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Paul Collins 

Author of The Trouble with Tom converses with Robert Birnbaum
Paul Collins is founder and editor of the Collins Library imprint at 
McSweeney's, a project dedicated to the reprinting of unusual, out-of-print literary works, which has published English as She is Spoke by Jose da Fonseca and Pedro Carolino, To Lady into Fox by David Garnett and Ruhleben and Back by Geoffrey Pyke. 

He is also the author of Banvard's Folly, Sixpence House, Not Even Wrong: Adventures in Autism, a memoir on raising his young autistic son, and Community Writing. The Trouble with Tom: The Strange Afterlife and Times of Thomas Paine is his latest effort. His work has also appeared in New Scientist, Cabinet, the Village Voice and Bookmark Now: Writing in Unreaderly Times [“121 Years of Solitude”] an anthology edited by Kevin Smokler. Paul Collins lives in Iowa City, Iowa, with his wife and son. 

Since Tom Paine is hardly a typical founding father it should come as no surprise that an inventive and enterprising mind such as Paul Collins would write an atypical book. In a nutshell, the politically dangerous Paine (who could claim a key role in the development of three modern democracies), who was an apostate excluded from every church upon his death, was buried in an open field on a farm. When some time later a former enemy (now converted to an admirer) retrieved Paine’s bones for burial in a planned mausoleum—which was never built—the whereabouts of Paine’s remains devolved into a mystery. Which is part of the stuff of Paul Collins. 

Towards the end of a congenial chat, which took place at promontory at Mt. Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, MA, we touched on the Reading at Risk report, here’s Collins’s conclusion from a piece he wrote for the Village Voice:

"Reading at Risk is not a report that the National Endowment for the Arts is happy to issue," Gioia insists. I'm not so sure of that. Gioia seems happy indeed to grind out the old hurdy-gurdy song of cultural decay, dolefully performed by codgers who believe that Reading is declining and falling, rather than merely Reading as They Knew It. What Gioia and centuries of soundalikes never seem to learn is that it does keep falling, but toward a cultural ground forever speeding away from underneath it. Art, it seems, is rather like a satellite—perpetually hurtling earthward, and yet curiously fixed in its orbit.”

Robert Birnbaum: What did you want to be when you were growing up—when you were younger what was your answer to that question?

Paul Collins: When I was really young I was interested in archeology. 

RB: Really young being?

PC: Second grade, actually.

RB: [laughs]

PC: They had one of those days when you had to come to school with a tag saying what you were going to be when you grew up. I remember asking my dad who were the people that dig up skulls? And I guess the answer my dad could have given was “gravedigger.” But he fortunately understood what I was asking.

RB: He might have said “grave robber.”

PC: [laughs] He said, “It’s an archeologist.” That’s what I had them put on my tag and, of course, none [of the second graders] knew what that was.

RB: What was your reference point?

PC: I don’t really know, to be honest. I grew up in a really old house, which might have something to do with it. Our house was the oldest one, at least in the township. It dated from the 1720s or ‘30s. It had been an inn on the road to Philadelphia. And I think even as a little kid that idea fascinated me. All the doorways in the house were really low. Everything felt old.

RB: Did you discover things while you inhabited that house?

PC: It was weird, my parents when they bought that house discovered a cavity in the wall that turned out to be a water tank, and so they ripped it out and that became my room. I basically lived in a part of the house that hadn’t even existed for all purposes. There are certain parts of the house I remember distinctly and other parts are a total blank.

RB: The TV room and the billiards room.

PC: [laughs] Yeah.

RB: What was your next vocational aspiration?

PC: I don’t think I had a very clear notion of what I wanted to do with myself until probably tenth grade. I had always written—ever since elementary school. I had no notion that one could actually make a living off of it. [laughs] I’m still not sure that I do.

RB: I’m glad you said that—so I didn’t have to—

PC: I remember in tenth grade I decided for no particularly good reason that I was going to write a book. I remember this really distinctly. It was over the Christmas break.

RB: Hold on, now. In tenth grade, being fourteen or fifteen, your sense of choosing a vocation included the [conscious] necessity to make money?

PC: I had the notion at the time that one could not make a living off of writing. I was always writing, and I had the assumption that I was always going to keep writing. It didn’t occur to me until quite a bit later that it might be something I would like to do for a living.

RB: Maybe this is too fine a point, but I wonder when in one’s development one connects what they want to be with the manner of making a living. For children that doesn’t necessarily go to together. Except maybe until recently. My son’s pediatrician once expressed his astonishment that his young patients knew what various professions paid.

PC: I find that weird. I had no concept.

RB: Right. Me neither.

PC: I didn’t really give it much thought, I have to say. [I] certainly didn’t give any thought to what I actually would want to do to earn a living until I entered college and had to pick a major, and even then I went in as a preveterinary. I decided I was going to be a veterinarian.

RB: Did you have animals when you were growing up?

PC: Yeah, dogs mainly. 

RB: Did you say hello to Rosie?

PC: I didn’t say hello to her. That was very rude of me.

RB: [laughs] She ignored you too. So, a vet and then what?

PC: I went to Wisconsin at Madison for a semester, in part because they have a big veterinary program there. But it was too cold, so I transferred to California, to Davis, because they also had a big veterinary program. And I was a really mediocre student. I had to work incredibly hard just to get a B in “O Chem.”

RB: For the uninitiated, that’s Organic Chemistry?

PC: Yeah, I did terrible at stuff like that. 

RB: Was it required?

PC: Yeah for pre-vet there was a whole slew of science classes I was supposed to be taking. And yet there were people next to me in Lab who were not exactly breezing through it, but they were working no harder and doing much better at it; and, at the same time I was getting As in my English classes almost without even trying. All my energy was being directed toward my science classes. It was like a black hole of work. It finally hit me one day that I was in the wrong major. 

RB: What, after three years of suffering?

PC: Fortunately it was only about one. After about a year I realized—what struck me, too—I knew a bunch of people in my English classes that were not doing well [laughs] and they were performing in English the way I was in my science courses. I realized I’m in the wrong thing—my talent is over here, working with language. And my parents were not real keen on that initially. They were very oriented toward me going into some high-paying profession of some kind.

 RB: Are your parents immigrants?

PC: Yeah. [laughs] Both of them. 

RB: From?

PC: My dad’s from Liverpool and my mom’s from outside Reading. And they both grew up quite poor. The classic thing: they worked themselves to death and they have done well for themselves. And here one of their kids announces basically, “I’m going to go be poor.” [both laugh] So they weren’t happy about that, and I don’t think they gave up the hope that I was going to go to law school or some thing. They didn’t give up until I got my Master’s in English. [both laugh] 

RB: Well that speaks to their tenacity.

PC: It really does. [both laugh] At that point my dad was finally, “Well, I guess you’re working in English now, aren’t you?” [laughs] The weird thing was that I had already written three books by the time I decided to become an English major. In retrospect it seems a blindingly obvious move for me to make. And yet—

RB: No mentor? No one to say, “Paul, it’s staring you in the face.”

PC: Strangely enough, no. Part of the reason was I was at two very large universities—at Madison and then at Davis. 

RB: Doesn’t university life start to contract around shared interests and clichés?

PC: I was taking survey courses and stuff like that.

RB: One of the generational distinctions I note is that in the postwar generation, my generation didn’t seem to value the notion of a mentor in the way that it seems more common today. It seems a lot of people in these generations after mine seem to cite a person or two who was influential in their lives.

PC: I had not thought of that before, but there really wasn’t anyone like that that in my life. There were writers who influenced me a tremendous amount. In high school, when I wrote my first book, I was flat out trying to copy Kurt Vonnegut—who I read for the first time early in tenth grade. And he just floored me. I just went, “I want to do this.” I felt compelled to be a writer and actually think of doing that with my life. It was more the example of other authors that had come before me. There wasn’t anyone whispering in my ear, on the faculty or anything like that.

RB: From what I know about you, you were inclined to write fiction until you came upon the idea of the Collins Library. 

PC: Yeah, pretty much. I was writing fiction until ’97. At that point I had written five books, I guess. 

RB: What happened to them?

PC: A couple of them I threw out. [both laugh]

RB: Really?

PC: Yeah.

RB: You didn’t leave them on your hard drive? Or go back to cannibalize what you had written?

PC: The early ones were handwritten. The later ones I composed on the computer; I still have them. Although the files are so old [that] they are probably corrupted and I couldn’t open them. I haven’t even tried to in years. The last thing I wrote in fiction was when I was living in New York, in Times Square, in ‘93. I wrote a short story collection, each set on a different block of Times Square in each chapter. It moves twelve blocks up the square on one side, then twelve blocks on the other. Like a clock face—I worked on it from ‘93 to early ‘96. I sent it around to a number of agents and went through the usual wringer. Agents writing back saying, “This is great but short stories don’t sell.” After about a nearly a year and a half of that, I continued sending it out—at that point I was twenty-eight—I always assumed I was going to be a fiction writer—it never occurred to me to do nonfiction. I came across Banvard’s story, initially. I thought it was such a great story. My first impulse might have been to write a piece for a scholarly journal, but at that point I was becoming disenchanted with academia. I had been working as an adjunct for a while and finishing my dissertation.

RB: Did you finish?

PC: No. The funny thing is, I finished the book—a composition textbook I was writing—and took it to my committee, and they came back and said it was great but we also want you to use it in classrooms for a year or two and record the results. And when they came back to me with that—it was the same week I got my contract for Banvard’s Folly—and I just went, ”Screw you people,” and dropped out of grad school [both laugh]. “I’m an author now!”

RB: Really. No need to turn students into lab rats.

PC: The textbook was published.

RB: Meaning you get royalties?

PC: Yeah. Technically that was my first book. It was called Community Writing. It came out a month or two before Banvard’s Folly. Nobody really knows about it—it’s a textbook and nobody reads it voluntarily. [laughs]

RB: Want to explain what the Collins Library is?

PC: When I was writing the bibliography or Further Reading essay at the end of Banvard’s Folly. And I was writing about George Psalmanazar, an imposter from the early 1700s who went around claiming to be Taiwanese. He was probably French. After he died—he lived to be very old—they found a memoir locked in his desk with a note that said “to be published after I die.” His memoirs came out in 1763, and what I noticed when I was compiling this bibliography here was an edition in 1763, and a pirated edition in 1764, and then that’s it. And Psalmanazar, although not known to the general public, is fairly famous among historians of hoaxes and Asiatic studies and things like that.

RB: Is that a big field?

PC: It’s not a big field.

RB: The history of hoaxes?

PC: Put it this way: He’s well enough known that it was shocking that he has been out of print for over two hundred years. I found that bizarre—that at least some academic press or some small press or someone hadn’t put it out. I went, ”Somebody should put this out. I can’t believe someone hasn’t done it. And then I said, “Hey, McSweeney’s should put it out. McSweeney’s can do anything.” So I emailed Dave [Eggers] and I just suggested—

RB: Did you know him at that time?

PC: I had been writing for McSweeney’s for few years at that time. And the pieces [that] ended up becoming Banvard’s Folly ran in McSweeney’s first. So I emailed him suggesting, “What if we did a series of reprints of weird old books that have been forgotten and been out of print for a long time?” And as is often the case with Dave, I didn’t hear anything. 

RB: [laughs]

PC: [laughs] That happens a lot. I don’t take it personally. He’s got a lot of people emailing him. I thought, “Whatever.” And then eight months later, out of the blue, there’s an email from him. “Yeah, that sounds like a great idea.” [laughs] 

RB: Does he live in a sort of imminent present? All manner of strands float around him and he just picks one without consciousness of any real time?

PC: I don’t know—part of it is. I cannot even imagine the volume of email he gets.

RB: Especially as he is of the generation that thinks nothing of emailing on the slimmest pretext without forethought (or spell checking).

PC: Constantly.

RB: Mercilessly.

PC: That’s the thing about McSweeney’s. I don’t know if McSweeney’s could have happened fifteen or twenty years ago. It has an almost defining reliance on email. I didn’t even meet Dave for the first two years that I worked with him. I published a whole bunch of pieces and had already received my book contract. All this stuff happened before I actually met him in person—it was all by email. And I think it’s true for a lot of the other writers too.

RB: I do think it’s generational. I never met (or talked on the phone to) my poker playing, Zen colleague Matt Borondy for the first three years we worked together. There was something charming and pure—[something] direct about that.

PC: Yeah, you often think of literary movements or scenes based around certain person’s house or neighborhood—they all go to drink at the same bar, something like that. There’s almost no equivalent to that with McSweeney’s. There’s 826 Valencia in San Francisco.

RB: That came after.

PC: Right, that came way after. And there was the McSweeney’s office itself in Brooklyn, which was basically Dave’s apartment and pretty much just him. It really was something that came together as just this web of email contacts between people.

RB: Odd that it has resulted—something about McSweeney’s has sparked an anti-McSweeney’s backlash.

PC: [laughs]

RB: When I think about it, what bad things has Dave Eggers and or the coterie done other than perhaps suggest there is an exclusivity about McSweeney’s?

PC: It doesn’t surprise me. If you look at any literary movement, there is pretty much always a backlash. There are always going to be people who don’t like it either just on legitimate aesthetic grounds—its just not their cup of tea—or there are people who feel locked out or whatever and they feel like they missed the boat, or feel like the people who are in it—their perception of the personalities of the people who they probably haven’t even met—somehow rubs them the wrong way. “I hate what I have heard about you.” [laughs]

RB: The response to McSweeney’s seemed exaggerated and quite personal.

PC: Part of it is that people are very suspicious of earnestness. I don’t quite know how to put this—I don’t think my current work would bear any marks that would lead someone to know this, but I did my master’s thesis on Jack Kerouac. 

RB: Jack Kerouac, Thomas Paine, hmmm.

PC: A lot of the things that interested me were not necessarily the things that people think about with Kerouac—

RB: Like his relationship with his mother—

PC: Yes. [laughs] I was really interested in his sense of place in his writing. He really drew from the tradition of Thomas Wolfe, and also there was a real sense of moral outrage in a lot of his writing. The ironic thing being that a lot of people are denouncing him as being part of some sort of immoral generation or movement. A lot of the beat writers got some of the same reaction, where the outrage [pauses] the disbelief over what they were trying to do and what they said they were trying to do seemed disproportionate to what they had said or to their work. I’m not really sure where that comes from—to some extent it’s something I try to avoid—

RB: What are you trying to avoid? The partisanship?

PC: Not so much that. I try to avoid the discussions that are not about the work.

RB: Right.

PC: I try to avoid the gossip, which to some extent is an easy thing to do, because I have always been out of the loop. In a real sense, I have always lived out of the way.

RB: It’s tough to avoid the subsidiary issues they seem to be invasively pervasive. I talked to a young writer who is controversial—and then someone who had written two reviews and the second recanted the initial decent review (which on the face of it seems tainted). And somewhere, in an email, or in a conversation, I made fun of that dubious thing. The reviewer then chided me for publicizing a horrible book—as if that is what I do, act as a publicity agent. This is a major fallacy, that journalism can now be subsumed into publicity. Where does this mentality come from, which occupies a lot of space in the literary world?

PC: It’s easier to talk about people than about writing.

RB: Yes, but I also find it hard to separate the people from their work

PC: I’m making a facile statement when I say that. 

RB: I remember thinking that it’s only the work seemed like such a limiting thing when I was engaged in a chat about naturalist photographer Galen Rowell, who traveled to some very inhospitable places to make his pictures. That made it impossible for me to only think about the pictures and not how they were made. 

PC: I did a piece for The Believer called “Read the Book that you are Reading.” There were comments where they said, “He’s saying ‘ignore the writer, focus on the writing.’” That wasn’t what I was trying to get at, although I probably didn’t express it real well at the time. It is helpful to know the circumstance in which a book was written and to know about the writer—as a historian it would be pretty hypocritical of me to say otherwise, because that’s what I spend my time doing; and yet it serves as a buttress to understanding the work, but it’s not a substitute for engaging in the work. That’s where I run into problems—I spend a lot of time reading newspapers and blogs and stuff like that, and there is, of course, a lot of gossip there—I try not to let it occupy much of my mind. I know most the time, when people are talking about an author, they have not met the person. They have met the work, not the person, so they can’t make a very good call on the person. That doesn’t preclude conversation—because I haven’t met George Bush I can’t say anything about him. But when I see people talking about an author in that way and criticizing or lauding them for things other than the work itself, I take it with a grain of salt.

RB: The causal links are tenuous. Look at someone who has been abused in their childhood—they could become an abuser or not. That doesn’t exist as a sufficient reason.

PC: The longer I have been writing, the more hesitant I have become about ascribing influences when I look at a writer—“Clearly they are under the influence of so-and-so.” You can say they resemble so-and-so, but as far as influences, its really hard to tell. Literary movements are defined in retrospect. You might group together people who wouldn’t necessarily see themselves as related when it was actually happening. That’s true of motives too. When you see a reviewer going, “Well, so-and-so is jumping on this bandwagon,” you don’t know how long that writer was working on his book. It might have been that when they’d started there was no bandwagon.

RB: That seems to be implied by your efforts with the Collins Library—even serious readers will look at literary history, look at the nineteenth century, and think there are perhaps twelve or fifteen writers.

PC: [chuckle] Right.

RB: We know now, in our own time, [that] there are countless writers—and that would seem to be true of—PC: —of other eras too?

RB: That there are relics and fragments remaining from some people and not others is very misleading.

PC: There is that “greatest hits” tendency of history. Two hundred or three hundred years from now when someone mentions twentieth-century music, people will probably go, “Oh yeah, Beatles.” And that will be it. [laughs] There is this enormous body of work and they just say, “Oh yeah, Beatles.” 

RB: It requires a very conscious effort to look past the stuff that is easily available. I have been very much rewarded by picking up books and music and watching movies that I know nothing about or that have not been gate-kept. That of course tempts one to think about the business when you see how serendipitously some work gets attention and other work doesn’t.

PC: The only thing I can think of as far as that goes is that, other than being at the right place at the right time, and in no small measure having the right kind of talent, some of it is simply the ability to keep putting oneself out there, to be prolific. There are a lot of authors; if you name a certain author someone will be able to name one book, when in fact when [if] you look further you discover that they have twenty or thirty books they wrote. You think if they hadn’t written that one book we might not know about them now. It’s only because of that one book that the rest of their back catalogue is even known.

RB: What do you think of the pronouncement that no great work goes undiscovered? Have you heard that said?

PC: No, I haven’t. You sometimes hear editors or agents or people like that: “Well if a writer is really good they’ll find a publisher.” That’s nonsense. If a writer is really good they are more likely to find a publisher, but it is entirely possible that they won’t. [both laugh]

RB: And how would we know if they didn’t? You mentioned “dead ends” somewhere. Do the last three books you have done represent a rising to the top from many things that you have pursued that turned out to be dead ends? When you started the Tom Paine book, did you know you were going to follow his story all the way through—did you even start with Tom Paine?

PC: Not necessarily. Not Even Wrong and Banvard’s Folly were both directed works, as far as their manner of composition. I knew what I wanted to do, and I did it. Sixpence House and The Trouble with Tom were much more chaotic. Sixpence House wasn’t even supposed to happen, initially. I was going to write a sequel to Banvard’s Folly called The Monkey’s Uncle. Banvard’s Folly sold ok—I got my advance, but that was about it. So when I went back to Picador, saying, “Hey, here’s a sequel,” and I had already written a third of it, they were like, “Thank you, but no.” I had written about a hundred pages or so. I decided I will write something about Hay-on-Wye. I had never written a first-person, a memoir, before. So there were a lot of false starts in terms of getting my voice and deciding what I wanted to do—essentially doing a travelogue and subverting it—taking what was becoming a kind of hackneyed genre of “foreigner goes to cute village abroad and settles down and buys a creaky old house.” Except I don’t settle down and I don’t buy the house. And instead it’s really a book about books. People who read it as a travelogue really were mystified by it. And what happened was—I told Picador, “I am going to do this thing about Hay.” I wrote the whole thing and gave it to them and they didn’t like it. And it was, I think, because they were expecting A Year in Provence. [laughs] It was one of those things where my agent stopped returning my calls and emails.

RB: [laughs]

PC: It was bad. It was in late 2001. Right after Banvard’s Folly had come out, and the stuff from that had just died down and now my agent and publisher don’t want anything to do with me. I’m thinking, “My career is over. [laughs] My career has lasted four months and it’s over.” The infuriating thing was that I would look at Sixpence House and think, “I know that this a big jump forward for me.” So I went to a new agent. And once she got it there were three publishers bidding on it within a couple of months. It was almost like my previous agent and publisher—

RB: That would be the infuriating part of it. It doesn’t allow people to ignore it—someone submits a book to fifty-seven publishers and the fifty-sixth takes it. And it goes on to win awards. When you know that happens, it stays with you.

PC: It happens over and over again. In this case it had only been rejected by one place, but it was the place I thought was going to take it. I had not written what they expected, and so they couldn’t read it for what it actually was.

RB: Talking to Tom Bissell, his take on it was that it is not like editors and agents don’t want to make good choices and not do good work. Somehow there are mistakes, or whatever you want to call them.

PC: Now I have written on enough different topics that if I go to a publisher and want to write a book about X or Y there is a pretty good chance they will go, “I guess you could do that.” But at the time the only thing I had done was the one book. And that’s how they saw me—as a historical writer. They didn’t know what to make of it when I wrote in another genre. You asked whether a book came about from a series of failures, other things that had hit dead ends. I actually had the skeleton of the travelogue, and I wanted to make it a book about books and make it deliberately digressive. I wanted to frustrate the tendency of the genre, not fall into certain types of stories.

RB: The neatly packaged narrative.

PC: Yeah, the foul-mouthed plumber comes over and wrecks our plumbing and you can’t speak the language to him. Just all that kind of crap. I just didn’t want to write one of those books. We were living in Eugene, Oregon, at the time, and I would go to library every day and just grab old magazines and books off the shelves.

RB: Is this where you discovered Notes & Theories?

PC: No that was in Portland.

RB: Still Oregon.

PC: The library at the University of Oregon is near a graveyard—it’s like the pioneer cemetery. You have to walk through it to get to the library, and when you are sitting in the library it is overlooking the cemetery. And so I’d get these old books and magazines at random and start reading them. And I’d find interesting things and photocopy them. The challenge was—each evening when I was writing the next couple of pages of the book—to somehow work in something I’d found in one of those old sources that day, into the narrative. It was great because it meant that my reader could not possibly know the next thing I was going to talk about because I did not know from day to day what I was going to be writing about. It was a weird kind of formal experiment, but it was a way to deliberately frustrate my own tendency to fall into a pat narrative.

RB: If there is a subtext to what you write is it—and perhaps my expression of this is banal . . . but that there are millions of stories?

PC: Yeah.

RB: When I was reading the Tom Paine book, this guy who walked—

PC: John Stewart, Walking Stewart. I couldn’t believe it when I found his story. [laughs]

RB: My thought was he could readily have been his own book.

PC: I enjoy being able to take even a small cross-section of that kind of stuff—there is vast amounts more of it out there. To at least give a sense of how much is out there that’s overlooked. Part of it too: I noticed that four books about bees and honey-making came out at the same time. Four single-subject nonfiction books, and I felt so bad for the authors because it seemed that they had all put in quite a bit of work and—

RB: Are you including a book of poetry by Nick Flynn that is about bees? 

PC: No, I didn’t even know that. [laughs] And that happens with biographers: two biographies on the same person come out within a month of each other, so of course they get compared and reviewed and someone who has just spent years researching a topic—their work is instantly diminished. [It’s] one thing I try to do in creating my books, almost a kind of insurance; there is no way they are reproducible because they are so chaotic. Even if someone else wrote a book about Tom Paine’s bones, it would not even remotely resemble what I wrote. 

RB: You have a kind of grasshopper mind—digressive and fascinated by many things. And it’s contrary to the prevailing impulse to tie up everything neatly and create an well-ordered world, which doesn’t, in fact, exist.

PC: Yeah.

RB: I was surprised by your piece in the Bookmark Now anthology in light of the essay you wrote in the Village Voice on the infamous NEA report. Which one was first?

PC: Kevin [Smokler] wrote the introduction for the book and the jacket copy was after the NEA. He initially approached me about the book, in 2003, and I wrote that piece three months before the NEA report was even a gleam in anyone’s eyes, other than the NEA. I think that’s why a number of pieces in the book don’t seem connected. But it’s better for it. My wife made the comment that she always noticed when she was in art school, when there was a themed show for art, the more the artists stuck to the theme, the worse the show. [both laugh] I really had that in mind, and Kevin had mentioned the general idea behind the anthology; I thought I would approach it in the loosest fitting manner possible.

RB: Showing as opposed to saying, things like that?

PC: Exactly. Maybe [the] more that other writers did that, the less the thing would cohere necessarily, but maybe the better it would be for the reader. To the extent that the essays go in a bunch of different directions, people will be able to read that anthology in five years and get something out of it, whereas if it was really about the NEA report, it would have the shelf life of milk.

RB: Not to mention that NEA report strikes me as demonstrably silly, almost not worth dignifying—I characterize a certain mentality as sophomoric—as when as an undergraduate we would regularly gather in the Student Union or such and decry the downfall of civilization because of this or that. [Dana] Gioia’s study seemed to be a normal, almost cyclical fear-mongering.

PC: I get that all the time just from reading old magazines. 

RB: I thought that was the powerful part of your essay, reaching back almost a hundred years or so, quoting diatribes against television driving—

PC: Against penny postage.

RB: Electric lamps.

PC: That’s a common thing for people to indulge in. It’s probably always been the case. It doesn’t surprise me at all—that’s what people do.

RB: I was amused that unlike the shock of the Russian launching of Sputnik, there was no reaction, or call to action, other than ire that came from a segment of literati.

PC: It has the effect of telling people what they wanted or didn’t want to hear. People who were inclined to not believe that report just went, “Oh this report is flawed.” And for the croakers, who think that things are going to hell in hand basket, they went, “Oh look things are going to hell in a hand basket!” Part of the problem was that if a report like that were going to be useful, it would also have to be prescriptive. First of all it would have to find an actual problem. Let’s say it did.

RB: [laughs]

PC: Then it would actually have to offer up something to do. And it really had neither.

RB: You read it. I didn’t. I prefer to sit in my limited, hermetic world in which I note many people reading, and I am willing to say that’s the world [as I know it]. And if it’s not, what bad consequences follow?

PC: [laughs]

RB: I thought the NEA report was silly in the face of it. So you have published a book on a Welsh village that seems to be one big bookstore. And then a book on your son’s autism?

PC: Basically it’s a memoir about Morgan’s autism—really about the first year after he was diagnosed. And that is used as framework for going into the history of it. For the two things to act as foil to each other—his behavior helps illuminate some of the historical figures. But, by the same token, the history gives you a context for understanding his autism.

RB: You acknowledged Dr. Maria Asperger. Is she related to the man who created that diagnosis? 

PC: She’s his daughter, and when I was trying to find his clinic in Vienna, I emailed her and she gave me directions to where it had been.

RB: I was unaware of that syndrome until I read Margot Livesey’s short story in the New Yorker that was the first chapter of Banishing Verona.

PC: I don’t know it. Because Asperger’s paper wasn’t translated until 1980, it didn’t have any—

RB: That seems odd.

PC: It’s one of those weird things. People weren’t being diagnosed with any kind of autism spectrum disorder—people who had it. 

RB: It was a monolithic diagnosis?

PC: They diagnosed people with severe autism. People who had Asperger’s—who maybe were functional but nonetheless had real problems—they were just classified as odd. Or discipline problems or social misfits. People didn’t relate it to autism—it seems silly—simply because a single paper wasn’t translated. Because Asperger’s work never made it into English for forty years. And once that happened, then it started to get some momentum and the awareness of there being a broader spectrum of autism came about. I was reading an interviewer with Gary Neumann, the musician. He has Asperger’s. There are a lot of people as adults are finding out that they have Asperger’s—they knew they were different but didn’t know how because there wasn’t a word of it.

RB: As certain kind of crimes barely existed because they were not or underreported. You wouldn’t want to claim there is a progression of causal chain linking the books that you have written.

PC: Not in the subject matter per se. There certainly is in the way they were written. Sixpence House is not a surprising book to someone who read Banvard’s Folly. It was probably quite obvious that I was interested in things that get lost and obscured, and here’s this whole town of nothing but books that are lost. But in terms of actual narrative, it was a complete jump for me. I felt like I was diving into a pool that might or might not have any water. In Not Even Wrong I combined my work for Banvards’s Folly and my technique from Sixpence House. But that will probably remain as my most personal book.

RB: Very sweet that you referred to Morgan in the acknowledgments as the best greatest kid in the world.

PC: He is. 

RB: Well, you bothered to say it. In a book.

PC: Other than just the fact that’s what I think as a parent. He’ll be reading it some day. I would if I knew someone had written a book about me as a kid. And I want him to know that.

RB: Why are you living in Iowa?

PC: Morgan’s school. He was about to go into kindergarten and there had been these terrible budget cutbacks in Oregon—in fact they were going to end the school year early last year. And they shut down the special education classrooms; and said we are going to “full inclusion”: we’re going to put the kids in regular classrooms. And they tried to use the rhetoric that it was a good thing. 

RB: [laughs]

PC: It wasn’t. He was going to go into a program at preschool where there were six kids and three instructors and assistants to a classroom with thirty-two kids and one teacher not trained in special ed. And we went to the meeting and we asked, “What if he runs? Sometimes he just bolts from a room.” You have to always be on top of things with him. “Who’s going to be watching him?” When we brought up the safety issue, that he might run and get hurt, they said, “He might do that?” “Have you ever seen an autistic kid? That’s what they do.”

RB: These were professional educators?

PC: They didn’t have any special training.

RB: I don’t either, and I know that’s dumb.

PC: At that point I came away from it and said, “This is unacceptable.” I couldn’t put him in that school. I knew I wanted to live in a kind of college town—I need access to a research library.

RB: It’s cold in Iowa City.

PC: Oh yeah.

RB: So you’ve gotten over your aversion to cold

PC: To some extent. It was a bit rough. We got used to it and the special ed. program is fantastic

RB: Not teaching?

PC: It looks like they are going to bring me in to teach one course this fall. In the English department. But the schools in Iowa are fantastic, and the state ought to be proud of what it’s done in special ed.

RB: In the fly over zone.

PC: And yet its schools are fantastic.

RB: Why do you think that is? Do you sense that the Midwest is looked down upon, and why?

PC: Of course. It is looked down upon because it is in the middle of nowhere. [laughs]

RB: There is nowhere and there’s nowhere. 

PC: I say that like I’m being mean, but I grew up in small town, and it’s just one of those kinds of places. You get outside of town and there are just fields and fields and fields. If you are coming from San Francisco or New York and you see that, you just go: what do people do there?

RB: And the coasts dominate the culture because?

PC: They have an outsized influence on the media because that’s where the media emanates from.

Tape ends
The Road to Nowhere

Don't blame the Jews! 182 houses and twenty-eight businesses were demolished for a London road that couldn't be built

Here’s an idea for a book: Take a Monopoly board. Roll the dice. Now, visit each street you land on in person, and write about it. 

Yes, it’s a gimmick. But it happens to be a very good gimmick, so it’s surprising to find that Do Not Pass Go, a Tim Moore travelogue published in the UK last year by Picador, has not appeared in America. I suppose editors thought we wouldn’t understand it, because he is using a British board. Yet the Monopoly set that British children grow up with has the same numerical values as the American original (£6 rent, instead of $6), the same property group colors, and many identically ludicrous cards—“Bank error in your favour,” an absurdist statement if ever I heard one. Only the streets are all different: The board is Londonized. Cheapskate crash pads Baltic and Mediterranean are replaced with Old Kent Road and Whitechapel; snooty money-bags living on Park Place and Boardwalk now find themselves in Park Lane and Mayfair. Free Parking still functions as an informal lottery, and damn the rules book: Some things stay the same the world over. 

Moore starts by duly noting the game’s history. Monopoly was invented on a Philadelphia kitchen table in 1930 by Charles Darrow, who then blah blah blah blah… there’s no point. We all read the rule book when we were eight, we know the fable. Now, here’s what Parker Brothers conveniently omitted: Darrow stole it. 

That’s right, Darrow cheated at Monopoly. Just a few miles from Darrow’s home, in 1904, Elizabeth Magie had also created a board game titled Monopoly. It was born complete with the famous layout of nine properties per side, Go and Go To Jail corners, as well as the railways, the waterworks, and power company. Her game was a satire on capitalist speculators. And so, like all great critiques of capitalism, it was… well, co-opted by capitalists. Darrow swiped it: he nicked it, he took the Monopoly money and ran. By the time Magie sued Darrow, he was rich. He eventually paid her $500—perhaps with a goldenrod bill?—to shut her up. 

Theft, property deeds, hush money: It’s a fitting place to start any modern history of a city. 

 (incomplete…)
Read the Book That You Are Reading 

Why it’s better to be a teenaged girl in 1877 than Stephen Glass in 2003. 

It takes a certain perverse talent for a writer to make their credibility completely self-destruct in ten words or less. Yet with enough hard work and stupidity, it can indeed be done. Witness what happened in December 1994, when dance critic Arlene Croce opened a New Yorker article about the AIDS-themed performance “Still/Here” with these words: “I have not seen Bill T. Jones’s ‘Still/Here’…” 

Readers might imagine that this opening clause would have precluded Croce from penning a 3,000 word attack on the show. Readers would be wrong. And she didn’t need to see the actual performance, Croce wrote, because the hype behind it already told her everything she needed to know: 

If I understand “Still/Here” correctly, and I think I do—the publicity has been deafening—it is a kind of messianic traveling medicine show [using AIDS patients]…. If we consider that the experience, open to the public, as it is, may also be intolerably voyeuristic, the remedy is also obvious: Don’t go. 

Artists always suspected that critics don’t know what the hell they’re talking about; now they had Arlene Croce irrefutably proving the point. She could not know because she had not seen the art. But Croce wasn’t about to let the inconvenient complexities of engaging with art get in the way of her notions about an artist. 

A predictable melee soon followed in the New Yorker letters section. Perhaps the only useful comment to emerge from the whole thing came later from critic Chris Dohse, who was reminded of a piece of advice that choreographer Robert Ellis Dunn once gave: “Watch the dance that you are watching.” In other words, don’t let what you think you know about a work prevent you from actually knowing it. Do not let every other work that you think it might resemble, or even the artist’s own previous work, make you miss it for what it is. You are watching, good or bad, a new work of art. 

Of course, to watch it, first you must show up. And if she had, Croce may well have discovered that she was right about the Bill Jones show. An experienced critic glancing at publicity materials will find their expectations subsequently confirmed much of the time. And there is undeniably a cruel joy in a critic being able to tell readers that a work of art is just as bad as they imagined—or better still, that it is even worse than they imagined. But a critic’s usefulness relies upon their ability to perceive exceptions to their expectations, to be open to the surprise and discovery. And so Croce’s article amounted to a sort of suicide note: an admission that she had simply given up on breathing, on the most basic bodily function of a critic, which is observing the work. Ultimately, what Croce voiced was contempt for the possibility that the art and artist might be anything that she hadn’t already anticipated—saying, in effect, I know who you are, I know your career, I know what you’re about, and I don’t need to know anything more. 

