of a balding Rasputin, were talking together quietly. Gordo Grove
was stretched out on his back now, his hands clasped behind his head, his eyes
blissfully closed. Jack Hibbard, our mortar man, was staring morosely over the
wire. And Sergeant Espgdrille, his bleary eyes bloodshot, as usual, was smoking,
and [ wondered fleetingly if his canteen was really filled with vodka and orange
juice, as everyone suspected, or just plain water. Still, there wasn't a better field
man in the battalion.

I nodded to Lurch, who smiled, and the First Sergeant, who grunted a "Sir.”

“Chopper’s on the way,” the Captain said.

Gordo sat bolt upright, his eycs wide open now, his hands clutching his rifle.
Sergeant Espadrille took one more drag on his cigarette and flicked it into the
boulders behind us. | watched it arc high in the air, bounce off a rock, scatter
sparks down its side, and then land, still smoking, in the dirt.

“Where's Hank?” | asked. Hank was our Forward Observer. He usually
rraveled with us wherever we went, especially on a leader’s recon.

“Upthere,"” Joelsaid, pointing toalone chopper circling overhead. *Registering
perimeter fire.”

Asifto prove the point,another 105 round KARRRUMPED! into the far tree-
line, a hundred yards away. [ ducked again, involuntarily. We all did. I looked up
and saw a thin gray wisp of smoke drifting lazily from the jungle past the wire.

[ glaniced at Lurch. He was finc. So was the First Sergeant. It's funny how you
got used to it—the artillery rounds crashing around you. If you'd been “in
country” awhile, you didn't think about it much. Only the new guys were
embarrassed when they flinched. Afterawhile, the got used to it, too. Sometimes,
though, when a round went off nearby, you might glance at a friend, and you'd
both know, deep inside, that it was getting a little too close, and you'd shake your
head, or crack a joke, or say something stupid, just to let the fear out. But you
never said anything about it—the fear, thar is—especially to a new guy. They
were edgy enough as it was, and they'd get used to it without your saying

anything. They'd get used to it all, sooner or later—the headaches, the dry

mouth, the shakes at night, the wondering when your turn was coming that you
stifled every minute of every day, just so you could handle another mission.

“You'd think they could wait for us to get off the Goddamn perimeter,” Jack
Hibbard said. He wasn’t smiling, either.

Suddenly a lone Huey came thundering around the hillcrest to our right,
heading in our direction, about a hundred feet off the ground.

“That's our baby,” the Captain said.

“Taxi!” Gordo shouted as he scrambled to his feet. Good old Gordo. Always

groping for a laugh. God knows, we needed one.

As the Huey roared in and flared its nose for a landing, Joel started jogging
towards the ship. I turned, flashed a thumbs up at the First Sergeant, and
followed. '

The Huey landed heading due north, back up the line from where 1'd come.
The pilot and co-pilot were talking to each other. The crew-chief was sitting in
his jump seat behind the cargo bay, his face deadpan, his door-gun pointing
downward into the dust.

We scrambled aboard and settled in on the Huey's studded floor—Gordo,
Joel, and Espadrille up front, with their backs to the cockpit; Hibbard, me and
Lurch in back, facing forward. We'd boarded choppers hundreds of times, and
this was just a reconnaissance flight, so we were wise-cracking and joking with
each other, not wortied about much of anything. As the chopper’s turbincs
picked up torque, and the bird began to rise, I glanced out the open bay. Wilson
and the First Sergeant were already striding back to Battalion. Another day,
ancther dollar.

I'turned back and glanced at my compatriots, feeling the cool air whoosh
through the bay as the chopper lifted off and gathered speed. I always liked lift-
offs, rising from the ground in a great whirling roar, the chopper’s engine
throbbing with the strain. As we rose above the tree-tops, | looked out the door
again, at our base camp falling away beneath us, and beyond it, the Division's
giant helipad—the “Golf Course™ as we called it. A dozen Chinooks—big cargo
ships—were nestled in the grasslike sleeping hippos. Two long rowsof unmanned
Hueys sat waiting for the word to crank up. And farther away, on the repair line,
a gaggle of sweaty mechanics labored over their busted aircraft, patching them
up so they could fly into battle once again.

We gained altitude slowly, heading north to clear the wire and pick up speed.
Fdon’tknow how far we’d gone, or how high we'd climbed, when the ship made
a gentle 180-degree turn to the right, a “lazy 180,” and headed back along the
wire towards where we'd started. As we roared past the road from the perimeter
back ro Battalion, | could see Wilson and the First Sergeant far below us. They
stopped for a moment and waved.

