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Behind the New Iron Curtain
Caviar, counterculture, and the cult of Stalin reborn
 by Marzio G. MianTranslated by Elettra Pauletto
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Russia has become, to observers in the West, a distant, mysterious, and hostile land once again. It seems implausible, in the age of social media, that so little should be known about the country that has shattered the international order, but the shadows surrounding Russia have only grown since the days of the Soviet Union. Of course, it is one thing to observe the country from the outside; it is another to try to understand how Russians experience the war and react to sanctions from within, and what they hope the future holds. If Russia seems to have become another planet, it is largely because its regime has also waged war on foreign journalists, preventing them from straying beyond established perimeters.
Over the summer, hoping to do precisely that, I spent a month traveling down the Volga River. In a land of great rivers, the Volga is the river. They call it matushka, the mother; it flows from the Valdai Hills to the land of the Chuvash, the Tatars, the Cossacks, the Kalmyks, and into the Caspian Sea. It’s where Europe and Asia meet or part, are bridged or blocked, depending on whether the compass of Russian history is pointing east or west. It’s where it all started, after all, where the empire took root: Along the river one finds many of the cities that have established Russian culture and faith—from Ulyanovsk, the birthplace of Lenin, to Stalingrad (now called Volgograd), the site of the infamous World War II siege. This is a history that weighs heavily on Russian identity today, as the country continues to look backward, sifting its vaunted past for new myths of grandeur. It seems prepared to resist and to suffer, acts at which Russians have always excelled, and to have resigned itself to a future of isolation, autocracy, and perhaps even self-destruction.
Before starting down the river, I met with Mikhail Piotrovsky, who is an old acquaintance and the director of the State Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg, in his office on the museum’s ground floor, where he has carved out a space for himself among piles of books, stacks of paper, and various sculptures. The photographs crowding the room, of him with eminent Western leaders—a smiling Tony Blair and Queen Elizabeth—are now themselves relics, not unlike the tapestry of Catherine the Great hanging above his desk.
I asked him about the river. “The Volga was everything, and is still everything,” he told me. “Because it makes you aspire to greatness. It has a sort of intimacy, sheltering and bright skies, not like the wide-open spaces of the steppe or Siberian rivers, which make you feel like a speck in the cosmos.”
Piotrovsky is an illustrious scholar of Arabic studies. I’ve known him for years, but we would normally talk about Canaletto and Byzantium, the great Islamic explorers and his beloved Sicilian wines. This time I found him in full war fervor. And, I was convinced, it was not only to defend his prestigious position: At his age, seventy-nine, he could easily keep his head down and carry on quietly, like most Russians have elected to do. He spoke with his usual calm but looked feverish, as if something were devouring him from the inside.

Map by Mike Hall
Piotrovsky, who is mild-mannered and cerebral, and who wore his jacket loosely over hunched shoulders, seemed to have become a warrior. “Russia is many people, but one nation,” he asserted. “Russia along the Volga was able to incorporate everyone. Islam is just as much a religion of Russian tradition and identity as is Christian Orthodoxy. In Europe, in America, you speak of nothing but multiculturalism, but your cities are bursting with hate. For us, it didn’t take much to include everyone, because we’re an imperial civilization.” Then he grew more animated. “Look at the Hermitage!” he said, opening his arms to the room around us, widening his eyes. “It’s the encyclopedia of world culture, but it’s written in Russian because it’s our interpretation of world history. It may be arrogant, but that’s what we are.”
He took a deep breath, and began to talk of Stalingrad, his Jerusalem. “I don’t call it Volgograd, but Stalingrad,” he clarified for my sake. “It is our reference point now more than ever, an unparalleled symbol of resistance, our enemies’ worst nightmare. During the Great Patriotic War, we used it to defend the Volga as a vital corridor.” He continued to press the analogy: “And it’s been the same in the last few months. The Volga and the Caspian feed our trade with Iran to oppose the sanctions, while we use them to export oil to India and import what we need.” He removed his glasses and cleaned them with his jacket. “Stalingrad is a lucky charm, it’s destiny. If the Nazis had taken it, they would have cut off the Volga and conquered all of Russia. A very material thing that became spiritual. A warning. Whosoever tries it will meet the end of all the others—Swedes, Napoleon, the Germans and their allies.” He went on. “Russians are like the Scythians: they wait, they suffer, they die, and then they kill.”
I would think back to this meeting often over the course of my trip; following the river, I recalled the odd look in Piotrovsky’s eyes and felt the echo of his words. In fact, when I visited a sturgeon farm in Astrakhan, in the Volga Delta, I saw that his view was, in certain respects, correct. Olesia Sergeeva, a biologist who heads the company that owns the farm, reiterated the importance of the ongoing trade between Iran and Russia. In her own small way—I mean this only as a figure of speech; Sergeeva supplies the Kremlin with caviar—she skirted the sanctions, buying feed from Iran instead of Europe, as she had done before. She spoke of this as if it were public knowledge. “Everything passes through here,” she said. “They’re building new docks on the delta for container ships and oil tankers.”
Sergeeva took me to see the Jewish, Armenian, and Iranian neighborhoods of Astrakhan. An exhibition of photographs highlighting the civilian volunteers supporting the military was being set up outside of a park. At sunset, the elegant riverfront was swarmed with families and groups of young people talking and laughing in hushed tones. Couples sat on railings eating watermelon while food stalls projected multicolored lights on the Volga. There was a fin de siècle quality to the atmosphere, curls of smoke emanating from shashlik grills, a warm breeze delivering the lament of a distant violin. No military uniforms in sight.
The café façades and the wrought-iron balconies reminded me of New Orleans. Sergeeva pointed out the renovations along the canal that runs through the old town, indicating the nineteenth-century wooden villas that will soon become hotels and luxury homes. “They seemed destined to crumble,” she said. “But now that money is going around, Astrakhan is once again the gateway to European Russia, Central Asia, and India. This is how it is for now. Later, we’ll see.”
On the delta, which fans out for sixty miles before reaching the Caspian Sea, pairs of fighter jets zoomed by at low altitude. I tried catching a glimpse of customs at the commercial port, but I couldn’t see past the checkpoints, and the tourist port was closed. Even the ferry was no longer in service. But one could still see cranes loading and unloading a dozen cargo ships, and three barges waiting at the widest point. Sixty-three miles long, the Volga–Don Canal was built under Stalin with the labor of seventy-five thousand prisoners, and opened in 1952. It is part of the waterway that connects the Volga to Rostov on the Don River, from which one can reach Mariupol, which is now controlled by the Russians. South of Volgograd, I tried taking a dirt road leading to the mouth of the canal but was intimidated by the presence of a helicopter hovering some three hundred feet above me. I decided instead to gather wild strawberries.
In Astrakhan, it was rumored that the Iranians had invested billions in the development of the Caspian-Volga-Don corridor. There was talk of trafficking agricultural products and oil, but also turbines, spare mechanical parts, medicine, and nuclear components. I couldn’t verify this, but it was clear that Astrakhan is central to the anti-Western economic bloc’s efforts to turn east.

Industrial harbor entrance, Astrakhan
Sergeeva’s caviar is refined and humanely produced. She explained that this was the result of a process that she had invented: she extracts the eggs from the sturgeon with a small incision, without killing it. This procedure can be performed three times on the same fish. She has endeavored to ensure that the production and sale of her caviar remains the same as it was before the war. “In Russia it’s not a real party unless there’s caviar,” she said—even, apparently, in the current situation. She told me that since Russia had banned wild sturgeon harvesting in the Caspian, farms in this Volga region have proliferated, their numbers rising from three to sixty in the past five years.
Sergeeva is well-traveled and known widely for her aquaculture expertise. She could get a job anywhere, it seemed to me, so why stay? “I was born here, I studied here, my husband is Russian, my son is Russian, I’m Russian,” she said. “I wouldn’t say I’m a patriot, and I don’t want to express my thoughts on Putin and the war. But I can assure you that my life hasn’t changed. Not in the least.” She blushed as she spoke, as if the subject were uncomfortable. “The Russians are reacting to the sanctions in an extraordinary way, even with a weak ruble and the inevitable inflation. The prices of essential goods have held steady. And now we’re consuming better and healthier products than before the war, even exceptional cheeses.”
I had never imagined that the rise of hyperlocal food would be one of the recurring themes of this trip. But it appears that the Western sanctions and war economy have intensified a traditional Russian gastronomy movement. Western products had piqued the palates of average urban Russians, and local producers were trying to fill their vacuum, proudly offering Russian-made Camembert and prosciutto, as if to provide some material evidence of Russkiy Mir, Putin’s ideology of Russian supremacy. As I dined along the Volga, menus often specified the farms from which ingredients had been sourced. Restaurants served svekolnik and okroshka, simple cold summer soups, exalting the quality of local radishes grown without Western fertilizers.
And fishing has largely ceased in Rybinsk, the city once known as the fishery of the tsar. Instead, the area has reinvented itself as something like the oven of Moscow. Every day, trucks set off for the capital full of warm loaves. Bakeries abound: wheat and rye farming in the region has increased by 40 percent.
Among the first to fire up an oven was fifty-four-year-old Andrei Kovalev, who knew nothing about baking bread until three years ago. “I learned to use zakvaska, a bread starter,” he told me in his large bakery in the Red Square of Rybinsk, where a statue of Lenin replaced one of Alexander II and has loomed ever since. Kovalev was popular among the locals—he hands out samples to passersby, sporting a beard and a rough tunic made of linen and burlap. He saw opening a bakery as a political act, one salvaging rural Russian values “against consumerism copied from America,” as he put it. “Over the past thirty years people hated Russian bread,” he said, “they thought it was beneath them. They wanted baguettes, the little brats! Mine are old recipes, from long before the perestroika, from back when we were happy.”
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Had it not been for a massive poster looming over a lonely intersection in the steppe, showing Sergei Kazankov alongside Lenin and Stalin, I might have missed another quite surreal thing: Soviet Union revivalism. Using a VPN to protect my online searches, I learned that Kazankov had been reelected to the State Duma in 2021 as a Communist, that he was sanctioned for supporting the invasion of Ukraine, and that his father, Ivan Kazankov, has long been a Communist power broker. Sergei himself had been the director of a meat-processing plant and agricultural combine in the Zvenigovsky District, owned by his father.
By this point I was traveling across the Mari El Republic, some ninety miles from Kazan, the capital of the Republic of Tatarstan. More specifically, I was in the Zvenigovsky District, which lends its name to Kazankov’s company, Zvenigovsky LLC, which has become known in town as the last sovkhoz, or large-scale collective farm. I had only to make a small detour, cross a field of sunflowers, and get directions at a gas station (“when you see the monument to Marx you’re practically there”) to arrive at its building, which, on first glance, seemed like a memorial to the old Soviets. The red flag of the USSR fluttered above the white and yellow complex. According to the company, it’s the same size as the one lowered from the Kremlin on December 25, 1991, when Communism fell. The walls of the plant were covered in red inscriptions marked by the exclamation points the Bolsheviks had so loved to use: “Honor and glory to the workers of the Zvenigovsky combine!”; “Comrades, let us fight for our village, let us fight for Russia!”; “Now and forever, war on Fascism!”
The road to the entrance was lined with modern Stakhanovite-esque photographs, presenting, for instance, one worker as the best sausage stuffer, another as the best tractor driver, and a final one, sporting a mustache and a Nike T-shirt, as the mechanic of the year. Trucks and vans marked with a hammer and sickle poured out of the gates. A statue of Stalin presided over it all, his pants tucked into his boots from his place on a four-tiered pedestal. Off to the side, a metallic Lenin looked on, his brow furrowed; his dais had only two tiers, and was partially covered by the branches of a birch tree.
The entrance to the management building, a stolid modernist structure, was dominated by bronze letters reading cccp. The security guards at reception wore fatigues. I would soon realize this was one of Russia’s most successful agricultural producers, delivering tens of thousands of tons of meat and dairy to the market each year. The business, established in 1995, well after the USSR was dead and gone, identified itself as a Communist-Stalinist enterprise.
Ivan Kazankov is eighty-one years old and has a gray, wolf-like gaze. He’s tall and robust, a wide red tie resting on his belly. He showed interest in my unexpected visit without too much reservation: you could tell he’s a real boss, one who doesn’t answer to anybody—a top dog of this agrarian Stalingrad, this rural empire on the Volga, paradoxically inspired by the greatest peasant exterminator in history. His office seemed to have been designed with the express purpose of disorienting anyone hoping to understand Russia in 2023: busts of Stalin standing alongside Russian Orthodox icons, a portrait of Nicholas II looming over a Soyuz statuette, a picture of Vladimir Putin hanging next to an image of St. Andrew, the patron saint of Russia. To the chaos of this pantheon was added a general sense of opacity about the nature of the combine itself, which at first was presented to me as a “state-run agricultural coop, exactly like in the days of the USSR,” but had turned out to be a private family holding. Ivan had made his daughter director after his son left to join the Duma. “What matters is that it runs as before,” he explained. “Profits are used to increase the salaries of the four thousand employees and grow the business.”
In Kazan, they would later tell me that amid the robbery and corruption of the Nineties, when hardened racketeers pilfered Soviet industrial and military equipment, Kazankov had taken his own modest cut. He had gotten his hands on a run-down farm and deftly transformed it into this industrial colossus that had adapted the socialist combine production system to the wild post-Soviet market. The sausage oligarch Kazankov knows just how much Russian consumers still suffer the loss of state collectivism.
Since then, the company’s net worth has become the stuff of legend. But Kazankov, too, is a great supporter of Western sanctions: “They’re an incredible developmental tool for Russia,” he told me. “The West should have imposed them back in the Nineties. We’d be the engine of the world by now. Too bad.” For him, the sanctions are pure adrenaline, and to prove it he added that his company has copied Italian, German, and Israeli “production means” to the letter: “We doubled processing in one year and we supply almost a thousand supermarkets in all of Russia.” Ivan believes that his “full-circle communist company” is the ideal model for “rebuilding a new Soviet Union with healthy local food from our lands.”
He offered to show me their newest stable, about ten miles away, where he had replicated Israeli dairy plants. The herd there grazed in large, well-defined clearings. His driver ferried us around in a brand-new armored Mercedes that I assumed had been imported from Kyrgyzstan, a preferred route for German contraband. For the excursion, Kazankov donned a baseball cap that seemed designed to make him appear younger, with cccp stitched in red on the front and a hammer and sickle on the side. He said he was thinking of branding the cows in the same fashion. “We grow fodder and cereal on thousands of hectares of land,” he explained, watching his property from the tinted window. “We raise dairy cows and pigs and take care of them all the way until the packaging of the finished product, which are meats, cheeses, kefir. Even ice cream, good like the ice cream from my childhood. Gorbachev and Yeltsin ruined ice cream, the cowards.”
The fighting in Ukraine, it seemed, would lead to a mountain of rubles for Kazankov. “Cheese production has grown eighty percent,” he said. “We’re filling in for French and Italian cheeses. We’re still buying cows.” He told me that meat production generally has thrived. What was his opinion on the war? “Obviously we’ll win,” he said, “because we know how to fight and because we can’t lose. If we have to, we’ll use atomic weapons, we’ll destroy the earth, we’ll destroy everything.”

Ivan Kazankov’s office, Mari El Republic
While in Kazan, I was invited to lunch by Farid Khairutdinov, a forty-eight-year-old businessman who had been referred to me as a “very influential Tatar in town.” Messaging over an encrypted channel, he had promised me an interesting conversation. When I arrived at Tatarskaya Usadba, a renowned local restaurant, I found him waiting for me in a private room with Mansur Hazrat Jalaletdinov, a mullah at the Marjani Mosque, the only one active in Kazan until 1990, after which about a hundred more sprang up. Khairutdinov told me that they had recently, at this very table, hosted Dmitry Medvedev, the former Russian prime minister and president, now deputy chairman of the Security Council. He then explained that he considered me “an enemy,” and said that no one wanted to meet with me or answer any of my questions. I was better off visiting a museum, he added. He had served in the FSB, he reminded me, and the mullah nodded along, clearly pleased.
That said, in a demonstration of Russian Tatar hospitality, they offered me an unforgettable lunch: twelve courses and three hours of conversation that was as absurd as it was instructive. They claimed that, in the Tatar language, “there is no word for retreat”; that the Tatars had been the best archers under Peter the Great; and that Mikhail Kutuzov, the general who defeated Napoleon, had been a Tatar. I pointed out that Kutuzov was the one who put down the Tatar resistance in Crimea in the late eighteenth century. “In fact, he lost an eye,” said Khairutdinov, and the mullah nodded. “We love to wage war. Am I right, Mansur?”
“It’s true,” he said. “We also fight against our demons.” I hoped to pursue the topic, but Khairutdinov changed the subject: “Sanctions have united us even more as a people.”
As the skewered lamb arrived, Khairutdinov said that before the war I would have been eating “shit lamb from New Zealand,” but that this meat, tender and tasty, was Russian. Not only that, but up until yesterday the lamb had been grazing just a few miles away. He had raised it himself, he claimed. His business was in organic lamb and goose meat. He had opened stores all over Tatarstan. “There’s no competition, it’s amazing,” he said. “Just think, we used to import geese from Romania and France. Now I export goose legs and cured meat to Turkey.”
I asked why they hadn’t raised lamb and geese before the war, or why Russia, with all its intelligent and industrious entrepreneurs, produced so little and imported almost everything without generating significant income outside of the oil and gas industry. The mullah looked me in the eyes and told me that this was precisely the Russian genius: “Buying without producing,” he said. “Why should I make a bicycle if I can just buy one? I spend less money. Easy.”
More than thirty years ago, I wrote about the first stirrings of conflict from the beaches of Yugoslavia, which was then collapsing. I remember an orchestra of elderly musicians playing the foxtrot just for me, the only guest at a grand hotel on the isle of Rab. At the time, mortars were falling and people were dying just a few miles from the Dalmatian coast. Here along the Volga, war and death felt like spectral presences. People danced to techno and indulged in cocktails with improbable names: Hiroshima, Russian–Japanese War, and Drunken German. In almost a month of traveling, I saw only four bombers, passing over Tver, near the source of the Volga; felt the rumbling of fighter jets just once, in the low course of the river; encountered a few unarmed soldiers on leave; and saw a column of twenty trucks with tanks covered by tarps probably setting off for the front, hundreds of miles away. The rest was Russia as usual. But an unusually dynamic Russia, to be sure. I saw construction sites and cranes operating in the suburbs, buildings and churches being restored, significant repairs being made to the federal roads (although the famous potholes were still there), workers installing new pipelines, teams of gardeners in the parks, diligent garbage collectors emptying trash cans. Cars flooded the streets each weekend, when Russians went out to their country homes.
Was this fatalism? Indifference? Or arrogance, as Piotrovsky had implied back at the Hermitage? I struggled to find room in hotels or on ferries, all of which were overflowing with tourists forced to give up on the Mediterranean and make do with the Volga. Take Tatiana, the middle-aged manager of a supermarket chain. When I met her on a ferry in Yaroslavl, she wore a Panama hat, Gucci sunglasses, and capri sandals; she was heading downstream, to the same dacha where she had spent her summers as a girl. “I’ve had a boat docked in Mykonos for three years—who knows when I’ll see it again,” she told me. “I’m getting to know my river again. I’m running into friends I haven’t seen in thirty years. An interesting vacation.” I told her she looked a bit sad and resigned. “Russians have been sad and resigned for thousands of years,” she replied. “It’s how we stay resilient. I’m against this war, but I can’t do anything but wait, like everyone else. They manipulate us with artificial ideas. Garbage. But the West has been humiliating us for too long. Don’t we also have a right to be who we want to be without feeling like barbarians?”

Tourists, St. Petersburg
To think that the anti-Western ideas coursing through the country’s veins are simply the fruits of regime indoctrination would be to overestimate Putin—and to ignore what has driven Russia throughout its history, at least since the time of Peter the Great: a fascination with the West, paired with a proud and slightly overbearing defense of its own vast territory and resistance to assimilation. Russians have always vacillated between wanting to be included and fearing contamination or corruption, from harboring an inferiority complex to delusions of grandeur. It’s a clash that could be understood in terms of the intellectual conflict between the pro-Western Turgenev and the Slavophile Dostoevsky. Unfortunately, we’re no longer cruising at that altitude. There is arguably even less debate today than in the days of the USSR, and it’s clear that Russians are now more fully in a Dostoevsky phase: their desire to lock themselves in a small but boundless world is reemerging, even among those who reject Putin and the Orthodox Church’s revanchist narrative.
I met a woman named Anna, for example, who described herself as an “anti-establishment, pacifist, pagan environmentalist,” and said that “we must be zombies to be killing our own brothers.” Yet she defended “family values” and “love of the ancestors.” Her priority, she said, was to “preserve Russian tradition.” She rejected “modern Western culture where anything goes and everything is easy and fun. Because it’s obviously a sham.” She went so far as to say that it’s people like her “who keep old Russia in their hearts, who are the ones who safeguard the roots of Europe.” Her hair was as long and blond as grain, her eyes emerald-green, and she wore traditional necklaces and a long jade dress. She was thirty-four years old and lived in the “Jamaica of the Volga,” at the foot of the Zhiguli—the only mountains in the Russian plains until the Urals—which plunge into the river and create incredible botanical effects, including the growth of wild marijuana. Volunteers come from all over Russia to harvest it. “Memorable parties,” Anna assured me, “but now the government has practically banned non-official gatherings, it’s like being in jail.” She told me that she is a shamanic healer, even if her official title is nurse. “If I didn’t have four children I would have been sent to the Donbas for sure,” she said. Her partner composes and plays Volga dub, a kind of Russian reggae—the soundtrack of the pacifist pirates of the river.
To reach their secret island hideout, I set out after sundown on a ramshackle raft made of pallets and surfboards. I was hosted by locals named Shukhrat and Albert: they had christened the island “Shubert.” Their friendship was changed and deepened by the war—Shukhrat lost a son, Albert sent his to Sweden. They had decided to abandon reality, taking over a strip of sand that magically emerged from the Volga in the spring. They camped out with their families and were gradually joined by other fugitives. Thus began an independent community with its own rules, foremost of which is to avoid the news. They hold meetings, yoga classes, meditation sessions. They sing antiwar reggae songs, using only traditional instruments such as balalaikas, domras, and bayans. Every Friday night, friends and musicians arrive from Kazan, Samara, and Tolyatti and put on a music festival. “We’re not distancing ourselves from the world,” said Albert, a former security systems engineer, “but creating our own separate world. This is our country now, based on authentic Russian values. Everything is scary out there.”
But Shubert Island’s remoteness hadn’t assuaged all his concerns. He had established a special relationship with two Ukrainian YouTubers who spoke Russian and was planning on biking out to visit them in the Donbas during that fateful February 2022. “They left me voice messages asking if I was their enemy now and why were we bombing them and killing them,” he told me. “I still don’t know how we ended up on the other side—it’s terrible. I can only cry, but my mom used to say that boys don’t cry.” These were the only tears I saw on my voyage.

Zarina and Valentina hold a photograph of Pavel, Nizhny Novgorod
One Friday evening in Nizhny Novgorod, the birthplace of Maxim Gorky, I ended up on the main thoroughfare alongside the Kremlin, where I was almost trampled by a horde of drunken youths. The bars were overflowing with people dancing on the sidewalks, drinks in hand. The façade of a six-story building was covered with the letter Z, a symbol of support for the war. I was walking with Artjom Fomenkov, a historian and political science professor. I asked what he thought of the scene, of the unsettling contrast between the partiers and their peers being sent to the front. “Those fighting aren’t from big cities, but from small towns,” he explained. “The most downtrodden places,” that is, where they only enlist for the money. “It’s unlikely that the bulk of the urban population would feel directly affected by the war.” He thought for a moment and added, “and that’s why they go on living like that. They’re not involved, and so they do the same thing they were doing two years ago, one hundred years ago, two hundred years ago—marinating in their despair.” This is what I would hear referred to as the “Russian syndrome,” which is a mixture of nostalgia, melancholy, and affliction. “Putin is just the latest to exploit this passive attitude,” he said. “Remember, Russians are agents of their destiny, not victims.”
But just five hundred meters from the chaos, we encountered a sobering scene. Osharskaya Ulitsa is still known as the brothel street, because of its reputation in Gorky’s day. A building that once served as a brothel now supposedly hosts military offices. Anyone dragged in there at night has a high chance of being sent to a training camp the next morning, and then to the front. Fomenkov seemed to reconsider his earlier comments. “The kids you saw are actually terrified, they drink much more than before,” he said. “They know not to be found in certain places alone, drunk, and without a solid alibi, or at least an important last name.”
The next day I ended up on a nameless street, in the living room of a blue cottage besieged by skeletal hens and the carcasses of old cars repurposed as chicken coops. This was the home of Pavel, who died in the Donbas in the fall of 2022, only forty days after enlisting. His eighteen-year-old daughter, Zarina, was pregnant, and looked at me with astonished eyes, green and yellow like the grass of the steppe in summer. She was sitting on a burgundy couch next to her mother, Valentina, who looked worn out. They told me that Pavel had been a taxi driver and had gone into debt. One night, he came home drunk and said he had enlisted. He showed Valentina the contract, for just over two hundred thousand rubles a month. Driving a cab had earned him fifty thousand rubles at most, and some months almost nothing.
The ceiling was low and had been painted to resemble the sky. On the walls hung pictures of the kids—one showed them swimming in the Volga with their father. Then there was Pavel, beaming with his new weed wacker. “He was a good man, respected,” Valentina said. “I couldn’t stop him. He did it for his three children, to pay off the mortgage.” Ten days of training and he left. Apparently he had stepped on a mine. “They sent him ahead to check out the terrain. But we’ll never really know,” said Zarina, biting her lip. Two military officers had arrived on their doorstep to deliver Putin’s form letter and a medal. Valentina assured me that people were there for her—even neighbors whom she hadn’t spoken to in years had come by with bread and vodka. She and Pavel had loved each other, she told me, but they had never married. Valentina was now suing his mother to obtain the millions of rubles the state provided to compensate the families of the fallen. “What was he thinking?” she said. “Pavel had his own ideas. He used to say it was time to stick it to everyone who left the USSR. But he left to make a few bucks, so in the end he was just a mercenary, right?”
In the corner, near the stereo and CDs, lights illuminated a small shrine flanked by the Russian flag: Pavel’s accordion, his straw hat, fake sunflowers, images of the Madonna, whom he worshiped, and the teddy bears he had bought Zarina. And then, smiling above it all like a kindly uncle, Stalin. “His beloved Stalin,” Valentina said.
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Stalin, as far as I could tell, had become the symbol of the summer, a totemic figure along the lines of Che Guevara. Lenin may be one of the most common statues in the world, with seven thousand in Russia alone—but it is no longer Lenin’s arm that points to the future. Stalin is experiencing a Second Coming, his name recurring like a mantra. He even has his own namesake sausage brand. His biggest sponsor, perhaps, is Putin, who knows that by invoking him he is pulling on a magic string that will reawaken secret dreams of glory.
“Putin can’t compare himself to Lenin,” the historian Dmitry Rusin told me. “He was too intellectual and complex in these days of easy approximations. It’s too European.” Rusin is a professor at Ulyanovsk State University. In 1970, they built an enormous Lenin memorial in the city center. “Putin prefers to be compared to Stalin, just as Stalin drew his ruthless idea of Russian power from Ivan the Terrible,” said the professor as we approached the memorial. “Not a European idea, but an Asian one, that doesn’t hold the life of the individual in consideration. I find this return to the cult of Stalin, especially among young people, horrifying. I feel a catastrophe coming.” The fountain in front of the complex had run dry. “They closed the complex for renovations five years ago,” Rusin said. “It was supposed to reopen in 2020, now they’re saying 2025. But no funds are coming from Moscow. They want to make Ulyanovsk poor.”
Volgograd is a different story. Putin wants to change its name back to Stalingrad, the better to exploit the symbol of the battle. “We are again being threatened by German Leopard tanks,” the president said in February 2023, inaugurating a new monument to Stalin at the museum dedicated to the two-hundred-day siege, when more than a million Soviet and German soldiers were reported dead, wounded, missing, or captured. “Again and again, we have to repel the aggression of the collective West.”
Yet Samara, five hundred miles north of Volgograd, is where the ghost of Stalin really makes one realize just how little the outside world understands about Russia. The city is located at the point where the Volga veers east, as if attracted by the pull of the Urals. The city is generally known as the Russian Chicago, because of its great industrial vitality and popularity with merchants and criminals. But in the summer, Samara becomes the Saint-Tropez of the Volga, with elegant beaches and a fashionable riverside promenade that is second only to Sochi’s. And just like Sochi, it seems to be a destination for hardcore Putin supporters. Bourgeois kids traverse its streets on scooters, wearing expensive American sneakers and the hottest T-shirt of the season—one bearing Stalin’s face and the phrase if i were here, we wouldn’t be dealing with all this shit.
Stalin built a secret bunker under an old Communist Committee building in town in 1942, just after the narrow Soviet victory at the Battle of Moscow. These days it’s a pilgrimage destination. I went on a tour of the bunker, in which at least half my group consisted of people in their twenties. We descended to find the control room and apartment for the head of the USSR. The bunker was never used, but the guide explained that it was updated during the Cuban Missile Crisis and again after the annexation of Crimea in 2014. Today it can hold up to six hundred people for five days and “even gets cell phone service.” Andrei, a twenty-four-year-old electrical engineer who was visiting from Moscow with three friends, spontaneously told me of Stalin that “he was a winner.” We were in front of an original military map of the Soviet counteroffensive. “For us young people, Stalin is number one. We must fight evil like during the Great Patriotic War.” Did any negative associations come to mind? “They say a lot of things, but what matters is the results,” he said. “I think there were more deaths in the Nineties with the gang wars and alcohol. That was our first experience with democracy—the worst period of our history.”
In this second summer of what Andrei called the “war on evil,” even the most zealous popes indulge the Stalin worship, despite his confiscation of Orthodox Church assets and the fact that he has turned many of their cathedrals into prisons, factories, and army barracks. It was Piotrovsky, at the Hermitage, who suggested I meet a young priest named Mikhail Rodin, whom he called “an emerging voice.” He lived in Balakovo, Piotrovsky added, “a place forgotten by God.”
Father Rodin, who is forty-four and has four children, belongs to the Russian Orthodox Old Believer Church, which was born out of a seventeenth-century schism with the official Orthodox Church. A long history of repression and semi-clandestine masses followed. But today, the conflict with the main church, presided over by the crusading Patriarch Kirill of Moscow, seems to have subsided, with both factions supporting Russia’s sacred mission in Ukraine.
I arrived in Balakovo in the evening, the smell of ammonia in the air. Though the city revolved around two of the biggest power plants on the Volga, all its roads were dark. The only sign of life came from the Lucky Pub, which was hosting a concert by the Kiss, a popular local rock band—all the kids seemed to know their songs. I entered and felt like I was in the Midwest; there were pool tables, darts, French fries in baskets with checkered paper, and a sign reading make love not war.
Batyushka Rodin, who speaks excellent English, said that his church near Balakovo’s squalid industrial zone—a luxury lodge with fragrant pine logs, an oven to make the communion bread, icons donated by parishioners—had been financed by one Robert Stubblebine, an American native who relocated to Moscow. He’s known as a VP and early shareholder of Yandex, the Russian Google, started by his business partner Arkady Volozh, an oligarch who has called the war “barbaric” (probably just in an unsuccessful bid to be taken off the list of sanctioned billionaires).
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Rodin had other ideas. “The war is the last opportunity to bring salvation to the human soul,” he said with a beatific smile. “In the Book of Revelations, John the Apostle wrote of these last trying times for the human race, when everyone would have to choose their own path: they will either stay with God or go forth to great pain and suffering forever.” His tone didn’t change when I asked about Stalin’s resurgent popularity. “I don’t want to judge, because God can’t be removed from the hearts of Russians,” he said. “No one called Stalin for help, no one called the Party for help. Everyone cried out to God!”
I know Russian priests fairly well—they tend to be rough and arrogant. Rodin was different, at once modern and archaic. He uses social media and medieval mannerisms. He has traveled a bit, but for him there is no place like Russia. I asked him what being Russian meant to him. “We’re influenced by the immense nothingness around us, and by the harsh climate,” he said. “In a land like this, you have to have an objective, a dream. We Russians need to have something big to strive for. We dreamed of communism, equality, and of a life where no one is exploited by anyone. Every person the same as the next.” He went on: “If Russians believe in something, they believe until the end. They believe in God. They’re ready to die for their faith. They believe in communism. They’re ready to die for that. They believe in Russia and they’re ready to sacrifice themselves for Russia.”
Even the atomic bomb, batyushka?
“Of course,” he replied quickly. “We’re ready to sacrifice ourselves. Because if we don’t win, we’ll burn it all down. If we can’t achieve this bright future, then what’s the point in living?” He grew more heated. “Our president is saying what everyone is thinking. If we don’t have the Russia we want, we’re ready to martyr ourselves, sacrifice ourselves and the whole world if it’s unjust and evil. There’s no need for a world like that.”
I was back out on the street when I saw that I had a voicemail from Albert, from Shubert Island. He had composed a new reggae song: “At sunset the Volga is bathed in pure light,” he sang, “when illuminated by love, my heart is the same.”
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The Museum of Broken G.I. Joes