  (incomplete…)

You and Your Dumb Friends

How Autobiographies of animals and inanimate objects reveal the human capacity for empathy and decency.

I am perfectly willing to read celebrity memoirs, but only if they conclude with a crowd of children smashing the author over the head with an iron poker. Then, ideally, he should burst into flames. That, at least, is how one of my favorite Victorian autobiographies ends, and a most satisfying conclusion it is, too. I should also note its singular cover art: in the ivy-wreathed cameo normally set aside for a heroic gold-stamped visage of the book’s subject, there is—absolutely nothing. Nothing, that is, except for a pitch-black rectangle. At first I thought a pasted label had been pulled away from the space, and I cursed the long-dead vandal that had done the deed. It was only after many viewings that the book designer’s joke dawned on me. That plain black rectangle is a portrait… of coal. 

The Autobiography of a Lump of Coal (1870) commences with a group of English children sitting by a fireplace, blithely insulting their subject—“Addy, do break up that ugly, dark lump of Coal.”—whereupon the coal begins to speak to them. Before you suspect ergot in the scones, bear in mind that this is not a bad thing. A talking lump of coal, as long as it doesn’t instruct you to kill your neighbors, is a fine way to get better acquainted with the science of geology. And so the Autobiography continues with girls in petticoats and ribbons having a lively discourse on mining technology and planes of cleavage—these are the linear cracks along which coal naturally shears away—while they politely listen to a chunk of carbon muse on his doleful life and times. 

In a hydrocarbon there is a fallen nobility, even tragedy. Yes, there is pathos in that lump of coal! 

I will only just say that my ancient name of my family was WOOD, and that, by degrees, like many another great family we decayed, mouldered away, as it were, and that, under the pressure of circumstances and of forces that we were unable to resist, our fortunes, our modes of life, places of abode, even our very characters, altered and altered again and again, till at last we sank into a sleepy state, and remained, for ages and ages, unknown and uncared for… 

After giving them the sad history of his decline, burial, and subsequent excavation, Coal pauses to rest and have a smoke. He then explains that “If I fell on your toes, which I should be very sorry to do, you would, I am afraid, think me heavy; but in reality my specific gravity is only one and one-quarter.” 

Conversation continues onward in this vein until a final heroic soliloquy by the dying Coal. Combustion is splitting him along his planes of cleavage, you see, and his little heart is about to break with a mighty crack and sizzle: 

In the golden age of our existence, not only did we enjoy the light and heat around us, but we carefully stored away considerable portions. These we now freely render up to you again, thus giving you another proof that nothing is ever really lost—nothing is ever actually destroyed. Dear young friends, farewell. 

I have read many dying speeches in Victorian literature, all filled with fine sentiments. But none has ever quite matched this one: that we achieve immortality through the First Law of Thermodynamics. 

When the children’s science writer Annie Carey published The Autobiography of a Lump of Coal in 1870, she was improvising on an old theme. The conceit of an inanimate object’s memoir is ancient; the seventh-century poem Dream of the Rood features a tree holding forth on just what it’s like to be cut down, carried out of the forest, and then pounded through with nails to crucify Jesus Christ. I rather prefer the less earnest approach of The Story of My Life, By a Submarine Telegraph (1859). This cable, like most memoirists, spends much time recalling how it got… um, laid. Our rubber-insulated narrator also seems curiously fixated on the ingeniousness of telegraph entrepreneur Charles West, a mystery that does not deepen when you notice that the book is copyrighted to one “C. West.” 

More often inanimate narrators are used for no more nefarious a purpose than promoting clever fiction. One of the narrators in Bo Fowler’s Scepticism Inc. is—I am delighted to report—a sentient supermarket shopping cart, while Tibor Fischer’s The Collector Collector is told by a 6,500-year-old Mesopotamian bowl. It exhibits genuine schadenfreude, if ceramics may be said to have ill will; when bullets shatter an ancient Gorgon vase sitting nearby, the bowl narrator snorts: “Kablooied beyond redress of glue and patience… Gotcha.” 

But The Autobiography of a Lump of Coal is something different. It is neither satirical nor reverent; it is not a promotional gimmick. If you read past Coal’s death throes, you find it followed by the testimonies of all sorts of inanimate objects. The volume’s complete title is The Autobiography of a Lump of Coal; A Grain of Salt; A Drop of Water; A Bit of Old Iron; and A Piece of Old Flint. Carey repeated her approach a couple years later with her 1872 book Threads of Knowledge, Drawn from a Cambric; A Brussels Carpet; A Print Dress; A Kid Glove; and A Sheet of Paper. Her publisher cannily combined both volumes in 1880 as The Wonders of Common Things. That title might be an apt description for an entire genre, and the sentiment remains apparent in more recent books like Leah Hager Cohen’s Glass, Paper, Beans: Revelations in the Nature and Value of Ordinary Things (1997). 

If you search the phrase “Autobiography of a” at the British Library, you get a great many things in addition to that lump of coal (see page 13): the autobiography of a vaudeville stooge; of a Manchester cotton manufacturer; of a box-kite pioneer. You don’t find many nonhuman autobiographies, though. And at the time, I don’t suppose many people particularly noticed what Carey was doing. She was just another entry in Cassell’s Eightpenny Story Book series, along with pious titles like The Story of Arthur Hunter and His First Shilling. But Carey was up to something a little subtler than her fellow authors. Like Natural Theology and the Transcendentalism that had appeared in its wake, Carey’s concern was to get us to reflect upon the divinity of all creation, to understand everyday wonders unjustly made contemptible by their familiarity. What better way than by giving voice to the voiceless? 

Reviews were slow to appear for Autobiography of a Lump of Coal; a positive notice in the September 9, 1871, issue of Athenaeum magazine was probably the greatest exposure it ever got. Still, who knows what ideas arose in subscriber’s minds as they considered Annie Carey’s clever device? For a couple of months later, this curious entry appears for the first time in the diary of a housebound invalid in Norwich: Nov. 6. I am writing the life of a horse and getting dolls and boxes ready for Christmas. 

*

Anna Sewell was not exactly someone you’d want to sign up for a three-book deal. In 1871 she was already fifty-one years old, a first-time novelist, and she’d never shown any particular inclination for writing before. Lame since childhood, her increasing frailty had turned her into a shut-in; eight months before her hopeful diary entry, a doctor had predicted that Sewell had eighteen months left to live. To begin a book while halfway to her deathbed might have looked pointless indeed, especially when, as Margaret Sewell later recalled, “My aunt could never read or write for more than a short time at a sitting.” Sometimes weakness would so overcome her that days or weeks of enforced rest followed. 

And yet her “life of a horse” was not such a strange goal. Her mother Mary was an established Quaker author of children’s verse and fiction, and horses happened to be a subject close to Anna Sewell’s heart; her disability left her dependent on them for getting about. Family members had noticed her intuitive knowledge of how to handle them, as well as her penchant for speaking gently to them as they rode. Having lived unmarried with her mother for her entire life, Anna also had the veritable room of her own, on the second floor of their home at 125 Spixworth Road. 

There she convalesced, stared out over the fields, and would sometimes make it across the room to her desk. Writing progressed with agonizing slowness between long bedridden stretches. Her eighteen months came and went. She was still alive, though so close to death that she stopped bothering with doctor’s visits altogether: there was no point. But she lived another eighteen months, and another eighteen, and another still. In August 1877 she made one of the final notes in her diary: My proofs of Black Beauty are come—very nice type. 
The completed story recounts the life and times of the well-bred horse of the title, and such stable companions as gentle Merrylegs and the angry and spirited Ginger; echoing throughout the book is the memory of Black Beauty’s mother Duchess, with her admonitions to stay gentle and mannered at all times. Surrounding these horses is a procession of good, bad, and indifferent owners: the well-meaning but inept rookie Joe Green, the drunkard Reuben Smith, the callous and cruel cabdriver Nicholas Skinner. Sewell sold this story, and all its rights, to the publishing house Jarrold & Sons for the staggeringly cheap advance of £20. But she was wise to get her cash up front. 

The book was published in November: Anna was dead in April. 

*

Black Beauty: His Grooms and Companions; The Autobiography of a Horse, Translated from the Original Equine by Anna Sewell is the most overlooked book in the entire canon of English literature: it is the 800-pound horse in our living room. Why, you’d think the smell alone would make us take notice. Black Beauty is one of the best selling books ever published; a century after its publication, Sewell’s dying work was estimated to have sold approximately thirty million copies. Several decades since have surely added many millions more to that total. Black Beauty has been translated into everything from Swedish to Hindustani, and made and remade many times over in both silent and sound movies, as well as a TV series. It has also generated sheaves of sequels—including Son of Black Beauty, which sounds like a swell idea for a book until you recall that Black Beauty was a gelding. No matter: he is an unstoppable force. Nearly everyone has heard of him, many have read him, and few have any notion whatsoever of his origins. 

I cannot find a single academic monograph dedicated to examining Black Beauty. The book’s critical obscurity is matched by that of Anna Sewell herself; the only full-length biography devoted to her, The Woman Who Wrote Black Beauty, has been out of print for thirty years, and was more about mother Mary Sewell than about Anna herself. As biographer Susan Chitty readily admitted, Anna was almost impervious to biography: her one surviving diary is a tatty notebook of fourteen pages in length. Compare this to Sewell’s rival in the shut-in spinster-genius sweepstakes, Emily Dickinson: she, at least, left hundreds of letters behind. Of Anna Sewell we have little but what comes, so to speak, straight from the horse’s mouth. 

But oh, how he spoke! 

I read Black Beauty dozens of times as child. Whenever I was laid up with the flu, out of school on a snow day, or simply wanted to shut out the world for a while, this was the book I’d turn to. I had no idea, when miserably feverish, that I was reading it the way it had been written—in a sickbed. But I would not have dwelt long on this, even had I known: I set aside Black Beauty when I was twelve or so, as the approach of junior high school forced me out of childish things and, in their stead, into foolish things. 

It was over a decade before I picked it up again, during a four-month purgatorial stretch of unemployment after finishing college; stuck in my old teenage attic bedroom, I stayed up until four or five a.m. every night reading through my childhood bookshelf. It was still dusty and untouched from the day I’d left for college, and composed solely of those books I had seen unfit to take with me, the castoffs spurned from my new adult existence. Eventually I made my way across the bottom shelf to the old copy of Black Beauty, still pristine in its slipcase, and I read it once again. 

It was just as I remembered, even down to the smooth plate illustration of the young colt nursing at his mother’s side. But as I read the book, a curiously different sense of familiarity crept over me: and then, sheer disbelief. I rummaged my college copy of the Norton Anthology out of a duffel bag, flipped about halfway into it, and read it; then I looked back at Sewell’s tale incredulously. Her work, which I had absorbed unblinkingly as a child, looked utterly different now: for the first time I could see what she’d done. She had taken an American slave narrative and replaced the slaves with horses. 

*

Now, why would anyone do that? Necessity, for one thing. A first-time writer on her deathbed, Sewell gravitated to a form she was already deeply familiar with. As a Quaker with relatives active in both abolitionism and antivivisectionism, she’d grown up in a sect that had published slave narratives throughout the nineteenth century. And it starts to make sense when one considers how similar their plights are, for horses and slaves are both thinking and feeling beings turned into things: they are bought and sold by a series of masters; they are beaten; their families are scattered; their labor is taken from them. All along, neither can say a word. 

In case you missed the titular metaphor, Black Beauty himself is also called “Darkie” or “Blackie” by his masters—a detail not lost upon the apartheid-era government of South Africa, which banned the book as a seditious text. The narrative arc follows that of thousands of other slave writers: a hazy memory of a brief but naïve childhood when he is still too young to be put to work; then, once his body is valuable enough, the breakup of his family as he is sold to a new owner; the occasional relatively happy day or kindhearted owner; and then a succession of owners who abuse him, steal his feed, and house him in miserable quarters. He makes friends among his fellow horses, but cannot count on any of them to stay near for long, as they die or are sold down the river—the River Thames, granted, but it might as well be the Mississippi. 

The primal scene of enslavement comes early, after Black Beauty witnesses a hunt in a nearby field that has gone awry. A horse falls down, killing its rider: 

Mr. Bond, the farrier, came to look at the black horse that lay groaning on the grass, he felt him all over, and shook his head; one of his legs was broken. Then someone ran to our master’s house and came back with a gun; presently there was a loud bang and a dreadful shriek, and then all was still; the black horse moved no more. My mother seemed much troubled; she said she had known that horse for years, and that his name was “Rob Roy”; he was a good bold horse, and there was no vice in him. She would never go to that part of the field afterwards. 

Later Black Beauty discovers that he has unwittingly witnessed the death of his own brother. It is an appallingly understated realization. Not only has his mother shielded Black Beauty from grieving for this sibling—“We are only horses, and don’t know,” she says meekly as she watches Rob Roy die—but more subtly, we understand that she had never even told him that he had a brother in the first place. 

“It seems that horses have no relations,” Black Beauty ponders, “at least, they never know each other after they are sold.” 

Not long after Rob Roy’s death, the strapping young narrator is sold for £150; at the end of the book, he narrowly avoids the glue works by being sold for a fiver. 

In the intervening pages, Black Beauty has been broken upon the carriage wheel of Victorian London: knees destroyed by drunken and inept riders, lungs pocked by filthy stables, windpipe half-broken by fashionable “bearing-reins,” and his body weakened by cheap feed. By the penultimate chapter, he is given up for dead in a street on Ludgate Hill. That the book then manages a happy ending of sorts is not saying much: every fellow horse that our protagonist has ever known is dead or gone. Black Beauty is quite possibly the most relentless tale of degradation ever entrusted to the embrace of little children. And yet it is also one of the most beloved. 

*

There are at least twenty editions of Black Beauty currently in print. There have been paperbacks and hardcovers, illustrated editions and Braille editions, Black Beauty coloring and pop-up books, and a gleefully malicious Spike Milligan spoof featuring a protagonist with “a lovely body with a huge cock.” There is a Black Beauty quilt pattern. You can also, if you like, listen to Black Beauty on CD, cassette, or as an online audio download. 

None of this was exactly what Anna Sewell had in mind. When it was first published, Black Beauty was sold as a fictionalized instruction manual. Still assuming her role as a translator “from the original Equine,” at the end of the book, Sewell includes a note to stable hands: “The Translator would recommend to them to procure an admirable little book, price fourpence, titled The Horse Book.” Sewell was primarily writing for teenagers and adults; more to the point, she was writing for stable hands and cabmen. Like their modern automotive counterparts careening up Sixth Avenue, cabbies were notorious for the rough usage of horses. Sewell explained not long before she died: 

I have for six years been confined to the house and to my sofa, and have from time to time, as I was able, been writing what I think will turn out a little book, its special aim being to induce kindness, sympathy and an understanding treatment of horses. In thinking of Cab-horses, I have been led to think of Cabmen, and I am anxious, if I can, to present their true conditions, and their great difficulties, in a correct and telling manner. 

The book crossed over to children through both luck and design. Sewell’s unadorned Quaker aesthetics, along with very short chapters—which may well have been necessitated by an inability to write for long at one sitting—combined to make a book that was both compelling and easy to read. Sewell was not unaware of this; an edition to be distributed in Sunday Schools was already in the works when she died, and her publisher advertised it as part of a line of moralizing and temperance tales for children. 

The early days were not promising, though. Initial orders of Black Beauty by London booksellers totaled all of 100 copies, and for its first decade it received little attention. But it had the potential to turn into something bigger—much bigger. It tapped directly into the outrage and compassion underlying the beginnings of the animal-rights movement; shortly after its publication, one magazine mused that “if the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals had published the Autobiography of Black Beauty we should have said it had published its best work.” 

Unlike most book reviews, this one actually proved to be prophetic. In February 1890, days after receiving a copy of the book from a friend, the American SPCA activist George Angell began raising money to initiate a massive print run; as the editor of the SPCA magazine Our Dumb Animals, he posted this italicized call to action: 

I want to print immediately a hundred thousand copies. I want the power to give away thousands of these to drivers of horses. I want to send a copy postpaid to the editors of about thirteen thousand American newspapers and magazines. 

Incredibly, this is exactly what he did. Within months the entire printing was given away. Others enthusiastically took up the reins: publishers began selling it, magazines gave it away as a premium, and the Frank Miller Harness Dressing Company put in a bulk order for fifteen tons of customized copies: any blank spaces in the chapters were filled with pictures of horses proudly wearing saddle blankets bearing the company’s name. 

By the end of the year, 217,000 copies of Black Beauty had been sold, and sales only accelerated from there. The book now caught fire in its homeland as well, and soon copies sold in Britain were stamped with the endorsement Recommended by the R.S.P.C.A. There was something else new in the book, too. Amid the publishing uproar, Angell had quietly inserted a new subtitle into the Black Beauty title page: 

The Uncle Tom’s Cabin of Horses. 

*

All this is gone today—the RSPCA endorsement, the Uncle Tom subtitle, the Sewell note recommending The Horse Book. Gone, too, is Angell’s later insertion of an appendix on the heaven and hell of horses. Black Beauty was a far more political work than any typical children’s book, and it almost single-handedly led the successful fight against bearing-reins and other cruel forms of horsemanship. But it is a sweet-tempered Merrylegs of a book now: it does not kick or bite. 

Still, I decided I’d buy myself one these denatured, cheap new paperback copies. Another decade had passed since I’d read it, and I wanted a copy that I’d feel okay marking up the margins of. I walked up to my local bookstore counter with a brand new copy of the Signet Classic edition, absent-mindedly slapping it against my palm. And I noticed: this edition did have something new. It had an afterword. 

It was by Lucy Grealy. 

I stood there agape, not quite knowing what to think. I thought of the moment last year when I had heard Grealy’s death announced on the radio, that sickening feeling of Oh, No. Anyone who had read Autobiography of a Face, Grealy’s account of life after losing half her jaw to childhood cancer, immediately knew or feared what her death meant. When the obituaries came out, the fear was confirmed. Her Times write-up did not explain exactly how Grealy had died at a friend’s house in Manhattan, and it did not need to. “Friends said she had been despondent over operations she underwent two years ago,” it noted. 

I examined my cheap paperback again once I got home, and then looked up both Grealy’s and Sewell’s bibliographies. Black Beauty turns out to have a curiously morbid publishing history: not only did Anna Sewell die shortly after it was published, but the publisher who had bought it—Mr. Jarrold himself—died even more quickly, while the book was still going to press. Within a few months of its publication, neither signatory to the Black Beauty contract was alive. 

This crisp new Signet mass-market edition was, in its own way, equally unnerving: it was the first and only book Grealy had ever written a commentary for. There was something else curious about its listing: the publication date. December 1, 2002. That sounded familiar. I looked up Grealy’s obituary again. She had committed suicide on December 18, 2002. 

*

Grealy’s afterword to Black Beauty was the last thing she lived to see published. And fittingly enough, the memorial maintained by her family at lucygrealy.com has just one photograph: Lucy as a young girl, happily draped over her beloved horse. Autobiography of a Face begins with the fourteen-year-old Grealy delivering these ponies to children’s parties. She loves everything about the job except for the children and the parties—because, inevitably, their attention turns from the ponies to her missing jaw. “Though I had to suffer through the pony parties, I was willing to do so to spend time alone with the horses,” she explains. “I thought animals were the only beings capable of understanding me.” 

In her essay collection As Seen on TV (2000), she offers another glimpse into her life as a young stable hand, where she delights in leaping onto horses that customers have complained are unrideable: 

For effect, I held the reins lightly, and the small crowd I was galloping toward would begin to step back in alarm just as I pulled up short in a breath of dust. Dropping the reins across the horse’s neck, I’d nonchalantly throw my leg and jump the long distance down, landing with a thud to make sure everyone watching understood that I did not give a shit about a single thing in this world. 

She understands the horses, and they do not. Above all, she does not see them as anything but horses: she hates the Disneyification of other species. Animals have become, she explains, “merely a projection of what we seem to think is our cuter self. The prospect of an actual encounter with the so-called other is excluded, and it’s almost a relief; the cute is a lot easier to deal with and asks nothing of us.” 

Black Beauty, on the other hand, asks everything of us. Sewell undertook one of the most radical alterations of narrative in all of nineteenth-century literature—making a horse talk, and making him talk as a horse. Black Beauty’s story is not a fable: he does not flatter us with a cute simulation of humanity. He is neither human nor possesses any desire to be. Black Beauty does not have adventures or romances; nor does he try talking to the stable hands. What he does do is worry about his reins’ being too tight, whether his feed is fresh, and how he can get a sharp stone dislodged from his hoof. 

And rather than imitate us, the horses repeatedly demand that we put ourselves in their place, and see how we’d like it. How would we like living in a stall too narrow to turn around in? How would we like a rein pulled so tight that we bleed and foam at the mouth? “Why don’t they cut their own children’s ears into points to make them look sharp?” a horse with a cropped tail snaps. “Why don’t they cut the end off their noses to make them look plucky? One would be just as sensible as another. What right have they to torment and disfigure God’s creatures?” 

*

Memoirs of the famous or powerful have long been with us, and few question their existence—of the memoirs, I mean. But what of memoirs by the ordinary or the powerless? Their rise has exasperated some critics, and it’s the same irritation that the explosion of domestic novels elicited in the nineteenth century: both genres force readers to think about people and matters that they previously felt free to ignore. But ignoring something—ignorance—is the cause of almost all suffering in these memoirs.“Don’t you know that it is the worst thing in the world next to wickedness?” one character in Black Beauty yells. 

In her afterword, Grealy uses this realization to neatly turn our expectations upside down. Sewell’s book is not about taming horses, she explains. It is about taming humans: 

It was her particular genius to make the hero of Black Beauty not so much the talking, anthropomorphized stallion of the title, but rather the reader who would give anything to align herself with the gorgeous, melancholic knowledge of horses. The story’s driving force is not so much the narrative of a particular animal’s complicated life, but of the human desire to understand and love—and redeem—such an animal. 

To understand and love: it is a tall, almost impossible order to ask of any genre. Art does not owe you anything, after all, and it does not have to improve you in any way. And yet if literature can ever improve us, then the memoir—whether equine or human—might be the form best able to achieve it. 

Like Black Beauty, the more you read Grealy, the more you realize that the story you thought you came to hear is not the story she is going to tell you. You want a nice plot? That’s not life—that’s entertainment. And yet we crave the reassurance of entertainment. Grealy later recounted how on her tour for Autobiography of a Face, the fact that she had an identical twin caused audiences to keep asking questions-that-aren’t-really-questions. Have you ever looked at your sister and seen a might-have-been version of yourself? Did you hold back from discussing her in your book because it’s just too painful? Have you felt a strange connection to your identical twin? Did y… 

“Have you?…” 

“Did you?…” 

It is a syntax that cloaks a demand for affirmation: You have. You did. 

To which Grealy says: I have not. I did not. 

I could never, or at least not in the arena of the podium of a crowded bookstore, get across to my inquisitor that the real story is that there is no story, or at least not the one they’re looking for, the simple story of parts that click together and create a pleasing, distinguishable form. I can’t blame them. Who would want such a story?… I don’t want people to think that what my twin sister really represents for me is an alternative version of the person I’d become, or at least have looked like, had I never had cancer. I don’t want this to be part of my story, her story, our story. Partly, this is a denial that something tragic happened to me, but mostly it is my innate knowledge that the story (the story of my having a twin) is really about something very different from what other people think it is about…. I don’t want people to step into this perceived gap and fill it up with their own ideas and theories. 

What she is saying, what Black Beauty is saying, what even that lump of coal is saying, is: this is not your story. This is not the story you came in expecting it to be, and it’s not my job to make it that way. “My sister did not mean for me the things other people told me she should,” Grealy says flatly. That is not her problem: it is yours and mine. The memoir demands that we see the world through someone else, someone who does not necessarily meet a single one of our expectations about how they should think or exist. 

It is easier to not to have to ponder such things. But such thought is also the first requirement for empathy—and for not being, in short, thoughtlessly cruel and stupid. The rise of the memoir says something about our capacity for decency toward our fellow horses and humans—about whether we pause to stay our whip hands and our stares—and about whether we can treat each other as beings that are at least as rich and complex as any lump of coal, grain of salt, drop of water, bit of old iron, or piece of flint. 

The Lost Symphony

Virginius Dabney wrote The American South’s great postmodern novel. Too bad he did it in 1886. 
FIRST MOVEMENT

Reader: I extend my greetings to the twenty-third century! No, I don’t mean you, who bought this issue of the Believer off the newsstand: you are dead by now. I mean the reader who, perusing a scuffed and faded ancient copy of this magazine, or sifting through whatever sort of unimaginable database they have by then, is passing an idle hour by musing over a quaint old bit of twenty-first-century literature. Yes, you, future reader. If I am not mistaken, then you are Asian-American. Also, you are a woman. This is because—as you, future reader, well know—twenty-third-century America is in fact run by Asian-American women. I think we can establish this with great certainty. Or we can, at least, if Virginius Dabney is to be believed. 

I found Virginius Dabney in the usual way: which is to say, by accident. I was pawing through a box of antiquarian books when one old volume fell open and a centerfold fell out. Not that: it was a centerfold of sheet music. I cradled the book in my hand and examined the title page— 

The Story of Don Miff,
As Told by His Friend John Bouche Whacker:
A Symphony of Life.
Edited by Virginius Dabney. 

It appeared to be a novel, but as I idly flipped through it, more centerfolds flopped out: sheet music again. I thought for a moment that someone had jammed them in there, but no, they were bound in. Then I began to notice the title of each section of the book. Symphony of Life Movement One. Symphony of Life Movement Two. Symphony of… 

The book had a publication date of 1886, just the period I tend to favor, and it bore the imprint of J. B. Lippincott Company, a major publisher. Yet I’d never heard of it or its author. And what was more, most—but not all—of the parts in the orchestral score inserted into the book were blank. The whole thing seemed rather curious. Then I started reading, and it got curioser and curioser. 

Don Miff is… well, first let me state that I am reasonably sure that I am correct when I say that Don Miff is the only nineteenth-century novel that is addressed to a tenth-generation descendant living in the twenty-third century. Or that this descendant is Asian-American—because, as the narrator muses, even as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 was coming into force, perhaps “under the contempt expressed for them as inferiors there lurks a secret, unrealized sense of their real superiority?” And even this grandson faces a superior force to himself: women. With mechanization removing the advantages of physical force, Dabney predicts, men and their wearisome violence will become obsolete. Only a few men will be “preserved here and there in zoological gardens of the wealthy and the curious, along with rare specimens of the bison of the prairie, skeletons of the American Indian and the dodo…”—and there his tenth-removed grandson will be exhibited to the inquisitive stares of numberless crowds of women. “You will rue the day when your ancestors, mistaking might for right, excluded woman from that haven of rest, the ballot-box.” 

It is to this twenty-third-century Asian-American grandson, a living exhibit in a peaceful matriarchy, that the great Southern novel of 1886 is addressed. 

*

Don Miff opens with a preface in which Virginius Dabney, purporting to be editing the papers of a certain Mr. John Bouche Whacker, warns “against too much faith in the account Mr. Whacker gives of himself.” But I suppose you can trust Mr. Dabney, because when he signed the preface “V. Dabney—108 West Forty-ninth Street, New York,” he was in fact giving readers his current home address. 

The first chapter that follows is divided into thirty-six numbered sections, and is so strange, so inexplicable to a modern reader, and the book itself so utterly unknown—there are scarcely a few dozen copies in libraries worldwide—that I believe the only thing I can do is step aside for a page or two and allow the erstwhile John Bouche Whacker to speak. 

* * *

4.

First, then, humanity. 

This poor public of his (that is my) day has been, these many years, so pelted with books, that I cannot bring myself to join the mob of authors, and let them fly another. 

The very leaves in Vallambrosa, flying before the blasts of autumn, cannot compare with them in numbers, as they go whizzing from innumerable presses. 

Why, the other day I read a statement (by a stater) that if you were to set up, in rows, all the books that are annually published in Christendom (beg pardon, my boy, evolutiondom), and then fell to sawing out shelves for them in the pine forests of North Carolina, the North Carolinians would, when they awoke, find themselves inhabitants of a prairie, provided, of course, our stater goes on to state, the job were completed in one night. 

Or, to put it in another shape: 

The earth, adds Mr. Statisticker, the earth, we will allow, for illustration’s sake, to be twenty-five thousand miles around. Now, says he, suppose all those books be pulled to pieces [shame!] and their leaves pinned together, they would stretch ever so (for I cannot, at the moment, lay my hands on his little statistic) they would stretch ever so far. 

Shall I too add to the already unbearable burdens of my generation? Humanity forbid! 

 

5.

And look at this: 

In any given country, a certain number of undergarments will be worn out, year by year, producing a certain crop of rags. These rags can be converted into so much, and no more, paper. Hence, as any thinking man would have reasoned (until the advent of a recent invention), the advancing flood of literature was practically held in check. So many exhausted shirts, so many books,—so many exhausted washerwomen, so many (and no more) authors. There was a limit. 

That day is gone. Wood-pulp and cheap editions have opened the flood-gates of genius upon the world; and the days of our noble forests are numbered; for one tree is sawn into shelves to hold another ground into paper. And already the, through the denudation of the land, the Mississippi grows uncontrollable, taxing even the wisdom of Congress… 

Shall I too print a book? Patriotism forbid!… 

 

7.

I have hit upon a plan whereby I can print my book with the merest infinitesimal damage to the Mississippi and other patriotic streams. It is this. I shall have but one copy printed. This, in a strong box, hermetically sealed, shall be addressed to you. I shall hand it to my eldest son, and he to his; and so it will travel down the stream of time till it reach you; which strikes me as a neat, inexpensive, and effectual way of reaching that goal of all authors, posterity. From father to son, and from grandson to great-grandson. 

Provided, of course, they shall all have the courage (as I intend to have) to get married. If not—or what is to become of the book, should there be twins?—but I leave these details to take care of themselves. One of them might not live, for example. 

On second thoughts, though, it might be as well to have two copies struck off; yes, and while we are at it, a dozen extra ones, for private distribution among my friends… 

 

9.

I have just had a conversation with my publisher, which greatly disturbs me. 

He tells me that all this talk about limiting the edition to a dozen copies is midsummer madness,—where am I to come in? said he, using the language of the period,—and that he intends to print as many copies as he pleases. So everything is upset. And I shall have to recast my entire work, which, you must know, is already, with the exception of the first chapter, finished and ready for the printer, down to the last semi-colon. For, as it stands, my boy, everything I say is addressed to you only; and my book may be compared to a telephone with a private wire three hundred years long. But since my publisher is going to give the general public the right to hook on and hear what I am saying, it is extremely probably that my monologue will be very often interrupted. Whenever, therefore, you find me suddenly ceasing to speak to you personally, and, after a word with my contemporaries, dropping back to our private wire, you may be sure that there has been a “Hello?” and a “What’s that?” and a “Well, good-bye!” somewhere along the cross-line. 

* * *

It is difficult to get very far into Don Miff without suddenly holding the book very gingerly, examining the binding for radioactive scorch marks or other signs of time travel, and then finally exclaiming—“What the hell is this?” 

The rhetorical bobbing and weaving, the presumed futuristic reader, the numbered fragments of narrative, the sardonic keeping of everything—book, reader, and himself—all at arm’s length, the neurotic fussing over the means of the book’s own production, the telephonic interruptions in a narrative that is irritated by the very presence of its readers—all these make Dabney seem like a colleague of Vonnegut and Barth, and not some bearded and top-hatted fogy from the era of Horatio Alger and Louisa May Alcott. But there it is, stamped on its title page: 1886. 

In some ways, Don Miff resembles a standard Victorian romantic melodrama. It is set amongst an enclave of well-to-do Virginia families in antebellum Richmond, and since no one there seems to have to work for a living, all the action can take place in parlors and piazzas. Here we meet the hapless, thoughtful, and pudgy young lawyer John Bouche Whacker—this is our narrator, who is universally known by his nickname, “Jack-Whack”—along with his stuttering and aloof cousin Charley Frobisher, and Charley’s love interest, Alice. And then we have Don Miff himself, a strange and curiously familiar young man who appears in their midst. Romance, ancestral secrets, and mystery is in the magnolia-scented air, and… and… and all that damned nonsense. 

They are set into motion with a throwaway plot that I will not bother you with, because it is literally thrown away by the author himself a couple hundred pages in. To wit: 

A Monograph I promised, and a Monograph this shall be. 

And the theme is not Love. 

Then why did you not say so at first? I hear you ask… Because I should else have found no readers among my contemporaries. The readers… [never] will bite freely at any bait save love. They will nibble at the hook, but a game rush—bait, hook, and all, at a gulp—that is only elicited by a novel. Love is the bait now. Three hundred years ago it was Hate, the Odium Theologicum. Three hundred hence it will be—but I cannot guess what, and you will know, my almond-eyed boy… 

Love is the bait, and Dabney is about to pull a bait and switch. And one can only imagine what readers made of the much stranger thing that he was about to hand them. 

 

SECOND MOVEMENT

Don Miff is a Symphonic Monograph: a novel that draws upon the form of a four-part orchestral score. 

This, at least, is what our narrator Jack-Whack claims he is now attempting to write, twenty-five years after the events recounted in the story—and why we find sheet music bound in with each section of the book. But Whacker himself cannot help but stop the music of narrative every few pages to fret over his composition; at one point he stops the story for an entire chapter to critique his own writing. It hardly helps that “the editor” Virginius Dabney pesters “the author” John Whacker with footnotes critical of the man’s writing. Or that—in a metafictive masterstroke—the characters themselves begin to revolt against the work. 

As Whacker spins out excuses for a previous chapter being a particularly inept bit of writing, we are transported to the present day of 1885, and to the parlor of lead characters Alice and Charley—now married—who promptly heckle Whacker for the lousy job he’s doing. The dialogue he’s putting in their mouths of their younger selves is absurd, they insist, and his digressive and self-conscious narrative self is too literary. 

“As I understand it, Jack-Whack, a novel is composed exclusively for the delectation of—” 

Alice held up her hand. 

“Of the majority,” added Charley. [Interruption, remonstrance, confusion. “Pshaw! Who minds Jack?”] 

“The fact is,” added Charley… “The fact is, all that kind of stuff which you profess to admire, but confess you never read, reminds one of the annotations of the classics for schools. They are not intended to instruct the boys, but are written by one pedant to astound other pedants. By the way, Jack, a capital idea strikes me. It will give our book such a taking and original air. Suppose we go through it from beginning to end, and simply cut out all the skipienda,—every line of it—and leave only what is intended to be read?” 

“And then publish it in the kingdom of Lilliput?” inquired Alice. 

C’mon, they cajole him—enough of this self-conscious footnoted crap, get to the story. We want a plot. Give us our bread and circus. We paid $1.50 hardcover for this, and we demand a satisfactory narrative arc. 

Preemptively voicing a reader’s criticisms is now, as we Jack-Whacks of the present know, the super-duper Hail Mary pass from the back of the postmodern playbook. I have anticipated your every complaint about this book, and I have gotten there first—so shut the hell up. But there’s more. Not to be outdone by such complaints, or even by the fictive acknowledgement of these complaints, the narrator simply throws up his hands for an entire chapter. As it is, Alice has already been pestering Whacker by inserting a bracketed [Fib!] after certain lines of dialogue that he assigned her. So he gives up. The narrator and the two characters sign a jocular contract to the effect that Alice, fond as she is of romances, may write chapter fifty-one in its entirety: 

To this we are all agreed. In testimony whereof we have hereunto, etc., etc., etc. 