KABOOOM!

Something bounced us high in the air. The chopper veered wildly to the right,
then back to the left, and we began shaking and shimmering and losing altitude
fast, and right away | knew something awful had happened. The ship was
careeningso crazily | had tograb hold of the cargo bay pole in back of Lurch. He'd
grabbed it, too. Theship was bucking now like a machine gone awry, and we were
dropping even faster, The turbines seemed to be screaming in agony, not at all
like they normally sounded, and [ suddenly realized we were going to crash.

R

Jolly Green Giant, from The Complete Book of Helicopers,

D.N. Ahnstrom, Cleveland: World Publ Co., 1968.

[ locked at Joel. His eyes were wide with shock and disbelief. Everyone was
wild-eyed, frozen in their seats, but nobody said a word. God knows what was
going on in their minds, because | don't remember anything that was going on
in mine, except a kaleidoscope of confusion and fear, and a sudden rush of
sadness that this was the way it was going to end for us after all these months
together, and how ironic it was after what we'd been through. [ still couldn’t
believe how badly the chopper was careening around in the sky, with its turbines

shrieking, and theground racing up at us. There was noway in Hell we were going -

to walk away from this one.

Joel swivelled around toward the cockpit. [ could see the pilot struggling with
the controls. His back and neck were rigid. The ship began to rattle and shake
and groan so hard [ was sure it was going to break up in the air, and the ground
was coming up fast. | could see the rolls of triple concertina wire, and the barbed
wire stakes, and the same rocky outcrop where Sergeant Espadrille had flicked
his cigarette. We were dropping fast. Much too fast. We were “goners.”




Joel turned back to us. “Lock arms!” he screamed. “We're going down!”

We tried, but the chopper kept bucking and shaking, with its turbines
screeching, and the mainframe groaning as if it were being ripped apart, and
Gordostarted screaming something | couldn't understand, and I started praying
we wouldn’t explode on impact, and the ground was rushing up at us so fast you
just had ro grit your teeth and hold on tight. And then we hit, and the nose
dipped, hurting Lurch and me into Joel. And then we were all trying desperately
to untangle ourselves from each other, and clawing our way out of the ship before
it blew, and scrambling out the door as fast as we could, yelling “GO! GO! GO!”
and “MOVE! MOVE! MOVE!" and | was out and sprinting as fast as | could to
get as far away from it as [ could before it blew, and everyone was yelling “Move
out!" or"“Jesus Christ!" or “Son of a bitch!”, but now that I think about it I doubt
if anyone was yelling anything understandable because we all had the same
simple thought on our minds, and that was to get the Hell away from that ship
before it exploded, so we wouldn't be broiled alive or end up with a back full of
burning shrapnel, and then, all of a sudden, through the gagging dry-mouthed
fear, the mind-numbing terror, and the chaos of it all, [ suddenty knew | was safe,
that the chopper wouldn't blow, and that even if it did, everyone had gotten off
okay, and wasout of danger. So I slowed down, and finally stopped, bent over and
gasping for air. Then [ looked back and saw the pilot and co-pilot, casual ascould
be, getting slowly out of the ship, calmly shaking their heads, and the crew-chief,
his face still deadpan, checking out the cargo bay as if nothing had happened.

The Huey was a mess. [t looked like a broken-legged dragonfly with a busted
wing. Both landing struts had crumpled on impact, and the main rotor blade was
listing atitsside. The plexi-glass windshield was shattered, too. What ashambles!

My heartwas still pounding, but [ was beginning to catch my breath. Everyone
who had been on the ship suddenly started chattering like a bunch of wild
monkeys—talking and swearing, hooting and hollering, shaking each other's
hand and asking what had happened. I looked up, and there was the First
Sergeant, bless his soul, bounding down the slope like a giant gazelle, heading
right towards us, with poor Denny Wilson close behind him, loping along as fast
as he could with the radio on his back, its antenna jiggling crazily over his head.

Then I heard the Captain asking if everybody was okay.

Miraculously, we were—all of us—just a little scared—scared shitless,
actually——and wondering what had happened.

“Jesus, sir,” the First Sergeant said, shaking his head in disbelief. He was
puffing like an asthmatic rhinoceros. “I'llbe a son-of-a-bitchifa 105 round didn’t
go off right underneath you. You looked like a ping-pong ball on a gusher. |
thought for sure you'd bought it!”