When soldiers come home
 by Matt Farwell


 Illustrations by Matt Rota 
A late summer sun burned out in the west behind me, blood rays filtering through the Texas sky. Crimson clouds turned gold as I stopped at a gas station in Granite, Oklahoma. At a crossroads a few miles back, when I was still in the Lone Star State, I made a phone call to one Dr. Neil Vitale, proprietor of the G.I. Joe Museum and Repair Shop in a town called Lone Wolf (population 402), telling him I’d be with him shortly.
A museum that repairs broken G.I. Joes in a town called Lone Wolf seemed like an ideal place to visit, that summer of 2022—poetic even, since after a recent divorce I was once again on my own. I was passing through the area on my way back to Fayetteville, Arkansas, where I’d lived with my ex-wife. I spent the season hiding out with relatives in the outlaw potato country of southern Idaho, waiting for the papers to come through.
The good doctor had been waiting around for me all day. I’d expected to arrive at the museum by high noon, but it was closer to sunset. I got caught up in Santa Fe, sharing a final meal with a high school English teacher who had become a dear friend over the past twenty years; she would die of cancer only a few months later. At Salt Fork Red River, before the bridge, a deer ran along the bank, pacing neat rows of green crops popping up in the red dirt. It was good country.
I called Vitale while driving on U.S. 287, a number that made me remember being young, for better and for worse. I am a veteran of the 2-87 Infantry, the Catamounts, a battalion in the 10th Mountain Division. We served the longest single combat tour in the war on terror, roaming eastern Afghanistan for sixteen months, from 2006 to 2007. We killed a lot of people. We only lost four of our own that deployment. We’ve lost many more since. It was a lifetime ago but seems close enough. PTSD is like a time machine embedded in your brain that glitches unpredictably and takes you back to relive the worst moments in your life. My nephew was born while I was in Afghanistan. He just got his driver’s license; he plays the flute and is first chair. I’ve heard our brigade has one of the highest suicide rates in the Army; a bunch of us, including me, have criminal records. Most of us draw some form of disability. A lot of us are dead.
god bless america read a sign down the road from the Granite gas station, blue and red sans serif letters against a white background. I noted it and moved on. In the next town over, on the main street in Lone Wolf, I saw a man putting out a G.I. Joe flag as I parked. There was a World War II Willys Jeep parked out front to advertise the museum, which was housed partly in an old grocery store. My dad had restored a Jeep like this when I was little. It had been a long drive, and I took it all in.
Earlier that summer, on my way out to Idaho, I’d passed through Fort Riley in Kansas. I was sleeping rough—saving money by rolling out a sleeping bag in the back of my Subaru at rest stops. It’s not a bad way to travel, but after a day or so you begin to smell. I knew that at Fort Riley I could go to the base gym, use the shower, emerge refreshed. As I left, I called my old battalion commander, Chris Toner, whose divisional headquarters had been here before he retired as a colonel in charge of all the Warrior Transition Brigades. He’s now a big wheel at the Wounded Warrior Project.
It was my command sergeant major, Jose Vega, who answered the phone. He wanted to know if I’d heard about Anthony Kienlen, who had been in Sean Parnell’s platoon and had apparently gone “full outlaw.” I stopped and pulled out my Catamount yearbook. I asked him to repeat the name, twice; I didn’t know any Kienlen. He’d been in Bermel; I’d been, well, almost everywhere but Bermel. I looked him up in the yearbook. He looked like a baby, which he was—he had joined up with the Army a week after high school graduation. Bermel, one of the most dangerous places on earth, was his university and graduate school.
And now he’d gotten into some trouble. One day the year before, problems with the wife devolved into attempted suicide—he cut himself hoping to bleed out—and, worried for his life, she called the cops to their house on Turkey Ranch Road outside Wichita Falls. Sheriff David Duke (his real name)sent out a posse to deal with the suicidal combat veteran turned emergency room nurse. The scenario that played out wasn’t the finest moment in the history of crisis management.
All hell broke loose. Kienlen didn’t want to go to a facility and the sheriff’s office rolled up on him heavy, a bunch of north Texas good ol’ boy deputies and other law enforcement officers kitted out like Blackwater operators. Kienlen shot their surveillance drone—freehand, from a standing position, with a Remington Model 700 rifle. Every time I’ve mentioned this fact to anyone with combat experience, they’ve been sufficiently impressed. It’s good shooting, though it is also highly illegal. He also allegedly shot at the police officers, and maybe at their cars too, all of which accounts for his having spent, by that point, a year in jail in pretrial detention. They didn’t take kindly to the whole situation. They have him on sixteen counts of attempted murder of a peace officer. A charge that strikes me as vaguely off. Catamounts don’t “attempt” to kill. We either do or we don’t.
I was born in this country, in Utah—the closest thing to Kandahar the United States has to offer—but I was raised overseas, in Turkey and Germany, from age six to eleven, before coming back to attend schools in suburban Virginia that were mostly populated with other military brats, diplomats’ kids, and spy progeny. The CIA’s main training base was just up Colonial Parkway from where I did my freshman and sophomore years. I spent my last two years of high school on scholarship at a boarding school in New Mexico that was founded by the king of England and Armand Hammer, and had a student body consisting mainly of international students.
One constant in my peripatetic childhood was G.I. Joe. G.I. Joe is there, as the theme song went, and I loved it for that. It was a multimedia form of love—I loved the toys, the comics, the cartoon. Now you know, as the catchphrase put it, and knowing is half the battle! I particularly loved the animated G.I. Joe: The Movie, released in 1987. This is the one with Serpentor, the Cobra Emperor, a creation of Dr. Mindbender, who himself was an orthodontist until he turned, well, Mindbender. He was a kind and honest man, who tried to build a brain wave stimulator to relieve dental pain; when he tested it on himself, it didn’t relieve dental pain so much as turn him into a monster and the premier mind control expert for the terrorist organization known—throughout the franchise—as Cobra.
To create Serpentor, Dr. Mindbender partnered with Destro, a Scottish arms manufacturer of noble ancestry who wears a metal face mask. Destro is the on-and-off paramour of a perpetually leather-clad European terrorist called the Baroness. Together they send out Ahnenerbe-style units to harvest DNA from tombs and relics to create a “composite clone” who possesses “the military genius of Napoleon, the ruthlessness of Julius Caesar, the daring of Hannibal, and the fiscal acumen of Attila the Hun.” Serpentor, the emperor, deposes Cobra Commander, who breathes in spores that cause him to become a reptilian being. And so on and so forth.
The Serpentor narrative, of course, was just the B story to the hero’s journey of Green Beret Lieutenant Falcon, who finally lives up to the martial prowess of his brother Duke after passing a series of tests in Sergeant Slaughter’s training regimen and seeing some real-world combat in the Himalayas. I watched G.I. Joe: The Movie just before we left for Turkey, and then each subsequent summer, at my aunt Debbie’s house, when we’d return to Utah.
I have an encyclopedic recall of G.I. Joe lore, which I learned from the hilarious and strangely subversive trading cards written by Larry Hama, a Vietnam War veteran of Japanese descent who also wrote the excellent G.I. Joe comic for Marvel. This was in the early Nineties, when my father was stationed in the Aegean city of Izmir as the Gulf War kicked off; the terrorist threat to Americans in the area meant I got time off school to play Nintendo games and watch cartoons. When we visited the PX—someone bombed the commissary, so it was closed for a spell—I finally got to purchase the latest G.I. Joe comics.
I still remember them as clearly as I remember watching the war live on CNN; they told the same story I was living but with a different spin, which was a good way to get some perspective on the official line. I read about the invasion of the fictional country of Benzheen, the financial interests involved, the behind-the-scenes scheming. I learned about tragedy from what was happening around me, but also from reading those comics. It was a big deal in one issue when some Joes got taken prisoner and executed by what was called a S.A.W.-Viper, a private military contractor working for Cobra. The Viper overstepped, misunderstood his orders. I’ll argue any day of the week that Larry Hama was as prescient and influential—particularly to my generation of soldiers—as any other writer of his era.
I’m a sucker for museums. On this particular stretch of my drive, I had half a mind to visit the General Tommy Franks Leadership Institute and Museum in nearby Hobart. Franks’s career arc as both a soldier and a veteran was the stuff of legend; it’s fair to say he’s had a different experience than me and my peers. He began his Army career in this part of the country: Fort Sill, home of Army artillery, wasn’t too far down the road, over in Lawton. Geronimo is buried there, in Beef Creek Apache Cemetery—Apache were held there as prisoners of war on a military reserve. As CENTCOM Commander on 9/11, Franks (a high school classmate of Laura Bush) oversaw the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, appeared on stage with Wayne Newton, and—wisely—retired from the Army while both wars still looked something like victories. Afterward, Franks slouched toward the semi-karat golden arches, joining the corporate boards of Bank of America, Chuck E. Cheese, and the like—still a man on the make. He was on the cover of Cigar Aficionado. Iraq burned, but Tommy Franks remained on the board of Outback Steakhouse.
In Lone Wolf, ten miles from the Franks Institute, Dr. Vitale took me on a tour of the museum he built in tribute to the G.I. Joe, that real American hero. It was obvious that he’d done this many times before; he had the patter down, and incidentally he’s really a doctor, I bet a pretty good one. Doctors carry themselves with an aura of authority that is often combined with an aversion to answering questions in favor of issuing diktats. Vitale is trim, in his mid-sixties, with a well-groomed beard, and he wore a cool custom polo shirt that I immediately envied. It was a forest green, of course, with g.i. joe museum stitched in plain yellow lettering that curved above an old-school logo, of a helmeted Joe head filling out the swoop in the J.
Inside the museum was a large Green Beret display and diorama, almost a full A-team. I’m a regular leg infantry veteran; there are plenty of grunts like me. But over the years I’ve worked with, for, and around enough Green Berets to gain a certain respect for them. They inspire a different reaction in me than, say, Navy SEALs. They even dispatched a team from Tacoma, Washington, to pay their respects and look after me during my brother’s funeral in eastern Idaho more than a decade ago. They had come out, in part, to commemorate the fact that my brother had once risked his and his crew’s life to save an A-team trapped in a steep mountain ravine, descending in a helicopter a thousand feet down a treacherous canyon, with barely a rotor’s clearance between the valley walls—pulling this maneuver twice to extract the soldiers, when no other pilot in his unit could.
Elsewhere in the museum, a poster showed twenty-three G.I. Joes neatly arranged in rows, the various incarnations of the action figure: pilot, astronaut, French Resistance fighter, mortar man. The caption read: “Old soldiers never die. Your Mom threw them away.” When I was a soldier, one of the stats repeated often was that twenty-two veterans killed themselves per day. Coming home, you may have heard, we’re not always on the surest of footings. As I walked through the museum, I tried to remain conscious of the fact that this tour was not about me—I concealed my exhaustion, my irritability. Symptoms, I imagined, of having finally gone off Ritalin, the last of the medications that Veterans Affairs gave me to help my brain function correctly. None of them helped much.
The place was a labor of love. At its root it was a noble project, I thought, as Vitale told me about an octagonal carriage bolt cabinet he’d found left for dead and restored lovingly over a couple of weeks. The museum and Dr. Vitale both deserved better than me in this moment. I was fueled entirely by coffee and a 5-hour Energy drink I’d slammed at the gas station in Granite.
Our last stop was the repair shop, which was situated near the space diorama and the giant D-Day diorama. It made a certain amount of sense, Vitale giving me the tour in the order that he did. Initiated thus into the mysteries of the G.I. Joe Museum ethos, I appreciated the significance of what the doctor was doing there, or what I imagined him to be doing. Which is: to take pieces of trash—things your mom threw away—and turn them back into treasures. He repairs the figures for anyone who sends them in. It was a paean to community, as much as anything else, and a family affair: the reason it’s in Lone Wolf is that the doctor’s wife is from there, and their daughter paints the murals. The museum is a variety of outsider art and a beautiful one at that. Vitale claimed it was a way he could play with G.I. Joes without anyone thinking it was weird, but let’s be honest: it is weird, just weird in a good way.
You have to see the place through Vitale’s eyes. Enter the building and look to your left, at the wall separating the museum from the street, and you’ll see the story of g.i. joe. The eye, however, is drawn to one of the daughter’s murals. Between the sign and the mural is an easel with the original 1964–65 run of the first Joe action figures (don’t ever call them dolls). There’s Action Soldier, Action Sailor, Action Marine, and Action Pilot—each of their faces is painted on the walls. Looking at them, I thought of the walls of Herculaneum and idly speculated about what tourists, two thousand years in the future, would think if this whole display were excavated, what conclusions about our civilization they would draw from the museum, which has more G.I. Joes than the town has residents.
By November, I was back in Arkansas, and the leaves were off the trees in the Ozarks. Just before Veterans Day, I drove across Oklahoma into northern Texas and checked myself in to a hotel in Wichita Falls. I wanted to see Kienlen and scope out the scene of the crime for myself. Obviously I had my own opinions, but I hadn’t seen the land, hadn’t spoken to the people affected. At the junction where Turkey Ranch meets the larger arterial road into the city proper, there’s a Dollar General—the beating heart of rural America. The lady behind the counter had been working when the shooting occurred. I asked her about it. She thought the sheriff’s office was making an example out of Kienlen and didn’t think it was fair. She was there when the police had set the cordon up, she had heard the gun shots, none of which hit the deputies.
“Kienlen always was a good shot,” one of his company mates, Stephen, told me over the phone. Stephen got into a little trouble himself when he emptied a fully loaded .45 magazine into a television set in his backyard in Maine; he’d gotten upset at the television, but hadn’t considered that he was within a few hundred yards of both a school and a police station—his lawyer was ultimately able to plead it down. Stephen was worried about Kienlen, and he had what I thought was a balanced perspective on the situation. Kienlen hadn’t wanted to kill the cops, Stephen figured, he just wanted them to go away.
I met with Kienlen’s lawyer at a diner off the highway, a few minutes from the jail—for breakfast, but mostly so he could scope me out before we went to see his client, my old comrade from the war. I wore a tweed blazer, a Hermès tie that a Latvian ex-girlfriend had given me, and some of my Army flair pins. The lawyer, Dustin Nimz, wore fancy black cowboy boots with colored embroidery and an expensive-looking cowboy hat. He removed it politely and left it sitting on the table, and when the waitress refilled our cups a drop of coffee stained the leather on the underside of the brim. I could see him wince.
Afterward we drove to the jail—287 once more—to meet with Kienlen in one of the attorney booths, number five. It was a small room, ten feet by ten, with a large bulletproof-looking window running down the middle. I once visited one of the Atomic Energy Commission’s first nuclear reactors, and the way this room was constructed reminded me of how the uranium was separated. I’m not sure which of us—the lawyer, the writer, or the prisoner—is the radioactive one in this metaphor.
There was a phone, like in the movies, but we didn’t use it. They’re ungainly and, more importantly, rumored to be tapped. Instead we use the document slide to talk, our voices vibrating through a gap about an index finger long and several inches wide. It is made for sliding papers back and forth between lawyer and client, not for communication any other way, and the acoustics were skewed. It was a bit like watching a movie in which the dialogue is out of sync with the actors’ mouths.
“Shit, man, this sucks,” I said, when nothing else immediately came to mind. “You doing okay?”
He looked at me. We didn’t know each other, but we deployed together. He knew he didn’t have to spare my feelings.
“Nah,” he replied. “When I came in here, it’s because I was suicidal. Over the past year, my meds haven’t changed, I’m not getting any kind of treatment. I’m not sure I’m any better off.”
I squirmed around in my chair, told him he looked like he needed some sunlight. In truth, he looked like he was back in a war zone. The food was bad. He had credit in his commissary account, but the jail price gouged everything, from Honey Buns to ramen noodles.
“I’ve heard ours is significantly more expensive than most jails and much more expensive than the prison system,” the lawyer, Nimz, told me of Wichita Falls.
“So who’s making all the money off that?” I asked, knowing the answer. Sheriff David Duke, inside whose jail I was sitting, locked in a room with a lawyer and a man accused of sixteen counts of attempted murder.
Kienlen seemed hypervigilant. I thought about his yearbook photo, the kid who joined when he was eighteen.
“We got older,” I said. “Look at this shit. I got gray hairs, man.”
Kienlen laughed. He no longer looked like a baby; he had gray hairs, too. In fact, he looked rough for his thirty-six years, despite sparkling hazel eyes and a fresh haircut. He was doughy from a year of antidepressants and jail food, his skin slack and sallow. I asked if he was working out, doing his push-ups, and he said no. Too depressed.
The lawyer preferred I not talk about the case in there, and I suppose there was no need. The facts of the matter were fairly cut-and-dried, the only issue being how the court would respond to them. My response was a human one: This is a guy I went to war with. There aren’t that many of us left. We talked about some of our departed comrades, most of whom had died after the deployment. There was more than one heroin overdose, a cruel irony. I told him that the commander and the sergeant major were worried about him, we were all working behind the scenes, but there was only so much we could do, and it would all move slowly. Over the course of my career, I’ve seen a number of soldiers in captivity, and nothing ever moves as quickly as one would like.
Kienlen was hoping he could bond out at the end of the week, but I can only assume the sheriff’s office really had it out for him. He was in the process of filling out his release paperwork after his previous bond hearing when they dropped two more attempted murder charges on him for good measure.
The topic of his platoon leader, a Pennsylvania politician named Sean Parnell, came up. Parnell’s senatorial hopes had ended amid allegations of domestic violence and child abuse. Parnell, he said, had not been in touch. I could tell that disappointed him; he said that most of the people he used to call were dead. I told him he could always call me. He hasn’t taken me up on it yet. Part of me is glad.
Iarrived at the courthouse two days later, wandering through a building in disrepair until I found the right room. It was about twenty minutes before the hearing was supposed to begin, and there was only one other person there, a lanky blond man with a beard, carrying a Coke and a thick red folder. He wore north Texas formal wear: a western sport coat and necktie patterned with the Texas flag, khakis, boots, and a lapel pin featuring the flags of both the United States and the Lone Star State. This was Patrick Bradford, the investigator who had written the arrest warrant affidavit.
I didn’t know this when I introduced myself, casually asking him if he was there the day of the shooting, what it was like. “I’ve never been in combat,” he said, “but that day …” He let the sentence hang in the air. It seemed like he’d told this story before, to people more impressed by that line than I was. I clarified that I wasn’t just here as Kienlen’s buddy, that I was a writer, adding that we were all just lucky everyone was still alive. With a rifle, Kienlen could have killed them all fairly easily, it seemed to me, if he’d really wanted to. At that, Bradford declined to say anything further about the case.
I tried a different tactic. I had spent some time in town, getting the lay of the land. I saw a rolling prairie bisected by the Wichita River. Supersonic jet trainers, T-38s, from nearby Sheppard Air Force Base flew overhead. From my car I saw military pilots training over longhorn cattle penned in by barbed wire. The roads are all shitty around here. The city seems to have been crafted from the worst parts of Texas and Oklahoma—the way Washington, D.C., was crafted from the worst parts of Virginia and Maryland. There’s plenty of prosperity in Wichita Falls, but I didn’t see much of it; it kept itself neatly confined to the fenced-off parts of town. I saw low-rent strip malls and houses in need of new siding. There is a building adorned with silhouettes of sexy women as Slim Pickens in Dr. Strangelove on the side of it—a strip club called Bombshells’ Topless. This might as well be Fort Worth, Amarillo, or San Antonio, though it’s greener than the rest of Texas. Still, there’s an aesthetic likeness.
This is a tough town, I said to the investigator. He said that when the hearing was done, I should walk out of the courthouse and look for the tall building adorned with swastikas—of the Native American variety. I’d seen them the day before, Kienlen’s lawyer’s office is in that building, but I played dumb. I was curious what effect he was trying to achieve by telling me this. I wondered if it might be a bad idea to antagonize him. Kienlen had certainly done that. From the affidavit for arrest issued on June 27, 2022:
Dispatch advised in route [sic] deputies that Anthony was making statements that he wanted officers to shoot him. Upon arrival, Deputies Vandygriff, Biter, and Garcia positioned patrol vehicles in the roadway approximately 135 yards north of the property on Tuerkey [sic] ranch road.
While waiting for additional units to arrive, Kienlen fired shots from a rifle in the direction of Vandygriff, Biter, and Garcia.
After additional units arrived, Kienlen moved to a shooting position on top of a golf cart that was protected by a cement wall. From this position, Kienlen continued to shoot towards Vandygriff, Biter, and Garcia as well as Captain Randy Elliott, Sgt. Rob McGarry, and Deputies Eric Wisch, Patrick Bradford, and Amanda Ward. Kienlen also shot towards Wichita County Sheriff, David Duke and Department of Public Safety Texas Ranger Matt Kelly…
During the attacks, Kienlen shot at and struck a drone from the air that was operated by TPW Game Wardens.
During the standoff, Kienlen’s wife relayed information to the 911 dispatcher that Kienlen stated that he would “Kill them all if they come in the gate.”
Of course, they didn’t all come in the gate, so he didn’t kill them. The situation was settled peacefully, no one was hurt.
Kienlen shuffled in, wearing a black-and-white jumpsuit whose colors had smeared together into a kind of grimy gray. Despite their relative statuses, he seemed to have a solid rapport with the deputies who guarded him. I overheard him tell Deputy Flemming, a guard with a bushy beard and bright smile, that he was in the Army seven days after graduating high school. The deputy laughed at that.
I met Kienlen’s wife and mother in the courtroom, dressed in their Sunday best. “They’ve pulled so much underhanded shit,” his mother told me. It occurred to me then—and not for the first time—that our war had come back on their shoulders. After the hearing, I found myself stammering a sort of apology for this. We went away and were changed, a change that had a ripple effect on everyone in our lives. I saw the way the war aged my parents and my siblings who hadn’t gone, all on account of the way it changed me and my brother. It is a phenomenon they leave out of the recruiting brochures.
Kienlen’s bond was set for $1.6 million. His mother found a bondsman who would secure it. Soon he would be back home, ankle monitor secured, preparing for his trial and wondering what a jury of his peers would think. What, I wondered, is a jury of one’s peers for a guy like Kienlen? What does that look like? I’m his peer, as is Stephen, but there aren’t that many people who have been where Kienlen’s been, done what Kienlen’s done. At least, for the time being, he would be out of jail. For my part, I figured it was time to get back on the road.
On the way out of Texas, not yet over the county line, I got nervous and called a friend who used to work for the Secret Service to tell her I might have just annoyed some cops in north Texas, that I was still in the county, and that if I got pulled over—well, to be ready for a phone call. I wouldn’t feel safe until I made it to Oklahoma.
“Fuck, man, he terrified those redneck cops,” I texted my old Army roommate and war buddy—Tony is his name. He had been in Bermel for a while; I wanted to tell him about Kienlen, see what he had to say.
“I bet man, shit, he’s shot at people who fought to the death!” Tony texted back. “Once you get in that heat of battle, you lose all senses.”
Tony had driven a couple hours out from his home near Boise to meet me at my grandfather’s farm in southern Idaho that summer. He’s a good friend, had come to check on me after the divorce. We try to look out for one another. He has four kids, loves his family, his wife, his church, physical fitness. He’s done a pretty good job of staying sane since the war, and even still, it gets to him. He did a second tour that was bad too. The part of Idaho we were in looks a lot like the part of Afghanistan we served in; on the way up to the reservoir to skip rocks and go fishing, Tony started to feel the old feelings. I felt bad for not warning him. He has a kid about the same age I was when I started playing with G.I. Joes.
I was racing a thunderstorm all the way through Oklahoma, on bad tires, with questionable brakes. I pulled off in Okemah and decided to wait out the rain at a small casino off the highway. The security guard noticed the Combat Infantry Badge on my lapel. Turned out he had served in the 10th Mountain Division, an MLRS guy, launching rockets. He loved it, spent some time in Korea, came back home. He asked what I was doing in town, and I told him about Kienlen. Bear in mind, me and the Creek security guard, we had never met each other before.
He got solemn, grabbed my arm, and asked how our brother was doing. “Brother,” that was the word he used—American veterans, one big dysfunctional family. Not great, I admitted. He told me he’d be praying for him, then led me past the slot machines and introduced me to an old Korean War vet sitting in the café. I was back around people I trusted. Sitting with my new Creek friends in this casino in Woodie Guthrie’s birthplace, I was grateful to be back in Indian Country. I was grateful to be in Oklahoma. I was grateful I wasn’t Kienlen and could cross state lines.
Now you know, as the slogan goes, and knowing is half the battle.