CHARLES FROBISHER [Seal.] 

ALICE DITTO [Seal.] 

JOHN BOUCHE WHACKER [Seal.*] 

[Porpoise. Ha! ha! ha!] 

What follows is a chapter of ludicrous, overheated romance penned by Alice. “A present, delicious, dreamy, and wrapped in rose-colored incense-breathing mist. Shutting out all the world save him and her… Love alone is real!” 

You want a love story?—Dabney slyly intimates.—OK, here’s your damned love story. 

*

When Don Miff starts to unravel, it’s as if Virginius Dabney wrote a romance the way that most boys build model airplanes: purely for the pleasure of taking it outside and destroying it with an air rifle. At one point an entire page of lovers’ dialogue disappears off the paper, shot full of asterisked holes: 

“Kind!” exclaimed Charley. “Kind! * * * * * * * * * * * *.” 

“* * * *” said Alice, looking down— “* * * * * *.” 

“* * *” continued Charley,” * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * yes, * * first and only * * * Richmond * * very first moment * * never again * * dreaming and waking * * despair * * torments of the * * * * * abyss!” 

“* * * mere passing fancy? * as ever were caught out of it. * * Richmond * week * * * out of sight, out of *.” 

“* * * ey, fiercely, * * * while life * yonder river flows down to the sea * * * by all that’s * * never * * * so long as the stars * * * * * no, never!” 

This goes on for a number of paragraphs and reappears at apparently random intervals—sometimes when the narrator is tired of writing out clichéd romance dialogue, sometimes when he is unhappy with the inaccuracy of his recounting, and sometimes simply for the hell of it. 

Like most terribly clever literary devices, deliberate fragmentation probably began as a drunken lark. The London wine-merchant and bewigged dandy Caleb Whitefoord is a man now distinguished as being, if possible, even more obscure today than our own Virginius Dabney; but he occupied a unique and quite well-known niche in the literary world of Georgian London. He was Ben Franklin’s next-door neighbor and best friend during that American’s strapping young London years, and the two esteemed each other as great wits. It was Whitefoord’s genius to notice that when you took a broadsheet newspaper of tightly set columns, and started reading across the paper’s columns—rather than reading down to the column’s next line—you could achieve what he described as “coupled persons and things most heterogeneous, things so opposite in the nature and qualities, that no man alive would ever have thought of joining them together.” Whitefoord called this cross-reading, and he was so amused by it that he would publish sheets of his favorite specimens and hand them out to friends in Fleet Street coffeehouses: 

Dr. Salamander will, by her Majesty’s command, undertake a voyage round—
The head-dress of the present month. 

Wanted to take care of an elderly gentlewoman—
An active young man just come from the country. 

Yesterday the new Lord Mayor was sworn in,
and afterwards toss’d and gored several Persons. 

Removed to Marylebone, for the benefit of the air—
The City and Liberties of Westminster. 

Notice is hereby given—
And no notice taken. 

Samuel Johnson was an admirer of Whitefoord’s cross-reading sheets, and Oliver Goldsmith commented that he’d have more enjoyed being the author of cross-readings than of all his own plays combined. Uber-gothicist Horace Walpole admitted that he “laughed till he cried” over Whitefoord’s quirky invention. 

Fragmentation—particularly of material appropriated from popular media—remained an arcane notion in both Whitefoord and Dabney’s eras alike, though the randomized literary cutups of Surrealist poets and Beat writers gave the idea new life in the mid–twentieth century. One of its most ambitious uses remains Tom Phillips’s A Humument, a self-described “treated novel.” In what amounts to a four-decade-long experiment in literary disintegration and re-creation, ever since 1966 Phillips has been taking W. H. Mallock’s 1892 romance novel A Human Document to pieces. Phillips found the original copy in a bookstall for threepence while out on a Sunday stroll, and took to vigorously fragmenting it by painting and drawing over most but not all of the page. What is left are just a few interconnected words to peep through in haunting fragments of newly created verse, like disembodied bits of dialogue through a squalling radio. 

Phillips has published four different editions of A Humument over the decades, and each is rare indeed among book collectors: his earliest version can only be had now for prices running into five figures. But one of his pages improbably turned up as the back cover art of King Crimson’s 1973 album Starless and Bible Black, and the “treated novel” technique was later adopted by Crispin Glover—yes, yes, that is correct—for his 1987 book Rat Catching, which he “treated” from H. C. Barkley’s 1891 opus Studies in the Art of Rat-Catching. The most recent experiment in this form is Jen Bervin’s charming Nets (2004), which rather than obliterating the original text of Shakespeare’s sonnets, submerges them in faint grey ink, with only selected words printed in black. Nets has the strange feel of verbal topography: the original sonnet text is a sort of plain that single, select words soar up from like jagged spires. 

From Whitefoord’s cross-readings through Nets, there’s always an animating force in a reconstructed work, and it’s one not inherited from the original materials. Like Frankenstein’s creation—conjured out of rotting flesh and galvanic batteries, but given extraordinary insight through a fortuitous encounter with a copy of Volney’s Ruins of Empires—it is possible for a re-created work to take on a life and meaning of its own, one much different from the mundane sources from which it was gathered.[1] These works are, if you will, a sort of FrankenLit. 

But what marks out Virginius Dabney as someone so like ourselves is that he is not merely making his own art, or unmaking and remaking someone else’s. He is making and unmaking his own work simultaneously. This is the narrative stance of a true ironist. Dabney holds the South of his youth, and romantic love, very close to his heart, but he chafes against the dishonest genre that had come to convey them. So his narrator does not abandon the romance altogether, or all at once: he slowly picks it apart, in-between stretches of unbroken conventional narrative. 

I never attack the main body. But let a feeble, emaciated, and worn-out little lie, or a blustering, braggart fraud, or a conceited, coxcombed sham, stray… I pounce… And so the reader must not be surprised, as we journey along together, through scene after scene of my story, to find herself suddenly left alone at the most unexpected times and places. I’ll come back, after a while, bringing a scalp; after which we will jog along together, for a chapter or so, again. 

The effect is to undermine the entire genre by revealing his deep ambivalence about its very premise. To save the South and to save Romance, Virginius Dabney had to destroy Southern Romance. 

“It did not seem so while I was writing it,” he wonders afterwards, “but now that my book is finished, it strikes me as one of the oddest works I have ever read.” 

 

THIRD MOVEMENT

All odd books can be blamed on Tristram Shandy. 

Tristram Shandy is the type O-negative of literary criticism. You can always say that Lawrence Sterne did something first, and no one will ever reject the claim. First, because it’s probably true. Second, because they probably haven’t read him. And third, because even if they have, they can’t be entirely sure that Sterne didn’t pull it off while they weren’t looking. So whenever you read a crazy magpie’s nest of a book that is confusing as all hell, just say: “Why, this is like Tristram Shandy.” 

“In his method the author is as whimsical as the author of Tristram Shandy,” the Hartford Courant reported of Don Miff in 1886. “It is a dangerous experiment, but it must be said that the author’s wit and vivacity vindicate his willfulness.” 

“It is as if the story-writer of to-day should equip himself by an alternate reading of Southey’s Doctor and Tristram Shandy,” the Atlantic concurred. 

“Exasperating,” said the Overland Monthly reviewer. “Tedious and confusing. It consists chiefly of digressions.” 

Oh. Well, maybe that guy hadn’t read Tristram Shandy yet. 

Dabney seems so ahead of his time, and seemingly so much of our time, that one might imagine a bewildered Victorian reading public rejecting Don Miff out of hand. But one might think the same of Tristram Shandy, and in both cases one would be wrong. Tristram Shandy was much loved, even if never entirely imitated. And as for Don Miff, it was favorably reviewed and sold quite decently: it went through four printings in its first six months, and at least six printings altogether. But not much else changed. It did not spawn a Dabneyite movement in literature; the author did not quit his day job. After the book came out, Dabney commenced a new semester on Forty-ninth Street as headmaster of the New-York Latin School, and he published one more slim volume in 1889—The Gold That Did Not Glitter, a conventional romance this time, and a book with a defeated air about it. A few years later, he got a patronage job with customs. And then… well, that’s it. 

*

“Word of Mr. Dabney’s death reached the Customs House early in the morning,” the New York Times reported on June 3, 1894. “Business in the various departments was practically suspended while the heads of the divisions met in the Collector’s room and expressed the sense of the loss that had befallen them.” 

Dabney, making his morning commute as a deputy collector at the Customs House downtown, had collapsed unconscious on a bench after climbing the stairs to the El line at Eighteenth and Third. His grown son Noland was by his side, and called for help, but it was too late. Virginius Dabney was due to turn fifty-nine soon, and already lucky to be alive after a previous stroke. But this time, his luck ran out. 

As the news spread, Dabney was carried gently down the stairs that he made his final ascent on. And then, slowly, his body was carted back to his apartment on Seventeenth Street, where his son now set about trying to contact his newly widowed mother who, unaware that anything was amiss, was on a trip to Syracuse. But down at the Customs House, the mourning had already begun. Colleagues stood up and recalled how, even though he had only been working there for nine months before dying, old Virginius was one of the most genial men to ever hold the job: a true Southern gentleman. Some of the may have known that, before then, he’d been an editor at the Commercial Advertiser, and that before that he’d run the New-York Latin School for many years. A few might have even have heard that once, eight or nine years ago, their deputy collector had written… something or other. 

And that is where history closes its book upon our author. There is no biography of Virginius Dabney: no critical studies of his work, no scholarly papers on the man. Search any database and you will find innumerable hits on “Virginius Dabney,” but these are of his namesake grandson—a Richmond Times-Dispatch editor who won a Pulitzer in 1948 for writing against segregation on city transit lines. Of his dear old granddad, there is nothing. 

Why? How could such a forward-looking book have been ignored? 

Think back upon one of Dabney’s immediate predecessors at the Customs House. He, too, had written a curious book years before—and, like Dabney, had soon been largely forgotten, and left to toil in obscurity in the downtown warehouses by the late 1880s. His great book was out of print and would stay that way for decades. When he died, he got an even shorter obituary than Dabney did. Apparently nobody cared as much around the Customs House for Mr. Herman Melville. 

If we wonder why Don Miff is forgotten, we might also ask—why did it take seventy years for Moby-Dick to be recognized as a masterpiece? Until the 1920s, it was out of print in the United States, and appreciated in the United Kingdom primarily as a maritime tale. It was not until the excavation of Melville by Lewis Mumford and his fellow critics, and the rise of Modernism, that—oh, look! A masterpiece! 

Which, of course, it is… now. 

*

To understand this, let us consider furniture. This should be convenient, as I assume you are sitting or laying on a piece of it right now. Yes, furniture. Furniture has a tale to tell us: or, at least, I do, and it happens to be about furniture. The first time I brought the woman who was to be my wife to my parents’ house—oh, the filial moment of terror—she looked around the room we were staying in, appraising the sproingy old loveseat and heavily carved side tables. 

“It’s very 1970s,” she mused. 

This left me perplexed. 

“Honey,” I explained patiently, “there’s… there’s nothing under a hundred years old in this room.” 

“Yes,” she replied with even greater patience, “but this is what people were collecting in the seventies.” 

And so it was: and so it is with literature. Certain authors are, depending on the era one lives in, the furniture that is now being collected. The art that we associate with any given historical period is not an accurate representation of the past; rather, it is what we have chosen to remember as representative of what we would like the past to be. These choices probably say less about the past, and about what our ancestors were reading, than it says about the present and what we would prefer our ancestors to have been reading. 

The past doesn’t change: it can’t change. It is dead. But history—the interpretation of that past—changes constantly, and it is at the convenience of those who wield it in the present. So perhaps for many years we had no need for Moby-Dick to be a masterpiece. But by the 1930s, the whaler’s crew proved a splendid ready-made metaphor of melting-pot America, or of the world itself, and Ahab a handy stand-in for fascist or communist monomania—take your pick. Moreover, Melville’s mixing of narrative forms—what Evert Duyckinck called his “intellectual chowder”—seemed to prefigure the collage-like narratives of John Dos Passos and other Modernists. Still, it is hard to imagine that there was ever a time when Dabney’s old neighbor was not seen as great, when he was as neglected as Dabney himself is now. And yet this is the uncanny pattern of literary canonization: we rediscover literature in our own image. If it seems to have nothing to do with us, they we will probably have nothing to do with it. 

Take, for instance, Emily Dickinson. She had a steady but moderate level of critical appreciation after her poems made their posthumous debut. But her rise to canonical status—to sainthood, along with Whitman and Frost—did not really begin until middle of the last century. What changed in those seventy years? Was it that just about this time a great deal of modern poetry itself began to strikingly resemble hers? Because it certainly seems a curious coincidence otherwise. 

Read Emily Dickinson next to other then-famous poets of her time—Tupper, say, or even Longfellow—and her contemporaries look staggeringly old-fashioned. Dickinson is new, spare, prophetic. It is tempting, reading her mysterious and yet intensely personal lines, to think to yourself: My god, it’s as if she knew the future of poetry. But the truth is precisely the opposite; it is because we know the future that the way we read her work is irrevocably altered. The point is not that Emily Dickinson saw the future, but rather, that the future saw her. She appeals to our own aesthetic, and fits in with our notion of a suitable lineage. Had our economic, aesthetic, and political world turned out differently—if, say, heroic socialist odes were the fashion—then Emily Dickinson would have been just another crazy lady in Amherst. 

One could, in some alternate universe, just as successfully then see Dickinson’s poetry as utterly old-fashioned. It is often religious in nature, after all, and relies on obvious conceits in the manner of Herbert and Donne. Not only does it employ that fuddy-duddy device of end-rhyme, it—oh, for God’s sake—it uses the metrical scheme of Isaac Watts hymns. This is why, rather infamously, you can sing most of Dickinson’s work to the tune of “The Yellow Rose of Texas.” 

Here, I’ll show you: 
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Ah! John Bouche Whacker, now there is your Symphonic Monograph! 

That Dickinson was extraordinarily gifted and innovative is, I think, a foregone point to anyone with eyes to see and ears to hear. But which authors we turn those eyes and ears to—there is the catch. There are many gifted and innovative writers operating within any era, and it is which gifts they possess, and what they innovate, that will determine their ultimate fate as authors. When there is a twist in history, they are found: and when there is a turn, they are lost. 

 

FOURTH MOVEMENT

Blah blah blah—umgh umgh! The TV blithers CNN to nobody in particular, and a pair of mothers with strollers are flinching in unison as a gentleman at a nearby table suddenly breaks into a fit of coughing over his coffee and bagel. People are coming in bleary-eyed for their caffeine and croissants at the café on the corner of Eighteenth and Third; it’s early morning, it’s March in Manhattan, and ahh, the phlegm of spring is in the air. I maneuver my way up to the counter and examine the newly boiled bagels under the glass at one end, and the blintzes at the other end, too tired and hungry to decide—I step back and forth several times, vacillating over what to eat. But I might well be stepping back and forth while asking myself: 

Did he die here? Or over here? 

We’ll never know. The El station is long gone now; so is Dabney’s old brownstone at 313 East Seventeenth. Most of what he’d have recognized on his old morning commute is lost. By the time his twenty-third-century tenth-removed grandson is born, these blocks will probably be just an unfamiliar to ourselves. 

“It is, I dare say, a mere whim on my part,” he interrupts himself in Don Miff, turning to solely address his twenty-third-century readers, “but I now must beg the contemporary reader to obliterate himself for a few pages.” 

And so they did: he did: we did. In fact, soon his readers obliterated themselves for all 492 pages, and for 118 years and counting. The book has never come back into print. But I think it only takes a couple lines from Don Miff to understand why: 

Well, mahster, ef you axes me ’bout dat, I couldn’t ’espond pint’ly, in course; for I ain’t seen Marse Charles a-noratin’ of it and a-splanifyin’ amongst de Richmond f’yar sect… 

Uh-oh. 

*

“In my occasional attempts at representing the negro dialect I shall (as I have already done with Laura’s prattle) hold a middle course between the true and the intelligible,” Dabney explains in one of his footnotes, comparing the talk of slaves to that of an infant. It’s a wince-inducing line: it is one of many wince-inducing lines, both in Don Miff and just about every Southern novel from the second half of the nineteenth-century. “Funny spelling” is the Dutch Elm disease of Victorian writing—it’s damn near everywhere, and it wiped out entire forests of wood pulp. Rare indeed is the book without an Irish washerwoman spaatrrring her Rs, a German Jew yelling Vhat!, or any number of black folk a’post’a’fyin’ they-selves to bits. 

Now, if you phonetically rendered the actual speech of a Southern colonel or a Boston Brahmin, they too could sound like a bunch of cretins. But that never happens: “funny spelling” is reserved for minorities and the poor, and almost invariably the effect is to diminish them—sometimes comically, sometimes not so comically. It can be done subtly, and even to good effect: in Huckleberry Finn, Twain renders both Huck and Jim’s speech by only altering a word or two in each sentence. The rest he leaves alone. That is enough to remind you that Huck is poor and Jim is black, but not so much as to overwhelm who they are and what they are saying. But in legions of novels written by Southern whites, a character cannot be anything other than That Black Person at every single moment of dialogues in which, with each syllable, the author is tapping you on the head with a ball-peen hammer: DO-NOT-FOR-GET! YOU-ARE-LIST-EN-ING-TO-A-NE-GRO-TAL-KING! 

The very name of Dabney’s book is the act of an everyman being mangled by malapropisms: “Don Miff” turns out to be a four-year-old’s pronunciation of the character name “John Smith.” It is a charming touch, but the same cannot be said for the infantilized slaves of the book. And I suppose Don Miff’s patronizing slave dialogues in the Richmond of 1860 would be easy enough to explain if Dabney were simply a racist. But the explanation, as with everything else in his book, is a great deal more complicated. 

*

“Don Miff filled me with delight,” recalled the critic Moncure Conway in 1909, “and I hastened to make his [Dabney’s] acquaintance. He was a very brilliant man, and I feel certain that he would have had a notable literary career but for his premature death.” 

It is one of the only published reminiscences of Dabney, and all the more notable for who it came from. Like Dabney, Moncure Conway was a Virginian who had spent decades living in Manhattan. He was delighted to discover that the author of this brash new novel lived scarcely ten blocks away, and he paid him a visit. The two mused over the land of their childhood, and over the strange paths their lives had taken. Both had opposed slavery, and yet both also opposed the North’s entry into war: Moncure, newly graduated from seminary, because he was a pacifist, and Dabney, newly accepted to the Virginia Bar, because he believed that abolitionism was an excuse for a power grab that flouted state sovereignty. 

Amid the fighting, Conway returned South and risked his life to spirit his family’s slaves away to freedom; his wealthy Virginia parents and neighbors were infuriated by the “theft,” while his Northern friends were annoyed by his opposition to the war. Conway wound up going into exile in London for decades, disgusted with North and South alike. But Dabney’s wartime life was to take a different, even darker path. Still, might it be possible for these two renegades to actually miss some of that old, doomed time? Indeed it was. But, as Conway sighed—“Virginius Dabney and myself both found that the American people could see no picturesqueness in the old South, and were rather irritated by attempts to revive the subject.” 

How could they not, seeing as it was the backdrop of one of the great evils of our country’s existence? And yet—everyday life and love did go on there. Don Miff unfolds in 1860 amidst well-to-do families who grapple with the meanings of love, family, and age… but not of slavery. The characters are blissfully unaware of the horror about to unfold, and indeed of the “peculiar institution” that was supporting their cozy lives. How could they not know, not think about it? Well… people do not know, do not think about such things all the time. They gaily go on their way. 

“There was music in that laughter, doubtless, but it cost us too dear,” Dabney ponders in Don Miff. “I think we Virginians are agreed as to that… as one man, we rejoice that slavery is dead… But ah, what a lotus-dream we were a-dreaming, when out our clear blue sky the bolt of war fell upon us!” 

When the rallying cry of army recruitment comes, it is as Alice is taking a love letter to the post office. The book veers wildly, and in its final chapters everything collapses: the men go off to a war, and Don Miff leaps four years ahead to the desperate closing days of the South’s defeat, descending into scenes of absurd standoffs between wounded men, lives saved only by dumb luck, and the terror of hopelessly outnumbered infantry charges. “One boy, attacked by three or four,” our narrator broods, “may be plucky. It is rather too much to expect him to be gay. I was not gay.” 

Dabney knew of what he wrote. Having grown up in Richmond among just the sort of genteel family he depicts in his book, he had barely set up a law practice when the Civil War began. He was twenty-five years old, able-bodied, and a son of a respectable family: there was not much question of what was to come next. He enlisted. He rose to lieutenant, and commanded the 48th Virginia Regiment at the second battle of Bull Run, where he was wounded. He went on to fight through the rest of the war anyway. 

“How a solitary man of us escaped I shall never be able to understand,” he marvels. 

Don Miff may be the greatest Confederate novel ever written, except that greatness is not a condition allowed of Confederate novels. We do not live in a world made for reading them. Dabney is sorry, but he is not sorry enough: not to our modern tastes, at least. Just as he cannot entirely get rid of the romance novel, Dabney cannot entirely let go of the old South: he mourns it, even as he admits it was wrong and couldn’t last. But perhaps neither can we. Dabney is not being whimsical when he announces that America will eventually stop being run by white men: he is prophesying the same decline and fall of an unjust society. He has seen it happen before, and he has fought on the losing side. 

And so as John Bouche Whacker and Charley—both Confederate veterans—get nicely drunk over mint juleps and argue over just how Don Miff should be concluded, Charley announces that he has been carefully composing an “Essay on Military Glory.” This, he pompously announces, will explain everything about the war. It is, Charley reveals, still in his pocket. But when Alice impetuously snatches the paper away, this is what the “Essay on Military Glory” turns out to be: 

She brandished the Essay high in the air in triumph. “I knew it! I knew it!” cried she. “Listen, Jack!” 

‘Baltimore, August 14, 1885 

Charles Frobisher, Esq.: 

Dear Sir,—The guano will be shipped by tomorrow’s boat, as per valued order. Very truly yours, 

BUMPKINS & WINDUP’ 

“And look here—and look here—nothing but a lot of business letters. He has not written one line! His so-called Essay on Military Glory is a myth!” 

“We got the juleps, at any rate.” 

And this is how Virginius Dabney, a man who had seen slaughter and untold misery in an unworthy cause, drolly prepares us for the sight of the old South destroying itself amid fatal notions of honor and nationalist pride. Military necessity?—yes. Military bravery?—yes. Mint juleps?—most certainly yes. But the glory in the killing of men? 

A load of shit, he says. 

*

It is nighttime when I arrive at the corner of Sixth Avenue and Forty-ninth. I used to live just a couple blocks from here myself, though it’s not a residential area at all: the sidewalks of this part of much of midtown become strangely dead at night, emptied of their workers, and humming only with hotel stragglers and taxis racing down the avenue. But it was once a place where people lived and ate and slept and died: a place of homes, before the present, before the empty airless square of the McGraw-Hill plaza. 

I stop at the spot in the where 108 West Forty-ninth once would have been. The nearest thing now is a Del Frisco’s Steakhouse occupying part of the ground floor of the McGraw-Hill Building. Don’t bother going: you can’t afford it, and neither can I. But once this was the home of the Dabney’s own New-York Latin School, and it was here that Virginius lived, graded papers, and wrote Don Miff. 

Gone, gone, gone. 

Everything that might have rendered Don Miff unreadable to Victorians is what makes it appear so wonderful in our modern hands. And the treatment of the one thing that few readers noticed back then—the slaves—is what renders it unreadable today. I imagine an intelligent and conflicted fellow like Dabney would be horrified to be thought a racist, but that is the way it turned out: he will be defined by a flaw he never anticipated. 

Well: maybe Dabney was right all along about whom he wanted his reader to be. Maybe Don Miff really can only be read by that Asian-American grandson in a twenty-third-century matriarchy. Perhaps by then the Civil War, and all the racial woe that has followed, will seem as distant and queer a conflict to them as the Thirty Years War does to us. He will shrug past the patronizing dialogue and the agonizing over the Confederate cause, chalking it up to some old bit of ignorance that he doesn’t know much about anymore anyway, and he’ll get on to the story—to that Symphonic Monographic that John Bouche Whacker somehow couldn’t quite write. 

And then, perhaps, future reader… you will recall… 

There they were, the patrons of Del Frisco’s, drinking their expensive wines and eating their expensive steaks, and talking their expensive talk, and everything they did and said that evening, and every person in that restaurant, will be lost to you, dear reader of the twenty-third century. As will be the man who watched them. 

Unless, by chance, it proves convenient for you to remember us.
The Hatchet Man

John Smith wrote the greatest biography of his age.  Just be glad he isn't writing yours.
There is a spot in London where you may stand perfectly still and see nine streets all at once. Or, at least, you used to be able to: Shaftesbury Avenue swallowed up a couple of them in 1886. But leading thirteen-year-old John Thomas Smith around London in 1779, his mentor Joseph Nollekens could stop him in precisely this magic spot: 

“‘There, Tom, stand here, and you will see the entrances of nine streets; my mother showed them to me. There, stand just there, and don’t turn your head, only your eyes’; placing me, with both hands upon my shoulders, at about fifteen feet from Grafton-street, nearly in the centre of Moor-street. ‘There, now look to the left, is not there Monmouth-street? Now let your eye run along the way to the first opening, that’s Great White Lion-street; well, now bring your eye back to the opposite street in front of you, that’s Little Earl-street. Throw your eye over the Seven Dials, and you will see Tower-street: well, now, stand still, mind, don’t move, and bring it a little to the right, and you will see West-street; bring it nearer to the right, and there’s Grafton-street; and then, look down at your toes, and you’ll find yourself standing in Moor-street.’” 

The boy had been tagging alongside Nollekens for years already: the celebrated sculptor was his father’s boss, and had inaugurated their lifelong friendship by taking the bewildered Smith, then aged eight, to the public hanging in Oxford Road of the notorious thief “Sixteen-string Jack.” Dressed in his lovely peagreen coat, Sixteen-string was—well, he was strung up—this for robbing a chaplain “of his watch and eighteen-pence in money.” 

If life was cheap in London back then, fashion most assuredly was not. Nollekens made out like a bandit himself by smuggling in forbidden foreign lace, gloves and stockings, stuffing his contraband inside hollow plaster busts. He also gleefully dealt in “botched antiques”—what dealers now refer to as “marriages.” You marry an antique by clapping together two unrelated bits to form a valuable but spurious whole. Nollekens was a master of this art, secretly joining together various cheap fragments of busted Roman antiquities with new replacement pieces “aged” brown with tea; presented to rich suckers as a miraculously whole ancient bust or statue, these paste-up jobs netted him huge profits. 

As his godson, the young Smith gave the childless Nollekens company that he clearly missed. In return, Nollekens showed Smith how to make a killing in the art world. Some Londoners took the direct route and simply stole art outright, true, and there was even a roaring trade in swiping ornate brass door knockers: but if Nollekens was a bit of a crook, he was no thief. He was, in fact, a fine and entirely legitimate sculptor. Samuel Johnson and George III both sat in Nolleken’s Mortimer-street studio to have their busts made; Prime Minister Pitt was a rather less willing customer, since Nollekens took his death mask. 

Smith later recalled watching with wonder as painter Thomas Gainsborough came in to take a bit of direction from the famed sculptor. Gainsborough requested him to look at a model of an ass’s head which he had just made. 

Nollekens.—“You should model more with your thumbs; thumb it about, til you get it into shape.”—“What,” said Gainsborough, “in this manner?” having taken up a bit of clay; and looking at a picture of Abel’s Pomeranian Dog which hung over the chimney-piece—“this way?”—“Yes,” said Nollekens, “you’ll do a great deal more with your thumbs.” 

The visiting painter noticed the boy gaping at them, and handed it to him: “My little fellow… I am sure you long for this model; there, I will give it to you.” Afraid that firing the thumb-pressed memento in a kiln might destroy it, Smith carefully preserved Gainsborough’s little clay dog for the rest of his days. 

(incomplete…)
Let Us Now Gaze, Famous Men
A guide to rare books about the death masks of historic luminaries, and books about what happens to their disinterred corpses

Thomas Paine keeps staring at me from this old book, his nose bent to one side like an aged boxer’s. He’s had a tough life and an even tougher afterlife. I’ve spent the last few years pursuing his bones: they were stolen in 1819, and since then have reappeared everywhere from a New York sewage ditch to a Paris hotel room, with occasional stopovers inside statues and pieces of furniture. As I pursued the skull and bones of Paine, perhaps it was only a matter of time before I crossed paths with this book by Laurence Hutton, the man who once possessed Paine’s face… not to mention Franklin’s, Lincoln’s, and Aaron Burr’s faces too. 

When Hutton is remembered today, it’s as Mark Twain’s editor at Harper & Brothers. But it was his obsessive pursuit of plaster death masks that once caught the public’s attention; Hutton could confidently lay claim to having “the most nearly complete and the largest collection of its kind in the world.” Like many Victorian memento mori, his resulting 1894 opus Portraits in Plaster is an object of unnervingly beautiful craftsmanship: its thick and creamy paper bears scores of photographs of the immortal yet all too-mortal. Here are Keats and Coleridge; there are Swift and Johnson. Twain’s editor had gazed into the face of Whitman and had cradled the molded cheeks of Grant and Sherman, the latter pair vanquished at last by a truly implacable foe. 

The actor David Garrick, looking for all the world like a fifth Baldwin brother, proved to be an unusual life mask acquisition. Though life and death masks alike enjoyed a vogue in the nineteenth century, bolstered in no small part by the popularity of phrenology, Hutton’s distinct preference for death masks was actually rather humane of him. “The procedure of taking a mould of the living face is not pleasant to the subject,” he noted. “In order to prevent the adhesion of the plaster, a strong lather of soap and water, or more frequently a small quantity of oil, is applied to the hair and to the beard…. quills are inserted into the nostrils in order that the victim may breathe during the operation, or else openings are left in the plaster for that purpose.” The subject—be he a pope, poet laureate, or president—was then unceremoniously made to lay his head back in a big pan of wet plaster, whereupon the artist proceeded to smear the glop over him. Then he had an agonizingly motionless wait as the stuff hardened. Death masks are different, though; the only discomfort involved is that of the onlookers. A death mask is the visage of a man whose guard is down—forever. 

“He does not pose; he does not ‘try to look pleasant.’” Hutton explained of his compliant subjects. “In his mask he is seen, as it were, with his mask off!” 

(incomplete…)

A Brief History of Rock Music

Nine Milestones of the Genre

JUNE 11, 1785:
ROCK MUSIC INVENTED

In the Lake District village of Keswick—helpfully described by one contemporary traveler as a “filthy town”—retired sailor Peter Crosthwaite notices that rocks along the River Greta produce a surprisingly musical tone when struck. These rocks are a unique local variety of hornblende slate and gneiss, and Crosthwaite eventually assembles a tuned set of sixteen musical stones. For decades afterwards, Crosthwaite’s Museum in Keswick is home to the first rock instrument. 

 

1837:
FIRST ROCK BAND

Joseph Richardson, a mason in Keswick, also notices as he works that some of the stones he hammers produce pleasantly ringing tones. He spends thirteen years collecting rocks off the local mountain of Skiddaw, laboriously hauling them home and hammering them in the dead of night. Despite supporting eight children, by 1837 he has painstakingly built a “rock harmonicon,” a massive two-tiered stone xylophone covering five and half octaves. Utilizing sixty-five pieces of rock and played with wooden mallets, the Rock Harmonicon requires three players. The world’s first rock band—the Richardson Rock Band—is born. 

 

1842:
FIRST ROCK CONCERT

The Richardson Rock Band explodes onto the London scene with a rough-hewn set of waltzes and quadrilles. MUSIC FROM ROCKS, proclaim ads in the Times, and the Illustrated London News hails the shows, noting that “difficult chromatic ascents and descents are performed with truly extraordinary brilliancy and crispness.” But fame and fortune soon creates rivals: fellow Keswick stonemason William Bowe debuts his own sixty-rock instrument in Edinburgh, while the Harrison Rock Band stages daily rock concerts at the Royal Surrey Zoological Gardens. 

 

1845:
FIRST ROCK STAR DEATH

Spurred by these upstarts, the Richardson Rock Band rocks even harder, advertising themselves as the “Original Rock Band” and announcing a “Monster Stone Concert.” The band triumphantly plays to packed houses at Egyptian Hall in London. But the rock life proves too much in the end, and in 1845 band founder Joseph Richardson is found dead in his home at 134 Edgware Road. His depleted Rock Band soldiers on without him for a couple more years before disappearing. 

 

1892:
FIRST BRITISH INVASION

Rock music languishes until promoter William Till stages its comeback in 1881 at the Royal Polytechnic in London. The art critic John Ruskin writes admiringly to the Till Family Rock Band: “You may have given me, with a new insight into the nature of crystalline rock substance, also a musical pleasure.” After conquering the U.K., the Tills cross the Atlantic and rock American kindergartens and Sunday schools, becoming the first band to bridge the gap between youth culture and highbrow art critics. The Tills settle in New Jersey, establishing Bayonne as the world capital of rock music. 

 

1957:
FIRST CONCEPTUAL ROCK BAND

John Lennon and Pete Shotton form the Quarry Men in Liverpool. The band does not include any actual rocks in their instrumentation. 

 

1972:
FIRST ROCK MOVIE

Rock music makes its big-screen debut in What’s Up, Doc?, starring Barbara Streisand, Ryan O’Neal, and Madeline Kahn. O’Neal plays Dr. Howard Bannister, a musicologist whose bag of resonant igneous rocks gets switched with identical luggage en route to San Francisco. A sample of the dialogue: “It so happens, Mr. Simon, that Howard had discussions with Mr. Bernstein about the possibility of conducting an avalanche in E flat.” 

 

2000:
FIRST ROCK ROAD SHOW

Engineers in the Paris suburb of Villepinte make clever use of road noise between tires and crushed rock asphalt by designing a corrugated “euphonic road” surface that gives a twenty-eight-note melody when driven over. Complaints by neighbors result in the road being resurfaced in 2002. A subsequent visit establishes that one can still faintly hear the melody when the road is driven over. 

 

THE PRESENT:
POSTMODERN ROCK

The Vienna Symphonic Library releases a digital sampler disc recreating the entire range of a five-octave rock harmonicon. Composers are freed from the trouble of having to find their own rocks, bringing about the final culmination of an artistic paradox: rock music that does not, in fact, contain any rock at all. 

The Molecatcher’s Daughter

In 1828 an eccentric London journalist created modern crime reporting by getting inside a murderer’s skin… literally.
The letters arrived in the winter of 1827 at Mr. Foster’s shop on Leadenhall Street, dozens of them written in the careful quill-scratches of women from across London. Outside the wax seals bore the usual array of signets and intricate floral patterns; inside they concealed the usual bouquet of lavender fragrance, of banal sentiment, of coy subterfuge, of naked honesty. 