“A 105 round!” Jack Hibbard said, incredulous. “What the Goddamn Hell is
the Goddamn fucking artillery registering fire for while we're taking off from the
perimeter?” :

Good question. Andour own Forward Observerwas the man calling the shots.

“They figured we'd cleared the zone,” Sergeant Espadrille said. He had a wry,
almost sheepish grin on his face when he said it. Then he spit a huge wad of
tobaccojuice on the ground. Where he'd found the chaw, [ couldn’t say—maybe
where he got his vodka—bur if anyone could figure out what had happened,
Sergeant Espadrille was the man. “We did a U-turn, didn’t we?”

He was right. We'd done just that. We'd taken off, flown half a mile, done a
big U-turn, and headed right back over the spot we’d just left. And our own FO,
a man who should have known better, had called for another round. Cnce the
battery fired it, they couldn’t call it back.

[ looked at the crumpled chopper. The round’s concussion had mangled the
rotor blade, or bent the shaft, or screwed up the turbines, or something, and we
hadn’t gained enough altitude to auto-rotate to the ground. Without the pilot
holding on to the controls like he had, we would have flipped over, crashed, and
burned. .

Iwassuddenly conscious of the Captain again. He was walking towards us. His
face was pale; his eyes grim. He'd gone back to the chopper and talked briefly to
the pilot, and after he'd learned what had happened, he didn’t want to think
about it any more. He did have something to say, though.

“Another Huey’s on the way,” he said, looking each of us in the eye. “It’'ll be
here in fifteen minutes.”

That’s what he said, and U'll never forget it.

We goron that Huey, too, and we made that leaders’ recon. Weevensurvived
our mission the very next day. But it was the crash | remember—getting shot out
of the sky by our own artillery. .

I remember something else about that day—my hands started to shake as
tried to light a cigarette. Deep inside, I'm still shaking.

Larry Gwin
S. Hamilton MA.
taught at Kents Hill

News from Home, 1991

“Dear Aunt Lois and Uncle George, Thank you for the book about the galaxy
and the hermit recipe. Here, the news of the war is sad. Yet, there are bright green apples
in the pale brown bowl on a yellow cloth. There is new snow. The sun is out. The
children went sliding and I made cookies. We look forward to your visit. Love.”

“Dear Ellen and Howard, The snow is deep here and we went skiing; the dark
green pines on the wood road cast long blue shadows over the snow. We watched the
war news at dinner. Do you remember the march to Boston? We were young; it all
seemed so clear. The children are fine. Love to Heidi-dog.”

“Dear Mom, The news of the war is frightening. Do you remember when he was
in Viet Nam? How you saw him on the evening news, staring blankly from a truck next
to a rice paddy under a hot yellow sky? You sat like a stone for hours. 1 remember.
Anyhow, the children send love; it is bitterly cold today. Much love.”

“Dear Cris, Robert is flying over there now, I know. How are you and the children
getting along? 1 got the pictures; Nilk is so tall now! I made soup the way Mom makes
it: garlic instead of onions and lots of carrots in the golden broth. 1 wish you were closer
so that I could bring you dinner and help you with the kids. Maybe it will be over soon;
he'll come home, Love to all.”

“Dear Monica, How is Cris-—do you know? She does not write often. I know she
is busy with the children; the nights must be so long with fear and worry. 1 think of her
there in that grey rain and mist against the wet sienna mountains and the smell of
eucalyptus everywhere. How are you, anyhow? How is the new job and what's up with
you and Joe? The news ison . . . got to go. Love.” ‘

“Dear Dad, The children made a snow fort and came in, soaking wet and cold; I
put them in the tub to thaw! Wewere happy and giggling in the warm, steamy bathroom
with tub toys and soft towels. Their bodies are perfect: smoothand healthy; isn't human
life a wonder? It is hard to believe that people’s children are dying. I know you are upset
by the war, too. Hey! . . . take your pills, remember? Love and stuff.”

“Dear Mr. Peterson, My daughter brought home an excellent picture of a green
and brown tank that she drew in Mrs. Wilson's class today. We talked to her about it;
she says all the children made them to send to the soldiers. It is true that her tank did
have bright yellow and purple flowers blooming out of it but we are still upset. 1 would
rather not discuss this with Mrs. Wilson because of her recent loss. Please call me.”

Jennifer Craig Pixley
Orono
studies at UMO

Practicing for Eden

there's that fox again robin red
or are the tobins fox red

they all seem to like the stirrings

in our thawing yard ~ air weaving

with cruise missile winds from down east

we