Matt Farwell lives in Charlottesville, Virginia, and writes the Substack “The Hunt for Tom Clancy.”
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If One Part Suffers
The enigma of body integrity dysphoria
 by Michelle Orange
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“It would be a grain hopper,” Robert said, our bodies twisted to take in the view out the driver’s-side window of his wife’s Toyota RAV4. I thought he might pull over there, on the stretch of beige gravel road where several of the train tracks that pass through Revelstoke, British Columbia, converge. I hoped for another of the smoke breaks that had punctuated our winding tour of the thumbprint town, pressed between the Selkirk and Monashee mountain ranges, where Robert lived.1 It was August 2022, and the heat, which I found mild, agitated him. He’d taken the day off to ferry me around; the tour had thus far included a view of an upscale ski resort that, since its opening in 2007, had helped to widen the town’s already sizable class divide, and the riverside burial site of KC, a chihuahua-terrier mix named for his way with kisses and cuddles. It was with KC by his side that Robert had first arrived in town, eighteen years ago, to begin his brief stint as a railway-conducting trainee.
Robert said things like “ginormous,” “friggin,” and “fuckwit,” habitually spoke in a question-and-answer format, and was free with his wheezy smoker’s laugh. Even more than his strong, octave-surfing Ontario accent, his willed congeniality—a mix of natural reserve and a morbid aversion to pretense—spoke to something in my bones. The temper he said had plagued his relationships with a neighbor and his teenage son (“Do I use expletives? Yes. Should I? No”) had thus far surfaced between us only as a rare and faint vibration.
Seeing the railway junction for myself had been my one request before arriving in Revelstoke. Robert had never quite replied, and in the weeks since we first spoke, I hadn’t mentioned it again. As plans often are, especially between strangers, ours had been mostly tacit, contingent, imbued with fantasy. Now my steady flow of questions stalled as Robert slow-rolled us past the spot in question, where what he called “Plan B,” a scenario for which he’d mapped out every detail, might unfold. I felt the intrusion of my presence, a sense of gross extraction, seeping forth. My fantasy, I suppose, having been that it would not.
“A grain hopper heading east,” Robert clarified, pointing out the curve in the tracks that would hide him from the train’s crew, many of whom he knew, and leave them no chance of stopping in time. His plan was designed to minimize the trauma inflicted on everyone involved, and to ensure his own survival. Calling 9-1-1 a minute or so before the train swung into sight would put ambulance arrival time, from the dispatch we’d passed on our way in, at about two minutes; a tourniquet he’d carry with him would limit the bleed.
I studied the site through the car window. It was littered with old train ties. A stand of aspens, white bark flashing, divided the tracks on the far side from Revelstoke’s main drag. Unable to make out whatever it was I imagined discovering there, I turned back to KC’s old collar, hanging from the rearview mirror, and said something useless about self-harm. “I see it as a beginning to an end,” Robert corrected me. “You’re forcing something to happen.”
The wish behind all of Robert’s planning was not to destroy his body but to alter it. I had come to meet him, this smiling, summer-dude vision in wraparound sunglasses, sweat-wicking shorts, and white Air Monarchs, because for at least forty of his fifty-two years, Robert has wanted nothing more than to shear away one of his two healthy, perfectly functioning legs. His physical form, tallish and solid-built, feels “overcomplete,” he’d told me repeatedly, possessed of an extra, deeply unwanted thing.
“I don’t know about your reaction to all that,” Robert said, as we turned off Track Street East and made our way back to Victoria Road. “You’re the first person I’ve opened up to about that specific thing.” We passed the grocery where, the night before, I had foraged a meal from indifferently stocked shelves. It stood on the site of the town’s first public hospital, which opened in 1902, at the peak of Revelstoke’s colonial invention. The town’s earliest hospital, a few minutes northwest, had taken as its first patient a Swedish-born miner who required, for reasons history has left unspecified, that part of his finger be removed. Recalling that Robert had in fact described Plan B to several medical professionals, I asked how it felt anyway. “Vulnerable,” he said quickly. “It makes me feel vulnerable. I’m not going into it willy-nilly. There is a plan. I’m just not looking forward to any of it.”
I noticed again the injured look, red and swollen, of Robert’s hands, now both gripping the wheel, where before one had tapped, or fiddled, or made the relaxed, curling gestures of an accompanist out the window as he spoke. I remembered the finishing touch of Plan B that he had described on the phone, surgical directives he would inscribe in waterproof Sharpie on his left upper thigh: “Four to five inches above knee center. Draw a fish mouth—do it right.” And then below this, underlined: “This is what ten years of therapy for BID looks like.”
BID, body integrity dysphoria, is rare. Though experts are reluctant to estimate its prevalence, it is believed that at least a thousand people globally have the disorder. Medical recognition of the condition is growing, and its addition to the World Health Organization’s International Classification of Diseases (ICD) took effect last year. The ICD defines BID as “an intense and persistent desire to become physically disabled in a significant way”—to become, for example, a major-limb amputee, paraplegic, or blind—“with onset by early adolescence accompanied by persistent discomfort, or intense feelings of inappropriateness” regarding one’s body.
I learned of the ailment in 2011, the year that I met Dr. Michael First, a professor of clinical psychiatry at Columbia and an editor of the current Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), who had inaugurated an earlier term for the condition, body integrity identity disorder, in a 2005 study. First was then campaigning for BIID to be added to the DSM-5—what remains the most recent edition—which was in its deliberative stage. I was writing about those deliberations, specifically about the various political and institutional follies involved in defining normalcy. I was preoccupied, as well, with our culture’s competing blights of self-focus and self-alienation, and a possible synergy between them; how easily our efforts toward perfection can turn destructive. At the time, BIID seemed the ne plus ultra of this danger, a useful metaphor for an age on the verge, one might say, of dismantling itself.
Glancingly over the years, and recently, the political right wing has identified the disorder as a more specific beacon: a representation of the risks supposedly opened up by the freedom to express different gender identities and to modify one’s body accordingly, citing the affliction as evidence that trans rights and gender-affirming care are the first stops along a slippery slope. This assertion seems to have been supported by the fact that certain researchers, most prominently Michael First, have described the condition as analogous to gender dysphoria—associating it with a long-accepted diagnosis (what was at the time called gender identity disorder) as a means of clearing a path for medical recognition. The field has left First’s early terminology behind, turning to “body integrity dysphoria” in an effort to hew to more symptom-descriptive nomenclature, and, as First told me, to reflect more humility regarding the disorder’s root causes. But First’s public advocacy has been widely influential—he appeared on Dr. Phil in 2015—and many news articles still reference BIID, his original name. Some with the condition, including Robert, use language associated with issues of gender and sexuality, speaking of “true selves” and “coming out.”
This association has haunted the process of telling Robert’s story, threatening to make of his suffering a narrow allegory, grist for political milling. (Several BID sufferers I spoke with cited this as an ongoing problem.) Yet Robert’s distress seemed to have much broader parallels, beginning with the experiences of the millions of people who modify their healthy bodies through surgery in myriad ways every day: the woman who enlarges her breasts; the man lengthening his legs, millimeter by excruciating millimeter. Or the person who strives obsessively, through disordered behavior, to disappear parts of their physical self. I am regrettably familiar with this work—with the wish not just to alter but to vanquish parts of one’s body deemed alien, untrue, imparted by mistake. My endeavors remained within the realm of social acceptability—or, at least, what was socially tolerated—while Robert sought something readily understood as crazy.
What separated us, really? Was it merely a question of norms? Of scale? To learn, often, is simply to linger; in this case at the edge of a chasm. I wondered if I could reach across.
Attempts to name and define BID over the past five decades offer a fun-house reflection of a culture in flux, the career ambitions of a handful of clinicians, and at least one accident of history, the last coming at the start. The first medically documented modern sufferers of the disorder were two men who each contacted the Johns Hopkins Psychohormonal Research Unit in the early 1970s, believing that the unit might connect them with doctors who performed radical surgeries. As a result, both men were assessed by a sexologist, the later disgraced founder of the research unit, John Money. (Money would go on to face allegations of sexually abusing two child research subjects, among other scandals.) Money concluded that the two men, who each sought the amputation of one leg, were experiencing what was in essence a psychosexual disorder, what he called apotemnophilia, characterized by an “eroticization of the stump.”
Twenty years later, in 1997, a New Jersey doctor named Richard Bruno advanced the term “factitious disability disorder,” in which the psychosexual component asserted by Money became a subset of the condition. The same year, the Scottish surgeon Robert Smith performed the first known elective amputation of a healthy limb at a hospital; he carried out the second in 1999. Both amputees, who had each given up a leg, reported satisfaction, but when their stories went public, in 2000, Smith’s hospital put an end to the operations. A 2000 BBC documentary, Complete Obsession, follows the New Zealand–born psychiatrist Russell Reid as he interviews potential candidates for surgery with Smith. The documentary presents the ailment as a form of body dysmorphic disorder, a condition which experts believe affects one in one hundred people. (Later, Smith would develop a distinct classification called amputee identity disorder.) Reid, projecting a mild, professorial excitement, is shown approving one candidate—a man who in fact co-authored Money’s original study—for amputation of his right leg. The next patient, however, a soft-spoken woman seeking double amputation, leaves Reid “flabbergasted.” “To be rid of one leg is, you know, okay,” he reasons. “To be rid of two is a disaster.” Later in the film, Smith also declines to perform a double amputation, saying, “From a surgeon’s point of view, it’s really asking a bit much.” A third doctor, a psychiatrist, disagrees.
Michael First’s study establishing the term body integrity identity disorder arrived just a few years later. First’s efforts to add BIID as a diagnostic category to the DSM-5 were ultimately unsuccessful, and in 2016 he joined researchers in Switzerland to propose that the condition be included in the WHO’s ICD under the name body integrity dysphoria.
Leading researchers now see BID as multifactorial—with psychological, social, cultural, and neurological components. Recent studies also affirm a long-standing view that people with BID are neither psychotic nor suffering from delusions. Dr. Gianluca Saetta, a cognitive neuroscientist at the university ETH Zurich and a clinical psychologist, whom I spoke with last summer, is investigating the relationship between BID and atypical mechanisms in the brain. In a 2020 imaging study of sixteen men who sought amputation of their healthy left leg, Saetta and co-authors found atrophy in the right parietal superior lobule, a region of the brain associated with the conscious representation of the size and shape of one’s body. There was additional atrophy in the left premotor cortex, believed to be involved in integrating sensory information regarding one’s limbs. While the causation is unclear, both the degree of desire for amputation and the frequency with which subjects engaged in “pretending behaviors” (using crutches or a wheelchair, for example) were shown to correlate to an increase in these atrophies. Saetta is also researching methods to help those with BID cope, including the use of virtual reality technology to provide them with an experience of their body as they would like it to be.
According to Saetta, as yet unpublished research suggests that psychotherapy may relieve dysphoria in some cases. And though data remains scarce overall, at least two studies and some anecdotal evidence suggest that amputation could lead to remission of symptoms in cases like Robert’s. All of the researchers I spoke with agreed that BID requires further study.
Nonetheless, Michael First believes that some patients should have access to healthy-limb amputation and says that many physicians, if acquainted with all the relevant information, would agree. First, among others, has cited the concern that patients may injure themselves if they aren’t able to alter their bodies through the medical system. Richard B. Gibson, a U.K. scholar of bioethics and medical jurisprudence, has become a minor hero of the online BID community by making a case for “therapeutic amputation” in his doctoral dissertation, published in 2021. Gibson interrogates basic medical precepts, rejecting the Aristotelian teleology that prioritizes “health” over the autonomy of the individual. When I spoke with Gibson, he pointed out that medicine already makes allowances for operations that do not have a “nice, clear benefit” to the patient, such as kidney donation. “Surgery’s complicated; medical interventions are complicated,” he said. “The justifications we use aren’t always ‘It will make that person better.’”
Robert and I were headed to another lookout when the xylophonic chirps of Ed Sheeran’s “Shape of You” sounded from his phone: his new boss was calling, from the more populous town a few hours south to which Robert, his wife Brit, and their teenage son would move in a little over a month.2 Revelstoke had changed too much, grown too posh; their trailer park home could now pay for a much bigger place elsewhere.
Robert had held many jobs before and after his short time in the train-conducting program: baggage handler, sanitation worker, cable guy. But driving a service van for locals with mobility issues, some of whom were amputees, had stuck. He would have the same job with benefits down south, plus union protection and a retirement plan. (In his imagined future as an amputee, Robert would continue working—driving in some capacity.) Though hopeful about the move, he dreaded leaving the doctors with whom he felt familiar, even as they frustrated him; ones he returned to knowing they would let him down.
Robert described his condition as a “medical issue” that is “majority mental,” but stopped short of calling it an illness or a disorder. In conversation he often mirrored my wonder, and sometimes my confusion, reverting always to the certain knowledge of what he felt.
His first memory of experiencing BID was of sitting in a sandbox with one foot folded under his butt, at age five or six, and of the feeling of relief that bloomed as he noticed the empty space where the rest of his left leg had been. He baffled his parents with drawings of himself as an amputee, and at around eight bound his left leg up to the thigh with a roll of tensor bandage. By age fourteen, he was certain that everything below the four-inch mark above his left knee absolutely did not belong there. When he fractured that same leg playing football in ninth grade in his hometown of Ottawa, a confused doctor believed he was heeding Robert’s wails to “just take it off!” when he cut away the cast he had just finished setting.
Robert’s parents had divorced when he was a toddler, and he lived with his mother, who was bipolar and whose alcohol and drug problems made her an unstable and often abusive presence. With little supervision and few friends, Robert found it easy to investigate his longings. In the aftermath of the football incident, he found his way to an Ontario Medical Supply store, looking to experiment with plasterwork. Starting with a basic thumb spica splint—from the forearm to the tip of that digit—he worked his way up to a full-leg cast, fashioning joints from dismantled knee braces. More than crutching, bandaging, or tethering his left foot to his backside to create a pseudo-stump, casts and prosthetic overlays approximated the desired sensation of constraint. When he lacked the resources for a full-leg plaster—fiberglass rolls got pricey—he would settle for casting his left arm: the sense of immobility was at least a faint proxy of what he sought. Though he only broke one more bone, he sported casts with the regularity of a stuntman in the wrong line of work. After high school, drifting between odd jobs, rec leagues, and drug circles, Robert discovered how easily people accepted whatever story he told about his foot, his wrist, his arm; how remaining on the periphery meant telling fewer and less elaborate lies. He began working as a long-haul mover around age twenty, and some dabbling in cocaine led to eighteen months strung out on crack. He quit abruptly, resulting in two brutal weeks of withdrawal. Living with BID, he told me, was worse.
Shortly after we left the train tracks, I ventured to share a growing impression: that Plan B was more like a place Robert went in his head than a thing he might actually do. “A way out when it’s really bad.”
He heaved, and went silent. Another of the puffballs seeding the thin, golden air drifted through my window, and we turned onto one of the arterial roads that flowed upward from the center of town and into the surrounding Columbia Mountains. “It’s the pain, it’s the what-ifs,” he said finally. “That’s where I think I’m chickenshit. That’s where some of the depression comes in, you know? This is what I need so badly, but I can’t make myself do it. Does that make me crazy or does that mean I keep coming to my senses?” A sob caught in his throat, not for the first time that day. “That’s where the suicidal tendencies come in,” he said. “Like maybe it would just be easier to swallow a bunch of pills and not wake up.”
He told me he had made two suicide attempts in his twenties, before he knew his feeling of overcompleteness to be anything more than a private agony. The second was in 1999, when he was twenty-eight. A planned move to British Columbia had unraveled, and Robert was suffering from what those in BID circles refer to as a wave—an acute surge of intrusive thoughts. He downed a bottle of Tylenol in the back of his 1975 van. Waking up the next day, KC at his side, he decided to head back west, try again at a new life.
After marrying Brit in 2004, Robert vowed to stop casting and threw out most of his prosthetics. A West Coast native who rotated through HR and office admin positions, Brit was Robert’s first serious girlfriend and his devoted protector. But despite his horror of discovery and his hatred of lying to Brit, Robert soon resumed making the casts and prosthetics that he would use to hobble around the house in private, hiding them in the joists above the basement ceiling of their first place in Revelstoke.
Around 2007, Robert found his way to web page after web page on what was then known as BIID. Eventually, he worked up the nerve to call Michael First, who during an hour stuck in Manhattan traffic gave Robert an informal diagnosis. According to Robert, First also passed along details of a Yahoo discussion group and connected him with someone known as the Gatekeeper, an anonymous figure—possibly one of multiple such figures—who brokers amputation surgeries in foreign countries for a fee of what was then ten thousand dollars. (First denies connecting any patient with the Gatekeeper, and also denies sharing details of any web forum.) Robert said that in a brief interaction, the Gatekeeper warned him against the transfemoral, above-knee amputation he was set on, urging him instead to consider a knee disarticulation, which leaves the femor and patella untouched and makes the use of weight-bearing prosthetics easier. But that wasn’t what Robert was after. And the process struck him as too shady, even if he’d had that kind of money. The amputation he sought would be secured through “proper medical channels,” as he would describe it to me later; the freedom he imagined as its result would release him from a lifetime of secrecy, shame, and lies.
At thirty-eight, depressed and in and out of work, Robert filed for bankruptcy; shortly after, his father died of pancreatic cancer. By the afternoon in 2012 when he called Brit to tell her he’d taken a fall climbing into his Chevy Tahoe—a fiction—the couple’s relationship was suffering. For the first time since they’d married, Robert worked quickly in the back of his truck with fiberglass rolls, cast padding, and stockinette bandages, covering his left leg from foot to hip before making the drive back home.
After two months on crutches, Robert sat Brit down in their kitchen to tell her about his BID. He remembers mutual tears, bewilderment. At some point, their six-year-old son emerged from his bedroom and joined in the sobbing, though he wasn’t told the cause. The months that followed were dark; the more Robert shared, the darker they got. That first night, Brit had promised to support him even if she didn’t understand, but hearing Robert talk more openly about seeking amputation made her fierce. To avoid fighting they came to avoid the subject.
Robert told his family physician the truth around the same time. According to Robert, his doctor limited his help to shrink referrals and cast-removal services. He started seeing a psychiatrist an hour away, in Salmon Arm, but in the winter the drive was unmanageable. Their sessions lasted twenty-five minutes and generally ended with a new scrip to treat his depression. Over the years, Robert tried Trintellix, which made him puke, then Abilify, which helped but gave him a hand tremor. He hated taking pills and resented the prescriptions, seeing even in their upsides a misapprehension of what ailed him, and a barrier to its cure. Having imagined finding allies—or at least one clinician, God willing one surgeon—with the nerve to help forge a new path, Robert sometimes regretted telling anyone at all. The humiliation so often outweighed whatever good it had done.
About five months before we met, Robert put himself in a cast for the first time in the ten years since opening up to Brit. What was supposed to be a private outlet, lasting only a few days while his wife and son were visiting family in Vancouver, became a six-week affair, complete with a tall tale about breaking his arm. The relief wasn’t what he’d hoped, and the sense of deceit greater than he’d anticipated. He was grateful, though, for the bout of compartment syndrome that followed the cast’s removal, giving his story a ring of truth: for weeks Robert’s left arm and hand remained painfully swollen, a phase of supposed healing that didn’t look healthy at all.
Now the ongoing failure of Robert’s Plan A seemed well summarized by his tagline on the web forum where I first found him: “Searching for a legitimate solution through proper medical channels for over a decade.” Robert knows of people who have forced their own impairments—via acids, ethanol shots, and most often by a method involving prolonged immersion of the unwanted limb in dry ice until necrosis sets in and a surgeon is forced to amputate. But something about these methods, as with the Gatekeeper route, deters him. Before we visited the tracks, Robert had taken me past Queen Victoria Hospital, the dough-colored Seventies facility where he had long imagined waking up after a safe, medically sanctioned amputation, rising from his bed, and crutching over to the window. There he would “look out at my mountains,” he’d told me during our first conversation, “the way I’m supposed to be.”
Late in the afternoon, we parked by an elbow bend in the river that splits Revelstoke in two. In the distance we could see the three bridges that led into town: first the Big Eddy, then the railroad, and finally the suspension bridge, the one Robert drove across when he first arrived, overwhelmed by a sense of belonging, of being home.
Robert had just declared himself to be “pro-choice,” in response to the question of whether people should be allowed to do whatever they want with their bodies. I asked what that meant, how he drew the limits around personal autonomy. With Robert, I’d noticed, there were tough ones, tricky ones, funky ones, and sticky ones. Abortion? “That’s a sticky one,” he said. He supported the right to terminate pregnancies in cases of rape and for the health of the fetus or mother, but he felt that simply not wanting a baby was not reason enough. He mentioned a miscarriage Brit had suffered, then asked to step out for a smoke.
“This is actually a nasty little section of river,” he said. We looked from the mountain-cut horizon, the sun poaching in the sky, to the currents twisted in a scrum at our feet. “You go swimming in it, it will take you away.” Robert began to describe the bitterness that had taken hold of him after a 2017 accident on his garbage route led to a hernia operation and a nerve condition called inguinodynia. Since then he’d experienced near-constant pain in his groin and right leg—the one he wants to keep, onto which he habitually shifts his weight. “If I’d had help within the first five years of coming out this wouldn’t have happened,” he said. He wouldn’t have been hurling trash cans as an amputee. “I’d be much more able-bodied—I’d be sit-skiing, I’d be into adaptive sports. Now I can’t even throw a ball with my boy.” The injury had temporarily made amputation seem less urgent. “But very shortly after, it was: Yeah, I can still do this. I still need to be the way I need to be.” He mentioned the death of a friend earlier that year. Time ran shorter each day: “I want to enjoy my life. I gotta be on the other side of this.”
I was reminded of my conversation, some weeks before, with a man—whom I’ll call T—who posts on the forum Robert frequents. A fifty-year-old foreign national who lives in the Pacific Northwest, T returned in 2005 to his home country, which has a public health care system, to incite the amputation of his lower left leg via dry-ice immersion. T recalled the admitting nurse’s disgust at his apparent self-mutilation, the disappointment of the surgeon who wanted to save his leg. After two months’ recovery, he returned home with a fabricated story about a car accident, received a prosthetic leg, and resumed work at his white-collar job. Only his wife knew what he had done. The thoughts that had tormented him from early childhood—“a continual need, a continual feeling that things were not right”—were gone. “BIID”—T used the condition’s former name—“is a weighing of mental harm versus physical harm,” he told me. “I have been physically harmed, but it’s minuscule in comparison to the mental harm. It was worth ticking that box.” Worth it with the exception, perhaps, of having alienated his only child, now in his late teens, who eventually learned the truth. “He went from having the dad with the cool robot leg,” T said, “to the dad who mutilated himself.”
At our last stop of the day, in Centennial Park, Robert and I watched the odd hiker hump by and disappear into a thatch of woods. He spoke of the web forum where I’d found both him and T; in Robert’s opinion, it had become too chaotic. “That whole site is scary,” he said, “I feel they’re my people, but it’s uncontrolled.” He worried especially about someone who online went by the name of Lexie, a twenty-eight-year-old trans woman who had co-founded the site, and who in recent months had forced the amputation of her left foot, also by the dry-ice method. Neither of us had cracked a window when Robert cut the engine, and we sat strangely bound by that decision as heat piled up inside the car. Robert had interpreted Lexie’s relative silence following her amputation as a sign of remorse.
In fact, I’d talked with Lexie when she was four weeks post-op, a month before my arrival in Revelstoke, and she’d told me that she was overjoyed with the result, saying specifically that she had “not a single regret.” But a complex frustration seized Robert as he spoke. “I don’t think she did it for the right reasons,” he blurted out. “And I’m so guarded about that opinion.” He said he wasn’t sure Lexie’s condition should rightly be called BID—she’d longed to be disabled since childhood, but only recently determined precisely how. Robert would revise his thinking in the months that followed, but he maintained vehement disagreement with Lexie’s decision to not tell her doctors and loved ones about her BID. “There has to be a right way,” he said, growing heated. “My dignity, my integrity—pardon the pun—my morals, my values … ,” he trailed off. “If you’re going to do something, talk about it, do it in a controlled way, in a controlled environment, seek the proper professional help.” I noted that doing all of those things had not necessarily helped him. After a beat, he replied in the form of a tangent, a retreat into some more private debate.
The following day, Brit and I spent her lunch break—she was working for a local non-profit—sipping fruity Starbucks drinks in the shadow of Mount Revelstoke. We stood facing each other under a thick carpet of cloud, near a trailhead overlooking Mounts Begbie and Macpherson. In answer to a question about what had first attracted her to Robert, Brit called him forthright and down-to-earth. “I’m not fancy. I’m not glamorous by any means,” she said. “I respect honesty.”
Small and round in stature, with butter-blond hair cut to her chin and a friendly, direct affect, Brit told me that the roles she was raised to play—“the mother figure, the nurturer, the protector, the caregiver”—had always suited her well enough. She had agreed to speak to me because Robert believed it might help people. Brit mentioned accompanying him to a recent appointment for his nerve condition, with a new pain specialist whom they both found haughty and dismissive. When the doctor said that Robert needed to treat his depression before undergoing radiofrequency ablation for the pain in his groin, Robert, who had disclosed his BID during the intake, went stony. Brit became irate: “I just looked at him and I said, ‘Everybody has some form of depression and anxiety. Nobody’s perfect.’ And he’s like—he just looks at me. And I said, ‘His pain is not because he’s depressed.’ Basically I was about to tell him to fuck off, but I bit my tongue.”
The act of looking featured heavily in Brit’s recollections. The suggestion was that of various encounters turning on the power of her gaze to reveal, to indict, to protect. In our conversations, that gaze and its certainties were missing only from the night Robert told her about his BID. “We were at home, a different place down on Front Street,” she said. “I just remember him saying, ‘There’s something I gotta talk to you about, it’s kind of way out there.’ I said, ‘Okay, well, tell me. I’ll listen, I won’t react.’” A moment passed. “I just remember sitting there, just taking it in. Like, am I dreaming? Is this real?”
Her memory of Robert raising the possibility of an underground amputation sometime in the months that followed was more clear: “I looked at him and I said, ‘And how would you get all that money? We can barely pay our rent.’ I was just like, ‘There’s nothing wrong with your limbs, any one of them. Why would you, in God’s name, think to have one of them removed? And then you’re going to try to live life like that? How are you going to explain that to your son?’” A ghost rain was passing around, behind us, speckling our limbs, the back of our necks. “We got into an argument. I couldn’t understand. And I don’t think I wanted to, to be honest.” I asked her if that had changed. “I guess I don’t even think about it? Sometimes I feel scared to even ask. Because I don’t want him to do anything. It would make his life go backwards. He would fall backwards.” I noted that Robert seemed to see it the opposite way.
“Yeah,” she said. “And I can see him going into a bigger depression.”
Brit gets regular massages for neck pain related to scoliosis and disk degeneration. She doesn’t tell anyone about the fights between Robert and their son, in which she intervenes and often comes away bruised, or about Robert’s BID. They still don’t really talk about it themselves. Each separately mentioned a close family friend with diabetes who recently underwent the double amputation of her feet. Robert had been forced to confront his envy when the friend became one of his service-van patrons. I asked Brit if he had shared those feelings with her. “No, but I was wondering,” she replied. “I thought in my head, I wonder if he knows she had no option, she was suffering, physically suffering. That’s a medical reason. For me, I don’t think his is a medical reason.”
“Medical meaning it involves physical pain in the body, not so much psychic pain?” I asked.
“There was infection. I saw her feet,” she said. “I see Robert as different … I know that it’s—I don’t know, psychological?” Hikers were trickling back into the lot, dazed and veiled with dew. “I see it as black and white, but I know there’s gray,” she went on. “It’s just hard to change your mind. I’m fifty. That it’s not happening to me doesn’t mean it not’s happening; it doesn’t mean it’s not the truth. But it’s hard to understand.”
I asked how she would feel if amputation were an option and Robert decided to go through with it. She paused. “I don’t know, probably shocked,” she said. “Probably angry. Supporting him doesn’t mean that I have to like it, or agree with it.” I asked if that meant that she would ultimately accept it. “Yeah,” she said. “But it would take, like, a while.”
On the drive back into town, I noted the tattoo on Brit’s right calf, a heart with her son’s name inside it—a fortieth birthday gift to herself. Robert’s aversion to tattoos had kept her from considering one on her arm, or anywhere more conspicuous. She laughed at the thought of it. “He’d divorce me!”
As we pulled out of the motel parking lot a few hours later, Robert seemed distracted and tense. He’d downgraded my dinner invitation to a quick home tour and visit. As Led Zeppelin’s “Black Dog” ground to a finish on the radio, he said that we’d need a cover story to explain my presence to his son. I said I couldn’t agree to a false pretense. “We’ll just say you’re a friend from back East,” he replied, turning brisk. “He probably won’t even come out of his room.”
Robert and Brit’s trailer was easily the nicest within view, trimmed by a lush stretch of lawn, built-out porches, potted petunias, and a raised garden bed where Brit planted carrots in the spring and Russian garlic in the fall. I was thinking about how much remained unsaid between husband and wife, about the silent partner in every close relationship. Brit had surprised me when I mentioned Robert’s casts, specifically the one he was wearing when he first told her about his BID. “Yeah, ’cause he broke his leg,” she’d replied quickly. “Right up to his hip.” She made a sound of wifely forbearance. “Yeah, that was silly.”
Before taking me into the house, Robert brought us to the eight-by-eleven cedar shed where he did all of his shop work, and where he hid the casts and prosthetics that had provided his only reliable source of relief. Boxes were piled up along each wall of the narrow space, leaving barely room for the two of us. Speaking in hushed tones and making quick, nervous movements, Robert pulled out some of his choice creations—including a knee joint made from a truck cap clamp and cantilever bicycle brakes—handled them briefly, and shut them away. I thought of Brit telling me, a few hours earlier, that the shed was Robert’s happy place, where he went to play music, tinker, “just move stuff around, do stuff, do something in his own element.” She had laughed her merry, knowing laugh. “And I’m like, Good, stay out of my hair!”
“There’s not much to see in here now,” Robert said, looking around. “It’s all packed up for the move.” On our way out, he pulled back some coats hanging behind the door, revealing a set of plaster and fiberglass casts, shadow limbs strewn in a pile. After a moment he let the coats drop and threw the shed door open, his discomfort an invisible, ushering hand. Earlier he had described the nights he spent worrying about a snowfall so intense it would collapse the shed and lay his remaining secrets bare.
Inside their railroad-style home, many of the family photos and personal touches had already been removed. A small country kitchen sign hung by the kitchen sink; a vacuum cleaner stood inside an aproned-cow coverlet. Among the few books on a console shelf were titles by the comedians George Carlin and Steven Wright, and the televangelist Joel Osteen. Their son was sealed in his bedroom, playing video games with the curtains drawn, loud chortles and the odd cry—“You’re a fucking psycho!”—sounding through the door.
Brit and Robert chatted easily, talking up their dream house, worrying about the mortgage coming through. They took turns scooping a testy, salt-colored Havanese named Abby off her feet: Brit held her belly-up, like a baby; Robert perched her in the crook of his right arm. At one point Abby was made to perform her best party trick: “You tell him!” said Brit, plunking the dog on the ground and pointing at her husband. “Go on, tell him!” Assuming the position despite her advanced age, Abby sent a tear of opinionated barks in Robert’s direction.
On our final afternoon together, I rode in the back of the twenty-seat, wheelchair-accessible van Robert had driven three days a week for the past year, since his predecessor was fired for refusing a COVID shot. Robert had done his part there, he told me, but the third jab would be his last. “I don’t like shots,” he shouted over his shoulder. “I’m not one for needles.”
Robert was animated with his passengers, in his neon safety vest, black sneakers, and Ottawa Senators hat, securing and unsecuring scooters and riders, cheerfully reminding patrons to pay the man his two bucks. He gave no sign of the groin pain he said was always with him, a never-ending kick in the nuts.
Early in the afternoon, we stopped to kill some time beside an immaculately groomed baseball diamond. The sun was mellow, and Robert somewhat sobered. Upwind and slightly upslope from me, he made constant pivots to keep his cigarette smoke from blowing in my face. He spoke about an upcoming appointment with the psychiatrist in Salmon Arm, whom he hadn’t seen in three years. He hoped this time she would help him with “a plan of action,” a series of steps culminating in surgery.
I had been matching Robert’s edging steps away from me with a creeping advance, afraid of his voice becoming too quiet for my recorder, aware that the novelty of my presence and my interest was wearing thin. I asked if Brit knew about his suicide attempts. “Um, I don’t—I think she might be aware of one of them? I’m not sure. I really haven’t talked about that part of it.” He wasn’t sure, either, if she knew the extent of his depression. “I think she’s aware there is something big bothering me. I felt vulnerable yesterday when you two were talking!”
“I got the impression that she doesn’t know as much as I thought,” I said.
“I don’t discuss it with her all the time,” he replied. “It’s not a normal conversation to have with your spouse.”
I told him then what Brit had told me: that she believed that an amputation would only make things worse. Robert stilled, almost visibly withdrawing into himself. “That’s where the stigma around disability comes in,” he said quietly. “It’s definitely a complex scenario. Not just for me, for everybody involved.” We needed to go, he added, or we were going to be late.
Before leaving Revelstoke I returned alone to Track Street, where roach-colored boxcars sat in long rows along the rails, some open and piled high with rocks. There again were the aspens, and on the other side of the tracks, sprays of reed grass, of tansies, clover; blue chicory hinted at the forest behind me. The scene had an enclosed, forsaken quality, its stillness precluding not just forward-charging freight trains but movement of any kind. But I had heard the whirring rhythms and siren drone of the trains each night, just as the motel clerk warned I would; just as Robert did. Walking along a set of tracks, I thought of what Robert had said about a trespassing charge—one more barrier, as he saw it, to enacting Plan B.
During one of our conversations that week, I’d noted to Robert how often, in describing himself, he’d used the word “chicken.” “Chickenshit,” he’d corrected. “You asked the question yesterday: ‘Why haven’t you done it yet? Most people this desperate would have done it.’ I’m chickenshit, you know?” In my wondering if his planning was perhaps a form of release, Robert had heard an indictment, confirmation of a gnawing fear. The mind has its own habits of constraint, of inversion and foreclosure.
We would speak again in the days before Christmas, the family settled in their new home. Robert had convinced the Salmon Arm psychiatrist to read Richard B. Gibson’s dissertation, and took heart in her response. The bigger house? Perfect. His new shop? Complete with a woodstove. They had finally entered the middle class, found comfort in fitting in. Yet Robert was drinking more, crying more. He sat alone in his shop at night, wishing he could enjoy these clear improvements. He found toughest the days he transported a diabetic amputee to and from dialysis, a woman to whom he’d offered encouragement through the loss of her left leg. Envy and shame formed an old, stubborn taunt: not normal, not normal, not normal. He thinks of the trains, and the spot he’s picked out in this new place, where the tracks run straight and flat. He games out its distance from the nearest hospital, the ambulance station. He passes by it in moments of need, as he’d once returned to Track Street, where I stood for a dizzying twenty minutes, turning from the wildflowers to the train axles and back again, gripped above all by a sense of vacancy, and of trespass. If Robert’s torment was not as impenetrable as it had first seemed, the question of its redress still formed a vast and bare terrain, one I could only wander, noting the rough textures underfoot. I can picture Robert there, pacing between the tracks; pausing to rest, then rising on both feet. Drawing and redrawing the lines he will and won’t cross in the name of being free.