There were those that immediately cut to the matter at hand: “I propose meeting you tomorrow at twelve o’clock,” summoned one, “I shall be… distinguished by wearing a black gown, with a scarlet shawl, white handkerchief in my hand.” In another, a twenty-two-year-old orphan wasted no time. “You will favor me by calling to-morrow November 30th, between the hours of four and five,” she commanded. “Be punctual…” 

But he was not punctual. 

There were those, as always, who insisted they’d never done this before: “Now, I am not generally disposed to view advertisements of this description in a very favourable light, but…” one started. Some refused to describe themselves at all—“I say nothing of my personal appearance, as I propose ocular demonstration”—while others trustingly revealed themselves to him. “I am considered a pretty little figure,” wrote one. “Hair nut-brown, blue eyes, not generally considered plain, my age nearly twenty-five.” 

But he did not care how they looked. 

Others tried banter. “Although your advertisement reads very fair,” one teased, “there may be some little trick on your side.” Another poked at him that “I beg to answer your advertisement of last Sunday, but really think it nothing but a frolic…” Others, less confident, fumbled through misspellings and plainly bared their own desperation to him. “I think Providence as ordained that you and I shood come together,” an eighteen-year-old wrote hopefully, “for I am not very pleacntury situated myself…” 

Words, words, words. It didn’t matter. They’d wait for him, he wouldn’t show up, and they’d walk home through the streets of London alone and disappointed—How? How could I be so stupid?—seared by having foolishly trusted their hopes to an unknown man. 

The letters made for piteous reading, if only someone would read them. But Mr. Foster didn’t care: it wasn’t his job to care. They weren’t his letters. The missives arriving in his stationer’s shop were for a boarder who lived down the street, a supercilious young man who had advertised for matrimony in the Times under no name at all, save for two initials: A.Z. A day passed, then a week, then months, and soon Foster hardly noticed A.Z.’s pile of unopened letters. He was too busy selling his wares to Londoners, in any case: fine inlaid papers, linen envelopes, leather blotting cases, and weighty pewter inkstands. Some of the paper he sold might well have come right back into his shop, scribbled out into these hopeless missives. And, well—that was just good business, wasn’t it? 

*

I’ve been having bad dreams, Thomas Marten’s wife said. Yes, yes. 

Nightmares. 

Very well. 

I keep seeing her… 
He was used to her complaining, of course. But lately she’d had stranger complaints than usual: grim and fantastical bad dreams. And that was a shame, but he had his own work to be doing. He went out to prepare for a day of his fated vocation in the little village of Polstead—for Thomas was the local molecatcher, no small job in a farming area of Suffolk—and he humored his wife’s premonition that he would find something in the barn across the field from their cottage. He cleared some old hay and debris from a floor in one corner: nothing there. 

Or rather, something was not there: one patch lacked the tamped-down hardness of the rest of the floor. The soil felt a little loose. That seemed odd. Hefting up his mole-spike, he plunged it down into the dirt floor of his barn. It was… it was stuck. He pulled it back up, and a foul smell filled his nose. A dirty lump was impaled on the tip of his mole-spike, but it was not a mole. No, it was—something else. Flesh. 

Thomas began to dig. The smell grew sharp and choking, and soil moist and foul below his digging hands. A form began to emerge: a rotting buried sack, a ridge of bone exposed in the dirt. A flap of rotted flesh. Teeth. A green scarf…. It didn’t make sense. How could it? 

She was supposed to be in London…. 

*

The Sunday inquest was held in Polstead’s local pub, hardly an unusual choice for a small village in those days. This snug old building, where so many men and women of the village had contemplated their hard lives, would now serve for contemplating an even harder death. The inquest jury came in, sobered by what they’d just seen down in the barn—the body, stuffed head first into a sack, was all too easy to identify. The jury waited patiently as Thomas Marten, sitting in the bar and looking utterly stricken, recounted his story to coroner John Wayman. 

“I am the father of Maria Marten,” he began, “who has had three illegitimate children, the last of which was by William Corder. I was not at home when she went away. I frequently saw Corder afterwards, and inquired about my daughter who he said was very well.” 

The father labored under his grief in the dimly lit pub. Yes, the children were all accounted for, if you could call it that: one had miscarried, two had died in infancy, and another lived with a grandfather. So there was nobody watching out for Maria, exactly—nobody who relied upon her. But hadn’t he wondered why he never heard from his wayward girl in ten months, then? 

“I asked him why she did not write,” the father admitted. “He accounted for it by saying that she had a sore hand. Another time he said, ‘She is so busy when I am with her that she has no time to write.’” 

Busy? Oh yes—for Corder had told him that they’d gotten married. 

There were already some newspaper reporters on hand, and their transcriptions in the pub continued undeterred by the father’s grief. Now here was a story: a local girl with a tarnished reputation—an offer of honorable marriage—then the family living unaware for nearly a year with her body underfoot, thinking all along she was living in London, and… The girl hadn’t even made it past the property line. 

Everyone knew who’d done it. Corder used to drink in this very pub. In fact, come to think of it, when the fellow’s brother died last year under the ice of a local pond, that inquest was held in this very room. The suspect had sat here contemplating death before, and if the constable had anything to do with it he’d surely back here again. So the only real question left for reporters to wonder was: when would their colleague Jimmy show up? 

*

James Curtis was part of the first generation of reporters to work what we now think of as the crime beat. Of course, criminal proceedings had always held a fascination for readers: ever since the 1600s there’d been a roaring market in broadsheets that relished the details of a crime and a malefactor’s bloody end, usually with a crude accompanying woodcut showing them dangling from a gallows. By 1774, these were gathered together in the immensely popular Newgate Calendar, which alternately moralized and tantalized with such tales as the Reverend James Hackman, who committed murder in 1779 out of his jealousy for a woman twice his age, and Elizabeth Brownrigg, a mother of sixteen children who slowly tortured a female apprentice to death and cut the girl’s tongue in half with scissors. Not only was Brownrigg executed in 1767, her flesh was cleaned right off her skeleton so that she might be exhibited for edification of the Royal College of Surgeons. 

But one rarely gets a sense of visceral depravity from these writings: they are, in their way, as formulaic and preachy as a church hymn. The actual transcripts of The Proceedings of the Old Bailey are the closest to the reality of day-to-day crime. Take, for instance, this testimony in the January 11, 1753, murder of Matthew Macure: 

Testimony of Matthew Macure, the namesake nephew of deceased. 

Near eleven o’clock that night Mr. Meadows came into the yard very much in liquor as I thought, and said every stick and stone of this place is mine, and that son of a b—h, G—d d—n him, I’ll make him piss vinegar, and clapped himself by me on a bench at my door; by and by came the deceased up the yard; said Meadows, you little animal, you son of a b—h, what do you want here? said the deceased, I’ll let you know I have as much business here as you have, I am going to my brother’s. Meadows said he would send for a boy nine years old that shall kick your a—e. 

Drunken carpenters, a dispute over property, some testifying neighbors sitting around in front of a shoemaker’s shop on Rosemary Lane: somewhere there seems to be an old disagreement over ten shillings involved. I will not even try to explain this particular case, not least because I suspect that every defendant, victim, and witness involved was smashed out of his mind on gin. At the time there was a 1:5 ratio of gin houses to residences in neighborhoods like Holborn, so it’s a fair chance that any dialogue from 1753 includes someone slurring. In any case, the accused was let off as not guilty, largely because the old lush’s death of internal bleeding three months later probably had nothing to do with his courtyard beating by the equally drunk Mr. Meadows. “I believe he vomited the quantity of a gallon,” one neighbor helpfully testified of the doomed Macure; and though Macure’s family denied he drank at all, the coroner’s testimony indicates that embalming fluid for the late Mr. Macure would be, shall we say, superfluous. 

But the fly-by-night pamphleteers and court transcript anthologies found themselves up against a tide of cheap penny newspapers in Britain in the 1820s. What these papers needed was a new class of writers to straddle the simplistic crime narratives of old with the often confusing and undigested testimony of court records. What was needed, in short, was modern crime reporting. Competition became intense, as when the editor of a Saturday newspaper stumbled one Thursday night upon a fresh suicide dangling from a tree; he was so mortified that a Friday paper would scoop him that he cut down the victim and hid him overnight in his own cellar, reasoning that he could then “find” him the following night in time for the Saturday edition. The plan went awry when a servant found the strangled body; the arrested editor only escaped a capital charge of murder when a suicide note was rather fortuitously discovered in the deceased’s coat. 

In London, two morning papers—the Morning Herald and the Morning Chronicle—became particular rivals in court reportage. The Herald can lay claim to one innovation that survives to this day: the “funny criminal” report. Its 1824 compilation volume by reporter John Wight, Mornings at Bow Street, includes such immortal cases as a man discovered “frightening ladies out of their wits” by walking through St. James’s Park “with his breeches on a stick over his shoulder, instead of in their natural and proper place.” When a kindly judge asked him, “Why do you walk without your breeches, my honest friend?” the old man patiently explained: “Because I was hot.” 

But of all the court reporters plying their trade in London those days, none was quite so singular a character as James Curtis. A writer for the Times, Curtis was famed for not having missed an Old Bailey session or an execution in London in decades: he was, in short, quite possibly the most knowledgeable crime reporter that had ever lived. How did he do it? To begin with, the man had the decided advantage of being an insomniac. Curtis typically stayed up far past midnight, only to rise again before 4 a.m.—if he rose much at all, as the fellow was quite fond of sleeping fully dressed in his chair. One year he positively outdid himself by going 100 days straight without once lying flat on a bed. 

Curtis was the original shoe-leather reporter, with an encyclopedic intimacy with the streets of London and its denizens that came from an absolute horror of any form of locomotion save walking; he utterly refused to use a horse or coach. Once up from his armchair in his rumpled clothes, he invariably set out from his apartment to walk upward of eight miles in the predawn hours, starting out near his house at Farringdon Market, and making a peculiarly coiled loop—often retracing his steps several times over—through the vegetable sellers at Covent Garden Market, down through Hungerford Market, and milling with the famously foul-mouthed fishmongers at Billingsgate as they laid out Thames oysters, Scottish salmon, and Norwegian lobsters upon the stroke of their market’s 5 a.m. opening. 

By the time he reached the opening of the Old Bailey, the sun was up and he was ready to write. The other reporters were only just now rubbing the sleep out of their eyes and stumbling in; none could hope to compete with Curtis, and they didn’t really try. Curtis alone recorded every trial, regardless of whether it had any news interest, quite simply because he liked to keep his own record of the court. Such a monumental task would have crippled the hand of any other journalist. But Curtis was known to have a fearsome ability at shorthand—he was so fast, in fact, that he published his own guide, titled Shorthand Made Shorter. 

He was at the court before they arrived, and he would stay after they left. Impervious to any need for sleep, he’d stay up all night with men condemned to die in the morning. Forsaken by the rest of the world in their final hours, they would pour their souls out to him. And then, when taken to the scaffold, his kindly face would be one of the last countenances they would see before the stifling hood, and the final fitting of the rope around their neck. And so it was that nobody wondered at Curtis being the one who invariably got the story. In this strange, rumpled man there was the most perfect combination of talents ever known for crime reporting: they only awaited the perfect criminal to set them into motion. 

*

Tick, tick, tick…. The young London schoolmaster waited for the eggs to boil while his wife and her friend chatted. Just a few minutes and his eggs would be done boiling. His watch read ten o’clock when a servant came to fetch him. There’s a man at the door who wants to see you—he wants to entrust his daughter to your tuition. That was a bother. What about the eggs? But the schoolmaster bustled into the hallway, where a stranger awaited. 

“Sir, walk into the drawing room,” the schoolmaster invited. 

There they settled in: ah, but there was no daughter, and there was no tuition forthcoming. I am here to arrest you, the stranger said—for I am a constable. 

“Very well,” the young man replied blandly. 

It’s about Maria Marten, the officer continued. 

Who? 

“She has been missing a very long time, and strong suspicions are attached to you.” A pause. “I believe you know such a person—a young woman you formerly kept company with in Suffolk?” 

“No, I do not know such a person,” the schoolmaster insisted. “You have made a mistake.” 

“No,” the constable replied, “I have not made a mistake. Your name is Corder, and I am certain you are the person I want.” 

No, no, it was a mistake. 

“Did you not know such a person as Maria Marten?” 

“No. I never did.” 

The constable was unconvinced. He restrained him, searched him, and snatched away a pair of keys. Where?—he asked the stunned wife—what do these keys unlock? She led him upstairs to a pair of writing desks. Inside, he found a brace of pistols, powder, and bullets. She was dizzied by it all. He was just a London schoolmaster—a kind man around children! And it hadn’t even begun for her. The newspapers were about to descend upon the confused new wife. It would prove a cruel irony indeed. 

*

By the time the Polstead inquest resumed to take account of Corder’s arrest, some fifteen competing reporters were crowding and bustling into the little room: nobody had ever seen anything quite like it, and the small-town officials were irked by their big-city visitors. No notes, the Coroner ordered. Put your paper away. The reporters were dumbfounded. No notes? Just who did the learned gentleman think he was? One of the London reporters, another tartly noted, “said that he had been fifteen years in the habit of attending similar inquiries, and this was the first time he was prevented from performing his duty.” The murder, the inquest, the media themselves: the whole affair was metastasizing into something unaccountably strange and new. 

As for Curtis, he’d taken his time to get up to Polstead: as always, he was traveling on foot. He set out on St. Swithin’s Day, July 15 of 1828, to trudge over fifty miles from central London to the quiet little village in Suffolk. Along the way he had plenty of time to reflect on the facts of the case as they were now known. Maria Marten, twenty years old at the time she departed from home: she was said to have been very pretty and fond of fine clothing, which was a dangerous combination for a small-town servant girl. One lover had been a member of the visiting gentry who flattered her with gifts, but proved less interested after she became pregnant. To the squire’s credit, though, he did regularly send her a £5 check to support his offspring. 

Then there was Thomas Corder, the strapping son of a wealthy local farmer. She bore a child by him as well, but this one died in infancy. The father followed soon after, plunging through the ice of a pond whose thickness he’d misjudged. And then there was William. He was Tom’s younger brother, which was awkward enough, and it grew even more awkward in short order: she now became pregnant by her late lover’s brother. This child also quickly perished. 

Three children by three different men, and all illegitimate. By now Maria had a stepmother only a few years older than her, and perhaps the new Mrs. Marten wanted her out of the house. Though Maria’s exasperated family pressed William to propose, he was diffident. But then… curiously enough… something changed. Yes, he decided, they would get married! They could elope. But he insisted they leave in secret, claiming that he’d heard Maria was about to be arrested for loose morals. He helpfully dressed her in a disguise of boy’s clothing—the old clothes of his late brother and her old lover Thomas, in fact. And so, hopeful for a settled life at last, she said her goodbyes to her stepmother and sister and slipped away with her beau. They were last seen heading towards the Red Barn on May 18, 1827; far beyond that lay their final destination of Ipswich. Dressed in the clothes of her dead lover, Maria walked alongside her new fiancé and off into oblivion. 

*

Curtis paused on a busy road by a group of outbuildings near the village, gazing searchingly at them. None were painted red. “The Red Barn,” he muttered to himself, slinging his heavy bag of books and linens, “must be on the other side of the village.” 

A busking fiddler passing by heard him and stopped in his tracks. 

“You be looking for Corder’s barn, be’ant you, measter?” 

The bemused reporter carefully set the busker’s rustic accent to memory so that he might write it down later. Yes, he told the musician—I am looking for it. 

“That’s it over yon,” he indicated, “that’s the place where they say he did for her. I knew them both—but that’s neither here nor there.” 

The musician walked alongside as they made their way, the fellow gazing thoughtfully and a little wistfully at Curtis’s bag. He was headed to the Cherry fair, himself—ah yes, the fair! The one great yearly event in Polstead, of course, and happening this of all weeks. 

“They say,” he sighed, “Polstead Fair will be very large to-day, but I doubt there will be more cats than mice.” 

The reporter looked at him blankly. 

“I mean,” the musician continued, “there will be more fiddlers and fifers than fees.” 

Curtis finally realized why his road companion was so worried about him: the fellow, seeing the reporter’s bag, had taken him for a fellow musician. You could hardly blame him. Who ever heard of a London reporter walking all the way to a Suffolk village, and loitering about on the roads? Instead of taking a coach into Bury St. Edmunds and lingering at the courthouse, Curtis’s instincts led him somewhere altogether different: he went to the Polstead Fair. 

He left his companionable fiddler and wandered around its rustic entertainments, quietly making notes. Yes, of course they knew young Mr. Corder. Who didn’t? Polstead only had about twenty households: virtually the entire population was certain to come to the fair, murder or no murder. People die all the time, after all, but the cherry fair comes but once a year. And so they were pouring in from the surrounding villages, going to the fair and getting outrageously soused. Yes, they knew the deceased—they could take a minute to talk about it. And a lot of people did want to talk about it. 

Two weeks—yes, he’d spend two weeks here. 

Living inside the very place where a crime happened was an unheard of thing for a reporter, but something told him it was the only way to really get the story. And it was going to be a story. By going to the Polstead Fair, Curtis had learned something: the murder of Maria Marten was turning into something much, much bigger than anyone could have imagined. People were crowding in from the outlying villages, and even now—her body still scarcely buried—at the fair there were puppet shows re-enacting Maria’s grisly murder. The trial hadn’t even started yet, and the case was entering the realm of myth. Drinking cider under the hot sun and eating handfuls of the fair’s famed cherries, the swelling audiences milled about to watch Maria die and die again. 

*

Like waves, the crowds came crashing in. That next morning they were everywhere, driven by the breathless news accounts appearing back in their hometown papers. The news out of Polstead was literally changing the media itself: the infamous Red Barn, that place of sex and death, was now termed The Polstead Golgotha, while other headlines screamed the Polstead horror. The story was so big that the Weekly Dispatch earned the dubious typographic honor of inventing the device of all-cap headlines with tantalizing subheads to hype the story. Readers poured into the town uncontrollably on horse and by foot, hundreds of them, thousands of them. Men, women, their children—who were they? Why were they here? Didn’t they have anything better to do? 

“He’s coming! He’s coming!” the cry arose from outside the courthouse in Bury St. Edmunds. 

What?—the magistrates and counsels had scarcely a moment to wonder as they stepped down from their carriages. The crowd surged towards the door, and court officials held on for dear life: two lost their wigs, another his court robes, and one was lifted right off his feet by the tide. Hands grabbed at them and wallets and hats went missing. The crowds were such that press-only tickets had been issued for the courtroom, and constables pushed the crowd back, bickering with the populace—“No preference,” indignant citizens yelled; “a court of justice is free and open to all!” It took an hour just for the bewildered reporters to get inside and proceedings to start. 

The courtroom groaned with bodies and July heat: pails of water and dippers were rushed in to distribute among the sweltering spectators and jurors. But in that stifling room a wonder awaited: the coroner, after his small-town fumbling of reporters at the inquest, was now determined to show the watching world a real trial. The courtroom was packed with family members of the deceased and the accused, with lovers, her neighbors, the murderer’s old coworkers, the arresting constable—all witnesses in a chronology leading to the murder. There was a doctor ready to testify about the corpse’s wounds. And on a table lay beautifully detailed wooden models of the Red Barn and the surrounding cottages, especially created by a local craftsman so that the witnesses could point out where each event had occurred. It was, in short, a modern murder trial, the like of which no one had ever seen before. 

But in the hands of Mr. Aspell, the clerk of assize, was an even more extraordinary piece of work: the indictment. He began to read it aloud to the courtroom, and kept reading it, and it went on and on. For pages. The reporters couldn’t believe their ears—the indictment was exponentially longer and more detailed than anything they’d heard before. It was a whole new kind of indictment. “[It] will,” Curtis marveled to his readers, “no doubt become a standard for future reference.” Just why one was needed became apparent to the incredulous spectators. The accused was charged with shooting Maria Marten… and stabbing her. 

And strangling her. 

And burying her. 

And… 

What the hell was going on outside? 

The reporters looked out the window: desperate women spectators, barred from the courtroom so as not to harm their delicate sensibilities, were throwing up ladders against the sides of neighboring buildings. They were—good Lord—the ladies were climbing onto the rooftops to get a view into the courtroom. The defense attorney, Mr. Broderick, had already seen enough—What kind of trial was this? Did his Lordship know that, among the rabble outside, a preacher had come up from London and preached at the Red Barn to a crowd of ten thousand? “This is not all, my Lord,” Broderick continued, “—for, in the very neighbourhood, and indeed, in all parts of the country, there have been puppet-shows representing this catastrophe…. Is there not a camera obscura near this very hall at this moment, exhibiting him as the murderer?” What fair trial could there be now? 

And yet a trial there would be. The family was brought forward to identify the effects of the deceased. Marten’s lover Peter Matthews was called forward: the father of her first child, he’d been quietly sending £5 remittances for the upkeep of his son Henry, and it had become obvious that last spring Corder had stolen one of these checks. Theft of the mails, theft of a poor mother’s child support, forging checks at the bank; these were the sort of things that got a man sent to Botany Bay. When Matthews figured out what had happened, Corder had been absolutely terrified in his letters to him, beseeching him to “forgive the enormous crime.” Which he did—not knowing that, in Corder’s desperation to rid himself of the single mother who could now throw him in jail if he didn’t marry her, his correspondent might have committed an even more appalling offense. 

The young wife of the grieving Thomas Marten was called. It was Ann Marten who had the bad dreams fearing for Maria’s safety, and Ann who had a weirdly prophetic dream that specifically instructed her husband to dig in the Red Barn. Accounts of the trial marveled at the wondrous sagacity of dreams, how murder will out, and so forth. Even James Curtis had no problem with this explanation. “Some of the public journals have been rather severe in regard to the part this woman took on the day of the awful tragedy,” he admitted—but Curtis himself simply didn’t see the point in her lying. “If she had been directly or indirectly particeps criminis, she would never have urged her husband daily to go to the Red Barn and make search for the absent Maria,” he reasoned. But a cynic might notice that, though they were unrelated and almost the same age, portraits of Maria Marten and Ann Marten show them to be strikingly similar. One might wonder whether a man attracted to the one might have fancied the other—or why it was that she was the sole witness to Maria’s departure, and indeed had helped her get dressed in a disguise of boy’s clothing—or why it was that her dreams started only after Corder’s letters and visits from London had stopped. 

Yes, a cynic might wonder about that—but the prosecutor did not. And so he next called upon Thomas Marten to produce the mundane letters, now heartbreaking in their double meaning, that Maria’s supposed husband had later sent him: “She is now mine,” he assured the father, “and I should wish to study for her comfort, as well as my own.” And she sent her love to her sister, and her little boy Henry—was he well?—and… Curtis watched in disbelief as the crowd outside, jockeying for position at the courtroom windows, pressed so hard that the panes of glass started shattering from the pressure. They had to see him. They had to see the murderer’s face. 

“I am a surgeon, and I live at Boxford,” stated a new witness who identified himself as John Lawton. He’d seen the body right after it was uncovered. In fact, he’d brought something with him today: numerous pieces of clothing so rotted with time and viscera as to be almost utterly formless. Among them were two handkerchiefs. “This I found under the hips,” he rummaged, “and this I took off her neck…. It was drawn extremely tight, so as to form a complete groove around the neck. It was apparently done for the purpose, as if pulled by some person. It was drawn sufficiently tight to have killed anyone—I mean to have produced strangulation…. There was [also] an appearance of an injury having been done to the right eye, and the right side of the face, apparently. It appeared as if something had passed deep into the eye, deep into the orbit, injuring the bone on the right side of the nose.” 

But he was not done yet—far from it. 

“It appeared as if it had been done by something having passed through the left cheek, and then passing out at the right orbit; and there was also a stab in the right eye. It appeared to me as if a ball had passed through the left cheek, removing the last two grinders…. The bone which divides the nostril was completely removed out of its place and broken to pieces, apparently by a ball having passed through…. Upon my subsequent inspection, I [also] found something had penetrated between the fifth and sixth ribs, and there was a stab in the heart which exactly corresponded with the wound in the ribs.” 

Strangled—shot in the face—stabbed in the right eye—stabbed in the heart. Oh, and in the neck. But hadn’t there also been decomposition of the body? Indeed there had been—“While I was observing the shoe, one of the feet came off at the ankle,” the surgeon admitted—but he could demonstrate to the court just exactly what happened to Maria Marten’s face, because…. 

“I have the head here,” he announced, “and produce it.” 

The courtroom gaped in disbelief as Lawton pulled out the decapitated head. 

“This is the jaw,” he apologized for it falling into two pieces, “and there are two teeth gone. I think, but am not positive, that one of the teeth fell out after death—the other one has been out much longer.” 

He rambled on. But in the courtroom, all eyes now locked upon one man. For there, in the docket, his face betraying no emotion as he gazed upon the skull, stood the cause of it all: a slender man, fashionably dressed, his youthful face freckled and his slight squint hidden behind studious glasses. For all his life, he’d been known in Polstead as little Bill Corder. But the women of London knew him by a different name: the marriage-minded Mr. A.Z. 

*

James Curtis would get hold of the Leadenhall Street letters: anyone could, because Corder’s opportunistic stationer had dug through the dead letters in his shop and published them as Advertisement for Wives. It wasn’t even the first time that Corder’s private mail had been shamelessly plundered to make a quick buck: on the night of his arrest he’d written an anguished letter to his mother, which almost immediately appeared in all the papers. That his letters were getting opened was appalling but hardly surprising; it was well-known that postal inspectors and even nosy village postmistresses kept their own supply of duplicate wax stamps in order to open and reseal letters. Everyone could know Corder’s inner thoughts now. But to contemplate the places and the people behind them—all of them, hundreds of them—there was only one person who could do that. 

And so Curtis stared out from his chamber at the Cock Inn in the dead of night. Maria’s house and the Red Barn were within sight of his window. Guards had been posted at the latter, as men had been tearing entire planks off the building as souvenirs; one had even offered to buy the building in order to turn its lumber into commemorative snuffboxes. God, the sheer madness of it all. The reporter’s gaze shifted back and forth: “There, in yon once peaceful abode, Maria’s infant prattle greeted the ears of her doting parents…” and turning his gaze, “There is the fatal building.” He’d been to both, and even personally tested whether anyone in the nearest cottage could hear someone screaming in the barn. They couldn’t. 

What had happened in there that terrible day? 

“Such were my frequent reflections, when the villagers of Polstead were wrapt in midnight slumbers,” Curtis wrote, “and there was nothing to disturb my reverie, or divert my attention, save the beautiful warblings of the feathered songster, the distant hooting of the gloomy night-bird, and the twittering of the swallows who reposed in their clay-built nests close to my window.” 

Turning away from the window hardly lessened the pensive reflection: Curtis had hired out the very inn room that William Corder had been kept in overnight after his arrest. “I had only to withdraw the milk-white curtains of my bed of down, to behold the canopy which lately surmounted the head of that guilty man on the last night he ever saw his natal village. I had heard of his groanings and tossings to and fro, and in imagination I heard them re-echoed, and the chain which fastened his murderous arm to the bedpost seemed to clank in my ear.” He could hear Corder’s voice in his ear because he really had been hearing Corder’s voice. Along with interviewing local families and witnesses, Curtis had befriended the accused himself. Slowly, as Corder sat in his wretched cell and began to trust the reporter, his story began to emerge. 

Corder had always been considered a fairly clever fellow in his village, if not entirely trustworthy: in school he’d been nicknamed Foxey. He came from a family able to send him to a few years of private school, though not college. But there wasn’t much for a clever young man to do in a village like Polstead. There was the family farm, but as he came to adulthood he knew better than anyone that his talents were going to waste there. He got bored—he dabbled in stolen property, and when that didn’t work he went to London to join the Merchant Marine. They didn’t want him because of his squint. But going back home was an unbearable thought. 

He wanted… he wanted to become a writer. 

“He was proverbial for his sobriety,” Curtis noted, but the new friends he’d fallen among were not. A prostitute bearing the suitable name of Hannah Fandango introduced him to her friend Samuel “Beauty” Smith; he’d been a dealer in stolen goods up around Polstead, it so happened, and the two became fast friends. Smith knew how to pimp, how to cardsharp and steal. Fandango also had a connection to a writer friend—an unscrupulous rising star named William Wainewright. Together, the four spent their days in the brothels and pubs of London. 

“He came to me from the Suffolk countryside,” Wainewright would recall, “a stooping youth with Napoleonic gestures and a sense of drama. I think he wanted to dramatise himself. He wanted to write, but he was, shall we say, more a Satyr than a satirist, fonder of words than they were of him.” 

The money ran out: so did the friends. Flung back to his family farm in his hometown, Corder found himself with a pregnant local girl—with no prospects—with no way out. If he tried to leave without her, Maria had something on him. Those fields out Curtis’s window had once filled the accused with despair. “I’ll give you a pound note to cut my throat,” Corder suddenly told a farmhand one day. The fellow had laughed it off, thinking it a rather strange joke. 

The reporter left the window, lay down in the murderer’s bed, and—for once—slept soundly. 

*

Scritch, scritch—the chorus of steel-nib pens moved in counterpoint as the hours passed. Only some of them were held by writers: the others were sketch artists. Their subject fidgeted uncomfortably in the sweltering courtroom on the trial’s second day: he wouldn’t stay still. “He put on his spectacles,” Curtis wrote, “and leaned his back against the pillar behind him, at the same time displaying an oscillating and swinging motion of his body.” 

Outside, the crowd boiled over again: some had been waiting since dawn, jockeying for position to get one of the few public seats. They were duly rewarded for their curiosity: the surgeon Lawton pulled out Maria’s skull again, and this time also produced a sword found in the accused’s house. “The witness walked across [the side of] the table to the Jury with the skull,” Curtis wrote, “and with the sword in one hand explained to them the nature of the sphenoidal sinus, and stated his reason why supposed it to have been inflicted by a sword”—a point he drove home when he slid the blade through the skull, the sword slipping cleanly into the entry wound like a key into a lock, impaling the victim’s head once again in plain view of her family and her accused murderer. 

The demonstration left Corder strangely unperturbed. It was Ann Marten who broke down instead, when next confronted by the task of enumerating and identifying a box of personal effects taken off Maria’s body. “This is the handkerchief Maria had round her neck…. This is a piece of a Leghorn hat…” she testified as the items were drawn from a box, “These are the shoes she had….” She began to faint, Curtis noticed—“either from her feelings, from the effluvia rising from the rags which had been taken from her butchered step-daughter, or the heat of the court.” At the sight of this Thomas Marten began to weep again. 

And with that, it was now Corder’s turn to mount his defense. Curtis watched as the prisoner pulled out from his coat pocket a blue copybook of the sort a schoolboy might use. He fiddled with his spectacles, bowed nervously to the court, and began to read his defense in a wavering voice. He could explain everything, he promised. “Truth is sometimes stranger than fiction,” he stammered—for, he claimed, they were on their way past the barn when they’d had a terrible argument. Then something extraordinary happened: 

I turned from her, and had scarcely proceeded to the outer gate of the barn-yard, when I heard a loud report, like that of a gun or pistol. Alarmed at this noise, I immediately ran back, and to my horror I found the unhappy girl on the ground apparently dead…. I perceived the fatal weapon, which I took up, when, to add to my terror, and the extraordinary singularity of my situation, I discovered it to be one of my own pistols, which I had always kept loaded in my bedroom. The danger of my situation now flashed upon my mind… 

It was all a terrible mistake, you see. She had killed herself and, panicked that he’d be accused, he’d buried her. And the stab wounds? They were by the father—it was the spike of the molecatcher that had smashed those holes into the head and heart of Maria Marten. And he, William Corder, was innocent. “It was known to her family that we were going to the barn,” he proposed. “Does any man who meditates a crime make known the place at which it is to be committed?” His long and apologetic explanation continued on, with Curtis smoothly shorthanding all of it for his readers. As he wrote, he looked up to appraise the jury. He’d sat in on so many capital cases by now that he knew well the expressions that faces took as they faced the greatest decisions of belief. 

They weren’t buying it. 

It only took thirty-five minutes to reach a verdict. After the Crier of the Court demanded silence from the packed courtroom, the judge pulled out a simple piece of fabric that was the dread sight of any guilty man: the black coif cap, a tight and somber black hat that judges wore only when pronouncing a sentence of death. 

“Nothing remains now for me to do,” the judge intoned, “but to pass upon you the awful sentence of the law, and that sentence is this—That you be taken back to the prison from whence you came, and that you be taken from thence, on Monday next, to a place of Execution, and that you there be Hanged by the Neck until you are Dead; and that your body shall afterwards be dissected and anatomised…” 

Corder slumped down in a dead faint. 

“…. and may the Lord God Almighty,” the words hammered upon his prostrate body, “of His infinite goodness, have mercy on your soul.” 

The prisoner was revived, and carried away sobbing to the courtroom’s holding cell. The courtroom emptied slowly as onlookers tried for one last time to get a look at the condemned man in his holding cell. Among the crowd, at least one person was feeling a good deal more embarrassment than morbid fascination. One of the sketch artists for an Ipswich paper had already sent to press a full-length portrait of the infamous Corder: he had, of course, picked out for his artistic attentions the man who was at the center of all the court’s dread action, the one sitting right at the defense team’s table and showing the keenest interest through hour after hour of testimony. Only, he hadn’t drawn murderer William Corder at all. He’d drawn reporter James Curtis. 

*

Back at the jail, there was the sound of clattering sledgehammers smashing through brickwork. Corder’s journey back from the courthouse was so violent—the crowds had actually snapped the running board off the carriage—that at the jail it was quickly decided that a new door should be specially constructed by punching out a section of an exterior wall. This impromptu service exit, instead of the exposed front entrance, would be used to evade the crowds and spirit the prisoner out to the gallows on Monday. Corder himself was made less recognizable; he was a convicted man now, and had to give up his fashionable suit of clothing for prison garb. His clothes were to be set aside for later use, though; he would be allowed to die in them. 

He sat in his cell variously attended by three men—the prison’s governor, a chaplain, and James Curtis. Now that it was all over, the governor wanted the real story. Corder still resented the implication that he’d stabbed Maria. Well then, the governor asked, why did he own that sword? Had he been in the army? 

No, Corder said vaguely. “I procured the sword for another purpose.” 

“What could have induced you to have told Maria Marten that there was a warrant against her for bastardy, when you prevailed on her to change her dress and go with you to the Red Barn?” 

At this question, Corder went glumly silent. He was just waiting to die now, but he also knew what everyone else was really waiting for: a confession. But the thought made Corder miserable. “Such a disclosure would only disgrace my family,” he complained. What good, he asked, would it do his soul to expose all its follies to the world? It was a good question. Why was this anyone’s business save for the accused and the victim’s family? Why did total strangers insist on knowing more and more about what was buried in a rural barn, about their private grief? Why? Everyone knew why Corder was here in this cell. But what was Curtis doing there? 

Well, murder is entertaining. 

For centuries, art has represented violent death to a curiously disproportionate degree, and this creates an inescapable circular logic. Murder is often our entertainment: therefore, murder is entertaining. In any civilized society, it’s also a highly unusual way to die. Yet ordinary death is profoundly unsatisfying. It lacks a story. A murder has a chronology with a beginning, a middle, and an end, and it has clearly defined actors and a motive—and even if it doesn’t, it holds out the tantalizing promise of these things. An ordinary death is hopelessly diffuse in cause and maddeningly fuzzy in its logic. Who, exactly, is responsible for a heart attack? When did it begin? The avoidance of natural death is an indefinite matter of actuarial odds-making. Murder, on the other hand, lends itself to facile interpretation as a series of binary decisions. If only the victim had not done, say, this one thing, they would still be alive. This—and not the bewildering series of blind and unknowable choices that life actually hands us—means that murder allows us to believe that we can make sense of death. It gives the cessation of someone else’s life the comforting predictability and narrative pull of fiction. 

And details: they wanted details too. Had it really been so easy to find a whole new wife? Indeed it had, Corder admitted. In November 1827, six months after disappearing with Maria Marten, Corder was placing London personal ads titled MATRIMONY. One of the scores of respondents had been Mary Moore, a young schoolmistress from Grey’s Inn Terrace; he proposed to her on their second meeting, and then they got married. 

“Was that long after your acquaintance?” he was asked. 

“About a week,” the prisoner said. 

And yet their hasty marriage was by all accounts a happy one, and William had liked running a school with her. And there was more: just before his arrest, she’d become pregnant. It was this unfortunate pregnant wife, stricken with grief, that arrived at the prison the next day. She’d brought a book of religious consolation for him and she wept over his fate. 

“Well, dearest William,” she tried to comport herself, “this trial has terminated in a manner quite different than what we all were sanguine enough to expect.” 

She was putting on a brave face, and the man who should have been an expectant father became only more miserable. 

“I am afraid,” he sighed, “… the sneers of the world will be visited on you when your wretched husband is no more.” 

She didn’t care. She only wanted him to confess and ask for forgiveness, so that they might still meet in heaven. And as his last night on earth approached midnight, he finally asked for a sheet of paper. He and Maria, he explained, had been quarreling as they approached the Red Barn: 

A scuffle ensued, and during the scuffle and at the time I think she had hold of me, I took the pistol from the side-pocket of my velveteen jacket, and fired. She fell, and died in an instant. I never even saw a struggle. I was overwhelmed with agitation and dismay—the body fell near the front doors on the floor of the barn. A vast quantity of blood issued from the wound, and ran on the floor and through the crevices…. it was dark when I finished covering up the body. I went the next day, and washed the blood from off the barn floor. I declare to Almighty God I had no sharp instrument about me… 

Would he not admit to the stab wounds on the body? Corder had already said his piece, and he waved off further questions. “Is it necessary to my salvation,” he snapped, “that I confess to any but God?” His conscience was clear now—or clear enough, at least. But there was one thing that still bothered him: that the judge had also sentenced his executed corpse to medical dissection. His mind kept turning back to this, and the thought of his own dismemberment—unconsecrated and mutilated into fragments—filled him with horror. 

“Oh God!” he cried in his cell. “Nobody will dig my grave!” 

*

It was time to go. He wrote one last letter to his wife—“My life’s loved Companion—I am now going to the scaffold…”—and then the prison’s governor led him to make his final goodbye to the other inmates. Corder shook hands with every prisoner, and was especially distraught when he spotted a fellow prisoner named Nunn, whom he recognized from their childhood days. 

“Nunn,” he grasped his hand and shook it with awful fervor. “May God Almighty bless you!” 

The prisoner and his keepers walked outside and into a sea of humanity. Even Curtis, for all his years of reporting executions, was dazed by the sight that awaited them. The grounds outside the prison formed a natural amphitheater—a surprisingly beautiful sloping meadow—and it had been filling up since dawn, fed by streams of spectators from around the countryside. Laborers in the fields and their bosses alike had quit work for the day to come and watch. “Every foot of ground was occupied in the spacious pasture,” Curtis reported. “We should say that the field alone contained from eight to nine thousand persons, exclusive of those who possessed more elevated situations.” 

The scaffold was waiting for William Corder. In fact, Curtis discovered, it had already been waiting: the authorities had been so sure of a conviction that they’d put in a requisition order for it to be built before the trial had even started. The carpenters had delivered their final verdict a full day before the jury did. 

There was some agonizing fussing over the contraption as the minutes to Corder’s death ticked away. It was suggested to the executioner that he had cut the rope too long, and with great visible annoyance—apparent even through the black hood that he wore—the hangman grudgingly adjusted it. The rope was fitted around the condemned’s neck, and he spoke his last words: “I am guilty—my sentence is just—I deserve my fate—and may God have mercy upon me!” The trapdoor was released and he fell earthwards with a jerk: the hangman grabbed his waist and pulled him down harder to the finish the job quickly, and after raising his hands upwards a few times—in supplication or in agony—Corder gave a final convulsion and expired. 

As the body was cut down, lengths of the rope that hung him were quickly pieced out and sold for a guinea an inch. Within an hour Corder’s still-warm body was delivered to Mr. Creed, the county surgeon; he made a longitudinal incision through the abdomen and peeled back the skin to reveal the muscles of Corder’s chest. This body—stripped of clothes and skin down the waist—was then left upon a table for public display. The crowds were so great that constables were stationed to keep the line moving, and thousands of onlookers filed through the room to stare at the mutilated body. 

Curtis watched the procession thoughtfully. He’d been to every such execution in and around London for decades—to more, perhaps, than any man alive in Britain—and there seemed to be something odd about this one. The crowd at both the execution and the viewing somehow felt different, and the reason soon became apparent—indeed, he noticed the difference among the very earliest arrivals, the onlookers pressed up directly under the gallows platform. 

“There were,” the reporter mused, “a great number of females present.” 

*

Why did this murder of a lover in an obscure village so transfix the country, and women in particular? Perhaps the case’s peculiar circumstances evoked the deepest fears of modern life. First, there was the notion that one could disappear and nobody would even know. Maria was not a recluse: this was someone with family, a child, and a fiancé. She was murdered and buried on her own property, and yet nobody there ever noticed—like a ghost, she was present and yet invisible to her own family. True, one farmhand had detected a stench in the barn that summer; but, he explained in court, he’d just assumed it was a dead rat. 

The other key to the case’s fascination is Corder’s living wife, the much suffering Mary Moore. Despite Corder’s fears, there was actually great public sympathy for Moore and her newborn child, and after her husband’s execution the Suffolk Chronicle even headed a successful fundraising drive for the unfortunate widow. In the published responses to Corder’s matrimony ad and in Mary’s fate, many women could see their own profound anxieties realized. That the ad replies survived at all was due entirely to the notoriety of Corder’s trial; otherwise they surely would have eventually been burned as unclaimed trash. But they are a unique record—a startlingly intimate peek into Regency-era life, with rootless young people leaving villages for industrialized cities and left to their own devices to form relationships. In this new urban world, where all one knew of anyone’s past was what they told you, a predator could appear as a loving and gentle suitor—you could even marry a murderer and bear his child without realizing it. What happened to Mary Moore was the culmination of the most paranoid fears of young women of her era. 

Polstead quickly became a site of morbid pilgrimage: in 1828 alone, a staggering quarter of a million visitors came to this little village of twenty dwellings. Naturally, hucksters rushed in to meet the demand. You could buy “criminal crockery” made with clay dug up in Polstead, purchase lithographs of the infamous Red Barn, view the wicked William and the doomed Maria at a waxworks, or watch the murder re-enacted onstage. Indeed, the Red Barn stage play not only became one of the most popular melodramas of the nineteenth century, it even evolved into three silent films in 1902, 1908, and 1913, and a sound film in 1935. For many years Maria’s one surviving son was known for inflicting magistrates upon these stagings of his mother’s murder—not to shut them down, but to demand a cut of the royalties. 

But one of the very first to capitalize on the case was the colorful London hack “Jemmy” Catnach. Along with their confessions, Catnatch’s penny execution broadsheets always magically unearthed some doggerel written by condemned men just before they died—whether or not, in fact, the dead man had written anything at all. Sure enough, Catnatch gleefully followed a transcription of Corder’s confession with eight stanzas of crashingly awful doggerel “by W. Corder”—“Come all you thoughtless young men, a warning take by me / And think upon my unhappy fate to be hanged upon a tree…” Catnatch sold an incredible 1,166,000 copies of this farrago in the aftermath of the “author’s” execution. Not to be outdone, his fellow hack William Maginn immediately turned his squandered talents to a potboiling novel titled The Red Barn, thus quickly earning himself some much-needed drinking money. 

James Curtis returned to London bearing the greatest prize of all: he alone had befriended the doomed Corder and interviewed virtually everyone involved in the case, along with hundreds of residents of Polstead and the surrounding villages. Catnatch’s broadsheet sales were not lost upon Curtis; he couldn’t let his Times columns just sit there. What Curtis undertook next—stitching together his newspaper reports into a bestselling book—is such a commonplace practice today that we easily forget that somebody had to be the first to do it. In anyone else’s hands, An Authentic and Faithful History of the Mysterious Murder of Maria Marten would have been merely another disjointed trial transcript: but Curtis had gotten inside the story and lived there. Blessed with unique talents and faced with an unprecedented criminal case, Curtis single-handedly invented the modern true-crime book. And there he stopped: aside from Shorthand Made Shorter, he never did write another book. But he was well aware that he’d created something special. “Nothing pleased him more,” his colleague James Grant recalled, “than to be called the biographer of Corder.” 

*

But what of the molecatcher’s daughter? As tourists poured into Polstead, it became a habit among them to hike up the hill to ancient St. Mary’s Church, and chip little flakes off doomed Maria’s gravestone as souvenirs. By the end of the century, her headstone was a tiny nub of rock barely jutting above the dirt: then it disappeared altogether. The trial and its fame have returned her to where she began: lost and in an unmarked grave. The famed Red Barn fared even worse, having burned down mysteriously in 1841. But go to Polstead today, and you’ll find William’s house and Maria’s cottage are still very much in evidence, and indeed still inhabited. And locals still contemplate life now as then at the Cock Inn. 

Corder himself, in fact, may also still be seen… sort of. After the public viewing of his mangled corpse, Corder was stripped nude and the executioner demanded the dead man’s trousers as his traditional “undoubted right.” Shipped over to the county hospital, Corder’s chest cavity was dissected and a plaster cast taken of his head. Doctors deemed him to have been a physically healthy man, though a phrenologist viewing the head cast propounded that he had enlarged organs of Combativeness and Secretiveness. Like so many criminal skeletons, Corder’s bones would be cleansed of their flesh and wired together for display in a medical college. But the autopsy’s supervising surgeon, George Creed, decided he had another splendid idea for Corder’s remains. He sliced away lengths of Corder’s discarded skin, cleaned the human hide and tanned it, and then… 

He bound a copy of Curtis’s book in the murderer’s own skin. 

The practice was not an entirely unknown one. Anthropodermic bindings have been spotted on a few early anatomy texts; the London antiquarian dealer Maggs Brothers even listed one such book in its 1932 catalogue, Bernard Albinus’s 1736 study Dissertatio de Arteriis, at a fairly affordable £105. But there have always been a few bookbinders who relish the ironic pleasure of matching their materials to a book’s contents. One collection, recently sold for a heady $25,000, consists of classic texts of animal anatomy bound appropriately—Wild African Animals I Have Known bound in zebra, With a Camera in Tigerland bound in untrimmed tiger fur, or Shark! Shark! Shark! bound in… well, shark. Humans are also represented, of course. Cutaneous Diseases of the Skin sports an anthropodermic binding, though fortunately a copy of All Quiet on the Western Front does not: that one was bound in “full Germany grey rough cloth fatigue of WWI German Feldwebel, with brass buttons on spine.” 

But there has never been any question of which anthropodermic book is the rarest and most profoundly strange of all. While you can find its progeny massed upon our bookstore shelves, that single and rather innocent-looking volume still survives in a small museum in Bury St. Edmunds. It tells its story without even being opened. In an obscure Suffolk village, James Curtis achieved the physical embodiment of what every crime writer has merely aspired to ever since: he got inside a murderer’s skin.

A Book For The Millions

Almanacs are at once cosmically true in their times and tides and yet comically false in their weather predictions and home-brew cures. Jasper Goodykoontz, then, might have been their living embodiment: a man of book learning, of agriculture, of practical knowledge and fanciful ornament. Born in 1855, he was a studious presence in Indiana’s Tipton County, and returned from college to his family’s fifty-three-acre farm having already built up a five-hundred-volume library. He taught school during the winters, and the rest of the year he farmed and worked in carpentry. 

And he drew. 

Created entirely by Jasper, Goodykoontz’s Perpetual Calendar and General Reference Manual is a completely pen-and-ink-drawn and hand-lettered production—hundreds of staggeringly labor-intensive pages in handsome volumes from the 1890s through World War I, each page crammed with tiny text and illustrations of everything from Lumber Measurements and Celestial Charts to Supreme Court Decisions and Etiquette. 

They rank among the least collected oddities in antiquarian literature; I recently bought a 1906 edition for a paltry six dollars. The only collector I’ve encountered is University of Texas computer programmer Bob Hamilton. He acquired several volumes in college in the 1950s, and has since amassed twenty-three copies at home and dozens more in storage. It proved to be a life-changing experience: he once tried finding a Goodykoontz checked out of the New York Public Library, and he recalls that “in those days the library would help you correspond with people who had checked out books you were interested in.” 

His mysterious fellow reader also had a daughter, it turned out, and thus Bob Hamilton met his future wife—an event even Goodykoontz’s almanac couldn’t have predicted. 

(incomplete…)

The Beautiful Possibility
Back in the 70s, readers of Popular Science magazine were regularly treated to a parade of electrical gadgets, outlandish vehicles, and the latest discoveries in materials science, all promising to change our lives in the near, if slightly indefinite, future. One typical article carried this description of a contraption erected in France:

The traveler who visits the library of Tours sees in the courtyard in front a strange-looking apparatus. Imagine an immense truncated cone, a mammoth lampshade, with its concavity directed skyward... On the small base of the truncated cone rests a copper cylinder, blackened on the outside, its vertical axis being identical with that of the cone.

Thanks to solar boilers like this one, readers were assured, “future generations, after the coal-mines have been exhausted, will have recourse to the sun for heat and energy. ... The sun will be the fuel of the future.”

It is not strange that such an article was written in the 70s, when speculations on alternative power and the limited supply of fossil fuels filledPopular Science. But this issue is an unusual one; there are no references to the building of the Space Shuttle or to the Carter Administration, and no ads for Heathkits or for Tarryton smokers who’d rather fight than switch. In fact, there are no color graphics or photos at all. The issue is dated September 1876.1

“It has been a favorite pastime,” said Harper’s Weekly in 1903, “for the dreary gentlemen who juggle with statistics solemnly to calculate the date on which we shall all freeze to death from exhaustion of the coal supply.” The question was an old one; as early as 1829, a parade of geological experts were called to the House of Commons to give their estimates of when England’s coal fields would be mined out. Their guesses varied wildly, from as long as 1,700 years to as few as 200. But few could have predicted how coal usage would skyrocket, as industrial growth and the wiring of millions of new single-family homes for electricity made people giddy with the desire for more power. 

By the turn of the century, it seemed that everything could and should be electrified. In 1909, the inventor George Knap designed and built an “Electrical Household” in the heart of Paris, featuring an elevator that delivered plates and tureens up to the diners, and a revolving platform to deliver dishes to everyone at the table, all controlled by push-buttons at the host’s chair. The kitchen had an electric range, electric dishwasher, an electric churn, an electric meat chopper, even an electric milk dispenser. Bedrooms were equipped with personal freight elevators, so that the morning paper might be sent up wordlessly to inhabitants. Knap’s house, explainedScientific American, even had “‘electric spies’ distributed in all rooms behind the wall paper,” for the benefit of the master of the household. A few years later Knap announced plans for an electric hotel in Paris, where a labyrinthine system of periscopes, dictographs, personal elevators, and revolving tables would insure that patrons would never have to lift a finger for anything2

In the meantime Nikolai Tesla, who pioneered the AC power now used in every household, also considered plans for electrifying the dirt beneath our feet so that appliances wouldn’t need to be plugged in anymore. He helpfully suggested electrifying the floors of schoolrooms to keep students more alert. Later on, he proposed electrifying the planet’s upper atmosphere so that it would fluoresce like gas in a tube; it would be the end of night, a permanent office lighting for a future laboring beneath a buzzing celestial drop-ceiling. 

But his favorite invention was rather more humble: the radiometer. It looks a little like a black windmill inside a glass bulb, and it spins when the sunlight falls upon it. It was, Tesla said, “the most beautiful invention” ever made.

Perhaps Tesla felt a powerful symbol in the laboratory toy, for it was solar energy, via coal and oil, that was powering this electrical frenzy. Direct solar power, though, has a long lineage. Archimedes used mirrors to set fire to Roman ships invading Syracuse in 212 B.C., though for the better part of two millennia this story was given little thought or credibility. But in 1747 George-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, arranged 168 individual mirrors to create a parabolic “burning mirror” and proceeded to set a pile of tarred planks afire from 195 feet away. Others had quietly experimented before Buffon, including Leonardo DaVinci, whose secret construction of a giant concave mirror and solar boiler was left unfinished at his death in 1519.

It was not until the late 19th century that a concerted effort was made to harness the sun’s power. The man behind the Tours library boiler, Augustin Mouchot, was a mathematics professor at the Lycée de Tours. When he began experimenting with solar energy in 1860, it was not with a parabolic mirror but with a little box. “Hot boxes”—imagine a miniature heat-trapping greenhouse ceiling built over walls and floors made of insulating black cork—had been pioneered by Horace de Saussure a century earlier. Astronomer John Hershel was inspired in the 1830s to hold little family cookouts with just such a box. “A very respectable stew of meat was prepared,” he reported, “and eaten with no small relish by entertained bystanders.”

Mouchot’s concerns went deeper than the stewpot. “Eventually industry will no longer find in Europe the resources to satisfy its prodigious expansion,” he warned. “Coal will undoubtedly be used up. What will industry do then?” The key was to develop enough solar energy to power a steam engine. Mouchot’s first crude hot box design, though useful for cooking, was not an economical way to create large quantities of heat for a boiler. You could, however, get intense heat from a parabolic reflector. 
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Augustin Mouchot

One of Mouchot’s countrymen was thinking of burning mirrors on a grand scale indeed. Charles Cros spent the same decade pondering how mirrors might be used to communicate with Martians. His solution, outlined in his 1869 book Moyens de Communications avec les Planètes, was bizarrely ingenious: Build a gigantic movable mirror with an extremely shallow parabolic curvature, for the more shallow the angle, the further away your focal point is. Make your focal point the surface of Mars, and the intense heat of the ray would fuse the Martian desert sand into glass. By moving the earth mirror you could, as it were, carve a greeting into a neighboring planet—a geometric shape, perhaps, as mathematics was the universal language. How else Martians might interpret a heat ray incinerating their land did not seem to occur to Cros.

Mouchot’s chances of success initially seemed little better than Cros’s. Mirrors could generate intense heat, but most of this energy was then lost. The trick was to generate the heat and conserve it: the mirror was very good at the former, and the hot box at the latter. And so in 1861 Mouchot received a patent for the Marmite Solaire, a burning mirror that focused on a heat-trapping glass jar. It could melt tin, lead, and zinc in a matter of minutes. With slight modification, solar distillers could make brandy in it and, the morning after, use it to brew themselves a much-needed pot of coffee.

Mouchot demonstrated his first solar engine in Paris in August 1866 to Emperor Napoleon III, and the inventor was funded for a more ambitious phase of building. Over the next few years, Mouchot built larger and larger machines, and poured himself into writing the first book ever devoted to solar energy: Le Chaleur Solaire et les Applications Industrielles (1869). Its publication coincided with the unveiling of his greatest engine yet. He built a sprawling mirror beneath a seven-foot copper boiler, a setup that generated a respectable 45 psi of steam. The monster engine was proudly displayed in Paris until the Prussian army seized the city in 1871, whereupon it disappeared.

Mouchot could not afford to rebuild his engine or continue his experiments for several years. When his chance finally came in the form of 1,500 francs from his local government, he quickly assembled the engine installed at the Tours library. In one test, its pressure rocketed so high that the boiler threatened to burst. The uses for this much power were quickly apparent to readers of Revue des Deux Mondes:

The aeronaut can with its aid propel his air-ship. Hot air motors and ammonia engines will be benefited by use of the solar receiver; but it is especially in tropical countries that it is destined to find immediate employment, in driving the various kinds of machinery used in sugar and cotton plantations, in crystallizing saline and saccharine solutions, in pumping water for irrigation, in manufacturing ice, etc.

The government was certainly impressed, for it employed Mouchot to build solar-powered projects in its possessions in Algeria, including some desalination plants that were still in use many years later. 

Upon his return to France, Mouchot and his assistant, Abel Pifre, astonished audiences at the 1878 Paris Exhibition. Mouchot’s exhibition engine was weighty, with a mirror over 13 feet in diameter and a 21-gallon boiler. One sunny day out on the Trocadéro, Mouchot generated seven atmospheres of pressure in his boiler, set up an ice-maker, and produced a solar block of ice. Bystanders puzzled over the paradox of a running a furnace to create ice, and it so tickled the judges’ fancy that Mouchot was awarded a Gold Medal.

But the greatest stroke of showmanship was by his protégé, Pifre. Mouchot had published a farewell edition of Le Chaleur Solaire in 1879, giving up solar research to return to teaching. Pifre immediately built several more motors and then, erecting one in the Tuileries, hooked it up to a printing press, creating sheet after sheet of Le Journal du Soleil, a newspaper that he had created especially for the event. The press rattled off 500 copies an hour, which Parisian strollers read, marveled at, and then, in all likelihood, discarded.
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Abel Pifre and his solar powered printing press. Image from Scientific American, May 1882

“A mere toy,” was John Ericsson’s judgment of the French engine—though the advisability of giving children a 2,000-degree furnace to play with is open to question. His criticism of Mouchot was rude, but Ericsson was a man supremely confident in his own talents: “Archimedes, having completed his calculations of the force of a lever, said that he could move the Earth,” he wrote. “I affirm that the concentration of the heat radiated by the sun would produce a force capable of stopping the earth in its course.”

It was not an idle boast. After Edison and Tesla, Ericsson was probably the greatest American engineer of his era. Born in Sweden in 1803, he already had thirty patents to his credit by the time he immigrated to America in 1839. He’d created furnaces, desalination machines, and a new type of replacement for the steam engine, the “hot-air engine.” He’d also invented the screw propeller for ships. Ericsson first came to prominence in America, though, with a revolutionary “caloric engine” that recovered the heat lost during operation. This engine, installed in the prosaically named paddlewheel boat Caloric Ship Ericsson, would only need an occasional small flame to keep it running after the initial firing-up. There was just one problem: his heat-traps didn’t actually work. The Laws of Thermodynamics—which essentially forbade his near-perpetual motion machine—were not well understood yet. Unfortunately for Ericsson, ignorance of The Laws is never an excuse, and the engine wouldn’t work, no matter how hard he pleaded with it.

All the same, by the 1850s Ericsson was perhaps the best-known engineer in the country. His reputation was made permanent when he designed and built the Monitor, the famous ironclad warship that, in a single instant in 1862, had rendered every navy in the world obsolete. Once the Civil War was over, Ericsson thought of what he might do for generations yet unknown. “A couple of thousand years dropped in the ocean of time will completely exhaust the coal fields of Europe,” he mused. The nautically inclined engineer spent much time pondering how to harness tidal power, but this proved a dead end. Solar power seemed a better bet; while it might not be appreciated now, in some future era it surely would be society’s savior. “The field awaiting the application of the solar engine is almost beyond computation, while the source of its power is boundless,” he said. “Who can foresee what influence an inexhaustible power will exercise on civilization?”

Ericsson decided to devote the rest of his life to it. Perhaps it was also in Ericsson’s nature to pursue that fondest pipe dream of every engineer: something for nothing. Unlimited and efficient solar power was not so different in its allure than his ill-fated caloric engine. He bought a house at 36 Beach Street in Manhattan, built a solar observatory on the roof and a wooden engine platform in the garden, and set about in earnest to create his first solar engine.

For all his mechanical genius, Ericsson could be curiously stubborn about some technologies. He refused to ride elevated trains or to believe that telephones actually worked, and he hated both modern plumbing and the newly invented typewriter; when a typewritten letter arrived, he would insist that it be copied into script before he’d read it. He refused throughout his old age to use reclining chairs: They were built, he insisted, upon false mechanical principles. And when rats plagued the Beach Street house, he spent days with most of his machine shop staff contriving a massive rat-trap until it filled half his basement. It was essentially a trap door over an elaborate chute and water tank, but the rats wouldn’t take the cheese.

Most of the time the engineer could be found in his office, working on his next bigger and better engine, as his friend William Church recalled:

He sat at his work upon an ordinary horse-hair stool raised to a convenient height by the addition of a rough wooden box, unpainted, and polished only by use. This box, or a dictionary, served him for a pillow when he turned aside from his work to stretch himself out at full length for a nap on the table opposite his desk. Until the bright idea of lengthening it occurred to him one day, he slept most uncomfortably with his legs dangling over the edge of the table.4

Ericsson spent the 1870s developing sun-motors, and adopted silvered glass for his mirrors, as it was cheaper, easier to replace, and easier to clean. This, along with his superior fabrication skills, meant that his engines had a far higher output and smaller size than Mouchot’s. The engineer sensed victory; as one engine neared completion, his final judgment of it to a friend was simple and confident: “It marks an era in the world’s mechanical history.”

There was one intractable problem: The sun sets. In the 18th century, the inventor Horace De Saussure had bravely attempted to generate heat from moonlight, but failed. Now, a century later, Ericsson was equally confounded by the problem of generating solar power at night. Batteries were hardly advanced enough yet, so the most promising route was raising water in a tower during the day, and releasing its potential energy at night by dropping it through a dynamo. Unfortunately, none of these approaches resulted in a truly satisfactory and economically competitive product.5

As ruthless a critic as he could be on competitors like Mouchot, Ericsson had even less patience for his own mistakes, and by 1880 the engineer’s designs had undergone radical alterations. He dispensed with steam altogether as a means of running an engine, instead focusing on the Hot Air Engine, which could be operated at lower temperatures and with greater safety and ease than steam. To his chagrin, he could never get it to run as efficiently on solar power as he would have liked. Delameter & Company sold over 50,000 of his hot-air engines in the 1880s—”Any Servant Girl Can Operate It!” boasted their ads—but they were almost all fueled by wood, coal, or gas.

Undaunted, Ericsson built more sun-motors throughout the 1880s, growing more confident of the eventual utility of his invention. “You will probably be surprised when I say that the sun-motor is nearer perfection than the steam-engine,” he wrote one friend, “but until coal mines are exhausted its value will not be fully acknowledged.” He calculated that solar power cost about ten times as much as coal, so that until coal began to run out, solar power would not be economically feasible. But this, to him, was not a sign of failure—there was no question that fossil fuels would indeed run out someday.

The great engineer maintained an unshakeable belief in the future of solar power to his last breath; he had set up a large engine in his backyard and was still perfecting it when he collapsed in early 1889. Though his doctor made him rest, Ericsson could not sleep at night: he complained that he could not stop thinking about his work yet to be done. As the journal Sciencemarveled after his death a few weeks later:

As he saw the end approaching, he expressed regret only because he could not live to give this completed [solar] invention to the world in its completed form. It occupied his thoughts up to his last hour. While he could hardly speak above a whisper, he drew his chief engineer’s face close to his own, gave him final instructions for continuing the work on the machine, and exacted a promise that the work should go on.

In spite of his dying wishes, he did not make it easy for his colleagues to follow in his footsteps. When the Stockholm Museum asked him the year before his death for his records, they received this tart reply:

Accept my thanks, but permit me to inform you that I take no interest in museums which preserve relics of barbarism and ignorance of past times .... I have already destroyed upward of one thousand drawings, and numerous models, to prevent posterity from supposing that my knowledge was as imperfect as said relics would indicate. Nothing will be left at last but the corpse of

JOHN ERICSSON.

New York, June 19, 1888

We will never know how close he was to perfecting solar power. He was buried on 11 March 1889, with only empty torn-out bindings left on the shelf where he had kept his laboratory journals.

Solar engines based around intense burning mirrors may have always been doomed. Hindering every inventor were the mirrors themselves—they were expensive, heavy, dulled when exposed to the elements for long, and were vulnerable to wind damage. The logical response to this from an engineer might be: Why not get rid of the mirrors? Thus Charles Tellier, who had already invented modern refrigeration, looked very closely at creating low-temperature solar motors that would run off of blackened surfaces to heat up water or, better yet, lower boiling-point liquids like ammonia or sulfur dioxide.

The problem with low-temperature passive surfaces is that generating a significant amount of energy requires a lot of space for the expanses of collectors. This wasn’t practical in individual city dwellings. But the end of the century saw a switch to the alternating current pioneered by Nikolai Tesla. AC can be transmitted over long distances—the generators don’t have to be on valuable urban space. Put solar engines on cheap desert land, where the sun shines longer and hotter anyway, and you can sprawl out all you want. St. Louis inventors H. E. Willsie and John Boyle, Jr., grasped this, and beginning in 1904 their Willsie Sun Power Company built solar power plants in St. Louis and in the deserts of California and Arizona. Their Needles plant generated a respectable 11 kilowatts, showing that power could be generated by desert plants, and distributed on a scale more cheaply than Ericsson had ever imagined.

The question now was: Who was going to do it first?

Tacony is a town that is little heard of today, save for the car dealership ads that run in the Philadelphia Inquirer. Yet it held a dream once—one of such unimaginably grand proportions that it has hardly been equaled since. Frank Shuman was a local inventor in Tacony at the turn of the century, and he found himself drawn into tinkering with solar power. By 1907 his experiments filled his backyard, where he erected a 1,200-sq-ft collection area to power a water pump; during the summer, neighbors watched the three- horsepower contraption pumping thousands of barrels of water a day. But the engine was not perfect; for one thing, it initially cooled off so much overnight, and took so long before it begrudged any work the next day, that a reporter wondered aloud “if it belonged to the Sun union.”

Shuman eventually figured out how to prevent the heat loss, and like most other solar engineers, he generated power at night by using an insulated water tower. Within a couple of years of these backyard experiments he was issuing stock for The Sun Power Company and landing financing from a group of English investors. Along with this financing came two engineering partners, A. S. E. Ackerman, and Professor C. V. Boys. Shuman and his crew packed their bags in 1912 and set off for the ultimate destination of every solar engineer, one that had lain dormant for forty years since the last visit of Mouchot: the Sahara Desert.

Shuman’s vision brought him to Meadi, a farming town about 15 miles from Cairo, where he bought some land and hired cheap local labor to build the largest solar power plant the world had ever seen. When it was finished and opened in July 1913, it had over 13,000 square feet of collectors powering a 55-horsepower irrigation system. The Meadi plant ran 24 hours a day, just as it was designed to do, and it was built to last of simple but strong materials like concrete and steel.

One visitor to Meadi was Lord Horatio Kitchener, the Consul General of Egypt. Watching the powerful pumps operating by the ghostly burning power of the Egyptian sun, Kitchener couldn’t help but think that this might indeed be the future of power. He offered Shuman an entire 30,000-acre plantation in the Sudan to build his next irrigation system. Not to be outdone by its greatest rival, Germany called a special session of the Reichstag to host Shuman, an unprecedented event there for an inventor. They, too, now wanted solar plants in their African possessions, and dangled $200,000 before The Sun Power Company to build one for them.

Shuman was jubilant. Solar power, he boasted, was now inevitable: “There is not a single ‘should give’ or ‘guess’ about it. Sun power is now a fact, and is no longer in the ‘beautiful possibility’ stage. It can compete profitably with coal in the true tropics now.” So, he reasoned, why not spread the plants across all of Saharan Africa and generate electricity with them? With AC power being sent over longer and longer distances now, there was no reason that the Sahara could not power all of Europe. Shuman’s idea unfolded to readers in the 24 February 1914 issue of Scientific American:

For the purpose of my article I have taken as a basis the figure of two hundred seventy million horse-power continuously throughout the year being equal to all the coal and oil mined during the year 1909 throughout the world. ... Taking the actual work of our plant as a basis, it would only be necessary to cover 20,250 square miles of ground [i.e. a square of 143 miles] in the Sahara Desert with our sun heat absorber unit ... to give perpetually the two hundred and seventy million horse-power per year. ... Surely from this showing, the human race can see that solar power can take care of them for all time to come.

Now, the next question your reader will ask is, “How much will it cost to do all this?” Of course the figure will be staggering, being equal to ninety-eight and one-half billion dollars ... [But] we will then have a plant that is worth to us as least as much as all the coal and oil fields in the whole world; because it can perpetually give as much heat and power as all of the coal fields and oil fields of the world put together, if mined at the 1909 rate. And these are certainly worth very much more than ninety-eight odd billion dollars.

This vast investment would not be made for or by the individual, but for and by the entire human race.

Perpetual power, clean and guaranteed, and financed, Shuman suggested, by spreading out the cost over a long period of time with bond issues. All it needed was the will to build it. Like most solar engineers, Shuman was alert to the political and environmental havoc that fossil fuels might wreak upon the world. “One thing I feel sure of,” Shuman insisted, “and that is that the human race must utilize direct sun power or revert to barbarism.”6

But as the events of 1914 were to prove, humanity was to revert to barbarism much sooner than even Shuman imagined. 

Neither Shuman nor his power plant survived to see the end of The Great War; in the shattered aftermath, spending $98 billion on anything became simply unthinkable. It is hard to realize today that before the war, the struggle for energy primacy had not yet quite been won. For a time, there were more horseless carriages running on steam and electricity than on gasoline; predicting which power source would triumph was a dicey proposition. But war has a selective effect on technology. Gas and oil engines—cheap and powerful, always important factors in a war—improved very rapidly. By the war’s end, fossil fuel technology and Anglo-American petroleum holdings had begun to establish a dominance that would determine international politics and effectively choke off alternate fuels. Solar power has remained the preserve of idealists, a backwater to a sea of oil, gas, and coal, doomed to be discovered and forgotten and then rediscovered over and over again. It is a little galling to think that nearly a century ago, when Shuman’s gleaming panels faced the same sky that darkens over us today, they looked so much like the future.

They still do. 

Further Reading:

The best starting points are Mouchot’s Le Chaleur Solaire et Ses Applications Industrielles (1869, 1879), Charles Henry Pope’s Solar Heat: Its Practical Applications (1903), and Ken Butti and John Perlin’s A Golden Thread: 2500 Years of Solar Architecture and Technology (1980). 

1 See Popular Science Monthly (September 1876, April 1877); the former is a translation of a 1 May 1876 article in Revue des Deux Mondes.

2 See Scientific American for 4 December 1909 and 1 November 1913.

3 This newspaper has been variously identified as Soleil Journal, Le Journal Soleil, and Le Journal du Soleil. Neither the Library of Congress, the British Library, nor the Bibliothèque Nationale de France lists any of these titles, though the latter does have numerous other works by Mouchot and Pifre. Also see the 13 May 13 issue of Scientific American, and volumes 59, 81, 86, and 91 of Comptes Rendus.