Michelle Orange is the author of Pure Flame: A Legacy and This Is Running For Your Life: Essays.
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 [Readings] 

Entertainment Bleakly


 by David Thomson

From Remotely, which will be published this month by Yale University Press.
We try to think of ourselves existing in history, like people waiting in line. More or less patient, but with our fingers crossed, trusting that someone will be in charge. That queue is scattered now; we are left in an unmapped zone where the facts are uncertain, and dreams struggle with numbness—isn’t that the mood of modern advertising? We would prefer to hold on to reliability. We would rather not worry, and we say that TV is there to take our minds off all the bad stuff. But we gave up on our contract to stay real or rational some time ago.
You may not remember this as an event; it happened too long ago. The risk or incursion was not much examined at the time, because the new toy then seemed trivial and warm-hearted. Uplifting even: endless hours of fun. I’m talking about 1945–50, the dawn of TV. You see, we let it in the house, we welcomed it in. This was moments after a war in which many homes were ripped apart beyond repair or belief. So much of our physical world had been demolished. It would seem a folly to rebuild. There was a bomb site in south London where our gang played, a ruined house. This was a couple of years into the peace. The house was fenced off, with warning signs telling us it was unsound. So we went in like rats and rascals—no one prevented it—and there was a dining room, still laid for a meal. With the dust of old food on the plates. Nothing had been done to repair it. If we looked up, there was a hole in the roof with birds fluttering at its ragged edge.
The old domestic order had been canceled. There was a legend of new bombs hovering over us, game changers before we understood how our lives had become as fleeting as a game. Wasn’t it playful then that we let this beast in, treating it as comic or benign, and found a place for it in what we called our living room? We were coming out of a dread of Gestapo knocking at the door. Knocking?—that’s too gentle; they tore doors off their hinges; they devoured whole villages. One thing about war is how it leaves you vulnerable in what you had regarded as home. Maybe television arrived to sabotage the theory and comfort of home. So we let it in. Without a thought. There was an episode of The Honeymooners in which Jackie Gleason brings a TV set home to please his wife. It was an ad for the whole enterprise.
Every day, we still let it in the house. It feels good to turn it on and have the light flood our darkness. Isn’t television a treasury, sitting patiently in what used to be our house? Like a hole in the roof. From the photograph onward, we have been so busy examining the styles and the genres of our imagery. But we must admit that, like lions on the veld seeking meat, we have got to have light.
We all have our favorites, the shows we delighted in and felt so transported by that we forgot some of our worries. Isn’t that what we mean by entertainment? And in the new millennium, there was this dawning of a fresh ambition in television—as if it knew we might be ready to concentrate. Because television was growing up. As if we believed we could save ourselves. Think of the excitement there was going from The Wire to Ozark. In Act IV of Henry V, the chorus asks, “Now entertain conjecture of a time/When creeping murmur and the poring dark/Fills the wide vessel of the universe.” It could be an airline commercial. Entertain. Don’t forget the idea of a screen being entered, a room beyond our room.
It’s the inhalation of an atmosphere. But this is more complicated than our sense of being lifted up in an adventure. The word “entertainment” seems to have originated in the sixteenth century to convey something amusing but also compelling. Even now, we suppose it takes our mind off sad things for an hour or two. But this usage surely derives from the richness of theater in that age. For the tiny portion of the population that had theaters to attend, the era of Shakespeare and the flourishing acting companies meant a marriage of poetry and the business of filling seats.
It was a business, and its operators, in 1600 or now, have been happy to treat it as a simple transaction: our fun, their money—granted how few people were involved in a culture that depended on live attendance. That system only deepened with the creation of the photograph. That was an industry and a new discourse that mined the lifelike, and it reached from a keepsake of a wife or a child that soldiers kept in their tunic pocket, to be treasured if they found themselves dying, to images of unknown chorus girls. Some soldiers kept both pictures, in separate pockets.
But the photograph was our first mass medium because it seemed open for everyone. That big concept revered the universality of those dead or alive but forever lifelike in a print. Those old photographs can be ravishing—they have enhanced the pathos of memory: look at the photographer Julia Margaret Cameron beholding the young actress Ellen Terry, or the wild-haired, wilder-eyed astronomer William Herschel, who named some moons of Uranus. Those two were famous portrait subjects, but the camera was startlingly egalitarian: it was a new way of recognizing a pauper beauty in the slums, or a nobleman in the cotton fields. Photographs were useful and inescapable tokens of life—nearly everyone was using them by 1900 in a steady, automatic way. We still trust them to establish identity. But they are phenomenal in quietly acting out the plan offered in several constitutions but seldom seen through to fruition—that we are all alike and equal, faces fit to be dreamed over.
I see twin possibilities: first that the entertainment in photographic discourse was easily monetized; and then that the precious slips of photo paper built an inventory of everyone, a culture of common virtue or vivacity that was entrancing. Some photographs may be better than others (like television shows), but they all share this mysterious allure: in giving us the lifelike they downplay life with an alternative. The photograph and its offspring let us think we had mastered life. But at the same time this surreal beast began to eat away at reality.
And we let this trick into the house, even if it has some qualities of an assassin. I do not use that last word lightly. If you want another example of what I am looking at—of why I am watching something I could not endure in life—notice that heavyset man over there, not quite brutish, but morose or sorrowful. He seems like a hulk with a hurt boy’s expression. He is a local chieftain presiding over a family business that sometimes kills other men and degrades women. Those are not habits we admire, but you feel sympathy just because he seems gloomy. He needs to see a shrink. We followed him for six years. Call him Tony Soprano. Some smart and lawful people say he and his show redeemed television.
Pros in that business ask why their trick ever needed to be redeemed when it had the world by the eyes and was making so much money. How could redemption match up to that? Are we still harking back to 1961 when Newton Minow, chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, told a convention of broadcasters that television was often “a vast wasteland”? Wasn’t that like the president of Harvard warning the world to be wary of its graduates? Or like a pilot on the tarmac passing on a last hint to us passengers that we might be advised to disembark? Perhaps Tony Soprano was more disturbed than he knew—more than the show’s creator, David Chase, could have explained; more than James Gandolfini understood; and more than those who conspired in the dark glow of The Sopranos cared to think about. There has always been the possibility in moving-picture narratives that our feeling ignored, downtrodden, and unknown in life can be relieved by gaudy monsters who trash the self-important world. That is the song in The Sopranos, as it was in The Godfather. We let ourselves be entertained by this rueful portrait of a mobster who lacked confidence, and we chuckled at what a funny old life it was for us to be backing a gangster in our worldly way. These stories are urging us to be bigger than ourselves, to forget our smallness or vulgarity.
We feel we have a right to be pleased or consoled. That’s the insistence in advertising. Didn’t America come up with the best of all jingles—the one about the pursuit of happiness? That’s how a theory of entertainment comes into being. That’s why we were reckless in letting this medium in the house when we had a buried understanding that the forces involved—show business, government, and our feeble selves—reckoned that if the entertainment was novel enough then we would overlook how unsettled we were. The year 1945 was on an incline toward dismay and disintegration: the codes of progress and humanism had been dissolved, even if you felt the “right” side had won the war. So do not be overconfident about how we relax on our couch in the evening. It’s as if on a bad night in Eden, Adam, Eve, and the serpent chose to watch Candid Camera rather than listen to the Lord read his solemn riot act.








 [Readings] 

Bugging Out




From comments about the fall 2023 bedbug outbreak in Paris, as recorded in news reports.
Having bedbugs is no laughing matter.
No one is safe.
Bedbugs do not rest.
They run over us in broad daylight.
I spent my days searching for them, killing them, trying to make them flee, but it didn’t work.
I lifted up my mattress, and they were there.
I lifted up my sheet. There was one there.
Even in the train there are pureed bedbugs.
The state must urgently bring together all the stakeholders concerned in order to deploy an action plan commensurate with this scourge.
Bedbugs are not a right-wing or a left-wing issue.
All major cities are concerned.
We need a collective mobilization.
We must not fall into madness.
Everyone is panicking.
I’ve had nightmares.
I consulted a dermatologist and two GPs.
I won’t say that I’ve had PTSD, but it’s not far from the truth.
I will undoubtedly try hypnosis.
There is no threat to the Olympic Games.
Bedbugs existed before and they will exist after.








 [Readings] 

We Were the News Today


 by Maram Humaid

From journal entries by Maram Humaid, an AlJazeera.com journalist in Gaza, written during the first week of the Israel–Hamas war.
OCTOBER 9
I’m the mother of two children, one of them a two-month-old baby. As confusion filled my mind, I started putting my children’s clothes into a bag along with our IDs and passports, a routine I’ve developed during military escalations. Following a brief, tense discussion with my husband, we decided to evacuate to my parents’ home, which is in a safer area of Gaza. Outside on the street, we saw neighbors with luggage also heading to safer places.
I was relieved when I arrived at my parents’ house and was greeted by a cheerful chaos. My three married brothers had also come with their families to seek safety and the family gathered around the television. While watching the news, I thought of Israel’s response. How violent and dangerous would it be? I thought of my family and my children, especially my two-month-old son who would be living through his first war. I held my baby as we sat down for dinner and shared our thoughts on the day. But after the first bites of our meal, the Israeli bombardment began. The sound of explosions announced the beginning of a long, terrifying night. With pale faces, my family and I smiled at one another and said what has become a customary phrase during periods of escalation: “Let the party begin.”
OCTOBER 10
Our own home was made uninhabitable by an Israeli missile.
We all stayed up late at my parents’ house, huddled together in the dark, listening to the sounds of our city being bombed and our people being annihilated. Finally we went to bed, out of fatigue, not because things had quieted down.
Less than half an hour after I closed my eyes, we were woken up by a terrifying noise. I picked the baby up right away, not really thinking. My body knew we had to get out, and everyone else did too. All of us were running. Within seconds, the air was so thick with dust and the stench of gunpowder it was unbearable. We heard our neighbors shouting and crying, though we couldn’t tell what they were saying. We couldn’t see anything, our eyes full of dust, debris, and shock. This strike was much closer than any we’d ever experienced, the ringing in our ears seemed to echo in our eyes. How close was that? Whose home was hit? Stumbling onto the street we looked in the direction that our neighbors were running toward. The building that had been hit was a four-floor apartment building just one down from my parents’ home, a few meters away. We saw rubble on the street, but not much else because the police asked us to get back in the house. They weren’t sure if that was a warning missile or the main attack. If it was a warning, that meant that in about fifteen minutes, a bigger, more evil missile would land on the same house and obliterate it.
My family trooped back in and gathered on the ground floor. We looked at each other silently, some eyes glittering with tears. Our nerves were stretched so tight I half expected to hear them shriek within my body. Would there be another attack? We heard the sounds of ambulances. Who had been hurt? How could there possibly be a missile anywhere in the world that was bigger than this one, I wondered. How were humans supposed to endure something that horrible?
After enough time had passed and the dust in the house had settled a bit, we heard people moving around outside and decided to venture out ourselves. On the street, dozens of people had gathered around the fallen building, the dazed residents staring at the rubble that replaced their home, history, memories, their very beds—all gone. We went back inside. There was nothing we could do outside really, so we went back in to look around at our dust-encrusted home and belongings. Dozens of messages and calls from friends and relatives started coming in to ask if we were okay. My sister said wryly: “We were the news today.” She’s always been known for her dark humor.
OCTOBER 11
I no longer believe we will get out of this alive. Each day we wake up in a different house. Now there are forty of us here. It feels as though the missiles are following us—getting closer with each strike—and we are running out of places to run to.
I prayed Fajr, the pre-sunrise prayer, and then lay down beside my two-month-old son as he slept. I couldn’t smell his skin or his hair through the stench of gunpowder, the smoke and dust that seems to permanently fill the air. It was just a few minutes later that the windows blew in, covering us with shards of glass. Instinctively, I covered his tiny body with my own. Then I grabbed him and ran, all the while crying out for my eight-year-old daughter. “Banias! Where is Banias?” I pleaded as everyone ran, all of us calling out for our children, for our parents amid the mayhem. When I found her, she was crying and shaking. My husband and I took turns hugging her to comfort her as best we could, knowing that there was so little comfort to be found.
OCTOBER 12
Last night, things were quiet for a few hours. We thought that perhaps a short ceasefire had been reached, but we didn’t have any internet, so we couldn’t confirm. A little later, a cousin managed to catch an internet signal and shouted happily: “Al-Qassam has released a mother and her children!” That raised our hopes. If Hamas’s armed wing had released a hostage and her children to the Israelis, maybe this goodwill gesture would at least bring about a pause in the relentless attacks. We all rushed to him, huddling around his mobile to see the news ourselves. Connectivity was still bad, so someone dusted off an old radio and fiddled with its dials until we got some reception, but even the radio station didn’t seem to have much news beyond the hostage release.
The mothers uttered sighs of relief and sent up quick prayers that the war might end soon or that a ceasefire would be reached. We started getting the kids ready for bed. We set up the mattresses on the floor, making sure to drag them well away from the windows so shattered glass wouldn’t hurt our babies if a bomb landed close enough to blow them out.
“I don’t like it,” said my sister-in-law about the tense calm around us.
I didn’t say anything, still trying to connect to the internet to see what was going on out there.
“Let’s have a coffee,” she said suddenly, probably trying to break the tension, and got up to go into the kitchen.
I followed her in and stood with her as the coffee bubbled. As she poured it into two cups, I rummaged in my bag for some biscuits to share.
We had only had a sip or two when a massive explosion hit, then a second, then the third.
“It’s back,” she said, practically tossing her coffee cup on the table next to mine as we rushed to check on our kids.
We spent the next few hours in complete darkness as the booming seemed to grow louder by the second. With no internet, we didn’t know where the bombs were landing. The internet and power outages must have been fairly widespread, because even when we caught a bit of signal there were no updates to be had on messaging groups, no news, no updates. They say no news is good news, but for the people of Gaza under war, no news can spell the end.








 [Readings] 

Friends Like These




From resolutions passed by the United Nations General Assembly since 1982 for which the United States and Israel were the only two member states, of more than 150 nations, to vote no.
That Israel desist from the removal and resettlement of Palestine refugees in the Palestinian territory occupied by Israel since 1967 and from the destruction of their shelters.
That Israeli settlements in the Palestinian territory, including Jerusalem, and in the occupied Syrian Golan, are illegal.
That all measures and actions taken by Israel in the occupied Palestinian territory are in violation of the Geneva Convention.
That Israel’s practices in the occupied Palestinian territory, its diversion of water resources, its depletion of the natural and economic resources of the occupied territories, and its displacement and deportation of the population of those territories, are without legal validity.
That the Israeli occupation is contradictory to the basic requirements for the social and economic development of the Palestinian people.
That the global community increase their assistance to the Palestinian people.
That hunger constitutes an outrage and a violation of human dignity.
That historical injustices have contributed to the poverty, marginalization, social exclusion, and instability that affect many people in the world.
That no derogation from the prohibition of racial discrimination, genocide, and the crime of apartheid is permitted.








 [Readings] 

Vehicular Man’s Laughter




From audio captured by the body camera of Seattle police officer Daniel Auderer in January 2023. Auderer is recorded talking to Mike Solan, the president of the Seattle Police Officers Guild, about the death of Jaahnavi Kandula, a woman who was struck and killed by officer Kevin Dave. Investigators later concluded that Dave was traveling at sixty-three miles per hour at the time of the collision, which threw Kandula a distance of one hundred and thirty-eight feet.
mike solan: [inaudible]
daniel auderer: Oh, Dave’s good. I said, “Hey, you’re going to have to decide if you wanted to give a statement or not,” but it does not seem like there’s a criminal investigation going on. Otherwise there would be other—
solan: [inaudible]
auderer: What’s that? Otherwise, there might be other people arriving, correct? Yeah, I mean, he’s going fifty. That’s not out of control, that’s not reckless for a trained driver.
solan: [inaudible]
auderer: Yeah, lights and sirens.
solan: [inaudible]
auderer: Yeah. Well, there’s some—initially he said she was in a crosswalk. There’s a witness who says, no, she wasn’t, but that witness could be different because I don’t think she was thrown forty feet. I think she went up on the hood, hit the windshield, then when he hit the brakes, flew off the car. But she is dead.
solan: [inaudible]
auderer: Ha ha. No, it’s a regular person.
solan: [inaudible]
auderer: Yeah. Yeah, just write a check. Just—
solan: [inaudible]
auderer: Yeah. Ha ha. Eleven thousand dollars. She was twenty-six, anyway. She had limited value.








 [Readings] 

When They Were Pretty


 by Henry Van Dyke

From Ladies of the Rachmaninoff Eyes, which was republished this month by McNally Editions.
“Heavens, Harriet,” Mrs. Klein said when Aunt Harry gave her the hot rum drink, “I need to send you to bartender’s school. Did you put any rum in it?”
We watched her bend her heavy nose to the brew the second time; only the rain on the bay windows made a sound. Aunt Harry’s face was alert, waiting, under piles of white fiberglass hair. “Well?”
“Slop, Harriet. Absolute slop. Why, I can’t taste a thing but syrup.”
Aunt Harry turned away. “That’s because you’re an alcoholic, that’s why. Rum for breakfast. Rum puddings. Rum salads. How do you expect to taste anything when rum’s the natural state of your taste anyway?”
Mrs. Klein looked at me and tightened her lids in a half wink so all the wrinkles would stand out. “Your aunt’s exaggerating again, dear. She does so like to exaggerate. Don’t you like to exaggerate, Harriet? Harriet? Oh, Harriet, don’t be tedious.”
Aunt Harry placed Dresden china on the table in front of us. “I just said you’re an alcoholic. I stated a fact. That’s all I ever do—state facts.”
A rose tinge came to Mrs. Klein’s chalk in her cheeks. “But, really, now, I don’t drink that much. You think I drink that much, Oliver?”
“If you was to die tomorrow, Etta Klein, they’d be afraid to cremate you with all that alcohol you’ve got in you. You’d start a conflagrating fire.”
“Foot,” Mrs. Klein said, tapping the black satin around her brooch. “Isn’t she a comedian, Oliver, conflagrating, ha! I don’t think she’s funny at all.” Her laugh, with mahogany teeth, was the sound of soft rifle shots, but quickly she stopped it and turned toward Aunt Harry and the silverware. “Anyway, I may not get cremated.”
“You’ll get cremated.”
“Not if I don’t want to.”
“All Jews get cremated, don’t they?”
Mrs. Klein drew out a grand handkerchief of Brussels lace. “Dearest Harriet, you’re so ignorant about Judaism. That’s one area I think you ought to just stay clear out of.”
“Well, I’m only going by what I’ve heard and what I’ve seen. You cremated Sargeant didn’t you? You had your own son cremated. Now just try to tell me that that’s exaggerating.”
Quietly Mrs. Klein looked dead into Aunt Harry’s dark face, dabbing all the while her Brussels lace to her goitered neck. “Sargeant, Mrs. Gibbs, asked to be cremated. He chose to be cremated. Sargeant … Sargeant … ”
I never knew what to do about ladies crying, and at Green Acorns both of them cried usually at the same time or in close sequence. Once, earlier in June, when then they thought Della was made pregnant by a farm equipment salesman from Chicago (she wasn’t; Della lied to soften them up for a raise in salary), they both began to cry—Mrs. Klein in barking, suffering noises, and Aunt Harry in a whinny. I had said, “Stop, Mrs. Klein, it’s all right,” and then I ran over to console Aunt Harry with “Now, now, Auntie, it’s all right,” and then back again to Mrs. Klein. It was a relay race of sorts.
But worse was the aftermath: Mrs. Klein, who apparently needed to pay penitence for an excess of sentiment, chose me to help her expiate her venial weakness: we would dig weeds in the hot sun, or wash PG, the cat. With Aunt Harry the aftermath of a crying spell was less physical but no less painful. Admonitions and sneers came from her pony face, a face chock-full of wrath. “I’m ashamed of you. Sucking up to that white woman just as if she was your dear, dead Mama.” And if I tried to point out that I was consoling both of them, she’d say: “Yeah? But you was with her the most. You suck up to old Mrs. Klein like she was your relative instead of me. Just because she’s sending you to that fancy college to study and you can say a few fancy French words, you think I don’t count for anything, don’t you?”
Oh, I knew their tears would stop; they’d begin with a noisy jolt, just like the shower in the west room, and like the shower their tears would stop without warning. But meanwhile I had to placate such opposite souls with the same words, the same frightened nonsense. And they did frighten me—those ladies with tears coming out of their ancient eyes, those eyes so like old pictures of Rachmaninoff’s eyes. Moreover, their indelicacy frightened me. What was I to do? And now this crying, an indecent duet, was instigated by Aunt Harry’s quip about Sargeant, Mrs. Klein’s bachelor son, who slashed his wrists in New York City, in a Sutton Place bathtub, five New Year’s Eves ago.
Mrs. Klein was smoking an English Oval and reading her horoscope magazine. “At least one thing,” she said, not looking up, “I was true to my Ezra when he was alive, Mrs. Gibbs. That’s more than you can say for yourself, I’ll wager.”
“I never even looked at another man till the day Gideon Gibbs killed hisself by working his fool head off. For what? For the Klein family who didn’t ’preciate him no how. Doubling as chauffeur, yardman, every thingamajig. Lord, it might’ve been the Depression days, but you wasn’t all that depressed. Slave labor. I thought many times of putting the NAACP on the whole lot of you.”
Mrs. Klein frowned at her cigarette; it wasn’t drawing; it was unlit. “Oh, hush, Harriet, you don’t even know what the NAACP is.”
(I never knew how much of the fight between the two ladies was real, how much was diabolical jest, how much was hate, how much was love.)
“Listen, Oliver,” Aunt Harry said, “just to show you how cheap the Kleins were in those days—listen. Your great-uncle Gideon Gibbs worked like a slave. He drove that silly old limousine of theirs. He loved that car. But you think they ’preciated that? They—”
“Harriet! Now, you needn’t go into—”
“They wouldn’t even buy him a chauffeur’s uniform—until one day! Oh, Lord, I think I’ll never forget that day! One day Gideon drove Etta downtown to pick up some visiting business gentlemen of Mr. Klein’s. This is hysterical. One day—”
“Now, Harriet, I don’t think it’s necessary that Oliver know this. It was a long time ago, for heaven’s sake.”
Aunt Harry’s eyes were cat glints, gleaming like PG’s do on her evil days. “First of all, your great-uncle Gideon was very light-skinned. You seen pictures of him on my bureau.”
“Really, Harriet, can’t you talk without jiggling the coffee all over the place?”
“Anyway, Oliver, Gideon was white as a colored man could get without being actually white. So, these cheap Kleins in 1934 asked Gideon to buy his own chauffeur’s uniform. Course Gideon wouldn’t. He was too principled, Gideon was. And he was neat. I pressed his best suit—and that cost us, too, I’ll have you know—and he wore it with a white shirt and a tie. Then this day comes. Etta went to downtown Kalamazoo and picked up her husband’s—God rest Ezra Klein—business gentlemen. And when they got in the car—you know what? You know what one of them said? One of them said, ‘You sure do keep a fine-looking car, E. J.’ He said this to Gideon. All of them, Gideon told me, practically had hemorrhages right there in the car seat.”
“Harriet!”
“Well? Is it true or isn’t it true? Come on, now, tell Oliver if it’s true or not.”
“Yes, it’s true, but it was an understandable mis—”
“So, sweetie, can you guess what old E. J. Klein and Etta did the very next day? They went right in their so-called depressed pockets and bought your great-uncle Gideon a uniform! Isn’t that right, Etta?”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Harriet, yes, that’s right.”
Della came into the room, her maid’s cap thumbprinted, her dress too tight. Della was twenty-eight and liked men very much. She said she was from Trinidad; Aunt Harry said Georgia. “Will you be having ginger cookies, Mrs. Gibbs?”
Mrs. Klein said, “Must we?”
“Yes, we must, you know very well we must,” said Aunt Harry.
“I hate the very thought of those ghastly ginger things,” Mrs. Klein said. “So—so homey.”
“Everything is homey at Green Acorns.”
Mrs. Klein’s satin frock seemed cold and its black sheen caught in her white hair for moments at a time. A dull brooch on her flat bosom looked at me, and sometimes her blue eyes looked at me too. But she was thinking of—of what? Of Sargeant?
I cleared my throat and smiled, but she would not refocus her gaze. Aunt Harry was foolishly polishing the tea server, as though she hadn’t just polished it last Saturday with the same vigor.
“Are you sad?” I asked. “Does the rain make you sad? You look sad.”
Mrs. Klein turned to the window, touching the brooch at her bosom with the forefingers of each hand. “Why, why, no, Oliver, I was just thinking how beautiful I was once.”
Why I thought this a cue to laugh I don’t know, but I did, falsely, with no cooperation from anyone.
Mrs. Klein woke up. “I was!”
“She sure was, Oliver.” Aunt Harry’s eyes were full of dark fires. “She was a tiny thing. A real beauty.”
I hadn’t really wanted to laugh. “Were you—were you living in Kalamazoo then? When you were pretty, I mean?”
“There. Oh, yes, there. And Long Island for many years. I think that’s when Sargeant got New York in his blood. You know he loved the elevated train more than any single—Oh, yes! Harriet, do you remember that awful row I had with Ezra?”
“Which one, dear?” Aunt Harry was sitting beside Mrs. Klein, practically holding her hand. It was too dizzying, this sudden pro–Mrs. Klein spirit; I simply could not decipher their game: at this moment these ladies were in love.
“You remember.” Mrs. Klein laughed, barked, and moisture came to her eyes. “The time I rode in the car with no clothes on to bitch him.”
They hugged! They snickered! Mrs. Klein’s black satin arms were around Aunt Harry, and Aunt Harry’s green cotton arms were around Mrs. Klein. They giggled and I could hear Della’s tea water hissing through the rain.
“You tell him,” Mrs. Klein said.
“No, no, I couldn’t.”
“You remember.”
Aunt Harry shook her fiberglass head and wiped tears from her eyes. “Oliver wouldn’t understand anyway. It’s not funny to tell. You tell him.”
“Well, get together on it and tell. You were nude in a car, Mrs. Klein?”
She blew her nose and lit an English Oval. “It was in the Thirties. You weren’t even born. Mr. Klein and I had an awful row over some—some nonsense. You know, Harriet, I can’t really remember—really clearly—what the whole thing was about … Oh, Harriet, I can’t, I simply can’t.”
Aunt Harry dug her hard brown fingers into Mrs. Klein’s chubby pink wrists and shook her face with a strange mirth, as though the Holy Ghost had touched her.
“I was young,” Mrs. Klein whispered. “And silly. And so full of living.”
“And you were beautiful.”
“Yes, I suppose. I was beautiful, wasn’t I?”
It stopped raining. Della was whistling How long, how long, have that evenin’ train been gone, and my ladies of the Rachmaninoff eyes were reminiscing, in their widowhood, beyond my reach.