4 Nature (3 January 1884, 2 August 1888, 28 March 1889), and William Conant Church’s The Life of John Ericsson (1890).

5 De Saussure’s moonlight idea is described in Every Saturday, 18 Sept 1869.

6 Also see Scientific American for 21 January 1911, 1 November 1913, and the Engineering News for 13 May 1909. 

The Floating Island

In late 1942, Lord Louis Mountbatten — the British military's Chief of Combined Operations — paid a visit to Winston Churchill at his official country home, Chequers. Mountbatten had with him a small parcel of great importance. A member of Churchill's staff apologized that the Prime Minister was at that moment in his bath.

"Good," said Mountbatten as he bounded up the stairs. "That's exactly where I want him to be." Mountbatten entered the steaming bathroom to find Churchill in the tub. It was generally not a wise thing to interrupt Sir Winston in his bathtub.

"I have," Mountbatten explained, "a block of a new material that I would like to put in your bath."

Mountbatten opened his parcel and dropped its contents between the Prime Minister's bare legs in the water. It was a chunk of ice.

Rather than bellow at his Chief of Combined Operations, Churchill stared at the ice intently — and so, standing by the bathtub, did Mountbatten himself. Minutes passed, and still they looked into the steaming depths of bath water before them. The ice was not melting.1

Ice is strange stuff: brittle when struck suddenly, yet malleable when pressured over a period of time. With low but steady pressure, this plastic deformation can continue indefinitely. Above all, ice is unpredictable. Molded into a beam, it will fracture at loads anywhere from 5 kg/sq cm to 35 kg/sq cm. Because it fails at unpredictable loads, it is not ideal as a building material. But what was bobbing about in Churchill's bathtub was no ordinary ice: it was pykrete.

Pykrete is a super-ice, strengthened tremendously by mixing in wood pulp as it freezes. By freezing a slurry of 14 percent wood pulp, the mechanical strength of ice rockets up to a fairly consistent 70 kg/sq cm. A 7.69 mm rifle bullet, when fired into pure ice, will penetrate to a depth of about 36 cm. Fired into pykrete, it will penetrate less than half as far — about the same distance as a bullet fired into brickwork. Yet you can mold pykrete into blocks from the simplest materials and then plane it, just like wood. And it has tremendous crush resistance: a one-inch column of the stuff will support an automobile. Moreover, it takes much longer to melt than pure ice. But as strong and eco-friendly as it is, pykrete remains forgotten today save among glaciologists, who express bafflement over why no one has made use of it. "I don't really know why it has languished in obscurity," admits Professor Erland Schulson, director of the Ice Research Laboratory at Dartmouth College.2

Pykrete is the namesake of Geoffrey Pyke, who the Times of London once declared "one of the most original if unrecognized figures of the present century." His career began in 1914 when, as a teenager at Cambridge University, he landed a foreign correspondent job by using a false passport to sneak into wartime Germany. After getting tossed into a concentration camp, he fled the country in a daring daytime escape. In the 1920s, he virtually created progressive elementary education in Great Britain, all for the sake of his own son's education. Pyke financed his own school by brilliantly riding futures markets and controlling a quarter of the world's supply of tin, a ploy which brought him to financial ruin in 1929. He lived on as an eccentric hermit, publishing prescient warnings of Nazism and proposing one of the first media watchdogs. After the war, his freelance genius helped propel the creation of the National Health Service.3

During the war, he appeared at the office of the Chief of Combined Operations with a simple recommendation for his hiring. "You need me on your staff," the shabbily dressed man explained to Lord Mountbatten, "because I'm a man who thinks." What Pyke was thinking about just then was building ships out of ice.

Pyke envisioned ships as vast and solid as icebergs. You could make the sides of your boat tens of feet thick, hundreds if you felt like it, and bullets or torpedoes would bounce away or knock off pathetically ineffectual chunks. And when a torpedo did knock a chunk away — so? You were floating in a sea of raw repair material. Given how long it took pykrete to melt, and the minimal onboard refrigeration equipment needed to stay frozen and afloat, it would be months or years before the boats exhausted their usefulness. In battle, the ice ships could put their onboard refrigeration systems to good use by spraying super-cooled water at enemy ships, icing their hatches shut, clogging their guns, and freezing hapless sailors to death.

Pykrete freighters could carry eight entire Liberty class freighters as cargo, but Pyke's dream was not to use them as cargo ships but as aircraft carriers. One of the great disadvantages of aircraft carriers had always been that their short landing surfaces and cramped storage favored small planes with foldable wings and light armor. The most desirable fighters, like Spitfires, were not an easy fit for carriers, and bombers were altogether out of the question. Pyke's logical conclusion was to build a behemoth: the H.M.SHabbakuk, he called it. Constructed from 40-foot blocks of ice, his Habbakukwould be 2,000 feet long, 300 feet wide, with walls 40 feet thick. Its interior would easily accommodate 200 Spitfires. The largest ship then afloat was the H.M.S Queen Mary, which weighed in at 86,000 tons. The Habbakuk would weigh 2 million tons.4

For a man who had had ice thrown into his bath, Winston Churchill was surprisingly receptive to the idea. After reading the formal War Cabinet report on the Habbakuk project, Churchill shot back a memo stamped "Most Secret" the next day, on 7 December 1942. "I attach the greatest importance to the prompt examination of these ideas," he wrote. "The advantages of a floating island or islands, even if only used as refueling depots for aircraft, are so dazzling that they do not need at the moment to be discussed."

Mountbatten had already ordered Pyke and his colleague Martin Perutz to produce pykrete in large quantities to test and perfect it. Utmost secrecy was required, so Pyke set up shop in a refrigerated meat locker in a Smithfield Market butcher's basement; his "shop assistants" were disguised British commandos. Their work was carried on behind a protective screen of massive frozen animal carcasses. When Mountbatten came to visit the operation, it was so hush-hush that Lord Louis had to disguise himself as, of all things, a civilian.

It looked like an ordinary boathouse, tucked in on the shore of Patricia Lake, just outside Jasper, Alberta. But it was not a house at all — it was the boat, with a tin roof stuck on top to make the bizarre craft look like a boathouse.

The prototype Habbakuk was 60 feet long and 30 feet wide, weighing in at 1,000 tons, and was kept frozen by a one-horsepower motor. The boat would not move very quickly, and the enemy would hardly fail to see it coming, but this hardly mattered. "Surprise," Pyke theorized in his first Habbakuk memo, "can be obtained from permanence as well as suddenness." The immense hull was just as strong as Pyke had predicted, but Mountbatten eschewed the scientist's reports for a more direct testing method: hauling out a shotgun and trying to blow a hole into their precious prototype's side. He failed.

Meanwhile, the butcher's backroom had produced enough samples for Mountbatten and Churchill to take their pykrete show on the road. Mountbatten unveiled the invention at a tense secret meeting of the Allied chiefs of staff at Quebec's Chateau Frontenac Hotel in August 1943. With the heads of nearly every Allied branch in attendance, the outside of the conference room was filled with high-level staff waiting to give their reports. British Air Marshall Sir William Welch was among them when they heard two pistol shots ring out from inside the conference room.

"My god," Welch yelled, "the Americans are shooting the British!" Guards rushing into the conference room found Lord Mountbatten holding a pistol amidst a scene of shattered ice and mayhem. And yet some of the officers were laughing. There was a very reasonable explanation for it all. Mountbatten had set out two blocks of material and then pulled out a gun to give the assembled chiefs a little demonstration. The first shot had been at a block of pure ice, which shattered. Nobody was much surprised by this. But the second shot proved very surprising indeed. This time, Mountbatten shot a piece of pykrete, and the bullet ricocheted right off the block and zipped across the trouser leg of Fleet Admiral Ernest King. It was quickly decided that Mountbatten had made his point.5

Churchill and Roosevelt soon came to an agreement that the world's biggest ship should be built. But one man was conspicuously missing from these meetings: Pyke. The ship's inventor was stunned to discover that to appease the Americans' who were not too keen on pottering eccentrics — he had been cut loose from his own project. It hadn't helped that Pyke had sent a cable marked "Hush Most Secret" back to Mountbatten. It read, in its entirety: "CHIEF OF NAVAL CONSTRUCTION IS AN OLD WOMAN. SIGNED PYKE."6

In the end, the Habbakuk was never built anyway. Land-based aircraft were attaining longer ranges, U-boats were being hunted down faster than they could be built, and the US was gaining numerous island footholds in the Pacific — all contributing to a reduced need for a vast, floating airfield. And deep within the newly built Pentagon was the knowledge that Americaalready had a secret weapon in development to be used against Japan — an end to the war that would be brought about not by ice but by fire.

The prototype ice-ship, abandoned in Patricia Lake, did not melt until the end of the next summer.

1 — This Chequers account is included in the only biography of inventor Geoffrey Pyke: David Lampe's wonderful 1959 book Pyke, the Unknown Genius (London: Evans Brothers, 1959).

2 — Martin Perutz, "Description of the Iceberg Aircraft Carrier and the Bearing of the Mechanical Properties of Frozen Wood Pulp Upon Some Problems of Glacier Flow," in Journal of Glaciology, March 1948, pp. 95-104. There's an entertaining modern experiment involving shooting pykrete at http://www.geocities.com/Broadway/1928/pykrete.htm. The Schulson quote is from my 7 March 2001 email interview with him.

3 — See Pyke obituaries "The Fearless Innovator," The Times (London), 26 Feb 1948, p. 6; and "Everybody's" Conscience," Time, 8 March 1948, pp. 31-33.

4 — Due to an Admiralty clerk's error, it was "Habbakuk" rather than the correct biblical name "Habakkuk." Pyke's memos are available through the Public Record Office (www.pro.go.uk); they are Admiralty files ADM 1/15672 and ADM 1/15677. Also see the London Illustrated News, 2 March 1946, pp. 234-237.

5 — "War on Ice?," Newsweek, 11 March 1946, p. 51.

6 — Martin Perutz, "Enemy Alien," The New Yorker, 12 August 1985, pp. 35-54. Perutz notes that design flaws might have made the Habbakukimpossible anyway.

Mismatch of the Day

There was the usual flurry of press coverage last summer when a 37-year old theater producer strode into a London gallery and smashed the head off a statue of Margaret Thatcher. "Should Lady Thatcher's head be replaced?" theGuardian asked its readers—a question they surely would have responded "yes" to even before the attack. But lost amid all the excitement was the real symbolism of the attack: not who was attacked, but how. The assailant, you see, had used a cricket bat. It was as if the very embodiment of Britishness had knocked Maggie's block off.

Drawings of cricket games in Britain date back to the 13th century, though it took some time for the sport to overcome its unsavory association with gambling and ruffians. But by 1748 cricket was declared legal—it was "a very manly game" the Court of the King's Bench insisted. From then on, it was firmly entrenched, even after the fatal beaning in 1751 of the Prince of Wales by an errant ball.1

But not all traumatic player injuries occurred on the field. Some actually preceded the game. "Yesterday a curious match was played at Montpelier Gardens," noted the Times on 10 August 1796, "between 11 of the Greenwich [sailor] pensioners, wanting an arm each, against the same number of their fellow-sufferers with each a wooden leg."

A one-armed team versus a one-legged team. It has the perverse genius of a plan hatched very late at night in a pub, which indeed it probably was. The first modern cricket teams were fielded in the 18th century by London pubs—for a thick wooden plank, a crowd of men with nothing to do, and large quantities of beer will always magically combine to form a entertainingly injurious spectacle. But even the promoters of this latest match could not have guessed at how wildly successful it would be.

Thousands of London spectators showed up at nine o'clock that August 9th to cheer on the two teams of grizzled seadogs—one brandishing hooked arms, the other wielding peg legs. The game was a hotly contested one; the crowd was "highly entertained with the exertions of the old veterans of the ocean, who never acted upon their most inveterate enemy with more energy." The crowd roared and swelled; soon an unruly mob of five thousand was pressing at the fence, wanting in. Most eager to gain entry were a multitude of pickpockets, who thereupon descended upon the spectators in pairs, each holding the end of a long rope. They ran through the crowd, sweeping the Londoners' feet from under them, and sending men and powdered wigs flying about like ninepins; in the confusion, the thieves dived into the writhing piles and relieved spectators of their watches and wallets. Fights broke out, the gates gave way, and the riotous crowd poured over the grounds.

Constables swarmed in and knocked miscreants about, and even caught one or two thieves as well; a full three hours passed before enough order was restored for the game to start again. The game, having stretched through an entire summer day, finally had to be called off on account of darkness. The one-armed team were many runs behind now anyway—because, as one observer dryly noted, they were "less handy" with the ball.2

Indeed, in the long history of one-armed vs. one-legged games that followed—they were held repeatedly over the next century, often to raise money for wounded sailors—the one-armed team almost always gets the worst of it. The one-leggers seem to have gotten a bit cocky about this after a while, for in an 1863 Manchester match they fielded a bowler missing both legs. Imaginatively nicknamed "No-Legs" by his teammates, he too managed to win.3

There are no cricket matches today at the Special Olympics, or even at the nothing-special Olympics. Perhaps this is out of deference to the attention span of, well, everyone really. Even so, a few professional disabled batters here and there—and at least one Italian umpire—have kept the one-armed cricket tradition alive. But the Greenwich pensioner teams of old have been left uncommemorated by any blue plaque or heroic column. I suggest that Margaret Thatcher's statue should be left just as it is, headless, and moved to the former Montpelier cricket pitch—where, minus its least-used appendage, it can now serve as a fitting monument.

1 — See "Cricket" in volume VI of the 9th edition of Encyclopedia Britannica(1892).

2 — See Notes and Queries, 2 March 1878, p. 165.

3 — See Cricket's Strangest Matches, by Andrew Ward (1994). Ward also describes smoker v. nonsmoker and author v. actor matches. In the latter, a team fielding Arthur Conan Doyle, P. G. Wodehouse, and A. A. Milne was soundly defeated by the thespians. 

The Prince of Humbugs 

In 1851, the art of photography was barely a decade old, and American daguerreotypists reading The Photographic Art-Journal could still expect some kind of innovation every month. But the January 1851 issue had a shocker: "We learn with pleasure that Mr L. Hill has succeeded in impressing the image upon the daguerreotype plate in all the beauty and brilliance of the natural colors."

Natural colours in photographs had been ardently hoped for ever since the invention of the daguerreotype in 1839. In their absence, customers demanded hand-tinting, a practice that made photographers cringe. A few inventors managed unnatural blotches of colour on exposures - a red here, a blue there - but they bore little relation to the colour of the original. Natural colours were unattainable until Hill began to produce Hillotypes-like this one of an old colour engraving.

THE Reverend Levi Hill's remarkable career had an unusual start. Born in New York in 1816, he had pledged himself to the ministry after falling through the ice on the Hudson River and miraculously re-emerging through an air hole. But years of sermonising in draughty churches wrecked his health with chronic bronchitis, from which he found relief only after inadvertently breathing in a lungful of bromine fumes in a daguerreotyping lab.

Hill went on to write one of the first books on daguerreotyping, and had been secretly working on colour photography for two years when an indiscreet friend blurted out word of his success to the editor ofThe Photographic-Art Journal. Hill remained a nervous and sickly man, unready for fame, but he confirmed the rumour to the Journal: "The discovery will completely supersede daguerreotyping... Among my forty-five specimens, I have the following: A VIEW, containing a red house, green grass and foliage, the wood- color of the trees, several different shades of red and brindle, colored garments on a clothes line, blue sky, and the faint blue of the atmosphere."

Eight thousand letters flooded into Hill's cottage in the mountains at Westkill, New York state, offering tens of thousands of dollars if only he would part with the secret of heliochromy, as he called it. But with a child and a tubercular wife to support, Hill insisted that "not a scrap or item shall ever be communicated until I am made perfectly sure of suitable compensation". A lucky few viewed the heliochromes, now universally known as "Hillotypes". They marvelled at an enamelled finish that deepened with buffing, distinguishing Hillotypes from easily damaged daguerreotypes.

The editor of the Daguerreian Journal was so impressed that he appointed Hill as his co-editor, gushing to readers: "The HILLOTYPE surpasses in magnificence any discovery appertaining to our art... Could Raphael have looked upon a Hillotype just before completing his Transfiguration, the pallet and brush would have fallen from his hand, and the picture would have remained unfinished."

Not everyone was thrilled. Daguerreotypists with a clunky monochrome process now faced the prospect of obsolescence overnight. Why pay for an old-fashioned daguerreotype when Hillotypes were about to become available? The Photographic Art-Journal tried to flatter Hill into revealing his secret. When that failed it lashed out with intimations that the Hillotype was a "swindle" or "simply a scheme for selling a large number of Mr Hill's books".

Inventors and photographers rose to Hill's defence. His supporters included telegraph innovator Samuel Morse, who knew Daguerre himself, and had been one of the first Americans to see a daguerreotype. "I have no doubt whatsoever of the reality of his discovery," he admonished The Photographic Art-Journal. "There are good reasons why he should at present withhold both his process and his results from the public."

Hill was trying to make Hillotyping simpler and more reliable before marketing it. But as 1851 dragged on without further announcements, the calls for Hill to reveal all grew louder. "[He is] injuring the daguerreotype business," snapped The Photographic Art-Journal. "He is under moral obligation to the community of Daguerreians to place before them a successful termination of his experiments." Hill found himself no longer working at the Daguerreian Journal, whose editor now sniffed at the "scummy" quality of Hill's photos.

Affairs came to a head in October 1851 when a self-appointed three-man committee from the New York Daguerreian Association travelled to Westkill to confront Hill. He received them politely but refused to show them his work. One member, D. D. T. Davie, became so enraged that he threatened Hill with violence. The ailing Hill, in fear of his life from marauding daguerreotypists, bought a revolver, borrowed a guard dog, and set up a village watch on his house. Meanwhile, the committee issued a report denouncing Hillotypes as "an unmitigated delusion".

Hill needed help: he demonstrated his invention to the US Senate's patent committee to show its importance, and they came away convinced. Yet he still refused to release or patent it. "This invention is my own in every sense," he stubbornly asserted in an open letter to the New York Daily Times. Abuse poured in, and even Samuel Morse was denounced as Hill's "stooge". Morse was unrepentant: "Who has the right to demand him to reveal it to the public now? Who, indeed, has a right to demand it at any time?"

Hill and his wife were now so ill that scarcely anything could be demanded of them. Mrs Hill eventually died in 1855. Her husband, barely recovered from his loss, finally published A Treatise on Heliochromy the following year. The slim volume sold for a steep $25 a copy and was panned by the photography journals. One dismissed Hill's technique as "Barnumism"; another labelled him "The Prince of Humbugs". But daguerreotypists were keen to read it. Unfortunately there were no copies to be found. Why?

D. D. T. Davie had struck again. Tipped off that Hill's book contained a preface denouncing their 1851 confrontation, Davie waited until A Treatisewas rolling off the presses and then slapped a writ for libel on the beleaguered Hill. The books were seized and pulped into rags. Davie, crowing in a letter to Hill's former magazine, felt he'd done the world a great favour: "The extent of his hypocrisy and treachery with intent to defraud, is without a parallel in the world... I believe a halter for his neck will be the unanimous vote." Davie didn't get his wish: Hill lived for another decade, his Hillotypes discounted as a colourful fraud.

But were they? The first hints that Hill had achieved what he claimed emerged in 1972, when historian William Becker reissued a surviving copy of Hill's treatise, piquing interest in the whole episode. A wooden box containing 62 faded photographic plates was rediscovered at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington DC, where they had languished since Hill's son-in-law had donated them in 1933. Were they merely painted daguerreotypes, as some detractors had claimed? Hill did colour in daguerreotypes for customers, so some of his surviving work probably is hand-tinted. And like daguerreotypes, the Hillotype was a positive photographic image on a silver-coated copper plate. But otherwise, Hill claimed, it was an entirely different process - and indeed the plates in the Smithsonian do not resemble normal daguerreotypes.

Mike Crawford of London's Lighthouse Darkroom has studied them first hand. "They definitely appear to contain the colour within the emulsion or surface of the plate and not, as first suspected, as a painted addition," he says. The real proof lies in Hill's recipe, a lethal concoction of everything from honey and cinnamon oil to sulphuric acid and cyanide, with a key step involving the formation of green needle-like crystals composed in part of hydrochloric and hydrofluoric acids.

Hill treated his plates with mercury nitrate, gold sodium thiosulfate, and chlorine, then developed the exposures over heated mercury in a complicated process that might easily have killed would-be Hillotypists before they completed it. But Joseph Boudreau, head of photography at the Paier College of Art in Connecticut, persevered with Hill's reprinted treatise in hand. In 1986 he announced his finding: Hill's method works.

"I must admit to feeling somewhat foolish when I followed Hill's advice of pre-coating the plate with honey," Boudreau said. Nor was he thrilled to be working with "compounds used, alone or in combination, as toxic chemical warfare agents during World War I". But he emerged with a colour photograph. The colours are unimpressive by modern standards: "scummy" turns out to be a rather accurate description. But Hill was the first to achieve them.

As industry veteran and editor of Popular Photography Herbert Keppler has admitted: "It's doubtful that Hill will ever get the credit he justly deserves." Perhaps it was a poisoned chalice anyway - and not simply because of the mercury fumes. Hill went on to earn a comfortable living selling petroleum products. But DuCos du Hauron, the man traditionally credited with inventing colour photography in 1876, died in poverty.

Love on a wire 

If you thought online romance began with email, think again. Long-distance love blossomed way before the Internet.

THE man named C and the woman named N have never actually met. They only know each other by their online handles. C isn't sure how old N is, or what she looks like; N is equally in the dark about C. But they have a crush on each other, and they talk online every day.

N (short for Nattie) can't even be sure that C is a man. She admits that their online romance is almost certainly hopeless: "In all probability we shall never meet. I think I should be dreadfully embarrassed if we should... Face to face we would really be strangers to each other."

It's the old story about online romance, but it's older than you think. Much older.

Wired Love: A romance of dots and dashes came out in the spring of 1879, the first and perhaps only book about a long-distance romance conducted over the telegraph - or what Tom Standage, author and science writer for The Economist, has aptly termed "The Victorian Internet". Written by the previously unknown Ella Cheever Thayer, Wired Love's Manhattan publisher trumpeted it as "a bright little telegraphic novel" that told "the old, old story - in a new, new way".

Equal parts old-fashioned romance and newfangled online novel, Wired Love follows the infatuation of two telegraph operators in unspecified American frontier towns. Other operators listen in and "flame" them. "Picture a hippopotamus, an elephant," one interloper snipes when C wonders what N looks like. At one point Nattie is even deceived by an impostor of C, sporting bear-greased hair, stinking cologne, cheap jewellery and "teeth all at variance with each other".

When the real C - Clem - moves to Nattie's town, they are terribly shy of each other. "I had more of your company on the wire," Nattie complains. So they string telegraph wire between their apartments, and stay up half the night wiring each other. Add an ISP and lattes, and it might as well be 2002.

Yet Thayer's story was grounded in Victorian reality. Men and women alike worked as telegraph operators, with predictable results: at least one wedding was conducted over the wires. Electrical World magazine even warned of "the dangers of wired love". When one Brooklyn woman used a telegraph to carry on a secret affair with a married man, her father "threatened to blow her brains out, and she therefore had him arrested", the magazine reported.

Thayer herself was a trained telegraph operator. Born in 1849 in Saugus, Massachusetts, the first child of apothecary George Thayer and teacher Mary Cheever, Thayer was hit hard by her father's death in 1863. Thayer and her sister Mary eventually moved to Boston to seek work. Mary became a teacher and Thayer took up work as a telegrapher at the Brunswick Hotel, one of the finest in the city.

"The telegraph offered a great opportunity to young women," says Standage in, fittingly enough, an email. "Learning Morse was rather like learning to type or use Microsoft Office, or (for a while there) knowing HTML." Laura Otis of Hofstra University in New York, who studied Thayer's work for her book Networking, concurs: "Telegraphy provided exhilarating opportunities for women when there were few jobs available, and gave the dignity of earning income." But the limited opportunities women had for advancement must have chafed on the ambitious Thayer. Otis points out that when Henry James needed a resentful worker for his novella In The Cage, he chose a woman telegrapher.

Perhaps to satisfy her ambition, Thayer turned to writing. She had already published fiction in children's magazines after an 1869 debut with an inauspicious poem in a pamphlet published by her piano teacher. But no one could have expected the extraordinary novel that she wrote while working at the Brunswick Hotel.

Wired Love came out at the high-water mark of telegraphy. "There was probably only a small window where such a novel would have been, er, novel," Standage says. Indeed, the book's characters already marvel over the latest novelty - telephones - and speculate about faxes. "Isn't there a - a something - a fac-simile arrangement?" one character asks.

Even more extraordinary is Thayer's prediction of wireless love. "We will soon be able to do everything by electricity; who knows but that some genius will invent something for the especial use of lovers? Something, for instance, to carry in their pockets, so when they are far away from each other, and pine for a sound of 'That beloved voice', they will only have to take up this electrical apparatus, put it to their ears, and be happy. Ah! Blissful lovers of the future!"

After Wired Love, Thayer moved on to an even bolder vision of the future. Her next work, The Lords of Creation, was America's first suffragist play. It was published in 1883, but never performed.

Thayer never published another book. And yet there are many other "Wired Loves" on our shelves now. The explosive growth of email generated a burst of fiction in the late 1990s that tapped into similar ideas: from Nan McCarthy's trilogy Crash, Chat andConnect (1996), to Astro Teller's Exegesis (1997) and Matt Beaumont's E (2000). Even mainstream fare such as Helen Fielding's Bridget Jones's Diary(1996) and the movie You've Got Mail got in on the act. Email is now a humdrum part of everyday life, like the telephone, the telegraph and the penny post before it. But when the Next Big Thing comes along, short-lived fictional offspring will be sure to follow.

The genre's godmother remains a shadowy literary figure. Thayer went on to children's magazine hack work, and then settled into newspaper work in Boston. She never married, but stayed close to her sister in the city. Two decades after her last book she still defiantly listed her occupation as "author" in the Boston directory. But what little reputation she had as an author or journalist was quickly forgotten. When she died in 1925, not a single Boston newspaper bothered to run a death notice for their late colleague.

Wired Love has now been out of print for well over a century. There is not even a copy in the libraries at Saugus and Boston. No picture of America's first online novelist and first suffragette playwright is known to exist and there is no commemorative plaque in her home town. The Hotel Brunswick is no more.

But there is one surviving monument to Thayer's life. The Boston apartment where she wrote Wired Love, a three-storey brick building at 283 Shawmut Avenue, is still standing. The day I made a pilgrimage to it, a man down the street was half-yelling into a cellphone - pleading, perhaps, with his girlfriend.

Ah! Blissful lovers of the future!

A ram for the rebels 

It was an otherwise unremarkable day in 1883 as the ferry boat St Johns chugged across the Hudson River towards the New Jersey shore, when all of a sudden a monstrous steel porpoise breached the surface nearby before plunging back underwater. The St Johns turned tail and fled back to harbour. Even after the ferry reached the safety of the dock, an observer noted, the captain and crew were still "jumping around and acting as if demented". The observer was surprised to find he was the cause of their agitation. Shortly after the ferry reached the dock, a submarine pulled in behind it, and out popped the bespectacled head of John Holland, a thin and dapper Irishman. What was all the fuss about, he asked the dock owner. "Oh, you frightened the devil out of the St Johns," came the reply. 

The ferrymen needn't have worried. Holland's contraption, dubbed the Fenian Ram (above), was designed to hunt bigger fish than their ferry. Holland and his crew were angry Irishmen and their sub was armed with a new type of gun. They had plans to sink the British fleet. 

NAVIES had been flirting with submarines for decades, only to be put off by their disquieting tendency to go down with all hands. In the past decade, salvage operations of early wrecks such as the Confederate submarine Hunley off South Carolina have made all too clear the dangers faced by 19th-century submariners. Many sailors were convinced, not unreasonably, that underwater vessels were death traps.

When British inventor Reverend George Garrett, designer of the ill-fated Resurgam, and his two crewmates surfaced in the craft to ask a passing schooner for directions to Liverpool, the skipper looked blankly at their cramped little vessel. "You are," he replied, "the three biggest fools it has ever been my misfortune to encounter."

And in any case, submarines were not a very sporting way to conduct warfare. As early as 1801, when Robert Fulton built his Nautilus, Lord St Vincent, First Lord of the Admiralty, protested that submarines would only be useful for weaker powers attacking a stronger foe. Why would Britain need such a cowardly device? His criticism contained an essential insight: submarines could be used by a desperate and downtrodden group to attack a vastly superior enemy. And so it was in 1876 that the Irish rebels of the Fenian brotherhood discreetly approached a shy schoolteacher living in Paterson, New Jersey, with a proposition: would he help them attack the Royal Navy?

Holland hailed from the Irish seaside town of Liscannor, where his father worked with the British Coastguard Service. He'd taken his vows with the Order of Irish Christian Brothers at the age of 17, but his thoughts drifted from religion to naval design. Without any training in the subject, he doggedly sketched out designs for a one-man, iron-hulled submarine, and experimented in a large wooden tub of water with a tiny model driven by a motor scavenged from a clock.

After emigrating and settling in New Jersey in 1875, he submitted proposals for a treadle-operated one-man sub to the US Navy, which dismissed them as impractical. But if the US Navy couldn't find a use for his boat, his fellow expatriates certainly could.

Few features that we take for granted in submarine design today had been established by then. Hull shapes ranged from boxy to bulbous. Some captains sat completely enclosed in the sub and steered almost blind. Others had to sit with their torso outside, encased in a diving suit, and steer the craft about like a flashy convertible.

Even the means of propulsion was not yet clear. A number of submarine designs still relied on human power, such as the bicycle-like Aquapede and the wooden-hulled and hand-cranked Protector designed by Simon Lake - contrivances that probably would have drowned anyone foolish enough to build them. But human power was insufficient for an iron-hulled attack vessel, and steam was impractical in cramped quarters. Deciding that the Fenian Brotherhood needed a three-man craft 9 metres long and displacing 19 tonnes, Holland decided to use a compact and efficient petrol engine.

Construction of "Boat Number 2" began at the Delamater Iron Works, New York City, in May 1879, though even the owner of the shipyard predicted that the ship would surely sink. Yet Holland's design insisted on three things that other submarine builders were slower to grasp - a fixed centre of gravity to maintain stability, a curved hydrodynamic shape, and a reserve of positive buoyancy that would allow the sub to surface in an emergency.

Holland ignored the constant pestering of the Fenian leadership, who were now bickering among themselves about the costs involved, and the attentions of New York journalists, who engaged in wild speculations about his "hell diver". One newspaper's misnomer for his contraption, the Fenian Ram, stuck - even though the ship, armed with an experimental pneumatic gun, was not really designed to ram its targets. The project became an open secret among New Yorkers and the foreign diplomatic corps, and Holland was visited at the shipyard by envoys of virtually every major European power. Everyone, that is, except the British. But distant observers with binoculars shadowed every launch and test. There was little doubt among the Fenians as to whose pay the observers were in.

By June 1881, Holland and his crew of an engineer and a gunner were ready to take the plunge. The press was waiting for them, as were shipyard workers and local curiosity seekers. Some in the crowd thought they were about to witness maritime suicide. But after touching the bottom, the ship eventually rose again. As Holland recalled: "The green blur on the ports in the conning tower grew lighter as I gazed through them until suddenly the light of full day burst through, almost dazzling me...A cheer burst from the crowd of observers on the dock."

Not everyone was delighted to see them return to the surface. On 28 July 1881, the British chargé d'affaires in Washington DC complained to the US Secretary of State James Blaine. He demanded that the US government step in and stop Holland. But staff at the State Department, who remembered with bitterness the days when the British sold ships to the rebels in the Confederate States of America, were not much inclined to stir themselves. And so the Irish rebels were left alone.

Ironically, Holland seems to have been held in much higher regard by his British foes than by his Irish friends. While the British had a grudging respect for his engineering prowess, his backers argued over the cost of the sub - a hefty $13,000 - and wondered whether they really wanted to attack the British fleet after all. It didn't help when one crew member, Engineer Richards, secretly took the Ram out for a joyride one day. Like any sorcerer's apprentice, he proved woefully unequal to the task. He sailed with the hatch open into the wake of a tugboat, and water rushed into the sub. "He happened to be just below the hatch," Holland wearily reported afterwards, "and was blown out by escaping air from within the boat." Richards may have popped out like a champagne cork into the Hudson, but the Ram plummeted to the bottom. It cost $3000 to retrieve it.

No sooner had they drained and repaired it than the Ram was stolen a second time. A trio of impatient Fenians led by John Breslin, editor of the Irish Nation, strolled into the shipyard one night in August 1883 with forged passes, hooked up the Ram to a tugboat and slid off into the night. They sailed to New Haven. When they attempted to pilot the Ram around the harbour there, it nearly lived up to its name in several narrow misses with other shipping, until an exasperated harbour master finally forbade the Fenians from operating the craft.

On discovering the theft, Holland gave up in disgust. "I'll let her rot on their hands," he muttered. He never spoke to the Fenians again, and never received an apology or explanation. The Fenians soon found they had a 19-tonne white elephant on their hands. The Ram was ignominiously dragged to a brass foundry owned by a Fenian leader, who cannibalised its engine for his own use. In a New York lavatory, perhaps, are old sink fixtures scavenged from an engine meant to strike terror into the British fleet.

Holland went on to become one of America's pre-eminent submarine designers, founding the Electric Boat Company, now part of defence giant General Dynamics. But Holland's insistence that a sub should be rounded like a porpoise, and that its bulky deck guns should be dispensed with to focus instead on its strengths as a torpedo platform, were mulishly ignored by the US Navy until the launch of the Skipjack in 1958, four decades after the self-taught inventor's death. Naval architects finally had to admit that Holland was right all along.

The Ram itself was hauled out one last time in 1916 for a benefit exhibition in Madison Square Garden, amid the latest uprising in Ireland. That year, Holland's surviving brother Michael lamented: "I hate to think of that boat becoming a curiosity in a museum." But that of course is exactly what it is today.

The man who sold the sun 

"It has been a favorite pastime for the dreary gentlemen who juggle with statistics, solemnly to calculate the date on which we shall all freeze to death from exhaustion of the coal supply,"Harper's Weekly noted dryly in 1903. It was not a new worry even then, for Britain's geologists had been summoned to Parliament as early as 1829 to estimate when the country's coalfields would be mined out. 

Victorian engineers found solar power an irresistible solution, and one of the most eminent, John Ericsson - inventor of the screw propeller and the ironclad warship USS Monitor - devoted the rest of his life to it. "A couple of thousand years dropped in the ocean of time will completely exhaust the coalfields of Europe," he remarked. "The application of the solar engine is almost beyond computation, while the source of its power is boundless." The result? In 1914, his ideas inspired a scheme to run the whole of Europe on solar power, and it might have even worked... 

THOUGH fly-by-night solar firms flourished in America in the late 19th century, their products were not entirely fanciful: some irrigation systems and hot water tanks ran on solar motors. But most solar engineers believed the technology's future lay in Africa, where French inventor Augustin Mouchot had built desalination plants in Algeria in 1877. His rival, Swedish-American John Ericsson, foresaw a day when energy politics would shift the balance of power towards the deserts of the Middle East: "The rapid exhaustion of the European coal-fields will soon cause great changes in reference to international relations, in favor of those countries which are in possession of continuous sun-power. Upper Egypt, for instance..." It was a prediction that one inventor took quite literally.