 [Readings] 

Major Issue




From emails exchanged by Secret Service agents between March 2021 and November 2022 regarding president Joe Biden’s dogs, Major and Commander.
We have noticed Major getting more aggressive
Be careful around that dog
That stupid dog
Freaking clown
He bit me twice
Now I’m pissed
I was working an evening shift
Major came around the corner
I looked up and saw him
Major running at full stride
He locked eyes
Something serious was about to go down
I proceeded to walk
Major barked loudly
I immediately stopped and put my hands up
Major advanced
He came charging at me
“Major, stop!”
The dog jumps and bites
I lift my arm up
The dog was still attached
The First Lady was attempting to pull the dog off
The First Lady couldn’t regain control
The dog bit a second time on the right buttock
SMH …
I could not avoid this unusual circumstance
Looks like the dog was being playful
But playful can go wrong quickly
My leg and arm still hurt
Feels like I was in a dog fight lol








 [Readings] 

Channeled Rage




From tweets posted by the Iowa senator Chuck Grassley since February 2012.
Just turned to History Channel. No history. I used to get history. Why do we have such a channel when it doesn’t do history?
I like history. There is never any history unless you are an antique dealer. Change name!
“Mud Cats.” When will they put history back on?
Ax Men, Big Timber. Nothing historical. Back to FOX. Sigh.
Wondering if No History Channel would be interested in covering my axe and chainsaw work.
If you want history you won’t get it on the History Channel right now. So turn to Iowa public TV and you can get history of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.
You won’t believe this. While History Channel has Ancient Aliens on, CNN has real history right now. FLIP CHANNEL QUICKLY.
If you don’t like history now is time to go HISTORY CHANNEL where you can watch PAWN STARS.
I’m having lunch talking about no history on History Channel.
I should not give up. Staff just notified me there is some history on History Channel. Go there quickly.
Real history on part-time History Channel. I’m in car. Something about Washington.
Can’t believe it!! Learn about electricity inventor Edison powering America.
Sunday they had good history on Knights Templar. I really enjoyed it.
Attila the Hun right now.
Hurry. There is history on History Channel Ottoman Empire. REALLY.
MIRACLE UPON MIRACLE. Five hours later there is still history on the mislabeled History Channel.
Quick. Hurry. Building Golden Gate Bridge.
They have real history for a shocker. Praise the Lord for divine intervention.
Tune in before they go to Swamp Man.








 [Readings] 

Flowers


 by Noelle Kocot

From Ascent of the Mothers, which was published in November by Wave Books.
 
Lucent transitions, the heat
And draft of four stories, how did
I get here so quickly? My attention
Always wavering, as my eye wanders
 
In and out of apprehension. Give
Me one reason I shouldn’t be scared?
I tell you this: that down comforter
Is a tent by the waters of Babylon,
 
And I do what I do without complaint
Now. The beautiful minimum by the
Drunken window, something for just
Myself for a little while. Throat held
 
Up to the moonlight, the silver of
Spring evenings, they’re flowers, they know.
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 [Letters] 

Letters




Renéssance Men
In his review of All Desire Is a Desire for Being, Cynthia Haven’s selection of René Girard’s writings [“Overwhelming and Collective Murder,” Reviews, November], Sam Kriss contrasts Girard’s singular (not to say single-minded) vision of society with today’s scholars, who, he claims, are unable to generate “grand unifying theories.” Girard drew from his early-career studies of literary figures such as Proust the insight that desire is essentially imitative (or mimetic) rather than straightforwardly directed toward its apparent objects.
Eve Sedgwick, who made a similar point in Between Men, her foundational work of queer theory, later noted that Girard’s interest in elevating these observations to the status of general psychological truths was essentially religious. Arguing that imitative desires scale up from the triangles of our erotic lives to collective patterns, Girard warned that they generate violent competition and, as a cruel sort of pseudo-solution, sacrificial scapegoating. His own solution was literally messianic: Christianity. The message of the Gospels, he argued, was that the self-sacrifice of Christ will bring an end to “mimetic rivalry.” He insisted in his 2007 book Battling to the End that institutional Christianity has long held back this radical message, but in our secular age—as liberalism promotes cycles of envy escalating to extremes—we are approaching the end-times. Taking Girard to be a stimulating crank rather than a genuine, and disturbing, champion of messianic apocalypticism, Kriss laments that “the world feels poorer” for a dearth of similar thinkers. One shudders to imagine how wealth, so conceived, would feel.
Blake Smith
Sofia, Bulgaria
 
Kriss identifies the summer of 2020 as the inflection point in René Girard’s recent reception, but I would trace it back to 2015, the year he died. As it happens, this was also the year that Jon Ronson published So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed, a popular account of some of the first people subjected to massive online “cancellations.” Girard dedicated his career to making sense of the all-against-one dynamic of mob violence, and social media was putting this tendency on display in dramatic new ways. As a result, his ideas abruptly gained relevance for anyone attempting to understand how new communications technologies had reactivated these archaic social mechanisms.
Another vector of Girard’s influence that Kriss identifies, via Peter Thiel, is on the so-called New Right. “Girardianism,” he writes, “has become a secret doctrine of a strange new frontier in reactionary thought, one that’s begun to question not just the utility but the existence of democracy and social progress.” The extent of this influence is questionable. One of the figures he mentions, the podcaster and writer Costin Alamariu, aka Bronze Age Pervert, is a popularizer of Nietzsche who glorifies the pitiless violence of ancient societies. Girard admired Nietzsche, but he deplored exactly the dimension of his work that Alamariu emphasizes: his glamorization of pagan brutality. What’s more, Girard may have seen human nature as unchanging, as the New Right does, but he also saw social progress as both real and inexorable, evident in humans’ growing sensitivity to victims of violence and in the construction of mechanisms that attempt to hold collective violence in check. To be sure, he didn’t see any guarantees in this: modern people’s greater distance from violence might ultimately make us more susceptible to falling back into it.
Geoff Shullenberger
Brooklyn, N.Y.
 
UFOria
As a seasoned participant-observer in the fuzzy edges of popular belief, I’ve seen frenzies surrounding UFOs arrive, populate the papers, and then vanish as mysteriously as their subjects. But as Hari Kunzru notes [“Disclosure,” Easy Chair, November], the present wave stands out for its origins in military activity, reported in the mainstream news instead of the usual pulp fare. It has a gravity that, while welcome, has also drawn Congress’s iconoclasts into the fray. Some, I fear, are leveraging long-held suspicions about a UFO cover-up to amplify distrust in—and, crucially, within—government, military, and intelligence establishments: something the CIA warned about in a secret report in 1953, during the subject’s infancy.
My sense is that we used to see UFO waves—periods with an increase in recorded sightings—every decade or so, with scattered incidents making headlines from time to time: for instance, the alleged sightings in Gulf Breeze following the publication of Whitley Strieber’s abduction memoir Communion in 1987, or the furor surrounding the 1995 alien autopsy hoax footage, conveniently sandwiched between the arrival of The X-Files, Independence Day, and the fiftieth anniversary of the 1947 Roswell crash. But, perhaps aided by the online era, the current UFO fixation has persisted since 2017. The believers, entertainers, charlatans, grifters, politicians, and military misinformers seem finally to have worked out how to keep the mystery machine rolling without a hitch. This suits everyone, since, contrary to appearances, the point is not to solve the UFO enigma, but to let it evade us: that’s what we want it to do.
Mark Pilkington
Wiltshire, England
 
Correction
“The Machine Breaker” by Christopher Ketcham [Report, November] incorrectly stated that Ted Kaczynski was held at the ADX Florence supermax prison in Colorado until his death. In fact, Kaczynski was transferred in 2021 to FMC Butner in North Carolina, where he died in June 2023. We regret the error.








 [Easy Chair] 

Digging in the Crates


 by Hari Kunzru

For some months I’ve been living in Rome, up on the hill called the Gianicolo, which slopes down to the western bank of the Tiber. In antiquity it was the site of several water mills, used to grind grain that would be distributed to citizens—the bread in the “bread and circuses” of Juvenal’s famous formulation. A minute or two from our apartment is the Acqua Paola, a massive Baroque fountain erected at the beginning of the seventeenth century to glorify Pope Paul V. From there one has a panoramic view of the towers and domes of the old city, and tourists are taken up to admire it in various picturesque vehicles—Vespas and sidecars, vintage Fiat 500s, golf-cart-like contraptions that seat six and look like they could easily tip over.
Every afternoon I meet the school bus at the Porta San Pancrazio, where French troops breached the city walls in 1849, vanquishing the defenders of the short-lived Roman Republic. Memories of the Risorgimento, or unification movement, are everywhere. I go for walks in a park lined by busts of its fallen heroes, a dashing crowd, fond of flamboyant hats and facial hair. Just by the fountain, Giuseppe Garibaldi’s fascist nephew had the soldiers’ bones collected into a mausoleum, unveiled in 1941 in the era’s stark neoclassical style, replete with eagles, wolves, and the ominous motto rome or death.
Rome can feel overburdened by history. My neighborhood is home to numerous Catholic organizations, secluded behind high walls and hedges, and as you walk down the northern slope of the hill on the way to the Vatican, you can almost feel the temporal power—and the accumulation of capital, occasionally manifesting itself in the form of a black Mercedes carrying some functionary on his way to do business at the Holy See.
When I’m staying anywhere for more than a few days, I tend to find myself in a record store, preferably the kind filled with strange old vinyl by artists I’ve never heard of. There’s a sweet spot between overfamiliarity and total bewilderment where I can lose hours marveling at cover images and squinting at liner notes, wondering what unheard sounds could be hidden inside. Like old books, old records are bearers of all sorts of cultural information. Record stores can be portals to the kind of stories that don’t leave traces on the surface but are as important as old stones for understanding a city.
A few weeks ago, I was in a shop in Trastevere, the riverside neighborhood at the foot of the hill, and I found a peculiar-looking folk record. On the cover was a photo of some kind of village festival, with costumed people surrounding a giant effigy of what looked like a rat wearing the kind of tall hat I associate with Pilgrims or Welsh ladies. I found the image sinister, though admittedly that might have been due to overexposure to Seventies folk horror films. Credited to Antonio Infantino ed il Gruppo di Tricarico, the LP was called I Tarantolati. I’d heard the legends about tarantismo, a condition supposedly brought on by a tarantula bite that causes victims to twitch. The cure, in traditional southern Italian communities, is vigorous dancing. The title and the image were enough to persuade me to hand over my money.
I Tarantolati turned out to be a raucous collection of peasant songs, with a raspy male voice chanting over rough hypnotic rhythms. There were hand drums, harmoniums, acoustic guitar, and an undulating drone that I eventually learned was produced by a traditional instrument called the cupa-cupa (a membrane stretched over a sound box with a bamboo cane at the center; the player rubs a wet hand or a damp rag over the stick to set the skin vibrating). Released in 1975, the record seemed to be a product of the countercultural folk revival of the period, rather than some kind of ethnographic field recording.
As someone who loves falling into rabbit holes, I started reading about the life and work of Antonio Infantino, an artist, landscape architect, and lover of the traditional music of his home region of Basilicata, which is located between the heel and toe of the boot at the southern end of the Italian peninsula. His band mixed traditional songs with political material about the problems of the region, which was grindingly poor and losing its young population, who moved north to work in factories. I found pictures of carnival traditions like the one depicted on the cover and idly began to imagine visiting the villages of Tricarico or Potenza to watch bears and wild men cavorting in the streets. I also looked up the label that had released the record, Folkstudio, and was drawn into a different story, one set in the streets of Trastevere.
In 1959, a former professional football player named Harold Bradley Jr. moved to Italy to study art. After three seasons with the Cleveland Browns and one with the Philadelphia Eagles, he’d made a hard left and turned to painting. Soon, he came across a studio space at 58 Via Garibaldi, just down a steep flight of steps from where I’m writing. Like many Black Americans, Bradley found postwar Europe more congenial than the United States. An imposing figure, he quickly realized he could support his art by acting in movies. He had roles in various Italian sword-and-sandal epics; in 1963 he turned up in Cleopatra, shirtless and wearing a pharaonic headdress, serving drinks to Elizabeth Taylor. He began to open up his studio, often inviting visiting American musicians to play. Pete Seeger and Bob Dylan performed in the space, and a generation of young Romans were exposed to American cultural currents, from Beat poetry to the civil-rights movement. Folkstudio’s logo was a pair of stylized figures, one black and one white, clasping hands around the neck of a guitar. In time, Bradley moved back to the United States, handing over the keys to an Italian collaborator, Giancarlo Cesaroni (the two figures in the logo supposedly represent the two men). The studio expanded, changed locations, and for a period in the Seventies and Eighties, released records, including I Tarantolati, part of which was recorded live at the venue.
Once I’d discovered that a generation of musicians had found their voice in this part of Rome, I began to look slightly differently at the crowds of kids who spend evenings sitting on the steps in Trastevere’s Piazza Trilussa, smoking weed and listening to performers strum their guitars. I sought out music made by some of the Italian singers who learned at Folkstudio and became part of the so-called New Italian Songbook, artists like Giovanna Marini, whose political songs have clear echoes of Dylan and Joan Baez. I began to wonder what else I could find out by digging through the Roman crates.
I don’t claim any particular status as a record collector. Generally I follow hardier and more obsessive souls, those more prepared to burrow through strata of mediocrity to find nuggets beneath the surface layer of bygone hits. When it comes to Italian music, there are fans of the progressive rock soundtracks for giallo horror movies, of the synthetic Italo disco of the late Seventies and Eighties, and of sophisticated postwar canzoni, with lyrics by literary writers like Italo Calvino and Alberto Moravia. Few collecting cultures are more intense and recondite than the scene around library music or those devoted to stock compositions made for film and television and intended to evoke specific moods. For some reason, in the Sixties and Seventies, many immensely talented Italian musicians were working in this field, and serious collectors pay sums well into four figures for particularly sought-after records.
The most important and inventive library music composer was Piero Umiliani, who operated from a studio in Rome’s Prati neighborhood that was stuffed with all the latest synthesizers and effects machines. He was so prolific that he had to operate under a number of pseudonyms; non-collectors are most likely to have heard his music via The Muppets, who covered his monster 1968 hit “Mah Nà Mah Nà,” which was originally written for the soundtrack of an exploitation film called Sweden: Heaven and Hell.
The period of Umiliani’s greatness was also that of the so-called Years of Lead, when political tensions threatened to topple the fragile Italian Republic, and terrorist violence from both the left and right reduced the country to a febrile state. News and documentary producers needed music to soundtrack segments on the chaos, and Umiliani duly obliged. Original copies of Problemi d’Oggi (Problems of Today) or Mondo Inquieto (Uneasy World) are absurdly expensive, but I’ve found reissues. They’re peculiar documents, with track titles like “Terrorist,” “Subversion,” “Union Activity,” “Under the Heel,” and “Do Not Give Up.” There are driving electronic rhythms that anticipate the techno of later decades, and drums made to sound like automatic gunfire. The events they reflect still reverberate today, when Italy is governed by a prime minister who was a youth activist in one of the neofascist parties that had played an inglorious role in that period.
The Italian Social Movement, or MSI, the party in which the Italian prime minister Giorgia Meloni started her political career, has roots that go back to Salò, the rump state that tried to keep the flame of fascism alive in the last years of the Second World War. Monteverde, a neighborhood that lies just behind my own, used to be the site of an MSI office, and in the Seventies there were arson attacks and battles in the streets as left-wingers tried to dislodge them. The MSI has left little visible trace on this sleepy upper-middle-class district, unless you count the fading Celtic cross sprayed on one of the walls that I pass en route to the supermarket. Further into Monteverde, I recently walked through a pedestrian tunnel and found a battered plaque commemorating “the worker Claudio Graziosi, police officer, victim of terrorism, fallen in defense of democratic institutions 22-3-1977.” The young police officer was on a bus when he recognized a fellow passenger as a wanted member of a far-left terrorist group. The woman, Maria Pia Vianale, had recently escaped from prison. Graziosi ordered the bus driver to go to the nearest police station, not realizing that another member of the group was also on board. Antonio Lo Muscio fired a series of shots from a handgun, killing Graziosi, and fled with Vianale. A few months later, the two were recognized by a Carabinieri patrol on the steps of a church near the Colosseum. A firefight started and Lo Muscio was killed. He was twenty seven. It was a minor event, comparatively—in the same years, the president of the major center-right party, Aldo Moro, was kidnapped and murdered, and there were bombings that took the lives of hundreds of people.
The politics of the left and right both had their accompanying musical currents, from the stern worker folksingers of the Italian Communist Party to far-right bands inspired by occultism and the organic rural fantasies of J.R.R. Tolkien. Meloni herself apparently dressed up as an elf and attended at least one “hobbit camp,” a far-right gathering headlined by a band called Fellowship of the Ring. In a move almost beyond parody, the band has a song about purity and exposing “usury” called “Tomorrow Belongs to Us.” My tastes are broad, but I think some records are best left to gather dust on a shelf.
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Harper’s Index


 Chance that an item purchased by an American during the 2022 holiday season was returned  : 1 in 5  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Appriss Retail (Irvine, Calif.)   
 Portion of American men who say they binge drink on New Year’s Eve  : 1/2  

 January 2024  •  Source:  American Addiction Centers (Brentwood, Tenn.)   
 Percentage change over the past decade in the number of Americans making New Year’s resolutions to lose weight  : −54  

 January 2024  •  Source:  YouGov (NYC)   
 Percentage of Americans who have used Ozempic to lose weight  : 15  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Tebra (Newport Beach, Calif.)   
 Who say they know someone who has  : 47  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Tebra (Newport Beach, Calif.)   
 Percentage of doctors who have used Ozempic to lose weight  : 14  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Tebra (Newport Beach, Calif.)   
 Percentage increase since 2000 in the average U.S. family health insurance premium  : 272  

 January 2024  •  Source:  KFF (San Francisco)   
 Percentage increase over the past year in the number of U.S. home foreclosures  : 22  

 January 2024  •  Source:  ATTOM Data (Irvine, Calif.)   
 Minimum number of Americans who live out of their cars  : 50,000  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Harper’s research   
 Portion of employees who say their employer has recently asked workers to take on additional responsibilities  : 3/5  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Gallup (Washington)   
 Percentage decrease over the past year in the number of Americans quitting their jobs  : 14  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics   
 In the number of job postings  : 6  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics   
 Percentage increase over the past year in the number of U.S. students starting accounts on LinkedIn  : 73  

 January 2024  •  Source:  LinkedIn (Sunnyvale, Calif.)   
 Percentage by which Gen Z-ers are making more connections on LinkedIn than millennials  : 29  

 January 2024  •  Source:  LinkedIn (Sunnyvale, Calif.)   
 Than baby boomers  : 144  

 January 2024  •  Source:  LinkedIn (Sunnyvale, Calif.)   
 Percentage increase since 2018 in use of the phrase “generational opportunity” on corporate earnings calls  : 3,800  

 January 2024  •  Source:  AlphaSense (NYC)   
 Percentage change in the value of a U.S. Aerospace & Defense ETF in the month after Hamas’s attack on Israel  : +9  

 January 2024  •  Source:  iShares (NYC)   
 Percentage of Americans five days after the attack who said it was important that we cooperate closely with Israel  : 65  

 January 2024  •  Source:  YouGov   
 That we protect Palestinians  : 15  

 January 2024  •  Source:  YouGov   
 Portion of Americans who think the term “moderate” describes their political views well  : 1/5  

 January 2024  •  Source:  YouGov   
 Percentage by which more Democrats than Republicans think this  : 39  

 January 2024  •  Source:  YouGov   
 Percentage of U.S. voters who think Joe Biden is too old to effectively serve another four-year term  : 68  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Quinnipiac University (Hamden, Conn.)   
 Who think Donald Trump is too old to effectively serve another four-year term  : 34  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Quinnipiac University (Hamden, Conn.)   
 Percentage of Republicans who support instituting a maximum age limit for presidential candidates  : 57  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Quinnipiac University (Hamden, Conn.)   
 Of Democrats who do  : 60  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Quinnipiac University (Hamden, Conn.)   
 Portion of Americans who believe that climate scientists are influenced by their personal political views  : 3/5  

 January 2024  •  Source:  The Survey Center on American Life (Washington)   
 Percentage of Democrats who believe this  : 43  

 January 2024  •  Source:  The Survey Center on American Life (Washington)   
 Of Republicans  : 86  

 January 2024  •  Source:  The Survey Center on American Life (Washington)   
 Percentage of Americans who say climate scientists understand the causes of climate change “very well”  : 14  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Pew Research Center (Washington)   
 Percentage of Ukrainians who expect to join NATO in the next decade  : 69  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Gallup   
 Who expect to join the European Union in the next decade  : 73  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Gallup   
 Percentage decrease over the past year in the number of Ukrainians who approve of U.S. leadership  : 20  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Gallup   
 Portion of Americans who believe they are smarter than the average person  : 2/3  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Chris Chabris, Geisinger Health System (Lewisburg, Pa.)   
 Percentage of U.S. adults who are at least somewhat pessimistic about the country’s education system  : 59  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Pew Research Center   
 About the country’s moral and ethical standards  : 63  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Pew Research Center   
 Minimum estimated number of U.S. children in foster care  : 391,000  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption (Dublin, Ohio)   
 Average age of a child in foster care  : 8  

 January 2024  •  Source:  Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption (Dublin, Ohio)   
 Percentage by which more U.S. households have a dog than a child  : 12.5  

 January 2024  •  Source:  U.S. Census Bureau (Suitland, Md.)/American Veterinary Association (Schaumburg, Ill.)   
 Percentage of Americans who are hoping to inherit money  : 58  

 January 2024  •  Source:  OnePoll (Brooklyn, N.Y.)   
 Who are hoping to inherit a pet  : 59  

 January 2024  •  Source:  OnePoll (Brooklyn, N.Y.)   






 [From the Archive] 

In the Atrium of Kings


 by Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé

Let us follow a Cossack seigneur who is going by way of the Volga to his domains in the steppe of the Don. We are seeking picturesque representations of national life, and in order to find them we shall do best to follow in the footsteps of a great landed proprietor who has been staying in Moscow, performing his devotions in the cathedrals of the Kremlin. It is a joy to the heart of a good Russian to contemplate the town of the sixteen hundred churches, with its ocean of green roofs, its lacework of spires, its domes rising against the sky. He has visited St. Michael the Archangel, where the tsars since Ivan I have slept side by side in their coffins, and he has kissed the reliquaries beneath the vaults of the Uspensky Sobor, the metropolitan church where the emperor is invested with the crown on the day of his consecration.
In the evening his friends have invited him to Petrikief’s, the restaurant famous for the orthodoxy of its national cooking, where Tatars dressed in white serve ukha, or sterlet soup, so dear to the gourmet. He makes his last purchases in the bazaar, in those little booths that run along the vaulted galleries where Muscovite merchants, as impassible and wily as the Turks, sell caravan tea, Siberian furs, or silver-gilt images. Then he departs by steamboat for Nizhny Novgorod, and as he will certainly have some business to do there, we shall have time with him to glance at its microcosm of Russian life.
But first the level of the waters of the Volga must be consulted. When the waters are low, the heavy boats, laden with metal and with foodstuffs, run aground on the sandbanks of the river. It is upon this sandy plain that the large city rises: Nizhny, with its wooden houses, its long streets, its Chinese quarter whose pagoda roofs bristle with dragons. Here mysterious boats come up the Volga, each carrying an ethnographic sample of the East. It would require a correspondent of the Pall Mall Gazette to trace the lives which may be seen in Nizhny, where you may study the most abject misery and vice, and at the same time, the most incredible follies of wealth. In a few weeks a Nizhny merchant will drink more champagne than a whole provincial town in France consumes in a year, and spend a fortune such as the entirety of Paris rarely sees squandered within the same lapse of time.

Now let us take our Cossack friend far from these temptations and embark on a steamer going down the Volga to Astrakhan. It meets little boats going upstream, dragged with ropes by women in scarlet petticoats, apparitions who stand out against the brown clay of the cliffs and disappear between the poplar trees. On the banks are but a few villages, which grow rarer as we advance south. Until recently, pirates infested the lower Volga, and local populations took refuge in the interior to escape incursions. Their houses look comfortable, and have an air of cleanliness that distinguishes them from the miserable Russian isbas. In their colonies swarm evangelical sects of all kinds: Moravians, Stundists, Molokans …
Resume the journey and the Russian Mississippi continues to spread before us. Each day we touch down at a great town of the East, Kazan first of all, the city where half the population is composed of Muslims. Lower down is Samara, which the Russians call “the American town.” There is nary an old building, promenade, or tree in Samara; only hotels, public offices, banks, and sunburnt squares. Further still to the south, and one day’s journey above Astrakhan, the town of Tsaritsyn offers the same characteristics: it is the center of commerce between the Volga and the Don.
There we leave the steamer. In a vale between the yellow undulations of the steppe, where the pasturage of our Cossack stretches to infinite distance, we find a hub of business: mills, orangeries, immense stables. His own dwelling is modest, and—characteristic of old Russian manners—entered through an anteroom in which maids see to their needlework. Thus it was, once, in the homes of all seigneurs, and, if we believe Homer, in the atrium of Greek kings.
From “Social Life in Russia,” which appeared in the June 1889 issue of Harper’s Magazine.
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Saturn Return
Scenes from the life of a psychedelic pioneer
 by Andrew Weil


 Andrew Weil in Colombia, early 1980s. Courtesy the author 


In the summer of 1968, I moved from Boston to San Francisco to start a medical internship at Mount Zion Hospital, exchanging the comfortable familiarity of the East Coast for the turmoil and tumult of the West. The Bay Area was the epicenter of the country’s social upheaval—the previous year’s Summer of Love, which had drawn thousands of flower children to the Haight-Ashbury district, was already a memory. Speed freaks and panhandlers now outnumbered the hippies, and amphetamines had displaced LSD. There was an ambient anger in the air.
For the first two months, I house-sat a Victorian home on Divisadero, a few blocks down from Haight Street and a fifteen-minute walk from the hospital. In addition to my duties as an intern, I volunteered at the Haight-Ashbury Free Medical Clinic, a model for the free clinics that were cropping up in many American cities at the time. The clinic occupied the second floor of a building on the corner of Haight and Clayton, with bay windows overlooking the street.
In my final year of medical school, I had designed and conducted the first placebo-controlled, double-blind, human studies on cannabis. The findings were reported in a lead article in Science and made news around the world, including on the front page of the New York Times. One of the conclusions was that marijuana was a “relatively mild intoxicant” that had less of an impact on the body than alcohol. My study cost less than one thousand dollars, raised without governmental assistance.
I hadn’t smoked pot with any real frequency until this period in medical school. And even though I’d learned that if I had to, I could not only function but function well under the influence, it was clearly prudent not to use it when I was working. Of course I knew that others did. At the hospital, stoner nurses, orderlies, technicians, and other staff would sometimes slip outside for a toke or two, especially when things were quiet. Our resident dealer was an X-ray technician I’ll call Tom, who always had good weed.
One weekend, I was on duty in the pediatric emergency room, a famously quiet service. Seriously sick children went to the nearby UCSF Medical Center; we got the occasional cuts, contusions, and stomach aches. A nurse I’ll call Mary, who I liked a lot—she was bright and greeted everyone with an unusually warm smile—was on the receiving desk. I was upstairs, holed up in a dismal room that interns used, furnished only with a creaky single bed, a desk, a chair, and a nightstand with a telephone that I wasn’t expecting to ring the entire weekend. I had a good novel that I was hoping to dig into.
I was feeling drowsy when I was startled by a firm knock on the door. No one had ever visited the room while I was in it. It was Tom. “I heard you were up here,” he said. “You must be as bored as I am. This place is asleep.” He pulled up a chair, propped his legs on the bed, reached inside his white coat, and pulled out a joint. “Want to get high?”
I hesitated for a moment, then said, “Sure, why not?” Based on past experience, the chance of my being called to attend to anyone in the pediatric ER seemed negligible. Tom lit up, and we passed the joint back and forth, taking pleasure in the act, its illicit nature, and in each other’s company. After smoking most of the joint, we talked for a while—our conversation interspersed with long pauses as we savored the moment. “I should get back to my station,” Tom said as he got up. “Catch you later.” I waved goodbye from the bed.
It couldn’t have been more than a minute or two after he left that the phone rang. “Dr. Weil, you’ve got a case in the ER,” Mary informed me, “a twelve-year-old boy with a scalp laceration that needs to be sutured.” So much for passing the time pleasantly stoned.
I washed my hands and face in the men’s room down the hall to get the odor of marijuana off me, put on my white coat, checked my appearance in the mirror, and confidently strode off to the ER to be Dr. Weil. The only people there were Mary, the boy, and his worried mother. Mary had the patient cleaned up and sitting on the edge of an exam table. I greeted him, inspected the cut, and assured him and his mother that repairing it would be easy and fast. Mary had set out everything I needed. As she turned to leave, she passed close by me, gave me an odd look, and said in a low voice, “When you’re finished here, doctor, I’d like to speak to you in private.” Then she walked out of the room, shutting the door behind her.
Her words sent a bolt of fear through me. She knew! She knew I was stoned. What would she do? I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and with great effort put my fear aside in order to do my job. I sewed the edges of the wound together neatly and quickly, causing the boy as little discomfort as possible. He was most cooperative, his mother most grateful. I sent them to be discharged, cleaned up, and walked out to meet my fate. Mary was waiting for me. “Step in here,” she said, leading me into a tiny supply room and closing the door. I couldn’t read her expression. My heart was beating very fast.
“I don’t know how to tell you this,” she said. “I’m on acid.”
There was no further action in the pediatric ER that day or the next. Mary got to rest as her trip wound down, and I never smoked pot on duty again.
When I finished my internship year in San Francisco, I moved east to begin a two-year stint as a lieutenant in the Commissioned Corps of the U.S. Public Health Service (USPHS), stationed at the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) in Chevy Chase, Maryland. This was in lieu of serving in Vietnam. It was not a fun time to be near the nation’s capital, especially after an exciting year in the Bay Area. Long a Democratic pork barrel, NIMH, for the first time in its twenty-year history, found itself under a hostile Republican administration that was demanding an accounting of what it had done with its funds. One area of vulnerability was marijuana, a focus of increasing social concern. Three years earlier, NIMH had received more than $450,000 from Congress to research pot—and I felt they had little to show for it. The institute had hired me to coordinate marijuana research in Chevy Chase, then promptly rescinded the offer. Perhaps they resented being scooped by my Science article; I imagine the Nixon Administration’s antidrug stance made them wary of research on illicit drugs.
I was told instead to report to the Narcotic Farm in Lexington, Kentucky, to spend two years working with incarcerated addicts. If I refused to go, I would lose my Public Health Service commission and be eligible for the draft. I asked well-connected friends to pull some strings at NIMH. They did, forcing the institute to take me on. When I got there, I was put in a windowless office in the Barlow Building on Wisconsin Avenue, hardly larger than a storage closet, with a phone and nothing to do. My boss was a pleasant man who didn’t know why I’d been assigned to him or what to do with me. From time to time, he gave me grant proposals to review; otherwise he left me alone. Okay, I thought, I’ll play along. Better than being in Vietnam.
I rented a house in rural Virginia, a forty-five-minute commute from Chevy Chase. It had a swimming pool in a huge backyard that led to woods with a rushing stream. On weekends, I invited friends out to cook together, get stoned, listen to music, and talk politics. My friends had jobs in various federal agencies, from the Justice Department to the White House; as antiwar protests intensified and divisions in the country widened, we had a lot to talk about. And all this was made more interesting by our experiments with LSD and MDA.
My plan to lie low at NIMH failed. Requests for interviews started coming in from the media, from universities, from congressional committees, and from government agencies. People who had read my article wanted to talk to me about marijuana. NIMH turned them away, first saying I was unavailable, then that I didn’t work there and they didn’t know how to reach me. This response encouraged more frequent and more persistent inquiries: What did I have to say about marijuana that NIMH didn’t want people to hear? My mail was opened and kept from me. I was asked unfriendly questions about why I was making unauthorized contact with reporters and legislators, and warned that I was not allowed to speak to anyone about marijuana or drug policy.
This tension soon became intolerable. As the end of my first year approached, the USPHS unexpectedly renewed its order: I would be required to report to Kentucky on July 1, 1970, to complete the remainder of my service at the Narcotic Farm. I felt I was being punished. I informed the agency that I considered the order illegal, would not go to Lexington, and would continue to report to my office at NIMH. July 1 came and went. The USPHS declared me AWOL, terminated my salary, and threatened to revoke my commission. At NIMH, people avoided making eye contact with me. A hearing was scheduled. I was advised to get a lawyer. At the hearing, I realized that I had no place in the system and no desire to be a part of it. Until then, I had felt wronged and thought I deserved fair treatment. Now I just wanted out.
Ultimately, the Selective Service System reclassified me 1-A, meaning I was available for military service, and informed me that I would get no credit for the year I had just completed as a commissioned officer in the Public Health Service. I ruminated about what to put in a letter to my draft board in Philadelphia. I decided not to hold back. I vented my anger about how I’d been treated at NIMH, and said the experience left me unwilling to do any sort of alternative service for the U.S. government. I went so far as to say that I could no longer practice Western medicine in good conscience because I rejected its philosophy and thought its methods did more harm than good.
I received their response two weeks later. I opened the letter with trepidation to find that I had been granted conscientious objector status without a hearing. That was unheard of. Were draft boards beginning to realize that people like me were not worth the trouble? An astrologer friend told me I was in the midst of my “Saturn return,” a turning point in life marked by that planet having completed one orbit around the sun since my birth. It could usher in a period of happiness and financial freedom or one of disaster. I hoped for the former.
Around this time, I began receiving requests to act as an expert witness for defense attorneys intent on challenging the laws against marijuana. Most state laws treated marijuana as a narcotic, which it is not. Narcotics are constituents or derivatives of opium that act as sedatives and analgesics. The cannabinoids in marijuana are unrelated chemically and pharmacologically to opioids. The penalties for the possession and sale of narcotics seemed to me excessively harsh for opioids, let alone for marijuana. Being a regular user myself, I was all for efforts to decriminalize it and was happy to do what I could for those who ran afoul of the law.
My research had shown that smoking pot has few physiological effects. I’d found that it causes a moderate increase in heart rate, does not lower blood sugar (often invoked as the reason users get the munchies), and does not dilate the pupils as cocaine, speed, and other stimulants do. (In some of the cases in which I testified for the defense, cops cited dilation of pupils as probable cause for suspecting the defendants had been high on weed. This I could disprove easily.)
On the witness stand I was regularly asked how I could tell that someone was high on marijuana. My answer has always been that you can’t, unless the person volunteers that information. Pot often makes a person’s eyes turn red, but this can also be caused by eye fatigue, allergies, and other common irritants. Novice users may become giddy or withdrawn; experienced users are likely to go about their business without exhibiting any obvious changes in behavior. Law enforcement agents, mental health professionals, and antidrug crusaders did not want to hear this.
I found it so amusing that people with no experience of marijuana thought they could tell if someone was high on it that I resolved never to speak about it in public or testify about it in court unless I myself was stoned. (It was easy enough to smoke pot unobserved on the way to an event. Back then, few knew what it smelled like; people commonly described the odor as “sickly sweet.”) How satisfying it was, having just toked up, to state with authority that there is no way to know that someone is under the influence of marijuana unless they volunteer that information. Best of all was saying that while being cross-examined by a hostile prosecuting attorney.
Some of the prosecutors I encountered tried to discredit my botanical expertise by asking what they thought were tough questions: What’s the difference between a monocot and a dicot? What’s the biggest monocot in the world? They failed. I was able to hold my own during cross-examination. The lawyers I worked with told me that my appearance for the defense often helped to reduce sentences.
In 1977, I was asked to appear as an expert witness in a marijuana trial in Japan. The request came from Keiichi Ueno, who has prepared Japanese translations of many of my books and become a close friend. The defendant, Satoshi Fukui, was a young, accomplished sumi-e artist. (Sumi-e is a traditional form of brush painting with black ink.) He was also a countercultural hero with a following of long-haired, wild-looking hippies who played flutes and smoked pot constantly. Cannabis is well-known in Japan as a source of hemp fiber, but that kind of cannabis has very low THC content and causes minimal psychoactivity. It was not until the Sixties that Japanese hippies began smoking imported marijuana and hashish, which were strictly prohibited and regarded by most Japanese people as dangerous drugs introduced by foreigners. Fukui had been busted for cultivating marijuana in his backyard.
He maintained that he had done nothing more than scatter birdseed. At the time, birdseed sold in Japan contained viable cannabis seeds, and Fukui soon had a number of plants growing behind his house. The police, hoping to make an example of him, charged Fukui with violating the Cannabis Control Law. Friends persuaded him to challenge the law by arguing that marijuana was relatively innocuous, and, surprisingly, a court in Kyoto agreed to hear the case. Given that there were no Japanese cannabis experts, Fukui’s lawyer petitioned the court for permission to call me as a witness. He did not expect to succeed, because courts in Japan almost never allow foreign experts to testify, but permission was granted. In the end, Fukui was convicted but received a suspended sentence.
By the Eighties, cocaine had become a popular illicit drug in North America, and I began to receive requests to testify about it. Cocaine was also treated as a narcotic under most state laws, but convincing judges and juries that harsh penalties were unjustified was trickier than in the case of marijuana. Physiologically, cocaine is not as toxic as alcohol, but its behavioral toxicity and addictive potential are significant. Nevertheless, I appeared as an expert witness for the defense in a number of trials involving the drug. Although I had not studied it in a laboratory setting, I had done ethnobotanical research in Colombia and Peru on coca, the natural source of the drug, and I had observed many regular users of cocaine in the United States.
I’ve given expert testimony in many state courts, in federal court, and in one court-martial. I have a fond memory of testifying in a case in Brownsville, Texas. When the defense attorney finished questioning me, the state attorney began his cross-examination. After a few routine questions, he stepped closer to the witness stand and asked, “Isn’t it true, Dr. Weil, that Sherlock Holmes became addicted to cocaine and that it destroyed his career?” I was at a loss. “It is my understanding,” I answered slowly, “that Sherlock Holmes is a fictional character.”
“No further questions,” the prosecutor said.
The strangest trial I attended was an LSD case in the federal district court in New Orleans. The defendant, charged with selling 3,400 tabs of acid to a federal agent, claimed he was distributing a sacramental substance that was a safer alternative to other drugs. No one expected the court to entertain his claim.
Richard Sobol, a lawyer I hung out with in the D.C. area in the early Seventies, had moved to New Orleans to work on civil-rights cases. In 1971, he called to tell me he had taken the acid supplier on as a client and was fascinated by him. The man looked like Jesus, he said, and distributed a pamphlet called Free LSD. In weekly meetings at a city park, he and others would take LSD and attempt to achieve group consciousness and manifest peace and love. With their spiritual guide facing prosecution as a major drug trafficker, they began to direct collective mental energy at the judge appointed to hear the case. Richard asked me to come to New Orleans and be an expert witness for the defense.
The courtroom was packed with spectators, including a large contingent of the defendant’s fellow LSD enthusiasts. One of them, a young woman, came up to me as I was about to take my seat, gave me a warm smile, and said in a seductive voice, “Close your eyes and open your mouth!” As I did so, she placed a tiny tablet on my tongue. “Swallow and join us,” she told me, and I did.
Thirty minutes later, during preliminary motions from lawyers for both sides, I came on to the drug. It must have been a substantial dose, because I was soon on a strong acid trip that would last the whole day.
The first thing I realized on my trip was that no one wanted to be there. Everyone—from the lawyers to the clerks to the judge and the defendant—would rather have been elsewhere. I watched transfixed as individuals morphed into archetypes. The judge became The Judge, cloaked in authority. The prosecuting attorneys, wearing American flag pins, moved like robots. I saw how bottled up they were, how disconnected from their feelings. A police officer took the stand to describe how he arrested the defendant after pulling a car over. When asked what happened next, I remember him saying, “Two Caucasian males exited from the vehicle.” What kind of unnatural talk was this?
The government’s first expert witness was a researcher from Tulane who had given monkeys high doses of LSD, then examined their brains for abnormalities. He claimed to have found plenty. Except he had no way to prove that LSD caused the abnormalities; they might have been pre-existing or artifacts of his method of preparing the tissue. Still, he insisted that the drug was the culprit. I was repelled by his cruelty to animals and saw the logical flaws in his testimony.
Next came a psychiatrist who dealt with drug users and had seen the “psychic damage” LSD could cause. According to him, acid made people psychotic and out of control, likely to hurt themselves and others. It scrambled the mind of anyone foolish enough to try it. To my own very clear mind it was obvious he did not know what he was talking about.
When the defendant took the stand, looking more messiah-like than ever, I had a sudden insight about the courtroom process. The collective attention focused on a witness makes it possible to tell if that person is speaking truthfully. I saw a blaze of white light around the defendant as he described his LSD-induced spiritual awakening. I knew he was telling the truth about it and about the sense of mission that he felt. He genuinely believed that it was his duty to make that experience available to others by providing them with what he considered to be a sacramental substance. He honestly felt that he was helping people. He was neither psychotic nor out of control. I thought he held up well during a tough cross-examination.
The defense called me to refute the testimony of the government’s experts and support the contention that LSD can have positive effects. I was feeling those effects strongly as I answered Sobol’s questions about the toxicity of the drug (negligible), its psychological dangers (significant but totally manageable) by attending to dose, set, and setting, and its potential to accelerate spiritual development (great). I spoke—or anyway, I think I spoke—forcefully, succinctly, and with authority.
Then I felt compelled to ask the judge permission to speak directly to the court. “I mean this with no disrespect,” I said to him, “but you should know that for the entire time that I have been on the witness stand I have been under the influence of LSD.”
There were gasps from the courtroom. Sobol’s jaw dropped. The judge merely nodded.
Remarkably, my admission was not reported in contemporary news coverage of the trial. Nor have I ever been asked about it since.
In my book The Marriage of the Sun and Moon, I describe the preparation and use of coca leaves by indigenous Amazonian tribes in southeastern Colombia. In the Seventies and early Eighties, I made a number of visits to a Cubeo village deep in the Amazonian rainforest. I would get there by speedboat from the town of Mitú, on the Vaupés River. The village consisted of no more than ten well-built thatch houses grouped around an open plaza. There was also one large maloca, a communal dwelling where several families had hammocks and cooking fires and where people gathered for meetings and nighttime fiestas. A dense forest surrounded the village, with a few cleared areas for the cultivation of yuca, chili peppers, bananas, and coca.
Many tribes use coca in a distinctive way, preparing it fresh by picking and then toasting the leaves, pulverizing them in a wooden mortar, mixing them with the ashes of the leaves of a jungle tree (which supply alkalinity to promote extraction of active compounds), then sifting the mixture through a muslin sack to yield a tasty, gray-green powder with the consistency of flour. All of the Cubeo men and some of the women consumed this powdered coca, working it into moist lumps in the mouth and letting it dissolve slowly.
Cubeo men fished every day, hunted, and harvested coca plants; women worked to cultivate and prepare yuca, first extracting its toxic juice, then turning it into a thin, dry bread or into chicha, a mildly alcoholic fermented beverage.
Cubeo fiestas happened quite regularly whenever I was there, possibly because of my presence. They began in late afternoon, when people would sit on benches under a ramada and drink a lot of chicha, both the ordinary kind and one I found much tastier, which was made from pupuña, the starchy orange-fleshed fruit of the peach palm. After a number of gourds of chicha and spoonfuls of coca, some of the men would begin to play carrizo flutes. Soon several men would link arms and dance back and forth in a line, the women later joining in. These very agreeable events went on for several hours until the night sky was bright with stars and people drifted off to their dwellings. When there was no fiesta happening and I was not interviewing Cubeos or watching them prepare food, drink, and coca, I mostly lay under a net in a hammock, dozing or reading, trying not to mind the constant heat and humidity, hiding out from the innumerable biting sand flies that abounded from dawn to dusk and attacked any area of exposed skin.
On several occasions I went to the village by myself; once I visited with a Colombian couple, filmmakers who wanted to make a documentary about native uses of natural drugs, and on one trip I brought a friend along. Steve Shouse, who was interested in Native American cultures and religions, had backpacked with me in Arizona; he had never been south of Mexico.
A problem I wrestled with each time I went was what to bring as gifts. One day I had a sudden inspiration. Light sticks had just become available—the plastic wands that when activated emit bright neon light for hours. They first appeared in camping supply stores, long before they became popular at clubs and raves. I bought boxes of them and packed them for my next trip.
Steve and I spent several days with friends of mine in Bogotá, made last-minute preparations for our adventure, then took a colectivo taxi across the eastern range of the Andes to Villavicencio, a frontier town that was the jumping-off point for travel farther east. From Villavicencio we caught a small doorless cargo plane to Mitú and spent a restless night in a hostel, kept awake by violent thunder and torrential rain. The next morning was clear, and before the heat and humidity became unbearable, we found a boatman to motor us upriver to the Cubeo village.
We arrived at midday. The Cubeos I knew welcomed us warmly and showed us to a vacant hut where we strung up our hammocks. The afternoon was too hot to do much of anything except avoid the sand flies and wait for sunset. Near the equator, evening comes quickly once the sun is down. Unless storm clouds build, the sky is soon black, and with no light pollution, the display of stars is dazzling. Even before it was dark, the Cubeos got ready to celebrate our arrival. They invited us into the maloca and plied us with chicha and coca. I distributed cigarettes. Soon the only illumination came from several cooking fires. The main sound was the buzzing of cicadas.
After more chicha and coca, the men began to play their flutes, at first seated on wooden stools, then standing, then linking arms and dancing. After a time, women ducked in between the men, joining the dance, and then my companion and I were pulled into the line. The simple repeated flute melody, the stomping of feet on the earthen floor, and the flickering firelight cast a hypnotic spell over us, intensified, I’m sure, by the agreeable combined effects of chicha and coca.
During a pause in the dancing, I got out one of my light sticks and bent it to break the capsule inside, allowing the chemical solutions to mix and do their magic—instant luminescence that created a brilliant glowing wand, all the more impressive in the mostly dark maloca. Gasps of surprise came from many of the Cubeos; a few approached it warily. Very soon they were enchanted. They were familiar with the bioluminescence of fireflies, but had never seen man-made cold light, a beautiful light that did not flicker. They touched the light stick, asked to hold it, passed it around, admired it.
Then one of the men managed to open a light stick and pour some of the luminescing liquid into the palm of his hand. Others gathered around to marvel at the sight. Several people dipped their fingers in the fluid and applied it to their skin.
Many Amazonian people, men much more than women, adorn themselves with paint. The men of some tribes spend hours decorating themselves and others, checking their work, and admiring the effects. Cubeo men apply face paint sparingly on special occasions, using natural red, yellow, and black pigments. Restraint was thrown to the wind, however, when they got their fingers into this fluid that glowed a brilliant yellow-green. With whoops of excitement they began decorating themselves, one another, and us. Soon our faces and torsos were striped and dotted with cold light. Special attention was given to my bald head, always a source of fascination to Amazonian tribal peoples, who, as far as I know, never lose their hair.
The dancing that followed was like nothing I’d ever seen. Men and women formed a line, right hands on right shoulders, and we all stomped and snaked our way around the maloca to the accompaniment of flutes and rattles. There were occasional breaks for more chicha, coca, and body painting. We even applied it to our feet, which enhanced the experience, and we continued dancing until most of us collapsed on the ground, breathless and spent. At some point, Steve and I crept out into the night and crossed the plaza to our hut and hammocks, where we slept in later than usual.
With the new day came a stream of Cubeo men, eager for commerce. What would we like in exchange for the boxes of light sticks? Cans of coca powder? Fish? Hammocks? Several men tried to get exclusive distribution rights, promising us all sorts of things in return. Each tried to convince us that he was the only member of the tribe who could be entrusted with the goods. In the end, we distributed the sticks equally and then began the long journey home.