Frank Shuman started small. In 1906 he built a "hot box", a blackened box under heat-trapping glass. Attached to it, reported Engineering News, was "a tiny toy engine such as sold for a dollar". He quickly moved up to a larger engine and bigger hot box. His third effort, in 1907, took up the whole of his backyard in Tacony, a suburb of Philadelphia. This time, the solar collector was a network of blackened pipes covering an area of 96 square metres and filled with ether, which had a conveniently low boiling point. The heated vapour drove a water pump.

During the summer, neighbours could watch the 2.2-kilowatt contraption pump thousands of barrels of water a day. It even ran during the winter, albeit more slowly. It was certainly safer for neighbours to gawk at than the sun-motors designed by Mouchot and Ericsson. These used costly parabolic mirrors to focus sunlight on a boiler assembly, sometimes producing a temperature of more than 1000 °C. But Shuman's engine was not perfect either. It cooled off so much overnight, and took so long to get going each day that a reporter wondered aloud "if it belonged to the Sun union".

Shuman eventually worked out how to prevent much of the heat loss by floating a thin layer of paraffin upon water in solar collectors to absorb and trap heat. He then lined the bottoms of the collectors with macadam as a watertight insulation that was, he pointed out, "black all through, and therefore will never require painting". Shuman was particularly concerned with durability and simplicity and felt asphalt would also be "practically everlasting". He also addressed one of the inherent problems of solar energy: how to keep it flowing when the Sun wasn't out. Like most other solar engines, his pumped hot water up to an insulated tank, from where it would drive a turbine later.

Shuman's designs were only a marginal improvement over those of his rivals, but that didn't matter. What Shuman brought to the field was a forceful personality and brilliant sales patter. He made solar power seem inevitable and persuaded investors they would lose out if they weren't in at the start of something this big. Soon he was issuing stock for The Sun Power Company, and after an encouraging write-up in Engineering News he won backing from a group of British investors. Along with this financing came two engineering partners, Alfred Ackerman and Charles Boys.

At first they drew up plans to build plants in Florida and Arizona. But Shuman knew there were bigger prizes. In 1912, he and his crew packed their bags and set off for the ultimate destination of any solar engineer: North Africa. Shuman's vision took him to Meadi, a farming town about 25 kilometres from Cairo, where the Sun Power team built the largest solar power plant the world had ever seen.

When it was finished in July 1913, the plant had more than 1200 square metres of mirrored V-shaped collectors focused on a blackened pipe. This boiled water to power a 40-kilowatt irrigation system. The Meadi plant ran 24 hours a day, and it was built of simple but strong materials - Shuman knew that for desert use, simplicity and durability were essential. "Any common engineer can run it," noted Scientific American. "Owing to the fact that ordinary materials are used in its construction, repairs can be made easily and everything is above ground and readily accessible."

One visitor to Meadi was Lord Kitchener, the Consul General of Egypt. Impressed with the pumps operating by the ghostly power of the Sun, he offered Shuman a 120-square-kilometre plantation in the Sudan to build his next system. Not to be outdone, the Germans called a special session of the Reichstag to host Shuman. They too wanted solar plants in their African territories, and dangled $200,000 before Shuman to build one.

Shuman was jubilant. Solar power, he boasted, was now inevitable: "There is not a single 'should give' or 'guess' about it. Sun power is now a fact, and is no longer in the 'beautiful possibility' stage. It can compete profitably with coal in the true tropics now." He had more than irrigation in mind for his future: why not spread the plants across Saharan Africa to generate electricity for all of Europe?

Shuman's vision was laid before readers of Scientific American in February 1914: "I have taken as a basis the figure of two hundred seventy million horse-power [200 gigawatts] continuously throughout the year being equal to all the coal and oil mined during the year 1909 throughout the world...Taking the actual work of our plant as a basis, it would only be necessary to cover 20,250 square miles [52,500 square kilometres] of ground in the Sahara Desert with our sun heat absorber unit... Surely from this showing, the human race can see that solar power can take care of them for all time to come."

Endless power, clean and guaranteed, and financed, Shuman suggested, by spreading the cost with bond issues. That cost would be staggering - "ninety-eight odd billion dollars" by Shuman's estimate. But, he said, "this vast investment would not be made for or by the individual, but for and by the entire human race". The scale of Shuman's vision was daunting but, as he pointed out, the technology was there. All it needed was the will to build it. And Shuman was alert to the political and environmental havoc that petrochemicals might visit upon the world. "One thing I feel sure of," Shuman insisted, "and that is that the human race must utilise direct Sun power or revert to barbarism."

Humanity reverted to barbarism sooner than Shuman imagined, and he did not live to see the end of the First World War. Kitchener went down on the ill-fated HMS Hampshire, the Meadi team was assigned to war duties, and all British and German plans for solar power were swept aside. With their post-war economies gutted, and oil in the ascendancy, the notion of spending billions on Sun power was unthinkable. The vision of a solar-powered Europe sank back into darkness.

Arsonist by Appointment 

London has had not one Great Fire, but many. The fire of 1212 exacted an appalling death toll of 3000; the famous conflagration of 1666 killed only six. For this dramatic reduction in mortality, Londoners could thank centuries of increasingly strict building codes - which, if they did not save most of the city, at least slowed fires enough to give people time to escape. But architects still grappled with the problem of fire. The best solution in the mid-18th century, the vaulted masonry ceiling, was limited by its expense to the most important public and commercial buildings. Fireproofing for homes and businesses was still desperately needed. In 1774, in an attempt to prove he had the answer, one member of parliament carried out a novel experiment: he set this house on fire - with the king and queen inside it.

DAVID HARTLEY is forgotten now, but both the US and Britain owe him a debt of gratitude, albeit for completely different reasons. The son of an eminent philosopher of the same name, the younger Hartley inherited his father's eccentricities and keen scientific mind. He also cut a distinctive figure on the street. Hartley refused to powder his hair, which as one friend commented, made him "a perfect phenomena at the time". And he insisted on wearing stockings with the feet cut out, a practice he declared was conducive to good health and "favourable to pedestrian exercise".

In 1774, Hartley was elected an MP for Hull. He was a notoriously long-winded speaker: biographer George Guttridge noted that "Lord Liverpool left the House during a speech by Hartley, and after visiting his residence out of town, dined, and returned some five hours later to find the speaker in the same attitude addressing a grievously depleted audience".

Hartley was respected for his deeply held beliefs, however. He was the first MP to go on record with a bill opposing slavery, decades before others took up the cause, and he was a passionate critic of Britain's policies in America. "You gave them no alternative but independence or unconditional submission," he berated colleagues in the House of Commons in 1777. The Treaty of Paris ending the War of American Independence in 1783 was negotiated in part by Hartley and signed in his hotel room, for he was seen as the most likely person to be trusted by the American delegation.

But Hartley's greatest impact in London began before he entered Parliament. In 1773, he was granted patent number 1037, for "Securing Buildings and Ships From Fire". Focusing on the vulnerable joists under the floorboards, he proposed sheathing them in thin layers of iron plating. "A quantity of dry Rubbish of any Kind [such as sand or chalk] should be put over the Ceiling Plates," he added, "which will deaden sound between Floors, and at the same Time, still further stop the Progress of Fire." Fireproofing the joists would help prevent the floor from collapsing, and this combined with the dry filler would be effective in "stopping the free Supply and Current of Air, without which, no Fire can get to any great Height, or make any destructive Progress".

The plates themselves were elegantly simple: thin iron plates overlapped the top of the joists, and were held firmly in place by the nails pounded through the floorboards and into these joists. Hartley's fireproofing was also cheap. He estimated it would add 4 per cent to the cost of a building, and could be retrofitted to existing buildings, whether they were "a Magazine, a Merchant's Warehouse, a Banker's Shop, or a private Dwelling-house".

The benefits of his invention, he argued, would be immeasurable. "A single Fire-Plate under a Crevice in a Floor, or a over a Crack in a Ceiling, might have prevented the Fire of London," Hartley claimed in a pamphlet in 1774. This made his fellow MPs sit up and take notice. What Hartley was proposing could save entire cities. Parliament voted him a grant of £2500 to continue his experiments, and passed a special act to extend his patent from 15 to 31 years.

The best way to refine and prove his fireproofing, Hartley decided, was by setting houses on fire. He used his grant to erect and furnish two fire-plated houses in the Berkshire town of Buckleberry for the seemingly perverse purpose of burning them down. And so it was that one Saturday in April 1775 an entirely preventable fire broke out in Buckleberry. Hartley torched the furniture and wainscoting in one room of his house until, as one newspaper reported, "the inside of the room appeared a perfect mass of Fire". Hartley invited witnesses inside his house as the fire burnt itself out inside the test room, leaving the rest of the house and its visitors quite untouched. A few weeks later, Hartley repeated his test with the same results.

Now it was time to show off. Emboldened by his trials in the countryside, Hartley erected another fire-plated house where no one could miss it. "I have built an House upon Wimbledon Common that every one may see repeated Trials and Proofs," he announced in 1776. The Fireproof House attracted crowds of admirers, including the king and queen. George III was so delighted with Hartley's results that, visiting Wimbledon one morning, he decided not just to see the house for himself but to test it out - with the royal family inside.

"Their majesties, with the Princes and Princesses, first breakfasted in one of the rooms," reported a witness. "The tea kettle was boiled upon a fire made on the floor of an opposite room, which apartment they afterwards entered and saw a bed set on fire, the curtains of which were consumed with part of the bedstead...Their majesties then went downstairs and saw a horse-shoe forged in a fire made upon the floor, as also a large faggot was hung on the ceiling instead of a curtain; after this two fires were made upon the staircase and one under the stairs, all of which burnt out quietly without spreading."

The royal family repaired to an upstairs room, while Hartley filled the downstairs with pitch, tar and kindling, and quickly had a roaring fire going. This soon went out, and the king and his family emerged none the worse for their experience. Hartley's experiment was a resounding success, and fire plates were subsequently used throughout Britain. In 1776, an obelisk was erected on Putney Heath to commemorate his achievement.

As improved fireproofing measures such as cast-iron columns and terracotta roof tiles appeared in the 19th century, Hartley's Fire Plates fell into disuse. "They may have performed OK under certain conditions - as in, better than nothing - but generally thin iron didn't work as intended," says Sara Wermeil, an expert on the history of fireproofing. Yet the plates themselves have held up well, says Lawrence Hurst, a structural engineer who has studied Hartley's work.

Hartley faded from public view after the Treaty of Paris. He lived with his sister, tinkered with inventions and hid from would-be visitors. Eventually, the Fireproof House came to a predictably ironic end. The builders of Wildcroft Manor, a mansion erected around Hartley's old test house, did not have the prudence to install fire plates. Hartley rushed out to Wimbledon Common on the morning of 21 December 1791 to find the mansion ablaze and collapsing on the fireproofed section, which, with the inrush of air...caught fire.

Modern Obsession? 

Celebrity status is nothing new, and has always been transient. These people were household names in their day. Who has heard of them now, asks Paul Collins 

Thomas Wiggins, aka Blind Tom

(1849 - 1908)

He was the highest-paid concert pianist of the century. He was also blind and an autistic savant, able to play 7000 songs from memory, mimic other pianists perfectly, and conjure wildly imaginative improvisations from the sound of rainstorms, sewing machines and battlefields. It is hard to believe such a man could be forgotten. Yet that is precisely what happened to Thomas Wiggins.

Born sightless in Georgia under the slave name of Thomas Bethune, at the age of four he was heard playing beautifully on a parlour piano. Darold Treffert, a psychiatrist and savant historian at the St Agnes Hospital in Fond de Lac, Wisconsin, notes that Wiggins was "fascinated by sounds of all sorts - rain on the roof, the grating of the corn sheller, but most of all music." Snatched up by an avaricious promoter, "Blind Tom" became a concert sensation, playing at the White House and before panels of the top judges in Europe. Soon the child prodigy was grossing $100,000 a year.

Sceptical musicians challenged him with new compositions that he could not possibly have heard before: he would play them back flawlessly. He would also cheer himself wildly after such feats, stalk the stage between numbers, and then hum oddly during them. The fact that Wiggins would introduce his compositions in the third person only added to the otherworldliness of his performance. Harry Houdini fretted that Wiggins's concerts might really cause people to believe in the supernatural. Largely defrauded of his earnings by promoters, Wiggins died in obscurity in Brooklyn. It has only been through recent efforts by pianist John Davis that Wiggins's startlingly original works have come to light again.

Martin Tupper (1810 - 1889)

A would-be clergyman and then London lawyer whose career was stymied by severe stuttering, young Martin Tupper turned to poetry with his earnestly moral Proverbial Philosophy (1838). The book grew into a cultural juggernaut through the 1840s and 1850s, selling about 250,000 copies in the UK and a staggering 1.5 million in the US - something few poets before or since have rivalled. Gift editions were pressed upon children for birthdays, and given to newly-weds on their big day.

Tupper was reputed to be Queen Victoria's favourite poet, and only narrowly lost the post of Laureate to his friend Alfred Tennyson. On a US tour, Tupper even caught his barber selling his hair clippings to eager fans. But Tupper's ubiquity and moralising eventually changed him in the public mind from great poet to crashing bore, making him the target of incessant ridicule. Nor did it help that he could write howlers like The Toothache, with the immortal opening line: "A raging throbbing tooth - it burns, it burns!" Still, few could have imagined that Tupper would wind up out of print and forgotten. Even scholars do not bother with him. Yet the word "Tupperian" lives on - as a term of abuse for bad poetry.

Hinton Helper (1829 - 1909)

Born and raised on a North Carolina plantation, Helper wrote one of the most important and least remembered polemics of the 19th century: The Impending Crisis of the South (1857). Backed by census figures showing the South lagging badly behind the North, it argued that slavery was holding Southerners back economically, morally and intellectually, and had reduced the region to "imbecility" and "poor white trash".

Anti-slavery Northerners seized upon the work of this rebellious native son. The Impending Crisis went through an estimated 114 printings, and the Republican party printed 100,000 copies of its own. Southerners were not so enamoured. Laws were swiftly passed forbidding its distribution or ownership. Three men were lynched for owning copies, while others were jailed or run out of town.

Yet Helper was no friend to African Americans: he hated them, and opposed slavery because it meant sharing the same continent with them. Helper exhausted the goodwill of northerners with these views, and squandered his royalties pushing for a railroad that would run from the Hudson Bay to the tip of South America. He proclaimed himself "a new Columbus", but few were listening anymore. The would-be racist leader and rail tycoon eventually died by his own hand in a Washington DC flophouse, just a few blocks from the Capitol.

Marguerite Durand (1846 - 1936)

As publisher of the cheekily named newspaper La Fronde (the slingshot), Durand was one of the most controversial and well-known figures in turn-of-the-century France. La Fronde featured an all-female staff, from political correspondents and a cross-dressing sports editor, to the janitors who cleaned the offices, and the typesetters and printing staff.

Its 1897 debut was ridiculed by competitors, but La Fronde became a potent force in French public life, weighing in on women's property rights, anti-war feelings, and defending the much-maligned Captain Alfred Dreyfus, whose false imprisonment for treason in 1894 had sparked a long-running row about anti-Semitism.

Prominent women made a point of visiting La Fronde's stylish offices on Rue Saint-Georges, where in one room Durand was also assembling one of the world's finest collections of women's literature.

Durand herself became an inimitable presence in Parisian society, thanks in part to rumours of the former actress's affairs. "Feminism owes a great deal to my blond hair," she quipped. Curiously, she also became known for her love of dogs, particularly after founding one of the first pet cemeteries.

Though La Fronde and Durand are barely remembered today, Durand's library lives on as a resource for scholars of women's studies. La Fronde's offices have fared much worse. When I visited Rue Saint-Georges last year, I arrived to find the building being demolished by a wrecking crew.

They all laughed...  

It seemed a straightforward bill to put before Parliament: a proposal to allow a new airline to raise funds from investors and operate international air routes to Egypt, China, India and other far-flung destinations. But MPs greeted the proposed Aerial Transit Company with gales of laughter. Mocking prints of its aeroplanes flying over Egypt's pyramids promptly appeared in Punch and in the newspapers. What was so funny? 

Well, perhaps it was the fact that the Aerial Transit Company didn't have any airports to fly from, runways to land on, or aeroplanes to fly in. Or, for that matter, any pilots. But company directors John Stringfellow, William Samuel Henson and Frederick Marriott could hardly be blamed: this was the middle of the 19th century, and aeroplanes had not been invented yet. 

HISTORY did not appear to offer much of a prospect for passenger aircraft in the 1840s. Even balloons - which had the benefit of already existing - were having a hard time of it. A decade earlier, a group of entrepreneurs had announced a Paris-London airship route to be flown by the European Aeronautical Society. Their first ship burst as it was being inflated, whereupon thousands of spectators rushed in and tore it apart for souvenirs. The society's second airship, the Eagle, was seized for non-payment of debts. The airline industry, it seemed, was nowhere near ready for take-off.

But you'd hardly guess that from the prospectus issued to investors in 1843 by the Aerial Transit Company: The Full Particulars of the Aerial Steam Carriage, which is intended To Convey Passengers, Troops, and Government Despatches to India and China In A Few Days. Aerial Transit promised nothing short of a revolution in world travel. "An Invention has recently been discovered, which if ultimately successful will be without parallel...it would be a necessary possession of every Empire and it is hardly too much to say of every individual of competent means in the civilized world." To get under way, it explained, all the company needed was 20 ambitious gentlemen with £100 apiece.

Absurd? Not exactly. Would-be aviators William Henson and John Stringfellow were skilled engineers hailing from the thriving lace industry in the English town of Chard. It was a curiously apt background: their experience with precision loom parts had trained them well in fabrication techniques. Stringfellow was making balloons as early as 1831, and the workshop behind his home was filled with part-finished projects in locksmithing, gunsmithing, clock making and botany. But heavier-than-air machines held a special place in his heart. He demonstrated their potential to one doubter by flinging a flat square of cardboard across a room. "There!" he exclaimed. "Any surface will hold the air with applied power!"

Determined to build an aircraft, Stringfellow and Henson deliberated over the best ratio of wing size to weight by shooting innumerable birds and studying their bodies and wings. They eventually settled on rooks as an ideal model. But birds could not be followed too closely: like their contemporary George Cayley, Stringfellow and Henson had concluded that a fixed-wing design was preferable to the complicated mechanics of flapping ornithopters. But fixed wings presented their own set of challenges, and so on train journeys Stringfellow would stick an aerofoil device out of the window, pondering the best angle and speed for generating lift. But here he had the benefit of a locomotive pulling him along; how would a fixed-wing aircraft be propelled? Why, with the very same power: steam.

A Chard newspaper reported in 1841 that Stringfellow was using the penny post to send "a steam engine, [which] seems the most curious and unlikely article to be transmitted by letter... It weighed with its package only 12 ounces". Diminutive steam engines were key to the "applied power" Stringfellow sought, and given his skill at creating powerful lightweight engines, perhaps a successful prototype could be built.

Dubbing their proposed plane the Ariel, the steam air carriage would have a 50-metre wing span and fly 80 kilometres per hour. By 1843, Stringfellow and Henson were ready for the public, and Henson applied for a patent for a "Locomotive Apparatus for Air, Land and Water". Their proposed monoplane bore a striking resemblance to early 20th-century aircraft: it had a cabin for passengers, propellers, wire-braced rectangular wings of stretched fabric, and a tricycle undercarriage. Although it lacked a vertical tail for stability, and relied on a sort of ski-ramp launch pad for take-off, it was the closest anyone had come to a viable aeroplane.

Local publisher Frederick Marriott promoted the company with leaflets for investors and fantastic prints envisioning the Ariel in flight over London. Parliament and press debated the merits of such an invention; Scientific American recommended aeroplanes to ease expeditions of the river Niger, while The Times of London ventured that "possession of the long-coveted power of flight may now be safely anticipated" if tests of a miniature prototype proved successful.

But that was just the problem. Underpowered and lacking the stability of a vertical tail, the design simply fell short. At public tests in central London of a 6-kilogram steam-propelled model during the summer of 1843, Stringfellow and Henson were humiliated by repeated failures. It simply wouldn't fly. "A third, a fourth, and it is not known how many attempts were made, but with an invariable result," reported the Morning Herald. "Directly the inclined plane was left [and] the model came down flop. Up to the present time, therefore, the world is no nearer flying."

With these results they were unable to find backers, and by 1845 the Aerial Transit Company was grounded for good. Henson moved to New Jersey, where he went on to invent an ice maker, a safety razor and a cannon. Marriott migrated to San Francisco and founded several newspapers there, and in 1869 ventured once again into aviation, successfully building America's first steam-propelled airship.

Stringfellow ruefully noted Marriott's return, after two decades, into aviation ventures: "It may be to my advantage, as he owes me £100 with interest."

Stringfellow had changed professions and joined the new field of photography, running a portrait studio on Chard's High Street. But he never did give up on aviation. Wary of ridicule, in 1845 he tested another model in secret on Bewley Down; with a 3-metre wingspan and weighing just 4 kilograms, it could not withstand the stresses of a launch. Attempt after attempt failed. "There stood our aerial protégée in all her purity - too delicate, too fragile, too beautiful for this rough world," Stringfellow glumly recalled.

But he did have one great success. A later model achieved flight inside a local lace mill in 1848: it was stopped only when it struck the far end of the building. This was the first powered flight ever, albeit unmanned, and it earned Stringfellow a permanent place in aviation history. He went on to experiment with designs for biplanes, triplanes and quintuplanes, and one promising triplane model built for the 1868 Aeronautical Exhibition was never launched because the exhibition hall wasn't big enough. Yet the leap from models to manned flight remained insurmountable. As their predecessor George Cayley noted, aviation needed 100 horsepower in a pint pot. Had efficient petrol engines been available in 1843, it might have been Stringfellow and Henson, not the Wright brothers, who were household names today.

Still, their work had not been in vain. American aviation pioneer Samuel Pierpont Langley bought Stringfellow's 1868 triplane to study it, while inventor Hiram Maxim wrote asking for details of his steam engines. And for an airline that never made a single flight or carried any passengers, the Aerial Transit Company had a surprising afterlife. In 1932, travel agencies were festooned with prints of the Ariel flying over the pyramids. Imperial Airways, one of the ancestors of British Airways, had adopted the old mocking Punch cartoon to promote its new air routes in Africa. It had taken nearly a century, but international airlines had gone from a laughing stock to the stuff of everyday advertisements.

Henry's little pot of gold
 

It all began with some chrysanthemums. In the late 1830s, Henry Bessemer was making his start in London by creating innovative metal dies and embossing devices. But on a visit to his sister in his home village of Charlton in Hertfordshire, he found his talent for calligraphy called upon instead. She wanted him to write "Studies of Flowers from Nature, by Miss Bessemer" on her portfolio of watercolour paintings of chrysanthemums and other flowers from the garden. It seemed a simple enough task, so Henry dutifully set about making gold ink to complete the lettering. To do this, he would have to obtain "gold powder" from Mr Clark, the local art supplies merchant. 

Bessemer soon discovered that he was being more generous to his sister than he had anticipated: the gold powder cost an extortionate seven shillings an ounce. He doubted the powder contained actual gold, and yet it was far more expensive than raw brass. He was determined to get to the bottom of it. 

THE more Henry Bessemer thought about it, the more perplexed he became. Just how could a tiny pot of faux gold cost so much? To determine what exactly was in the powder, Bessemer created a solution of the art shop's powder and added dilute sulphuric acid to precipitate any actual gold. He watched impatiently: nothing happened. "It is, probably, only a better sort of brass," he reasoned. But on inquiring with art suppliers, none could explain the powder's origin. They only knew that it was made in Nuremburg, a centre of the brass trade, and that the manufacturing process was kept secret.

Bessemer quickly sensed a fortune to be made: "Here was powdered brass selling retail at £5 12s. per pound," he recalled in his Autobiography, "while the raw material from which it was made cost probably no more than sixpence." He deduced that labour might account for the inflated price, and a visit to the reading room at the British Museum proved him right. Dipping into De Diversis Artibus, a 12th-century encyclopedia of craftsmanship written by the German monk Theophilus, he found a description of the method employed in Nuremburg: brass was pounded to leaf, then ground with a pestle and mortar, all the while being mixed with honey to prevent the particles from clumping. This glop needed repeated washings in hot water to remove the honey - a slow and laborious process, and an anomaly in the industrial age. What, Bessemer wondered, if he could manufacture it with steam power?

Bessemer tried using brass discs, ridged along their edges like a coin, and turning them against a lathe to throw off minute particles. His first tests were not promising: the powder had none of the lustre of the stuff he had bought in the art shop. Discouraged, he gave the project little more thought until a year later, when an acquaintance recounted a powder problem of a different sort. He suspected a local merchant had sold him arrowroot adulterated with starch, and exposed the cheat by examining the powder under a microscope, discovering two distinct varieties of particles. Intrigued by this example, Bessemer compared the Nuremberg powder and his own under a microscope and "saw in a moment the cause of my failure". Powder made from brass leaf presented flat, paper-like particles that created a unified surface, while Bessemer's lathe particles, though similar to the naked eye, were rough and curled-up, scattering light haphazardly and with little lustre.

Sensing that he was now on the right path, Bessemer spent months secretly toiling in his workshop. His new solution was to flatten the brass grindings by passing them through steel rollers. He then ran them through a tumbler assembly, where the friction of particles cascading over each other would polish them to a pleasing shine. Viewing a sample of the resulting powder, one importer offered Bessemer £500 a year for use of whatever machinery had produced it - whereupon Bessemer knew his invention must be worth a great deal more.

To make his fortune required the utmost secrecy, even from the Patent Office. He knew it would give the game away "if all the details of my system were shown and described in a patent blue-book, which anyone could buy for a six pence". Piracy was rife. Thomas Edison later complained that "you cannot do anything in court for five or six years, and the infringer knows this." But, he added: "A trade secret is of value in the chemical line, for there it can be guarded." Machines could be reverse-engineered or copied from patent papers, unpatented powder could not. To create a lucrative monopoly, Bessemer had to keep his secret...but how?

His solution, which he revealed much later, was ingenious. "There were powerful machines of many tons in weight to be made; some of them were necessarily very complicated, and somebody must know for whom they were...[So] when I had thus devised and settled every machine as a whole, I undertook to dissect it and make separate drawings of each part, accurately figured for dimensions, and to take these separate parts of the several machines and get them made: some in Manchester, some in Glasgow, some in Liverpool, and some in London, so that no engineer could ever guess what these parts of machines were intended to be used for."

Working with his three trusted brothers-in-law, by 1841 Bessemer had converted a building in north London into a factory. With block and tackle, the four men were able to move massive machinery into place in secret and without any outside assistance. The completed factory was a wonder of paranoiac design: it had only one entrance and no windows, and the machinery was divided between three compartments, with drive shafts passing blindly through holes in the wall. It ran automatically with a minimum of oversight, and no one could see more than a fraction of the interior. If they had, they would have found remarkable contrasts. In one room, grinding machinery ran with "the screech of a hundred discordant fiddles", while in the next, powder was blown onto a cloth-covered table, where particles separated into grades of fineness by the distance they travelled. "It is difficult to imagine the beauty of this golden snowdrift of 40 ft in length," Bessemer recalled.

Once restricted to higher-quality furniture and picture frames, mass-produced faux gold now came within everyone's reach: gold picture frames, bronzed plaster statuary, and gold inks proliferated. By experimenting with different alloys and copper suppliers - he was particularly fond of melting down barrels of Russian kopeks - Bessemer also created an array of coloured powders. Yet the product was not perfect. "These finishes had a tendency to darken and become very unpleasant due to oxidation," says Malgorzata Sawicki, senior conservator at the Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney. Aware of this, Bessemer concocted a gold paint containing calcium succinate to slow oxidation, sold cheaply in paired ready-to-mix bottles of powder and medium.

Modern gold-coloured paints are made from mica coated with titanium oxide, which avoids the oxidation that bedevilled brass powder. But in the Gilded Age, it was Bessemer's brass - or the more elegant sounding "bronze" it soon became - that provided the gilding. And the only way to get it was from his mysterious, windowless building. "Winsor & Newton sold Bessemer's Gold Paint and Preparation for decades," says Sarah Miller of the venerable art supply company. Indeed, its catalogue came to feature an array of affordable gold-coloured metallic products. The 1897 edition included various "Fine Coloured Bronze Powders" for velvet, silk, lithographs and calligraphy. "We also sold 'Bric-A-Brac Gold Paint' and 'Handy Liquid Gold'," says Miller.

Faux gold, once expensive, was now the stuff of bric-a-brac. Yet despite the powder's popularity, Bessemer managed to keep his manufacturing process secret for more than 40 years. The steady income from his business freed him to pursue other inventions, and he went on to win 114 remarkably innovative and profitable patents - including the one he's most remembered for, the Bessemer process that revolutionised steel-making. Not bad for a venture that started with a few watercolour paintings of chrysanthemums.

From Bourbon to Binary 

John Atanasoff was getting nowhere. It was a bitterly cold night in 1937, and he was stuck in the physics building at Iowa State University agonising over his stalled idea for a machine to solve algebraic equations. Exasperated, Atanasoff impulsively jumped into his car and drove aimlessly across the flat expanse of Iowa. He did not emerge from his reverie until 300 kilometres later, when he noticed he was crossing water. He'd reached the Mississippi River.

Stopping off at a half-empty tavern, Atanasoff warmed up with a couple of bourbons at a corner table and pondered his options. How could his machine work? Over the next few hours, he jotted down four ideas: fully electronic operations; binary calculations; regenerative memory; and a "black box" of logic circuits. With only his bar napkin to write on, Atanasoff had set down some of the fundamental concepts of modern computing.

YOU could say that John Atanasoff had been preparing for computing all his life. Growing up in Florida as the child of an electrical engineer and a maths teacher, at nine he was puzzling over the logarithms on his father's slide rule, reading a college algebra text and secretly fixing his home's newly installed electrical wiring. By 1925, he was living in the town of Ames, a 22-year-old graduate student of maths at Iowa State University. There he used mechanical gear-driven calculators, but was frustrated by their limitations.

Atanasoff focused on calculating large numbers of simultaneous linear equations. Variables shared by a large set of such equations can be solved by a process known as Gaussian elimination. These calculations can be rendered through many operations of the simple arithmetic that mechanical calculators already handled on a smaller scale. Tackling simultaneous linear equations mechanically might take weeks, however. A century earlier, a similarly frustrated Charles Babbage decided to harness steam power to do his calculations, so Atanasoff pondered on how to electrify this drudgery.

Mechanical calculators had been around since the 17th century, and Atanasoff himself had already invented a small one for geometrical equations. But the 1930s saw the dawn of a new electrical era: Charles Vannevar Bush built the thousand-geared Differential Analyser, Howard Aiken constructed the immense and mill-like Harvard Mark I, and Konrad Zuse in Germany invented his Z1 computer. Yet electromechanical computing was limited by innumerable moving parts demanding constant maintenance. Electricity could move faster and more smoothly than any gear or shaft. The future of computing, Atanasoff decided, lay in electronics.

By 1939, working in a dingy basement with student Clifford Berry, Atanasoff had built a table-top prototype, and began work on what is now called the ABC (Atanasoff-Berry Computer). Packed into a desk-shaped 2-metre steel frame, it used IBM punch cards to feed in equation coefficients, converting them to binary format. A revolving "memory drum" enabled vacuum-tube logic circuits to perform addition and subtraction; occasionally recharged capacitors kept the memory current. Intermediate results were burned electrically into "scratch" cards in binary form; a hole equalled 1 and no hole equalled zero. When an equation's coefficients had been zeroed out and the variable's value determined, the final result was displayed.

The machine was completed in 1941 for a mere $6000. A journalist on the Des Moines Register went to see it and found "an electrical computing machine said here to operate more like the human brain than any other such machine known to exist".

But the ABC had a glitch. The scratch cards produced about 1 error in every 10,000 calculations, a serious problem given the immense number of calculations in the 29 simultaneous equations that Atanasoff set as his goal. When the US entered the second world war in late 1941, Atanasoff was called away to the Naval Ordnance Laboratory in Washington DC. Visiting Ames in 1948, he found that a colleague, coveting precious basement space, had dismantled the computer years before. The ABC was gone.

The question of who built the first computer provokes many heated arguments. In 1967, it set writs flying. Sperry Rand, the company that owned the patents on ENIAC (the Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer), invented in 1942, was entangled in a lawsuit with rival manufacturer Honeywell. Sperry Rand had used its patents to demand licensing fees from anyone building electronic computers, creating a virtual monopoly. Honeywell went on the attack.

In one of the longest trials in the history of the US federal courts, Honeywell noted that in June 1941, John Mauchly, one of the inventors of ENIAC, had spent five days on a friendly visit to Atanasoff's home in Iowa. While he was there, Honeywell contended, Mauchly had seen the ABC and he had used and patented its concepts in the ENIAC.

Mauchly maintained that he had been unimpressed by the ABC, that it did not work, and he had barely even seen the machine. But witnesses swore they had seen him by the machine with his shirtsleeves rolled up. His own letters and notes also contradicted his testimony. And despite Mauchly's claim to have already long pondered computing, Atanasoff recalled that he had expressed "surprise that the base 2 number system was advantageous".

ENIAC was both massive and massively impressive: it was not only programmable, which the ABC was not, it was also much faster. But Atanasoff was the first to use electronic logic and memory. In 1973, the judge ruled that ENIAC's patent was invalid because its inventors had derived their ideas from Atanasoff. The ruling rocked the industry, smashing Sperry Rand's monopoly. Now anyone could build computers. Many assumed that the desire to create a vital new industry was the real reason behind the ruling.

It was simpler than that. Although the ABC had never been patented, its "prior use" - being noted publicly in a newspaper - undercut anyone else trying to claim a patent. To be patentable or "usable" only requires a reasonable promise of functioning. The ABC's crucial innovations did indeed work. Mauchly had seen these innovations, and they had been publicly demonstrated. So ENIAC's priceless patents were unenforceable, and Sperry Rand wisely decided not to appeal. But being "the first computer" in the courthouse is one matter: in the public's mind, ENIAC remained the original electronic computer.

In the mid-1990s, a student at Iowa State University taped a withering quote to the wall of Atanasoff's old basement lab. ENIAC's co-inventor John Presper Eckert Jr. had been outraged by Atanasoff's claims to be making history: "It's such an outlandish exaggeration to consider that he did it. He did some little thing which he never finished and which wouldn't have worked if he ever did." The quote served as a goad, for in that basement a team was rebuilding the ABC to settle the nagging question: did it work?

The team built a replica of Atanasoff's invention as it stood in the summer of 1941. Clifford Berry had continued improving the ABC through 1942, but the replica would show exactly what Mauchly saw. "We resisted the temptation to improve any of the original electronics," says project manager John Gustafson. The replica was unveiled in October 1997. And it worked. Even with the scratch-card problem, the ABC accurately handled five equations with five unknown values.