Andrew Weil is a professor of integrative medicine at the University of Arizona and the author of many books, including The Natural Mind.
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Basha Boosha
 by Tova Reich
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You never realize how accustomed your eye grows to a familiar variety of human species in a particular place, including that place’s indigenous freaks and weirdos, until a bizarre specimen native to elsewhere suddenly gets lost and wanders in and skews the mix. In Jerusalem, for example, who even bothers to look up when a prophet in the throes boards the light rail at the Mount Herzl military cemetery, or when a messiah in white robes astride a white donkey trots down Jaffa Road past the municipal center blowing his horn? A disorientation of this sort occurred not so long ago in the environs of Jerusalem’s Machane Yehuda market, when an extraordinary type began regularly to appear such as might be considered entirely normal and not meriting a second glance in the streets of New York City or San Francisco, but in Jerusalem would be a certified misfit and oddity, distorting the landscape utterly.
From the shoulder and up this was a specimen taller than everyone else, husky in body, the face coated with a foundation base to mask the stubble that nevertheless relentlessly bored through, topped by a long wig with bangs fashioned from synthetic rodent-brown hair and a black felt pillbox hat for an added head covering. To the unclouded eye the specimen was male, yet dressed even so in a modest long black skirt from under which two giant feet in ladies’ pale-pink sneakers protruded, and to complete the ensemble a loose oversize sweater suggesting protrusions and indentations by blurring them, the entire outfit accessorized with a matching beige plastic handbag. For the zealots who absorbed her existence (yes, we honor her gender preference), the inconsistencies were non-negotiable, since as stated in the Book of Deuteronomy, a man is forbidden to put on the garments of a woman, this is abhorrent to God. What difference did it make if the cross-dressing male decked himself out as a devout woman of faith? It is a sin.
Still, apart from the discordance of her costume, in every other respect she seemed to conduct herself in public as befits a decent Jewish matron, and except for the disturbance in the field of her very presence itself, she made no trouble at all. In good weather she passed much of the day sitting on a bench in one of the small courtyard parks of the gentrified Nachlaot neighborhood across from the market, her head bent over a miniature Book of Psalms, now and then drawing out from her plaid shopping wagon a dented tin can with a faded Beit Hashita pickles label still stuck to it, thrusting it out toward a passerby who might drop in a shekel or, as regrettably happened a number of times, spit into the can in an expression of righteous disapproval. In the evening she rolled the cart into the market to stock up on some fruits and vegetables and maybe half a loaf of bread and a piece of pink herring as a treat, radically reduced in price at the close of the business day. Nobody knew where she lived—definitely not in new-age Nachlaot, which, unless she was a mad mogul in disguise, would have been well beyond her plastic pocketbook’s clasp. Local mystics claimed she descended every night into a cell underground where the forgotten sisters burrowed and from which they sometimes flashed forth when the streets emptied out to scavenge among the rotting leftovers. Nor did anyone know her name, though a recent returnee to the faith married to the only man in Nachlaot who did not own a guitar reported that on one occasion she had “reached out” to this lost soul and had ventured to ask. What followed was a reddening of the face burning fiercely even through the layers of skin paste studded with bristle, a sputtering denoting an effort to control spasms bordering dangerously on rage, as if a sacred line had been crossed into a forbidden zone, as if the questioner had taken an impermissible liberty, violated a hallowed privacy, dared to inquire after the name and all the secrets it revealed—Rumpelstiltskin? Yahweh? The Tetragrammaton itself, never to be pronounced out loud? At last a hormonally unmistakable voice was heard. Call me Boosha, it resonated—on the face of it a proper feminine-sounding name with an “ah” ending. Yet, as everyone knows, boosha means shame.
The curious fact is that even when she lived in America, when she was a boy growing into a man among the insular, ultra-Orthodox Satmar Hasidim in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, no one seemed to know his name either (we are now officially regressing to the birth-assignment pronoun). Even from his first day at cheder, when he was only three years old and his hair was cut for the first time (silken blond curls that his mother kept in a bag with the first shearing of all his brothers), everyone called him Schulman, which of course was his surname. He had been a sizable child, from the start bulkier than average on the growth chart, tending toward a corporeal sponginess, and it was said that his own father also called him Schulman—Schulman 11, as that was his number in a family of fifteen offspring. In his early twenties, however, he acquired a title—Rabbi—conferred upon him by the head of his small yeshiva—a private seminary operating from the basement of a split-level house in the Satmar village of Kiryas Joel in Orange County, New York—who, by virtue of having been certified in Jewish law, had earned the right to lay on hands and transmit to his students the title along with the clerical privilege to teach and instruct on all matters forbidden and permitted. In this way Schulman transitioned into Rabbi Schulman and, for all intents and purposes, Rabbi became his first name. In his rabbinical practice, he inclined toward ruling on the forbidden, that was his preference; when in doubt, he played it safe and forbade. Yet everyone agreed that in matters of law he could be relied upon for scrupulousness and incorruptibility.
It goes without saying that he never served as the type of synagogue rabbi familiar to most enlightened audiences, enthroned up there on an elevated platform in front of the congregation, draped in a rich prayer shawl and skullcap, now and then approaching the podium to announce in pontifical tones, Please turn to page such-and-such in your prayer books, All members rise, and so on. In fact, in his entire career he never held a pulpit at all, spending the major portion of the first two decades of his rabbinical service primarily as a pitifully underpaid teacher of aleph-bet and of basic holy studies and religious practice to very young boys. He was known for his strictness, even physically striking on occasion the troublemakers and daydreamers, sometimes using a ruler or a strap with the full approval of the parents, yet he was also appreciated for what was regarded as his kind heart. Passersby would marvel at how on the hottest days of the year, when the children were running around like liberated chickens and playing so intensely in the yard during their recess, their side curls plastered to their red flushed faces, fringed ritual garments clinging with sweat to their soaked white shirts, he would shuttle tirelessly back and forth, filling and refilling a watering can and sprinkling the boys with water as if they were flowers. He also had a side job, for which he was paid nothing at all but which mattered to him vitally, endowing his days and especially his nights with drama and life, filling him with purpose. He was a Hatzolah volunteer, a first responder in his local free ambulance service, the original Williamsburg branch that had pioneered the whole movement dedicated to the rapid emergency rescue of all people in distress regardless of race or religion but, as everyone knew, specializing in Jewish troubles and afflictions, which its Jewish volunteers knew so personally from the inside and therefore could handle with impeccable precision and delicacy.
It was because of Schulman’s acts of loving-kindness that, when finally, after much searching, a wife was found for him and it was deemed necessary that he earn a proper living to support his future family, God willing, community leaders banded together and found for him a respectable job to go with the wife, drawing on their connections and clout even outside their immediate tight circles to arrange for him to be hired by the local Modern Orthodox rabbinical council to serve as the official shaliach in its divorce court. It was a job for which he was judged to be perfectly qualified, as he was neither deaf, dumb, nor blind, he was not a heathen or an imbecile, and so on as stipulated, he had a beard and side curls that proclaimed him to be reassuringly authentic, the real thing, and he also had his rabbinical degree as a seal of authority. What the job entailed was to stand in as the agent for a man who, for one reason or another, could not personally be present to hand the divorce document to his wife as was mandated. Maybe the guy was too busy, maybe he had moved to a different country, maybe he just couldn’t bear the sight of her one second longer. In such cases—and they occurred far more often than anyone might have imagined—Schulman would act as the designated agent or proxy on the divorcer’s behalf.
He was in his early forties when he was married, well past the recommended age of eighteen for a man to stand under the wedding canopy, though eighteen, as it happened, was how old his bride was, more than two decades younger than him, plucked fresh from another generation. Everyone looked at each other and asked the obvious question—Nu, so what’s wrong with her?—and especially because she was from such an illustrious family, a descendant of the Hasidic Chernobyl Rebbe—The Chernobyler himself—under normal circumstances the most aristocratic of husbands in her own age bracket from the most distinguished of dynasties would have been found for her. But then there were the rumors, already bouncing along the airwaves for at least two years, that she had been caught more than once at a public library or in a profane café rapt in front of a computer screen, which was strictly forbidden and for good reason, that she had been seen talking to boys and other strays outside the local kosher pizza store and at other even less savory venues, and that on another occasion she had been spotted standing in line with all kinds of lowlife and bums waiting to get into a live concert of some pagan sort in Greenwich Village, a place with a reputation and fate even worse than Sodom. Clearly this was an emergency, something needed to be done instantly to save her, the obvious solution was to marry her off at once.
Her name was Basha, and to her mother and everyone else’s surprise, when she was shown a picture of Schulman as potential husband material, she stared at it for a long time and did not make a face or stick a finger down her throat as if she were gagging, as some girls in their bridal hour had been known to do when presented with potential candidates. In contrast, Basha for her part merely shrugged and said, Why not? Since the hot weather had already set in, it was then proposed that, because this was such an important life decision not to be taken lightly, just to be certain, she station herself across the street from the schoolyard and observe how Schulman so sweetly watered the boys. Basha stood there and watched for less than a minute, then turned to the matchmaker who had accompanied her and said, Okay, sure, he can shpritz me too.
She did not mean this in any way irreverent or flippant or lascivious, God forbid, the matchmaker insisted when she recounted Basha’s response during Sabbath prayers behind the opaque screen in the ladies’ section of the synagogue. She meant it in the most positive way: Schulman would cultivate her, he would help her to sprout and blossom into a proper woman of valor. After all, he was nearly legendary for his rescue work as a Hatzolah volunteer. So now he would save Basha too, not only her body but more crucially her soul. He was more than twice her age, a fact that did not escape Schulman himself, friends with whom he had grown up and had sat beside on the same bench learning in yeshiva for years already had daughters as old as she, already married, already pushing double strollers down Lee Avenue. Nor did it go unnoticed by Schulman himself as well as by others that his marriage inauspiciously aligned with the start of his new job in the divorce court, essentially falling within the same window of time. Well-meaning people rejected the notion that this coincidence was a bad omen, insisting instead that as a certified rescuer who in his Hatzolah role pulls the victim out of the lowest depths to full recovery, Schulman would also extract from his daily immersion in the scum of divorce the wisdom that is required to maintain the good health of a marriage.
In the divorce court, as it turned out, it wasn’t such a casual matter for Schulman to face one strange woman after another standing there opposite him with her hands cupped together in front of her like a beggar as she had been instructed to do by the presiding Modern Orthodox rabbi, into which, acting for the husband, he, Schulman, was obliged to drop the get document after speaking on the husband’s behalf the words, You are hereby permitted to all men. Certainly he was not offended by this ancient formulation for the sake of the woman, like some unnatural and perverse male feminist acting against his own interests; it would in fact never have occurred to him to see anything amiss with this statement. After all, the Torah states that only a man has the power to initiate a divorce, he could get rid of his wife for a good reason or for no reason at all—because she burned his soup, because he woke up one morning and found her repulsive, that’s just how it was, straightforward, plain and simple. Schulman was only affirming the obvious as the husband’s spokesman, he was releasing her to go her way, he was letting it be known to all and sundry that she was available, that she would get what she deserved.
Yet it happened to him more than once that when he spoke those words, glancing down from under his brow at the soon to be divorced female standing across from him with her supplicant’s hands cupped together, he would see his own wife Basha there in her place like an apparition, her small form modestly attired as is required and her head encased in a proper matron’s wig with a little hat perched on top. It would be Basha there with her hands out assuming the position to receive the bill of divorce, lifting it up as instructed to acknowledge receipt, acceptance, then tucking it under her arm against the warmth and privacy of her body as if claiming the document as her own personal property, turning her back, the backside of a woman that strangers ogle automatically as their inalienable right, and walking a few paces down the runway symbolically into the future, marked forever as a discarded woman. Quickly he would seek to cast off the intrusion of this vision—what did the thoughts such as they were of Basha or any other female matter in a situation involving grave religious strictures? Even more acutely, it troubled him that these disturbing Basha emanations in the divorce court meant that in his heart he felt himself to be the unfortunate husband of a problem female, a girl suffering from influences.
Not that he knew for a fact that she might have opinions deviant or otherwise on this or on any subject. They never discussed such lofty matters, or, as was proper, rarely talked at length or in depth about anything other than basic day-to-day household operations and schedules, they were separated not only by sex, which was hazardous enough, but also by years, a nearly insurmountable gap. She left their apartment early to attend her occupational therapy training program, the perfect career choice for the lifestyle of an observant Jewish woman looking forward to the blessing of a large family—flexible hours and workplaces, some much appreciated extra income as the secondary wage earner, it made such practical sense, everyone was astonished that she had chosen this sensible profession but at the same time they were delighted, thrilled, relieved, the realities of marriage had matured her as is inevitably the outcome sooner or later. And while Schulman continued his volunteer work at Hatzolah, which regularly summoned him out of his warm bed at all hours of the night, so, too, Basha staggered into her cold bed often past midnight after fulfilling her requirements as an OT on-call intern, depleted from her labors nurturing the disabled and the injured, she turned her back, drew the quilt over her head, curled up, and, like the child she was, instantly fell asleep, breathing so softly. When it happened that Schulman would venture past the nightstand separating their two beds and alarm her with a tap on the shoulder, almost invariably she would mumble that it was, you know, her time of the month, or that she had not found a free moment yet to go to the mikvah and immerse herself in compliance with the laws of family purity—Sorry Schulman, not tonight. Once again he was reminded of how irregular she was as he plodded back to his own barren bed. In this way more than a year passed since the wedding, and still nothing doing, as the neighborhood chorus intoned.
He threw himself more intensely into his job as the shaliach in the rabbinic court, devoting an unprecedented amount of time to painstakingly checking the twelve lines of the bill of divorce written by the scribe in the husband’s name, on whose behalf he, Schulman, was acting. Because of his meticulousness in examining the document, the entire divorce procedure often stretched well beyond the two hours or so allotted for it, slowing down the assembly line, the two male witnesses flipping back the cuffs of their suit jackets and glancing at their watches over and over again as Schulman, heedless, went on with his checking. Opposite him as he checked sat the soon to be ex-wife, usually accompanied for emotional support by a female family member or friend, both women wringing their hands or panting in agitation as Schulman sat at the table poring over the get, his head bent over the writing, entirely oblivious to their distress. It was not uncommon for one or even both of the women to spontaneously burst out crying, clutching each other as they sobbed and not letting go, and there was even an occasion when the wife waiting to be released passed out completely, slid off her chair onto the floor and banged her head, requiring emergency medical intervention from Schulman as a certified Hatzolah volunteer, immediate ambulance transport to the hospital, where she received thirteen stitches, forcing the prolongation of her marriage due to the need to reschedule her divorce appointment.
Letter by letter, pointing with a thick finger, Schulman went over those twelve lines of the get written by the scribe in Aramaic, checking for errors, focusing in particular on the accuracy of the names of the divorcing parties and the names of their fathers, of the city in which the divorce was taking place and its nearest bodies of water, of the date, so that there could never be any doubt that it was the divorce of this couple and of no other couple on the face of the earth. When Schulman would spot something suspicious, he would get up and shuffle, head lowered, to the next room, where the scribe sat ready with ink and quill to make a correction, at times minor, but on other occasions requiring even a complete rewrite at Schulman’s behest as the husband’s emissary. He would vanish for an excruciating stretch of time, like a surgeon privately consulting with colleagues and other experts, examining with them the images and test results, reappearing at last to face those condemned to wait with the fatal diagnosis and give them the news.
Complaints began to pour in, but the Modern Orthodox court was loathe to dismiss such a genuine article as Schulman for what could only be interpreted as exemplary piety—to do so would certainly not reflect well on their institution. As a consequence of this situation, however, more and more wives tried to outsource—to request that proxies be appointed to accept the get on their behalf, which remarkably was their right. Now when the husband showed up but not the wife, Schulman was obliged as the official court shaliach to act as her surrogate, to take on her role, to be her agent, all of this, as Schulman knew, possible according to the oral law. And in those instances when both the husband and the wife failed to appear, the court usually opted to assign to Schulman the role of the wife, since the wife’s part involved nothing potentially more complex or time-consuming than to receive the document—to just take it and walk. A surrogate was then found to serve as the agent on the husband’s behalf, male or female, incredibly it made no difference at all, either was acceptable. Schulman had even heard of a case in which a woman acting as the shaliach for the husband delivered the get to a wife who turned out to be herself, a feat of acrobatics too twisted to imagine, a mockery. It was a sordid business, he had not expected this. It had never been explicitly stated in the job description that he could be put in the position of impersonating the woman, acting as the woman’s understudy receiving the document from another woman playing the man, who more and more now when he ventured to look had Basha’s face. On the deepest level, Schulman felt himself to be defiled and ridiculed by his participation in the whole process, the butt of a joke perpetrated by the too-clever Talmudists seeking to one-up each other with preposterous possibilities, having their fun at Schulman’s expense.
Yet even in that dark hour at least there was Hatzolah, and it was there that Schulman sought refuge. Spiritually, the rescue service now was rescuing him, delivering him from the mire, not letting him sink—deep down Schulman recognized this truth. He dedicated himself to Hatzolah with even greater ardor than before, never failing to remind the dispatchers of his complete full-time availability, nothing was more important than coming to the rescue of the sick, the wounded, the victims of water, fire, sword, wild beasts, pogroms, and so on, he craved the jolt of the radio summons to an emergency day or night, it was a reprieve from the confusion of his life. And even though such a call inevitably heralded the suffering of another human being or, in drawing him away from the court, prolonged the torment of a marriage by interrupting or even postponing a divorce procedure already scheduled or in progress, it nevertheless goes without saying that saving a life—and how much more so the life of a fellow Jew—always takes precedence, as everyone knows, trumping even the Sabbath. Indeed, the Sabbath was usually one of Hatzolah’s busiest times, possibly due to the overeating that was among the highlights of the day—heart attacks, strokes, ulcer flare-ups, complete prostration due to the cholent and the kugel. Babies were also known to be born on the Sabbath, they were not always so considerate as to wait for a weekday when it is permissible to drive or be driven to the hospital, women in their capricious way went into labor on the Sabbath and holidays too, even Yom Kippur. Regardless what day, he, Schulman, and his partner, Kaplan from the hardware store, always got the job done, in the worst-case scenario, with as much modesty and discretion as was humanly possible, especially when dealing with those ladies from the community who were giving birth to their eighth or twelfth or to their number-who’s-counting, which always came fast and faster, they practically spit them out—only not, as Kaplan liked to remind him, you should excuse me, not from the mouth. Schulman and Kaplan were a team. For their dedication and overall excellence they had been rewarded with the distinction of being assigned their own ambulance, their own designated gleaming red-and-white chariot of healing with the shield on each door, donated by professor dr. mendy pfeffer, phd and family. There was nothing better than riding to the rescue together in the Pfeffer ambulance, bonding in their sealed vehicle, men only (not counting now and then the patient who of course by definition was a nonparticipant), their response time was unmatched, they knew their territory cold. In their day-to-day life they might be treated like losers, but in the ambulance they were heroes whom everyone in trouble awaited, like the messiah, yet unlike the messiah, they actually arrived.
Schulman’s territory encompassed the Williamsburg of his childhood, the very area in which he had lived his entire life and where he still resided as a married man with Basha his wife. He knew this territory like the back of his hand, backward and forward, every street and alley, every apartment and hole in the wall. His partner Kaplan was sensitive enough never to risk insulting him unforgivably by turning on the GPS when racing together to a call, sirens blaring—GPSchulman, he called him. Directed by Schulman they never failed to pull up to the exact destination in record time. Schulman also knew his clientele inside out, mostly Satmar Hasidim who kept themselves so apart except by necessity when it came to business and money, reaching in rather than reaching out, his own people, their aches and pains, which one was a chronic complainer and which a real case demanding extreme alertness, the subtleties and nuances of handling them professionally yet respectfully. It’s true of course that Hatzolah was committed to transporting not only Jews, generously it answered the cry of all, whoever was in need or distress, the mixed mob, free emergency ambulance service for all as stated in the Declaration of Independence. But as it happened Schulman’s Williamsburg territory was almost entirely Jewish, even on the other side of Broadway that the kids had taken over, the hipsters and the artistes with their cafés and clubs who were such a dangerous influence on the pious youth on the good side still following the correct path—even those spoiled brats in their ironic black clothing and thrift shop rags were almost all Jewish, with Jewish papas who paid top dollar for the wrecked apartments and broken-down storefronts they bought and redecorated so outrageously without even wall-to-wall carpeting, almost one hundred percent of this now wildly overpriced real estate owned as it happened by the Satmars from the other God-fearing side. In any case, most of these hipsters were still young and in general did not require the service of an ambulance; in their pride and arrogance they weren’t yet afflicted with the ailments that would inevitably catch up with them in time as Schulman knew very well, the kinds of urgent breakdowns that made up the bulk of his business from the side where he and the faithful dwelt. There was the occasional bicycle accident on the hipster side, more often a substance abuse issue such as a drug reaction or overdose. Most of the time these kids didn’t know better and dialed 9-1-1, but if by chance they called Hatzolah, which usually occurred when the victim was a former Satmar seduced by these sinners now rightfully getting what he or maybe even she deserved, certainly Schulman and Kaplan swung into action at once and got the job done.
So when a call came that summer after midnight from one of the fabulously high-priced boutique hotels that had sprung up on the hipster side that a kid had fallen into the swimming pool at some kind of party on the roof and they were having problems getting his breathing going, Schulman and Kaplan grabbed their gear and set out at once. “Probably from all that junk they stick up their noses or into their you-know-whats,” Kaplan was saying in the car when the phone rang. It was Srulik, the owner of the hotel, who sat in the front row in Schulman’s shul, one of the wealthiest members of their community. “What’s taking you so long?” Srulik was yelling in Yiddish. “Do you realize who this kid’s father is in the mayor’s office? We’re gonna lose all our benefits if you don’t get here this minute, and I’m gonna be sued right out of my gatkes.”
They arrived at the hotel in almost no time and ran up the stairs, maybe ten flights, lugging all their equipment, including the oxygen, which Kaplan as a paramedic had been trained to administer. With the lights flashing, the music blasting almost as loud as at a Jewish wedding, the DJ on the mic pulsating nonstop, kids naked and almost naked dancing in what looked like an ecstatic trance, like Hasidim in the aura of their rebbe, writhing and jerking in the pool and out, their eyeballs rolled back in their heads, it was difficult at first to identify the injured party. The bouncer at the entrance, bigger even than Schulman, a giant like an unmovable boulder, finally detached from his guard position and led them to the casualty—a skinny kid with a Star of David tattoo on the side of his neck retching between two lounge chairs, surrounded by some misfits unable to grasp the party spirit, one of them trying perfunctorily to administer a version of CPR or some other type of lifesaving technique, maybe Chinese or holistic.
Schulman and Kaplan cleared the area and went to work at once as the music kept on pounding. The kid would make it. Thank God, he’ll live, Kaplan muttered grimly. Even so, Kaplan intubated him through the nose as a precaution, maybe simply because he could, or maybe just to teach the kid a lesson. They lashed him to a stretcher to transport him to the hospital to be checked out and triaged into the detox system most probably, paying no attention at all to the crowd amassing around them as always happened when they worked—humans were drawn to disasters like flies to fresh dung—until one of these bystanders raised her female voice and cried out, “Stop the music, I need to say something!” By some miracle, silence descended, and Schulman looked up. It was the voice of a young woman standing arm in arm with another girl, both of them wearing only what looked like their underwear, wet patches almost transparent barely covering their essential power points. For some reason, as would happen to him in the divorce court, she morphed before his eyes into the image of his wife Basha, but of course this could not have been Basha because Basha was at her occupational therapy on-call internship, and anyway he had never seen Basha standing up in or out of her underwear wet or dry, and certainly he had never seen her standing up outside in the open air practically naked, which no good Jewish woman would ever do except when being rounded up and shot by Nazis.
“Listen up, guys,” she was articulating slowly, as if dredging up an entirely new thought, never before brought to light. “This is so wow. Unbelievable. This big guy here with the cool beard and cute ear curls? He’s my guy, it’s Schulman, like, I’m like married to him. Yeah, this dude is my husband according to the laws of Moses and Israel.” She passed a little giggle. “And for your information, Schulman here doesn’t just rescue assholes stoned out of their minds flipping into pools, no way,” she went on, one word dragging after another. “He’s my rescuer too. For sure. He rescued me from my house of bondage, the house of my mother and father. He was my ticket out. Marrying Schulman, that was the first step out the door. And guess what? He’s also a divorce guru. So next step he gives me my divorce and—walla!—I’m gone, totally, one hundred percent. Free at last! Thank God Almighty—and thank you, Schulman! Schulman, you’re my hero. Stand up and take a bow, Schulman. Let everyone see you, man.” As if from behind a screen, like a cataract clouding his vision, they were all smiling at him, applauding. Schulman wondered if it was because he had actually taken a bow. Could he really have been swayed to do such a thing? Jews do not bow down to humans or idols, only to God is it permissible.
The divorce took place within the month at the Modern Orthodox rabbinic court. Neither Schulman nor Basha made a personal appearance. Each was represented by a proxy, both women. To Schulman it seemed as if forces beyond his control were more and more conspiring to assign to him the role of a woman, reducing him for his sins to a woman, sending him a message. In such a debased form it was no longer possible for him to remain in his holy community. There is only one place a Jew can go when everywhere else he turns he is degraded, even a Satmar Jew who rejects the existence of the Zionist state as heresy and continues to faithfully await the coming of the messiah at the appointed hour. Schulman made his way to Israel as to a prison, to serve out his life sentence as a woman.
As Schulman was sitting hunched on a bench in Nachlaot one morning some years later beside the plaid shopping wagon, reading over and over again from the miniature Book of Psalms the verse “God will help her at the approach of morning,” two women approached, one of them with a baby harnessed to her breast. Boldly the mother with her baby approached and said, “Schulman, you’ve transitioned. Mazel tov!”
What is this “transitioned”? Schulman was thinking, but Basha did not elaborate, she only went on to introduce her girlfriend as her wife, another incomprehensible revelation, and the baby trussed to her chest as their daughter, Menachem Nachum, named for her famous ancestor, the Chernobyl Rebbe. Then Basha looked at Schulman, not without tenderness, and said, “Well, maybe you’re just gender-fluid, Schulman. That’s also okay. Whatever your choice—male, female, all or none of the above—it’s all good.”
Schulman did not know what gender-fluid was, maybe some kind of liquid having to do with matters decent people do not discuss except with a licensed practitioner. Schulman also did not think it was all good. From the earliest years of her life she had sat among the men and boys reciting the morning blessings, thanking God for not having made her a woman—so how could it be all good? Women were God’s afterthought. She wanted to explain this to Basha but did not know if it was permissible to prolong the conversation as they no longer were married. But then she remembered that now they both were women in the eyes of the world, it was only women’s talk, of no account, so she said, “Against my will I have been turned into a woman. It is my punishment, my penance. See what has become of me.”


Tova Reich is the author, most recently, of The House of Love and Prayer: and Other Stories.
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New Books
 by Dan Piepenbring


 Saw Lu on an expedition from Thailand 
 to the Wa State, January 1993 
 © Thierry Falise/LightRocket/Getty Images 


The Wa State is an autonomous zone nestled in the highlands of Myanmar bordering China and Thailand. You won’t find it on United Nations maps, but it’s about the size of Belgium, with its own army, schools, and tax collectors. The Wa’s self-sufficiency derives from one of their top exports, methamphetamine, which they produce with such knee-weakening efficiency that, frankly, they make me want to try some. Their ya-ba, or “insanity pills,” sell for anything from one to three bucks a pop; they’re dyed a cheery Benadryl pink, infused with an imitation vanilla scent, and stamped with wy, a logo that’s “as recognizable to Asian drug users as Nike’s swoosh,” Patrick Winn writes in Narcotopia: In Search of the Asian Drug Cartel That Survived the CIA (PublicAffairs, $30). “Per annual units sold,” he adds, “ya-ba pills outperform Big Macs and Starbucks coffee orders worldwide.”
Winn, an American journalist based in Bangkok, believes the Wa are misconstrued as a barbaric crime syndicate. (This is when they’re construed at all; most Westerners simply don’t know they exist.) Better to think of them, he offers, as “an indigenous people who’ve tapped the power of narcotics to create a nation where there was none before.” The DEA aspires to dismantle the Wa State, and Americans have rarely trodden upon its soil, but Winn decided to give it a go. What he discovered was a long history of U.S. meddling that amounts to one of the foolhardiest chapters in the war on drugs—a conflict hardly wanting for foolhardiness.
Arranging a candid sit-down with a Wa kingpin proved impossible, but Winn stumbled on an almost pluperfect source in Saw Lu, a Wa man who’d served variously as a spy for the Burmese junta, an officer for the United Wa State Army (UWSA), and a DEA informant so invaluable that the agency called him “Superstar.” A Maoist army had pushed his family from their homeland when he was still a boy, so he hated communists, and better still, a missionary had made a Baptist of him. For most of his life he’d been committed to the idea that the Wa could be not only a free people, but a drug-free people (free of most drugs, anyway; he smoked a steady stream of tobacco from a three-foot bong). Saw Lu idealized the United States as a Christian nation. Where many informants wanted only money, he “envisioned the United States building schools, hospitals, and paved roads in the Wa peaks,” Winn writes, “to lay the foundations of a modern state.”
Before the Wa made meth, they made heroin—poppies were one of the few viable crops at high elevation—much of which made its way into American veins. Saw Lu fed the DEA reliable facts about Wa throughput and trafficking routes. He continued to do this even after clumsy DEA handling led to his arrest by the Burmese junta, which tortured him for days on end. Among other tactics, they “clipped electrodes to his penis and wired it to a truck battery.”
The DEA’s ability to produce accurate intelligence aroused the envy of the CIA, who’d long attempted to cultivate the Wa people as anticommunist assets. Asians could “be plucked by the Communists like ripe fruit,” one CIA report read; another noted that the Wa “are unanimous in their desire to have the white man assist them and even rule them.” Not true, it turned out. The Wa, notorious headhunters, liked to arrange long rows of skulls on pikes, and would sometimes kill outsiders on sight. Winn describes “cloth-covered globes of opium, each tied up in twine like a butcher shop ham,” and the smell of a decapitated head—“a ferrous stink, like rusty nails.” Saw Lu was the closest any U.S. agent would get to a friendly face. That he was cooperating with the DEA—glorified beat cops who cared more about photographing piles of heroin than halting the Red Menace—really riled up the spooks.
The clear solution was sabotage. In the summer of 1993, the DEA moved to reward Saw Lu for his years of service by negotiating a landmark deal with the UWSA. The two groups arranged a splashy summit: They’d meet on a mountaintop, shake hands, light some poppy fields on fire; the Wa would agree to leave the drug trade behind for good, and the Americans would pump funds into the region. But the CIA gave Saw Lu the wrong date. He gathered his men and awaited the sound of helicopters that never came. Incensed, the Wa State consigned him to a hovel. By the time he died, in 2021, the Wa had only consolidated their reputation as a savvy narco-tribe insulated from Western imperialism. Indeed, their turn from opium to meth owed more to prudent business decisions than to any pressure from Americans—“a confounding people,” Winn writes, “so warlike they’d fly across the world just to tussle with their own kind.”
American folly also animates Benjamin E. Park’s American Zion: A New History of Mormonism (Liveright, $35), which boasts infighting, outfighting, and moral certitude. It traces the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ long and variegated efforts to contain its idiosyncrasies—both to its own satisfaction and to that of the rest of the country. “We are not a weird people,” the LDS president told 60 Minutes in 1996. A totally normal thing to say.

“Gunlock Church Interior, 1953,” by Dorothea Lange © The Dorothea Lange Collection, Oakland Museum of California. Gift of Paul S. Taylor.
But then, most major religions got their growing pains out of the way before the public eye was quite so glaring. Mormonism had to come of age amid the trappings of modernity—nosy newspapermen, tell-all memoirs, civil-rights movements—and its schisms have brought a certain glee to mainstream Christians, who often seem to resent it for being young and homegrown. Park, who was raised Mormon, frames the church as an experiment within the American experiment, one regularly thwarted by the nation’s hithering and thithering. For decades, to be Mormon was to be pursued by an angry mob; its founder, Joseph Smith, was shot dead by one. Thus, though Mormonism was “destined to be an American faith,” its leaders “insisted it could not be too American, lest it lose the singularity that proved its necessity.”
This tension was evident from its inception in 1827, when, in Palmyra, New York, the twenty-one-year-old Smith dug up some golden plates containing the text of the Book of Mormon, written in a language he called “reformed Egyptian.” The angel Moroni had told him where to look. It’s impossible to make sense of this discovery, Park argues, without understanding that Smith was not just spiritually unfulfilled but also swept up in what was then a regional treasure-hunting fad. Living in a relatively new country meant indulging your intuition that there was still cool stuff underground. Smith’s father bragged that he’d been in the “money digging” game for three decades, and, as legend goes, Smith himself had once impressed a farmer by literally finding a needle in a haystack; his detection skills were known for miles around. To wed this kind of magic and folklore to a new religion, then, was not so strange as it may seem.
“It is nearly impossible not to take a stand on miraculous accounts when writing on a faith that adamantly believes in miracles,” Park writes, but he tries. His account of the exhuming is a lesson in circumspection: “Though [Smith] and his fellow seekers had failed to find treasure in the area just a few days earlier, [he] now claimed to uncover a box that contained the plates.” Smith didn’t let his wife see them, and he sometimes dictated their revelations from behind a curtain, or while examining a magical stone inside of a hat; he stashed the plates in a decaying log, a barrel of flaxseed, and a cask of beans, and when his work was done he gave them back to Moroni.
If Mormonism has been consumed by debate about the divine provenance of these plates, it’s been even more riven by polygamy, a practice Smith initiated toward the end of his life, when he decided he needed a seventeen-year-old wife in addition to the (older) one he already had. He went to the grave with more than thirty sealings—Mormons’ tomblike term of art for plural marriage—under his belt, and though he wished for these to remain secret, his doctrine became the watchword for Mormon weirdness. Brigham Young, whose ample red hair Park describes three times, had at least fifty-five wives and nearly sixty children. Marriages to girls as young as thirteen were sometimes sanctioned; available wives could be scarce. The church formally did away with polygamy in 1890, as part of an “incremental movement toward American denominationalism,” Park writes, and though it continued more discreetly, generations of Mormon historians were dissuaded from looking into it, such that many in the faith came to believe that Smith had never practiced polygamy at all.
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Smith had imagined his flock living in a kingdom separate from “America’s supposedly decaying ecclesiastical carcass,” Park writes; moving ever westward, from New York to Ohio to Missouri to Illinois to Utah, Mormons attempted to forge an autonomous zone not unlike that of the Wa State, with God standing in for heroin. But future LDS leaders spent much of the late-nineteenth and twentieth centuries fusing the church to the religious right—through various revelations and excommunications, they gradually, if anxiously, brought the church in line with evangelical expectations. Other denominations still hated them, but at least now everyone could unite against the Equal Rights Amendment. The most American thing about the Mormons might be their sense that every aspect of the country is at once too American and not American enough: their desire to stand apart and to belong. “Religions thrive,” Park says, “when they transform with time but still convince followers they never change.”
American Zion is a scrupulous if staid history. I wish Park had reflected more on how his own ties to the church colored his understanding. But his account of the faith’s flux successfully demystifies it. If Mormonism is weird, where is the locus of its weirdness? A popular answer lies in its hairsplitting, legalistic approach to sin. Albert Carrington, an apostle excommunicated for adultery in 1885, solemnly maintained that he did not “go the whole figure” because he hadn’t fully penetrated any of his mistresses and had pulled out; David O. McKay, the church’s leader in the Fifties, chewed rum cake with a wink, for “the Word of Wisdom forbade drinking alcohol, not eating it.” In the Sixties, Vern O. Knudsen, a Mormon physicist, argued for modest dress by convening a group of miniskirted women and demonstrating, by firing a gun, that their bare legs reflected too many sound waves in concert halls.
But every religion is weird about flesh and pleasure. The church’s history of patriarchy and racism (black people were barred from joining the priesthood between 1852 and 1978; women are still forbidden) is also hardly unusual. Maybe there’s something to be said for its commercialism—is that weird? Park notes that Smith founded the Latter-day Saints in an era when “the marketplace” had taught Americans “that innovation would be rewarded.” The late LDS leader Clayton Christensen, a business professor who coined the term “disruptive innovation,” wrote an article titled “If Harvard Business School were a religion, it could be Mormonism.” In 2012, LDS members celebrated a new mall by chanting, “Let’s go shopping!” Of course, this too is in the American grain. Pentecostalism’s prosperity gospel draws from the same well: God says you should be a damn fine entrepreneur. Get out there and dig for treasure.
Guy Davenport, the original author of this column, credited his critical acumen to a childhood spent treasure hunting. Sundays after church, his dad took him to scour fields throughout the South for arrowheads:
What lives brightest in the memory of these outings is a Thoreauvian feeling of looking at things—earth, plants, rocks, textures, animal tracks, all the secret places of the out-of-doors that seem not ever to have been looked at before, a hidden patch of moss with a Dutchman’s Breeches stoutly in its midst, aromatic stands of rabbit tobacco, beggar’s lice, lizards, the inevitable mute snake, always just leaving as you come upon him, hawks, buzzards, abandoned orchards rich in apples, peaches or plums … The search was the thing, the pleasure of looking … My sense of place, of occasion, even of doing anything at all, was shaped by those afternoons.
That’s vintage Davenport. Effortlessly, unabashedly learned; tender beneath its professorial carapace; vaguely excessive. John Jeremiah Sullivan, introducing the reissue of Davenport’s The Geography of the Imagination: Forty Essays (Godine, $22.95), writes, “He once defined ‘despair’ as the sensation that you’ve run out of ideas.” I wonder how that sensation registered to “the man who noticed that ‘in all of Balthus’ one finds no clocks.”

Yellow Garden, by Ben Sledsens. Courtesy Tim Van Laere Gallery
Geography was first published in 1981. Its essays treat everything from Edgar Allan Poe’s decorating advice (hang lots of paintings) to the profundity of Buckminster Fuller (“you can’t argue with a geodesic dome”) to William Carlos Williams’s obstetric gaze (“A poet whose lifelong business it was to bring babies into the world could never see nature as anything but counterentropic”). Davenport’s insights approach the pyrotechnical, but his prose is approachable, never pedantic. His thesis may be simply this, from the title essay: “The way we shape and use the world, indeed the way we see the world, has geographical boundaries … These boundaries can be crossed.”

“Anole Lizard,” by David Johndrow © The artist. Courtesy PDNB Gallery, Dallas
Consider him your ferry captain. Don’t doubt his bona fides. He’s an almost too-true believer in literature—“the body of knowledge locked into and releasable from poetry can replace practically any university in the Republic,” he writes—and he presumes, courteously but absurdly, that every American shares his erudition. Hugh Kenner, reviewing Geography in these pages, wrote, “There’s no getting around the way Davenport’s poets and painters, as we get to know them, come to resemble Guy Davenport.”
But that’s the American way, as we’ve seen. Remake the world in your image, squint hard when you no longer recognize it. And marvel at the folkways of outsiders, as Davenport does in “The Anthropology of Table Manners from Geophagy Onward”:
Among the Penan of the upper Baram in Sarawak you eat your friend’s snot as a sign of your esteem. There are dinner parties in Africa where the butter for your stewed calabash will be milked from your hostess’s hair. And you dare not refuse.
I don’t know if this is true, but I dare not refuse. Davenport’s criticism feels so self-contained that one swallows it with the hungry thoughtlessness of an eternal student. I turn the pages and find that I have nothing to add. Is this despair? I’ll take it.
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Sex and Grue in Ancient Rome
On Mary Beard’s lives of the Caesars
 by Christopher Tayler
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Discussed in this essay:
Emperor of Rome: Ruling the Ancient Roman World, by Mary Beard. Liveright. 512 pages. $39.99.
If men think about the Roman Empire all the time, they do not do it under conditions of their own making. For over twenty years, men, and also women, have thought about the history of ancient Rome under conditions shaped by Mary Beard. As a Cambridge professor, a regular guest on the BBC, a best-selling writer, and the classics editor of the Times Literary Supplement, she is the most prominent classicist in Britain, with one of the largest readerships among members of her profession in the English-speaking world. In her native country, in particular, she is also a feminist role model, and she has dealt gracefully but firmly with extraordinary levels of sexist abuse from the likes of the late Sunday Times columnist A. A. Gill, who, as recently as 2012, felt able to devote a review of one of her documentaries to complaining that she wasn’t sufficiently primped and prettified for his taste.
Beard—who has spent nearly all her working life at Newnham College, Cambridge—is famous for maintaining skepticism and nuance while working at the poppier end of the spectrum. When her star rose in the Nineties, she was more sympathetic than most British academics to the politics, though not always to the scholarship, of projects like Martin Bernal’s Black Athena, which identified racism and colonialism in the organization of classics as a discipline: the way the study of ancient Greek culture has historically been kept separate from the study of the ancient Near East, for example. Now that she is herself, in effect, synonymous with the establishment, younger, fierier figures are said to grumble, from time to time, that her outlines of Roman history ought to be more disruptive of traditional categories. But a mixture of iconoclasm, old-fashioned authority, and a willingness to express ambivalence, even at the risk of annoying people, has been part of her appeal from the start.
For anyone curious about the ancient world, what’s most striking about Beard’s books and essays is their acknowledgement of the sometimes quite rickety scaffolding of evidence, guesswork, and fantasy supporting what historians think they know. And she has served as living proof that you don’t have to be Indiana Jones, or a bow-tied connoisseur, or an Old Etonian bullshitter, to find what Herodotus or Josephus have to say reasonably interesting. Her new book Emperor of Rome meets an obvious market demand: it’s Mary Beard on the Roman emperors, and it starts with a barrage of colorful tales about Elagabalus, a short-lived third-century ruler whose name was once a byword for exotic decadence. Beard trained in an intellectual environment in which stories about mad emperors were seen as a trivial distraction, and eminent scholars like Keith Hopkins would write disapprovingly about “the loving care given to individual details, largely for their own sake,” in their rivals’ books. What does her vision of the Roman Empire look like, and can she keep up a similar level of color while preserving her academic self-respect?
The most detailed report on the first Roman emperors to have come down from ancient times is a text known as the Annals, written in the early years of the second century ad by a Roman historian and politician named—probably—Publius Cornelius Tacitus. About a third of the way through the surviving books, which are filled with accounts of conspiracies, murders, and outlandish sexual wrongdoings, Tacitus pauses to consider his project and apologizes for the lack of excitement. Don’t judge me against earlier historians, he says. They got to write about the mighty growth of our empire, or the struggles between the people and the aristocracy. “My area of work is restricted and without glory: peace unbroken or only weakly challenged, grim episodes in the city, and an emperor with no interest in extending the empire.” Worse, he adds, it is all a bit monotonous. Betrayals, sadistic rulings, calamities descending on the innocent: in the end, they are “always the same.” On that front, he is “faced with a tedious abundance of recurrent material.”
Tacitus was describing the early decades of what’s now known as the principate, the first phase of one-man rule in Rome, which lasted from 27 bc to the empire’s near collapse in the third century. It’s called that after “princeps,” a title that the first emperor, Augustus, chose for himself, and from which we get the English “prince.” Back then, the word meant something less regal, more along the lines of “first citizen.” Augustus—a minor aristocrat, born Gaius Octavius, who was the last warlord standing after a series of civil wars—called himself princeps to imply that he wasn’t a king. Throwing out an evil king was part of Rome’s self-mythology. For centuries, members of its grandest families had competed annually for positions of power under a republican system. There were even elections, although the poor couldn’t run, and how much ordinary citizens could affect the results is debated. When the future emperor became a political player, in 44 bc, a number of senators had just underlined their commitment to Rome’s tradition of republican liberty by killing his great-uncle, Julius Caesar, who, they said, had aimed to make himself king.
Whatever his plans, Caesar had ruled under a republican title—“dictator” was a role you could be appointed to in an emergency—and could have argued that his position was still constitutional, even if the precedents weren’t good. But his death made it spectacularly clear that he hadn’t won over enough of the political class. Augustus took more time to figure out his own way of doing things. He presented himself as a restorer of the republic, as well as, more plausibly, the only man who could guarantee peace. The Senate continued to sit and wellborn people continued to fill the traditional roles, like the consulship, the highest political office, which Augustus didn’t keep for himself. His laws encouraged the upper classes to have more children and fewer extramarital affairs. Livia, his wife, was said to make him homely clothes, as virtuous Roman wives were meant to. And he himself made a show of ruling through existing institutions. There was lots of solemn business in the Senate about giving him the powers of various historic magistracies. Later on, he requested them for his chosen successor too.
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At the same time, Augustus was first citizen, and able to found a dynasty this way, because he had thousands of heavily armed men stationed permanently in the suburbs—and, for the first time, in the city itself. Rome’s wars had once been fought by citizen-soldiers who would pack up and go back to their farms after a summer spent conquering the Italian peninsula. The Roman chronicler Livy recounts a surprising moment in 406 bc when the Senate, after years of ignoring complaints that the aristocrats were keeping all land and loot, announced a concession: from then on, the troops would be paid on a regular basis. But that was before Rome took over most of the known world. By the first century bc, the republic swarmed with professional soldiers who were loyal to their commanders rather than the state. It was the commanders who distributed the loot, and gave veterans grants of land. Augustus, who rose to power as one such commander, took it upon himself to pay all salaries and retirement benefits. In the city, the security forces answered directly to him.
Augustus’ powers included choosing his successor. After his death, they passed to his stepson, Tiberius, a successful commander and administrator, then about fifty-five, with a reputation for being gloomy. Tiberius is reported to have been unforthcoming and diffident when the Senate confirmed his control of the empire. Perhaps he hated the whole charade, from the people, whose right to vote was soon curtailed, to the senators, whose grovelling, it’s said, disgusted him. Still, no one tried to restore the republic, either during the transfer of power or when Tiberius, years later, stalked away to brood on Capri. During his watch, new stock characters appeared in Roman history: a growing class of professional informers, the emperor’s possibly unreliable security chief, and the women in the imperial family as rumored schemers and poisoners. After an attempted coup by Sejanus, his security chief, Tiberius ordered up a bloodbath. Nearly all the story elements for the next two hundred years were now in place.
The sheer fakeness of elite life under this system—a disguised monarchy combined with military rule, in which an aristocratic oligarchy kept up the rituals of republican government—is one of the great themes of Tacitus’ Annals. Tacitus lived and worked under that system, though he was writing under more liberal emperors, or so he claims. He reached the rank of consul, and he’s thought to have studied the Senate’s records, among other lost sources. He also used his imagination here and there, as historians were prone to do. He specialized in mordant one-liners; of the conquered Britons’ weakness for dinner parties, hot baths, and other Roman treats, he observes: “They called it, in their ignorance, ‘civilization,’ but it was really part of their enslavement.” His ancient Roman moral assumptions can be hard to distinguish from a prevailing tone of dark irony. After murdering his mother, Tacitus says, Nero felt free to explore previously repressed depravities: “a hankering to drive a four-horse chariot, and a no less disgraceful desire to sing accompanied by the lyre like a stage-performer.”
Tacitus was almost certainly born during Nero’s reign, and by the time he wrote the Annals, there was about a century between him and Augustus. Even so, he put together a powerful depiction of a world hollowed out by lies. In the Annals, the politics of despotism means that even grief has to be suppressed or stage-managed for public consumption, and language is “a restricted and hazardous area.” Tacitus’ mention of “recurrent material” refers to trials under expanded treason laws: he’s implying that judicial murders became numbingly commonplace under Augustus’ immediate successors. The same goes for unnatural deaths in general, which are another major theme. Some of his death scenes are grimly farcical—one involves an incompetently booby-trapped boat—and there may even be the barest hint that Seneca displayed a certain vaingloriousness during his forced suicide. Others are straightforwardly horrific. Tacitus describes the execution of Sejanus’ young children without much comment, but the handling of detail makes it clear that he wants the scene to shock and disturb his readers.
Historians have slightly different priorities now, but when it comes to taking stock of the principate as a whole, some of the problems they face haven’t much changed since Tacitus first complained about them. The principate produced many of ancient Rome’s greatest hits: the best writers and buildings, gladiator shows in the Colosseum, even some persecuted Christians. But quite a large share of the interesting or culturally resonant stuff had already happened, or, in the case of the Christians, was still to come. Rome acquired its empire under the republic. That’s when the Gracchus brothers raised a flag for future social reformers, when Polybius and Cicero wrote descriptions of government that would obsess the framers of the United States Constitution, and when Sallust wrote about the corrupting effects of empire. As a source of Renaissance culture heroes, and of plots for dramas with world-historical change at stake, like Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra, the last years of the republic are hard to beat.
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The principate, Beard suggests, is resistant to plot construction. There’s a big civil war at either end of it, and a smaller one near the middle, but otherwise it’s mostly one emperor after another. Elite politics had a limited narrative repertoire: good or bad relations among the emperor, Senate, and legions; a smooth succession or a palace coup. It’s fun to learn that Commodus was strangled by his wrestling trainer, or that Domitian was stabbed by a steward, but, as Beard says, “one hastily contrived self-interested palace plot is usually much the same as any other.” As Robert Graves and the BBC showed with I, Claudius, dynastic drama is one way to go. But it’s hard to keep track of whose grandmother was Julius Caesar’s great-nephew’s sister, and there were four separate dynasties. Roman adoption practices add an extra layer of complication that makes some of the relationships almost unintelligible. One emperor had himself retrospectively adopted by one of his predecessors, who, by that time, had been dead for more than ten years.
Change is another problem. Again, it’s not that there wasn’t any, especially in the matter of who filled what role. The imperial household often promoted people from the lower rank of the aristocracy, and even from formerly enslaved managerial types, perhaps because they were thought less likely to have their eyes on the throne. People born in settled provinces filtered into the Senate: Tacitus was probably from the south of France. The same process led to emperors from Spain, and, eventually, Libya. But the roles themselves stayed the same. In spite of having, in one scholar’s reckoning, the bloodiest record of transfers of power of any long-lasting monarchy in history, Augustus’ system marched along for nearly three hundred years with hardly any modifications. According to Beard, one of the only recorded attempts to restore the republic was a speech, in 41 ad, which no one took seriously. You could have gone to sleep in 1 bc, she says, and woken up two hundred years later without noticing much difference, apart from the future tourist attractions that had sprung up.
Things would have looked different from the edges of the empire. The piecemeal conquest of Britain that started under Claudius, the destruction of Jerusalem under Vespasian, and Trajan’s wars in Romania, Armenia, and Iraq weren’t small events. All the same, says Beard, they didn’t alter the basic outline very much. In 117 ad, the eastern territories Trajan conquered brought the empire to its greatest extent: nearly two million square miles. When he died on the way home, the new provinces were already in revolt, and in less than two years they were gone. Strategists like Hadrian and Augustus put most of their efforts into lining up buffer states. Emperors were expected to be war leaders, and there were vanity projects. Beard says the invasion of Britain was one of them, though she patriotically calls the province “Rome’s Afghanistan.” But minor skirmishes on the frontiers, dressed up as triumphs, were usually enough for most rulers.


 “Plate 56: The Emperor Claudius Conquering Britannia, The Sebasteion, Aphrodisias, 1st century ad.”
 Photographs by Don McCullin from his monograph Don McCullin: Journeys Across Roman Asia Minor, which was published in September by Cornucopia Books/Caique Publishing. A retrospective of McCullin’s work is on view this month at the Palazzo Esposizioni Roma © Don McCullin/Contact Press Images 


 “Plate 114: Emperor Trajan, Perge, 2nd–3rd century ad,” 
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 “Plate 48: The Theatre, Aphrodisias, 2nd century ad,”
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There’s a traditional solution to the boringness problem caused by all this stability. It’s to sort the emperors into good and bad, or, at a more ambitious level, to try to deduce the personal characteristics of each reign. This is where Beard starts one of the ground-clearing exercises that make her work so appealing. She doesn’t pretend that you can extract solid biographical information from even relatively hard-nosed and plausible writers like Tacitus, let alone his younger contemporary Suetonius, whose gossipy short biographies of the first twelve emperors—his count included Julius Caesar—are the source for nearly all the famous stories about them. She’s similarly up-front about the health warnings attached to a document known as the Historia Augusta,the only continuous Latin account of the second- and third-century emperors. Historians have been reluctant to give it up, but it seems to have been written a hundred years later than it purports to have been, and some of it is now agreed to be an ancient literary hoax, although no one knows who wrote it, or why.
Beard has no patience, either, for what she once called the “would have” school of biography, as in: “Like most Roman babies, Caligula would have been suckled by a wet nurse/swaddled for six months/potty-trained early.” In SPQR, a survey of ancient Rome from Iron Age settlements to the third century ad, she says flatly that “the qualities and characters of the individual emperors did not matter very much to most inhabitants of the empire, or to the essential structure of Roman history.” What’s more, “There is no sign at all that the character of the ruler affected the basic template of government at home or abroad in any significant way.” SPQR deals with imperial times in one brisk chapter, but people, and maybe publishers, are hung up on Roman emperors. Beard—who knows her way around the archaeology, art history, and written sources—gets past the impasse by looking at the empire as a symbolic system, stitching and unstitching a composite figure of “the emperor” as she goes.
That doesn’t mean she throws the stories out. The fundamental unit of Emperor of Rome is: “Here’s a colorful anecdote. Here’s why it’s probably exaggerated or not true. Here’s how it helps historians say something substantive anyway.” So all the old favorites are there, from Caligula ordering his invasion force to gather seashells instead of crossing the English Channel—the Latin word for “seashell” was also used for various bits of military gear, so it’s possible that some sort of ancient wordplay is behind this story, Beard reports—to Commodus’ gladiatorial antics in the arena, which, according to Cassius Dio, included spearing a hundred bears from a specially constructed walkway. Dio claims to have witnessed this, and Beard, for once, sees no reason to doubt it. Caligula’s proposal to make his horse a consul comes up, too. Like Commodus beheading an ostrich (when he’d finished with the bears), then waving the head at Dio and his colleagues, the story turns on a young emperor insulting the senatorial aristocracy, perhaps implying that they’d been putting up resistance of some kind. Either way, both emperors were soon assassinated.

Death of Caligula, an etching by G. Mochetti after a drawing by Bartolomeo Pinelli, 1810 © akg-images
Beard is particularly interesting on the ways they got labeled “good” or “bad.” The aristocratic hearsay that’s behind the written sources was more likely to attach tales of cruelty and sexual deviance to rulers who failed to ease political tensions with the aristocracy. Three of the worst alleged monsters, Nero, Domitian, and Commodus, were replaced violently by founders of new dynasties who didn’t have any interest in encouraging anyone to make their predecessors look good. The run of five alleged good emperors, from Nerva to Marcus Aurelius, all chose their successors, who did. There’s no reason to turn the sources on their heads. Hadrian probably was a more reasonable guy than Nero. But each of them made a showy extended visit to Greece, had easily mocked artistic interests—Beard is scathing about Hadrian’s versifying efforts—and built himself a giant palace. Hadrian’s compound at Tivoli was nearly twice as big as ancient Pompeii. If he’d killed a few more senators, Beard suggests, all the material would have been there for memorializing him as another Nero, rather than the compellingly complicated character who’s typically imagined now.
When Beard was starting out, in the Seventies, academic historical debate in Britain took a peculiar form. Someone, often from Oxford, would amass an incredible quantity of learned detail about one subject or another, but take little interest in generalizing about it, or, sometimes, in interpreting it at all. Someone else, often from Cambridge, would then throw historiographical hand grenades at them, and everyone involved would have a good time. In Greek and Roman history, the chief bomb throwers were Moses I. Finley and Keith Hopkins, who brought sociological perspectives drawn from Max Weber and a harder emphasis on data analysis to the field. When, in 1977, Fergus Millar published a huge book called The Emperor in the Roman World, Hopkins delivered a fierce critique while attending Millar’s research seminar. The book was “a model of how ancient history should not be written,” he wrote in a lengthy review, which was published in a journal Millar edited.
Beard watched all this unfold as a graduate student in Millar’s seminar, and it would be easy to make too much of it. The disagreement was a bit more subtle than a details guy versus an ideas guy, and both parties took it for granted that old-fashioned political history centered on the emperors themselves was a waste of time. Even so, it gives one an idea of the minefield that Beard is threading her way through as she turns topics debated as strenuously as this into an easy, entertaining read. Millar’s slogan was “The emperor was what the emperor did,” and Beard follows him in tracing what the job entailed. Triumphing over foreign enemies was part of it, but so were maintaining buildings, providing disaster relief, responding to petitions, serving as a final court of appeal, and more. Beard puts more of an emphasis than Millar did on the bureaucrats who probably handled much of this, and she branches out into areas like the politics of succession and the semiotics of imperial dining rooms, in which water features played an unusually large part.
Still, each emperor also owned and operated a vast system of exploitation based on slavery, backed up by armed force and monumental propaganda. Ancient city-states were machines that sucked in tribute from local trade and agriculture, and one way of thinking about the Roman Empire is as a network of such cities, with Rome itself at the center, which took over the existing local machinery as it spread across the Mediterranean world and beyond. Local government’s main function was to keep a lid on rebellions, and Beard underscores the thinness of the Roman state: “No other empire in the history of the world has operated with so few official boots on the ground.” Imperial palaces turn out to be one of the best sources for evidence of the lives of the enslaved, though Beard points out that those in the mines and fields were treated very differently. As for the political activities and exciting sex lives of aristocratic Roman women, those stories were told as rumored instances of alarming deviations from a general pattern that, not surprisingly, was highly oppressive.
People also think about the Roman Empire because it’s good to think with, and historians, like novelists, playwrights, and screenwriters, haven’t been shy about using it to dramatize their own concerns. It’s just about possible that this tradition runs all the way back to Tacitus, whose most authoritative twentieth-century commentator, the British classicist Ronald Syme, became convinced that the Annals contained veiled criticisms of Tacitus’ living bosses. For Edward Gibbon in the eighteenth century, the second-century emperors were models of what an Enlightenment monarch ought to be. Theodor Mommsen, who won one of the first Nobel Prizes, in 1902, for his history of Rome, used his experiences in German politics after 1848 to animate his material. He wanted to bring the ancients down from their “fantastic pedestal,” he said: “That is why the consul had to become the burgomaster. Perhaps I have overdone it; but my intention was sound enough.” In the Thirties, Syme was thinking of Mussolini, Hitler, and Stalin when he overthrew the received wisdom that Augustus’ founding of the principate had been a dryly legalistic affair.
Then there’s the Romans’ apparent indifference to skin color, their apparent failure to be scandalized by same-sex desire, and their mostly enthusiastic attitude toward foreign religions. The moody teenager in me has always liked the idea of them as ancient existentialists, an idea sketched magnificently by Gustave Flaubert in a letter that, many years later, inspired Marguerite Yourcenar’s novel Memoirs of Hadrian:
The melancholy of the antique world seems to me more profound than that of the moderns, all of whom more or less imply that beyond the dark void lies immortality. But for the ancients that “black hole” was infinity itself; their dreams loom and vanish against a background of immutable ebony. No crying out, no convulsions—nothing but the fixity of a pensive gaze. With the gods gone, and Christ not yet come, there was a unique moment in history, from Cicero to Marcus Aurelius, when man stood alone. Nowhere else do I find that particular grandeur.
Yeah. But Beard is not in favor of this sort of thing. She’s a bit sniffy about Yourcenar’s postwar classic—“more akin to the ideas of the mid twentieth century than to those of the mid second”—and she pours cold or lukewarm water on fantasies of Roman multiculturalism. In the same spirit, she’s enjoyably withering about recent enthusiasm for Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations. A better translation of one traditional title for this collection of ancient platitudes would be Jottings to Himself, she says.
All the same, she likes one jotting, which Millar also used for the opening lines of his big book: a passage in which the emperor advises himself to “reflect continually on the fact that all such things as happen now, also happened before, and on the fact that they will happen again.” After considering the courts of various historical monarchs, Marcus Aurelius, in Beard’s snappier translation, concludes: “same play, different cast.” Beard uses the aphorism to sum up the static quality of the imperial system, and later applies it to the way Roman sculptors would turn a head of Nero into a head of Vespasian with a couple of small adjustments; the sculpted bodies were “always more or less identical.” Having flattened all the bullshit out of imperial Rome, she seems unwilling to reinflate it with fantasies or political commentary. In her closing passage, though, she aligns herself with Tacitus—it was all pretense, performance, a sham—and lands on the implication you’d expect. Augustus or Putin, Nero or Trump, Tiberius or Modi: in the end, they are always the same.


Christopher Tayler lives in London. His most recent article for Harper’s Magazine, “An Hallucinated Man,” appeared in the September 2022 issue.
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The average American girl born in 2019 will take prescription drugs for more than half her life, former members of the U.S. Special Forces with various neuropsychiatric problems experienced positive effects after taking ibogaine and 5-MeO-DMT at a clinic in Mexico, and depressed patients given either ketamine or a placebo during a routine surgery reported significant improvements. Researchers using the Defeat Scale confirmed that internal migrant workers in Shenzhen felt defeated. Autistic people are less susceptible to the bystander effect, and ADHD trebles the chances of an Israeli adult developing dementia. Excessive fluoride in the well water of rural Ethiopian communities causes cognitive impairment in children. Homozygosity among the Namibian Himba people decreases female fertility. Primatologists conclusively established the occurrence of menopause among adult female chimpanzees of the Ngogo community, and noted that the chimpanzees were post-reproductive for about a fifth of their lives, half the time observed in female hunter-gatherers.
The presentation scene on the Ivory Pyxis Lid of Mochlos may not depict the crowning of a short king. Ur was not as resistant to urban sprawl as was previously thought. Declassified Cold War satellite imagery revealed 396 previously undiscovered Roman forts spanning from Aleppo to Mosul on an east–west axis, contradicting the theory of a north–south axis introduced by Father Antoine Poidebard following his biplane survey of the region in the Twenties. Before the colonization of Australia, many aboriginal people buried dingoes with rites indistinguishable from those used for humans. Mummified mice discovered atop desolate, high-altitude Andean volcanoes were found to have traveled there on their own, and were not accidentally transported by the Inca in the course of ritualistic child sacrifice. The Long Valley Caldera is unlikely to erupt again soon but may still cause earthquakes, Siberia’s permafrost crater is growing, and the Ruki may be the blackest large blackwater river on Earth. Engineers developed a cost-efficient smartphone attachment to better analyze the pupils of people with very dark eyes. Hoarders can more easily part with their possessions if they first do so in virtual reality. Shortages of carbohydrates, above other foodstuffs, were deemed most likely to trigger civil unrest in the United Kingdom.
Headless compression screws were found not to cause significant tendon damage when inserted into the metacarpals of eight fresh, frozen cadaver hands, different species of planarian flatworm independently evolved the ability to regrow a lost head, and a new worm species was discovered in the intestine of a black-necked swan in Patagonia. Bird flu reached Antarctica. Roosters appear to understand that their reflection is not another rooster. Tau regulation in kingfishers may protect them from diving-related brain injuries. A male streaked shearwater trapped in Typhoon Faxai for eleven hours completed five loops around the eye of the storm. Severe space weather was found to reduce nocturnal bird migration over the Great Plains by 9 to 17 percent. NASA’s new moon suit will be designed by Prada.
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