With the building of the replica, the magnitude of the ABC's achievement has become clearer. "The amazing thing is how much is exactly like today's computers," says Gustafson. "Fifteen-point decimal precision; rotating discs for storage, dynamic memory... a system clock to synchronise all events, and an ordinary wall outlet for power." Unlike the base-10 behemoths that followed, the ABC was an affordable, desk-sized binary machine. Your desktop computer has more than a little in common with the jottings on that bourbon-stained napkin.

Hens' eggs and snail shells 

The Hippocratic oath includes this curious promise "I will not cut for stoneI will leave this operation to be performed by practitioners." Bladder stones are among humanity's oldest known ailments, and its surgery an ancient procedure but, as Hippocrates warned, one so dangerous that it should not be trusted to doctors. Only specialists could operate to relieve this agonising affliction.

In an age before anaesthesia and antiseptics, lithotomies were often fatal. Samuel Pepys was so glad to survive his that he placed his stone in a reliquary and threw a party for it every year. Others set their stones into jewellery and printed cards commemorating their surgery. Those less determined to defy death resorted to quack medicine or even scraping their insides with wire. Benjamin Franklin, as usual, outdid everyone. When stones blocked his urethral opening, he dislodged them by standing on his head and urinating upside down.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN had plenty of company in his medical miseries Isaac Newton also suffered from bladder stones, as did Peter the Great of Russia and Napoleon Bonaparte. Bladder and kidney stones were once a far more common affliction than they are today. Indeed, Franklin's brother also had stones, and when Ben designed a draining catheter for his blocked bladder, his relief was so immense that he had another made and sent it to his brother with his compliments. And while some sufferers passed their stones relatively painlessly, others were less fortunate, suffering excruciating pain, vomiting, fever, bloody urine and permanent kidney damage.

So readers sat up and took notice when on 27 April 1738 The Gentleman's Magazine published this brazen offer by one Joanna Stephens "Mrs Stephens has proposed to make her Medicine for the Stone publick, on Consideration of the Sum of 5000 to be lodged with Mr Drummond, Banker." It was an immense sum for an obscure individual with no medical degree and a woman to boot. Were sufferers really that desperate? They were indeed more than 1000 poured into the bank.

It helped that the prominent doctor and philosopher David Hartley vouched for the mysterious Mrs Stephens. He spoke from experience her concoctions had cured him of his own stones, he claimed. Exhorting the public to accede to her demand for 5000, pointing out that the money could be held by a third party until trials had shown her cure worked, he wrote "I therefore perswade myself, that Mrs Stephens will appear to you in a different light from common Pretenders to NOSTRUMS"

Hartley campaigned relentlessly on Stephens's behalf, collecting 155 accounts of patients cured by her secret medication. But in 1739, with the collection stuck at 1352 and 3 shillings she made her boldest move she petitioned parliament for the full 5000. Her novel proposal was that she would publish the secret ingredients, allowing everyone to try it for themselves. If the cure worked, a grateful nation would make her rich. Parliament approved her extraordinary request, and Stephens turned over her recipe to the Archbishop of Canterbury.

On 16 June 1739, a full-page notice appeared in The London Gazette. Doctors and stone sufferers rushed into their gardens for ingredients. "Take Hens Eggs well drained from the Whites, dry and clean," Stephens instructed. "Crush them small with the Hands, and fill a Crucible" They then added crushed snail shells, slaking and baking the mixture into a fine powder; to this was added soap and honey, as well as chamomile, fennel, parsley, burdock and burnt swine's-cress.

Stephens's day of reckoning came soon enough. On 5 March 1740, four selected stone patients were summoned to the House of Lords to appear before a panel that included the Archbishop of Canterbury, the speaker of the House of Commons, the president of the Royal College of Physicians and the Prince of Wales's personal surgeon. The first to testify, a Mr Gardiner, said that after eight months of treatment his symptoms had vanished, and he had passed his stones. The next three men all gave similar accounts after taking Stephens's medicine their urine became smelly, turned cloudy, and then blessed relief the stones, fragmented into small pieces, were passed at last.

A week later, Stephens received her 5000 reward. Sensibly, she vanished with her mighty haul. Reaction to the news was a mixture of incredulity, curiosity and envy. Books on Stephens and lithotriptic (stone-dissolving) medicines appeared in many languages. Doctors argued over hundreds of cases. Had so many eminent colleagues, as prominent physician Richard Mead claimed, "acted a part much beneath their character" in falling for "an old woman's medicine at an exorbitant price"?

The French scientist Sauveur Morand determined that the recipe was essentially alkaline soap and lime the eggshell and snail-shell powder rendered less noxious by herbs. He then carefully sawed a bladder stone into four pieces, weighed them and put them into four jars one filled with normal urine, another with urine from a man taking Stephens's remedy, a third with a soapy solution, and a fourth with the remedy diluted with water.

By modern standards, it was a very small sample. But back then, the very notion of comparative medical trials was exemplary. The jars were kept at roughly body temperature and after a month the stones were weighed again. The stones treated with the remedy had indeed become slightly lighter. But other researchers found the medicine had little effect; still others decided that as lime was the active ingredient, it would be simpler just to drink lime water. These lithotriptic medicines clung on for a while until better treatments emerged. But Stephens became a byword for quackery, and by 1773 the surgeon Percivall Pott could write her off as "an ignorant, illiberal, drunken, female savage".

Why the disagreement? Doctors were unwittingly arguing about two different disorders one for which the Stephens cure was effective and another for which it was not. There are two distinct types of stone acid stones made of calcium and uric acid and struvite stones ("infection stones") made of magnesium, ammonium and phosphate. These days stones are often broken up with ultrasound, laser or an endoscope. But modern lithotriptics, such as potassium citrate, are still with us, and their use is telling. Potassium citrate is prescribed to render urine alkaline, so this treatment dissolves acidic stones but not infection stones. The Stephens and lime water cures worked on the same principle. Stephens even recommended that patients refrain from urinating too often, the better to let their newly alkaline bladder contents work on the stones.

In older men, uric acid stones can form when an enlarged prostate interferes with urination and keeps liquid sitting for long periods in the bladder. This may have been what Hartley and the elderly male witnesses at the House of Lords had; the Stephens cure was indeed what such men needed. But depending on which kind of stone you had, the Stephens cure might prove either worthy or worthless, which is why subsequent researchers and patients were so vexed by the conflicting case studies.

So her cure appears real enough, for some people at least. But was it really worth a whopping 5000? It depends on how long a view you take. The research prompted by Stephens resulted in a most unexpected discovery. In 1752, medical student Joseph Black wrote to his father from the University of Edinburgh about his student thesis, which was to be "on the Properties & virtues of Lime Water in Dissolving the Stone in the Bladder as it shows a tendency to remove one of the most excruciating Disorders that render men miserable". Black had noticed his professors disagreeing with each other over lithotriptic research and had decided new experiments were needed to advance the debate.

First he set about determining what exactly was in lime water. It was thought that lime was made caustic by the addition of a fiery substance, the so-called "phlogiston". But, by weighing his sample before and after a reaction, he showed that something had been lost, not gained. That something was a previously unknown gas carbon dioxide. Black's discovery was a defining moment in the development of chemistry as a modern science. After many twists and turns, the allegedly foolhardy investment in an eggshell remedy had fostered a landmark discovery. In the end the canny Mrs Stephens's 5000 cure was probably worth every penny.

Death at the Priory 


Love, Sex, and Murder 
in Victorian England. 
By James Ruddick. 
Atlantic Monthly, $24. 

The fatal poisoning of Charles Bravo in his London home in 1876 is a famous unsolved case: Agatha Christie herself pronounced it ''one of the most mysterious poisoning cases ever recorded.'' The crime's cast members have insinuated themselves into the very DNA of the mystery genre: the thoroughly disagreeable victim, his long-suffering wife, an angry dismissed servant, the wide-eyed young maid, a jilted former lover, a shadowy housekeeper and -- most important -- a bottle of poison within everyone's convenient reach. The first half of the book is marred by some melodramatic posturing and simplistic ideas about Victorian women. The author's insertion of himself into the narrative is also distracting, as are too many ''would have'' suppositions about the characters. But the book's investigation of the murder is enjoyable; Ruddick has done much admirable sleuthing, investigating the scene of the crime, tracking down descendants across Europe, the Americas and Australia and digging into records sealed off from or unknown to previous investigators. He convincingly fingers a likely murderer. Yet even his new evidence probably would not have won a conviction. The murder of Charles Bravo remains, it seems, a perfect crime. 

Batavia’s Graveyard

 
By Mike Dash. 
Crown, $25. 

A shipwreck on a barren isle, a murderous heresy and a charismatic psychopath: all three intersected disastrously in the shipwreck of the Dutch trader Batavia on a coral atoll near Australia in 1629. The Batavia's captain set off to Java in a longboat, leaving about 250 survivors to the command of Jeronimus Corneliszoon, a failed apothecary who had been plotting against his captain all along. As Mike Dash recounts in ''Batavia's Graveyard,'' mutinous crew members under Corneliszoon engaged in a brutal campaign of self-preservation by luring and then stranding rivals on desolate neighboring islands and summarily executing conveniently fingered, falsely accused thieves. Soon the pretense of order fell away altogether, and Corneliszoon's men took to raping passengers, poisoning infants and hacking apart entire families for the sport of it. One hundred twenty-four murders later, Dash notes, ''the killings on the islands had ceased for no other reason than that the mutineers had run out of victims.'' Dash, the author of ''Tulipomania,'' describes a mass descent into savagery with an unabashedly cinematic flair, and his account is backed by meticulous research. He makes much of Corneliszoon's antinomianism, the doctrine that Christians are not bound by the moral law, but the book's hair-raising descriptions of shipboard life in the Dutch East India Company imply something more: that the massacre was not so much a product of a psychopathic leader as it was of an underlying company culture of untrammeled greed and brutal corporal punishment, both of which inured the mutineers to the worst excesses of human depravity. 

The Vanishing Boy 

The moment I opened my eyes I knew something was wrong. The sun wasn't up yet, and a cry was forming in Morgan's throat. I padded over to his bed, puzzled.

"Morgan?"

His darkened room was filled with battered brass instruments, playing cards, thick reference books - the inscrutable fascinations of an autistic 5-year-old. Morgan had always been in his own world, but it was a fairly happy one. In his waking hours he'd hum "In the Hall of the Mountain King" while shuffling through mysterious sequences of pinochle cards; lately he had become engrossed in an illustrated encyclopedia of electric guitars, squinting and smiling at the old pictures and names: Danelectro, Rickenbacker, Gretsch. Sometimes he'd brush past his baby brother and march up to me with a lump of Play-Doh. "Gibson ES-350," he'd demand. As I'd gamely fashion a fretboard and tuners out of clay, he'd grab his tarnished French horn, skip outside to the tree swing and blast out wobbling notes at the neighbors: borp, brap, boorp.

I leaned farther over his bed. 

"Morgan?"

Bam. 

I staggered back, smacking away another punch, yelling in surprise, "Go to your room!" - which didn't mean much since he was already in it. I retreated across the hall and snapped on the bathroom light. Blood was flowing from my nose. Behind me Morgan thrashed on his bed, pounding and kicking the bedroom wall, screaming. 

It hadn't always been like this. But lately Morgan had been reaching out into the world and forming full sentences. I want a peanut butter sandwich. Turn on the TV, please. Yet the more he understood the world outside himself, the more it infuriated him. He was noticing things. The slightest variation in his world - a broken cracker, a minute tear in a book - sent him into inconsolable tantrums over the very existence of disorder.

"Fix it," he'd roar. "Fix it fix it fix it.. . ." Sometimes I could; sometimes I couldn't. Sometimes it didn't matter: he'd flail at me anyway. Recently the tantrums started in bed, before he was fully awake. Nothing in particular was setting him off: just being conscious enraged him. Just existing. All the calming procedures from his special-ed class were flung aside by his anger and confusion. I studied my bloodied face, and for the first time in my life I was truly frightened.

I found my wife nursing our baby, woken up by his brother's tantrum. "Should we call the doctor?" she said. I felt as if I was losing my son: I feared for the baby, even for myself. "Yes," I said, nodding.

A few days later I held a prescription for liquid Prozac in my hand. It's often used with autistic children to moderate the floods of stimuli that send them into fits. But medicine always has one unavoidable side effect: doubt. I'm a historian and all too aware of how heavily drugs have been marketed to Americans, even in old sheet music and comics. In our house lay a 1935 Dr. Miles New Weather Almanac, alternating farm forecasts with patent remedy testimonials: "I get a bottle of Dr. Miles' Nervine, and after a few doses, it does the trick. Sleep - Oh boy! I'll say I can sleep." We laugh now, of course - and then take our own medicines. Yet what might that daily milliliter of mint-flavored solution do to Morgan? The F.D.A. warnings ranged from a dry mouth to a "black box" caution over suicidal thoughts in a few patients. And his young brain was still forming. But forming into. . .what, exactly? 

We didn't know if treating him would work; we did know what would keep happening if we didn't try. We slipped it into his pudding each day and watched nervously for the ebb of his tantrums. After a week or two the familiar outlines of our son re-emerged from the depths: Morgan began to hum happily again, to sleep through the night, to crash away at our piano joyfully. Today, a year later, he swings on the front-porch glider, blowing glissando raspberries and then smiling at the reflection in his trombone. He still gets frustrated, but it no longer escalates so wildly. And yet.. . .

Really? You medicate your son? Our choice required no explanation to parents of disabled kids, but to others I almost had to apologize for. . .well, getting medicine for my child. The failures of the past and present - those old almanacs and new black-box notices - make us suspicious. But I don't have the luxury of distrust. I do not love that it came to this. I do not love drugs. I do not love the companies that sell them. 

But I love my son.

Jefferson’s Lump of Coal 

 “The Night Before Christmas” is a glorious imposter among poems. To begin with, its proper title is “A Visit From St. Nicholas.” We think of it as a product of the Victorian era, but that’s simply when it became popular thanks to uncredited newspaper and gift-book reprints. Written in 1822 by the New York scholar and poet Clement Clarke Moore, the poem seems to epitomize the traditions of Christmas, yet it’s more accurate to say it created them. The jolly old man on the roof, the sleigh filled with toys, the eight reindeer — these were all Moore’s improvements on what had been a rather scraggly fellow with a wagon.

But it wasn’t Moore’s first significant work. That honor goes to a little noticed polemic published in Manhattan in 1804, back when mad King George III still ruled Britain and Moore could pass Tom Paine in the streets of Greenwich Village. Thomas Jefferson’s “Notes on the State of Virginia” — a collection of local observations and global musings issued quietly in Paris in 1785, when Jefferson was serving as a diplomat — had been reprinted in New York three years earlier. His wide-ranging thoughts on everything from immigration and constitutional law to agriculture and Indians had already drawn violent criticism during the 1800 election — “O! That mine enemy would write a book!” Jefferson lamented in a letter — and his re-election campaign brought a resumption of hostilities. And so it was that Moore wrote an anonymous pamphlet called “Observations Upon Certain Passages in Mr. Jefferson’s Notes on Virginia, Which Appear to Have a Tendency to Subvert Religion, and Establish a False Philosophy.” 

That title gives the long explanation. Here’s the short one: Moore roasted Thomas Jefferson like a chestnut on an open fire.

“Whenever modern philosophers talk about mountains,” Moore thundered in his pamphlet, “something impious is likely to be near at hand.” The impiety in question concerned Jefferson’s use of geological evidence to doubt the biblical age of the earth. Moore also scowled at what he saw as Jefferson’s proto-evolutionary ideas about the relationship between humans and apes: “This view of nature, in which man is found so nearly to resemble, in his corporeal properties, the animals below him, offers a very delusive spectacle.” 

The vehemence of his argument speaks to its time. “Notes,” after all, was the work of a controversial Democratic president, a gentleman scientist perpetually struggling with money problems and charges of godlessness. His critic was a 25-year-old theology scholar and staunchly Federalist Manhattanite, inheritor of the fantastically valuable Chelsea estate that would lend its name to the downtown neighborhood. His father had served as both the Episcopal bishop of New York and president of Columbia College, and Clement himself would go on to compile a Hebrew lexicon and donate land to found the city’s General Theological Seminary. 

So reading this scolding of the president, one might indulge Moore’s old-time religion and simply recall his happy visions of Christmas Eve. But then something remarkable happens: our sugarplum poet pummels Jefferson for racism. 

Jefferson’s book “debases the negro to an order of creatures lower than those who have a fairer skin and thinner lips,” Moore wrote. “Among the numerous opportunities Mr. Jefferson must have had of observing the dispositions of these unfortunate people, did he never discover in any instance a nobleness of spirit, and a delicate sense of honor, not exceeded by any hero of history or romance? Or did he always see through the fallacious medium of a darling theory?”

Moore also charged Jefferson with pulling “the inoffensive negro” down from “his just rank in creation,” even as “the ape was raised above his proper sphere” — foreshadowing a connection between evolutionary thinking and racism that would later dog the eugenics movement. As for Jefferson’s statement that “among the blacks there is misery enough, God knows, but not poetry,” Moore responded with mockery. “The wretch who is driven out to labor at the dawn of day, and toils until the evening with the whip flourishing above his head, ought to be a poet,” he wrote. “Does impartiality command us to criticize the talents and literary productions of a few negroes who have escaped the unhappy lot of their brethren; and because they fall far short of European excellence, to degrade their whole race below the rest of mankind?”

Moore then skewers Jefferson for his Francophilia, and perhaps his rumored affair with Sally Hemings, in a single thrust. Jefferson, he writes, claims that “the male orang-utan prefers the female black, as being of an order superior to himself; and for the same reason, the negro shows a decided preference in favor of the whites” — a notion he may have picked up “from some French traveler.” Yet “West-Indian mulattoes testify that the regard is mutual,” Moore continues, “and that white people do not feel the abhorrence which they might be naturally expected for an inferior and ugly set of beings.”

But there is something Moore neglected to acknowledge in his diatribe: like the president, his family owned slaves. To be fair, Moore did not personally own the slaves — Thomas, Charles, Ann and Hester — until he inherited them years later. Yet even then he was in no hurry to emancipate them. In fact, some of Jefferson’s slaves were freed before Moore’s: the former president emancipated five upon his death in 1826, while Moore’s hand was forced a year later when New York state abolished slavery. In his pamphlet, Moore was less out to defeat racism than to defeat the president. Needless to say, he failed on both counts.

Moore’s youthful anti-Jefferson pamphlet languished in obscurity while, by the last count of the bibliographer Nancy Marshall, “A Visit From St. Nicholas” has plumped to a delightfully rotund 1,001 editions. Inevitably, others tried hitching themselves to Moore’s sleigh. Though “A Visit” appeared anonymously in The Troy Sentinel on Dec. 23, 1823, his authorship was unmasked by the editor of “The New-York Book of Poetry” in 1837, and Moore finally confirmed it by including it in his collected poems in 1844. Nobody contested his authorship in the remaining two decades of his life, but later murmurs arose among descendants of one Henry Livingston of Poughkeepsie, who died in 1828. A member 

of the family remembered Livingston writing the poem, she thought, back in ... well, she wasn’t quite sure. This wasn’t exactly a smoking gun. “The circumstantial evidence that your G. G. Grandfather wrote ‘The Visit of St. Nicholas’ seems as conclusive as that which has taken innocent men to the gallows,” the first historian contacted by the Livingstons wrote in 1886. Recent arguments made by the scholar Donald Foster, claiming syntactic similarities between “A Visit” and various works by Livingston, have likewise failed to convince most other historians. 

No such debate surrounded “Observations,” as nobody else ever cared to claim it. Indeed, Moore himself never bothered to, though the General Theological Seminary’s library owns a copy signed “From the Author to Wm. Creighton.” The Rev. Andrew Kadel, the library’s director, says those who have studied Moore’s notes report that the book’s inscription is readily identifiable as his. 

When Clement Clarke Moore is remembered these days, it’s for the sugarplums and stockings. True, Moore created the sentimental family Christmas. But he also touched on what Americans would clobber one another over for the remaining 364 days of the year. 

Smoke This Book 
If the mark of a classic is that every time you read it you discover something new, then the 1972 paperback of A. E. Van Vogt’s science-fiction novel “Quest for the Future” just might be a classic. Those who read the book when it was first published in hardcover in 1970 certainly won’t recognize this passage from Chapter 15: “A large gleaming machine with an opening at one end was wheeled in, and once again the cycle ran its Micronite Filter. Mild, Smooth Taste. For All the Right Reasons. Kent. America’s Quality Cigarette. King Size or Deluxe 100s.”
A full-color advertising insert, bound directly into the book, brings “Quest for the Future” crashing into the mundane present. And this whiplash effect isn’t unique to Van Vogt’s book. A familiar if puzzling sight to flea market devotees, ad-stuffed paperbacks from the 1960s and ’70s now have a paper trail hidden among more than 40 million pages of internal tobacco industry documents archived online in the University of California, San Francisco’s Legacy Tobacco Documents Library (legacy.library.ucsf.edu). Read the memorandums and you’ll want a shower afterward — or perhaps a cigarette.
The story of paperback advertising started innocently enough: with babies, in fact. In 1958, the Madison Avenue adman Roy Benjamin founded the Quality Book Group, a consortium of the paperback industry heavyweights Bantam Books, Pocket Books and the New American Library. Despite the lofty name, the group’s real purpose was to sell advertisements in paperbacks, and its first target was the biggest success of them all: Dr. Benjamin Spock’s “Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care.” A 1959 Pocket Books print run of 500,000 included advertisements by Q-Tips, Carnation and Procter & Gamble. By 1963, a 26-page insert in Spock was commanding $6,500 to $7,500 per page, and ads were spreading into mysteries and other pulps as well. 
It was a windfall for everyone — everyone, that is, except the authors. “Authors were horrified by these ads,” Paul Aiken, the executive director of the Authors Guild, said in a recent interview, adding jokingly, “And doubly horrified that they weren’t paid for them.”
Stung by criticism that he’d broken the endorsement guidelines of the American Medical Association, Spock sued his publisher in New York State Supreme Court, claiming he had been misled into signing permission for the ads by publishers who assured him it was common practice. In its defense, Pocket Books argued that advertising in books dated to the Victorian era: examine a serialized 1849 edition of Dickens’s “David Copperfield” and you’ll find advertisements for Freeman’s Spermazine Wax Lights and Dr. Lucock’s Pulmonic Wafers jostling with those for Arrowsmith’s Pianoforte and Toilet Covers. The judge sided with Spock’s publisher, and the floodgates were opened. Weeks later the ad agency BBDO informed clients that now “the medium” — paperback books — “has been offered on a large scale.” 
“If you’re getting enough stimulation from this book, you don’t need it from your coffee,” a Sanka ad announces in a 1971 copy of Elizabeth Longford’s “Queen Victoria: Born to Succeed,” which also contains pitches for Kotex, Palmolive and Canadian Club. The practice had its critics. “We will see the day,” the syndicated columnist John Keasler lamented, “when we turn a page of Hemingway or Wolfe ... and the next page will say Are Your Underarms Really With It?” But research suggested the ads were working. A 1972 study of paperback advertising found that although readers professed to dislike the idea of ads in books, after actual exposure their negative responses to the practice slid while brand awareness climbed. 
The bulk of paperback advertising came from tobacco companies, which were looking for new places to push their products after a federal ban on cigarette advertising on television and radio passed in 1969. Beginning in 1971, the Lorillard Tobacco Company began buying into print runs of tens and even hundreds of thousands of copies apiece at the astounding rate of 125 titles a month, often in pulpy volumes like “Purr, Baby, Purr” and “The Executioner #8: Chicago Wipeout” — not to mention the poetically if unintentionally matched “I Come to Kill You” and “Unless They Kill Me First.” True to the era, Lorillard placed advertisements in 150,000 copies of “Group Sex,” as well as in “Heloise’s Kitchen Hints.” By 1975, the company had spent $3 million for advertisements in a staggering 540 million paperbacks.
Some accused cigarette manufacturers of aiming at children. “I would appreciate it if your Institute could attempt to persuade the manufacturers of Kent and True cigarettes to withdraw their ads from the ‘Avenger’ series and any other books which are aimed primarily at teen or sub-teen audiences,” one Robert Lee of Alexandria, Va., complained in a 1974 letter to the Tobacco Institute. Lorillard denied any nefarious intentions, responding, “We hope your children will continue to enjoy their reading adventures.”
But it wasn’t just pulp fiction that was singled out. Lorillard ordered advertisements in 74,000 copies of Toni Morrison’s novel “The Bluest Eye,” while other cigarette ads turned up in books assigned in schools. The authors themselves were sometimes the last to know. In a recent interview, Michael Frayn said it was “particularly depressing” to learn 35 years later that the American edition of his comic novel “Against Entropy” hawked True cigarettes, calling the ads “a barbarous practice.” 

The rock critic Dave Marsh was able to block advertising requests for his 1983 book “Before I Get Old: The Story of the Who” after conferring with Pete Townshend, whose publishing company, Eel Pie, had acquired it. “I had a relationship with the publisher that allowed me to argue,” Marsh said by telephone from his home in Connecticut. “I didn’t feel like pimping cigarettes.” By then, the practice was fading anyway, thanks in part to an Authors Guild model contract banning unauthorized ads. The demographics of smoking were also changing, with smokers becoming less educated. An internal 1983 study for a “Salem Spirit” cigarette campaign found that “most had no compunction admitting they read very little.” One respondent had read only one book in his life: “The Amityville Horror.” The little that male Salem smokers in 1983 did read, the researchers noted dryly, included “sports news, the want ads” and “manuals on pot growing.” 
Today, paperback advertisements live on in moldering attic boxes of pulps and in the nicotine addictions they fostered. But finding an ad in his own book did manage to drive away at least one customer. 
“At the time, I was a smoker,” said Jerry Hopkins, the author of “Elvis: The Biography,” published as a Warner paperback in 1972. “I quit the following year.”
Doodler in Chief

Decisions, decisions. decisions . . . decisions . . . decisions.
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The word is written seventeen times over by John F. Kennedy—“underlined, boxed in, and crossed out” as a reporter noted—on a yellow legal pad in 1961, not long after he took office. Actually, the word is misspelled seventeen times over as “decesions,” but no matter . . . who would ever see it? Millions, as it turned out: In the wake of Kennedy’s assassination, a collection of his doodles, which included sailboats, underlined words, and overlapping boxes, went on a memorial tour of twenty-three cities in the summer of 1964. The exhibit attracted throngs of visitors; they solemnly filed past, eager to view the simple remains of a complex life. 

It was not always thus; for although not impossible, one cannot very easily doodle with, say, a sharpened goose feather. Writing with a quill is a deliberative task. First, you must painstakingly cut your quill: take a sharp penknife and use its blade back to scrape the quill’s surface; and then, using the blade edge, cut a sharp, angled nib with a small and precise slit in the middle. A slip of the blade, and you’ll need to start all over again—or, perhaps, get yourself a bandage. All this rather takes the fun out of scribbling googly-eyed faces, lazy spirals, and appallingly disproportionate dogs that sport gigantic rows of teeth.

And so you begin to see why there are not too many Founding Doodlers.

Even a properly sharpened quill is damnably difficult to write with: it is inconsistent, it needs constant dipping, and it dulls quickly. The labor of quill writing meant that an eighteenth-century meeting required a secretary to take notes: others were not expected to trouble themselves with writing, and the secretary was certainly not allowed to doodle. Today, however, Washington teems with meetings at which every person in attendance has their own pen and paper. We can loop endless circles without spilling or running out of ink, indeed without looking down at what we are doing. Even this happy state of modern affairs couldn’t always be taken for granted: back in 1959, the first American manufacturer of ballpoints found a public so wary that, to make the ultramodern device seem more reassuringly familiar, it had to disguise ballpoints as pencils by encasing them in wood.

In fact, three things needed to happen before doodling could become, if not the Sport of Kings, at least the Fidget of Presidents. The first was the invention of the steel-nibbed pen. Like any terribly useful invention, nobody can quite agree on its origins. One of the earliest accounts places a steel pen in the hand of a certain Peregrine Williamson, a Baltimore jeweler in the first few years of the 1800s. Peregrine was terrible at cutting quills; in desperation, he contrived a sort of steel quill that would never need sharpening. He didn’t keep his jerry-rigged contraption to himself for long, though: soon, he was making $600 a month from his invention. By 1823, the Englishman James Perry was mass-producing them, and a new generation of children learned to write with the newfangled metal quill. “The Metallic pen is in the ascendant, and the glory of goosedom has departed forever,” one textbook stated flatly. 

But then there’s the matter of paper. Paper was manufactured from old rags, and by the age of the steel pen, demand was outstripping the national supply of used underwear and grubby bonnets: paper was expensive, and not the sort of thing you’d waste on aimless scribbles. Everything from hay to hemp was tried out as a substitute material, with mixed results at best. It took the German inventor Friedrich Keller, in 1843, to develop the first recognizably modern process for mass-producing paper out of ground wood pulp. The resulting product was easily shipped via burgeoning rail systems. Soon, paper was abundant; it was sold by the pad, the memo book, and the sheaf. 

Writing itself became looser and more doodle-like. Itinerant penmanship instructors, often juggling other fashionable sidelines in daguerreotyping and cutting silhouettes, distinguished themselves in the mid-1800s with manuals featuring ever-more baroque swirls and flourishes, not to mention fanciful drawings of angels, birds, and grinning fish; indeed, the title page of at least one textbook is so covered with this calligraphic frippery that the words themselves are obliterated. But by the time of Abraham Lincoln, a generation of children had grown up with increasingly affordable pencils and steel pens. These youngsters practiced flourishes, repeated words over and over, and sketched out fanciful beasts in cheap notebooks and on the endpapers of Latin grammars—and, just as their schoolmasters had claimed, a few would grow up to be president.

Republicans are the greatest doodlers.

Now before any Democrat takes offense, it may console them to know that in nineteenth-century parlance a “doodler” was also a corrupt politician. But when it comes to conventional figurative drawing, Republican presidents do hold a clear lead: they can draw Tippy the Turtle, and they did draw the Pirate. Reagan often handed out his correspondence-course-style drawings as prizes at meetings; the Eisenhower administration was so fond of paint-by-numbers kits that an aide prodded the cabinet and visitors into creating a de facto White House gallery of kitsch. (The Eisenhower Library’s paint-by-the-numbers collection includes Swiss Village, painted by J. Edgar Hoover, and Old Mill, painted by Ethel Merman.) And Herbert Hoover was so well-known for his ornate geometrical patterns that autograph dealers were already scooping them up while he was still in office. In 1930, one collector even copied some of Hoover’s patterns onto fabric and unveiled a line of “Hoover Scribble Rompers” for young children. 

Other White House doodles were not so openly exhibited, for the notion that a doodle gives insight into a troubled psyche had quite a vogue in the mid-twentieth century. Aides to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles were instructed to carefully gather up his many doodles after meetings, lest they reveal a psychological insight to spies. But then, Dulles also knew that a well-placed doodle can be a weapon. He infuriated Soviet foreign minister Molotov during negotiations by doodling constantly and by his habit of pointedly pausing to sharpen his pencil with a knife. It was no less disconcerting when an American negotiator noticed Josef Stalin idly using a red pencil to draw hearts with little question marks inside. 

And although presidential doodles have managed to stay clear of trouble, other doodling in the White House can cause the occasional sticky situation. Attorney General Elliott Richardson not only irritated Richard Nixon by his doodling—“He thought I wasn’t paying attention,” the former Harvard Lampoon cartoonist explained—he very nearly scotched his own cabinet nomination by doodling through his confirmation hearings, causing senators to accuse him of arrogance. Hugh Johnson, FDR’s Depression-era head of the National Recovery Administration, was caught scratching the word “HELL” into his memo pad during one press conference; more recently, the baroquely doodled notes of George W. Bush’s speechwriter Michael Gerson have also raised eyebrows. “If these ever become part of the Presidential records,” the New York Times quoted Karl Rove joking to Gerson, “future historians will say that some deranged person was near the President.” 
Indeed.


But what do doodles mean? Although some have appreciated Hoover’s doodles, for instance, for their purely visual qualities—in 1968, the painter Lois Thayer actually exhibited twenty-five canvases based on Hoover’s scratch pads—others have tried to divine his personality from them. In 1982, Time magazine submitted presidential doodles to a “graphologist,” who opined that Hoover was “the most confused” president, while an attempt by the New York Times in 1947 saw their expert deeming Hoover “feverishly active and well-organized.” Not to be outdone, London newspapers recently pounced on a paper left on Prime Minister Tony Blair’s table after an economic summit; they hired graphologists, and even a clairvoyant, and smugly announced that Blair’s doodles revealed him to be mentally unstable, impractical, and unable to finish tasks. Unfortunately, their combined expertise failed to notice that the doodle didn’t belong to Blair, Bush, or to any other head of state at all. The allegedly ineffectual and hazy-minded doodler turned out to be the software billionaire Bill Gates—a fellow who, one gathers, can doodle whatever he likes.

Doodles rarely reveal clear insight into a person beyond what is immediately on their mind. In 1942, the American Institute of Laundering announced that a survey of commercial laundries found that restaurant tablecloths had been pressed into wartime doodle service by civilians, as “90 percent of doodling on tablecloths today is concerned with war strategy” in the form of crudely drawn maps and arrows. “Laundry operators are not over-impressed with the brilliance of the strategy shown by the doodlers,” one report dryly noted. And yet such obvious planning is noticeably absent from presidential doodles: their very ordinariness is a cipher. 

Perhaps this is why doodles are so compelling. If they are significant, it is not because they are great art or the products of great men. It is because they are ordinary, and historians have fought to preserve open-access laws so that presidential doodles can be so ordinary. Anyone can view them—they belong to us. And when we view them, we see that they resemble our own words and our own idle lines. The drawing or scrawled comment on a yellow pad is like an ancient cave painting: a familiar image, but from an unimaginable distance of time and situation.
* When Cabinet contacted Harry Truman‘s Presidential Library, they claimed Harry didn't doodle. That's funny, I told my editor Sina, because right now I'm looking at a Truman doodle in an old New York Times article.

Sleep contentedly, America: the historical record now stands corrected.

Q&A

Disappointments, embarrassments and outright failures: Paul Collins loves them all. The author's first book, "Banvard's Folly: Thirteen Tales of Renowned Obscurity, Famous Anonymity and Rotten Luck" (Picador; 286 pages; $25), resurrects the long-forgotten misadventures of the scholar who was determined to discredit Shakespeare, the painter who made a three-mile canvas of the Mississippi River and the physicist who thought he'd discovered a new kind of radiation. 

Collins, a former San Francisco resident who now lives in Oregon, is working on a book about his family's ill-fated move to Hay-on-Wye, the tiny Welsh village known as "the town of books." He first published several of his "Follies" in McSweeney's, the quarterly started by San Francisco author Dave Eggers. 

Q: How long did you live in San Francisco? 

A: I first moved there the day before the earthquake. Fortunately, we were out in the Richmond [District], which fared pretty well, but I had just been walking through the Marina an hour before it hit. We had a roommate who had, like, 100 empty tequila bottles lined up along the molding in the kitchen. I was up to my ankles in broken glass. 

Q: Where are you from originally? 

A: I'm from Pennsylvania, a really small town called Perkiomenville. There's nothing there, not even a stoplight. My parents collected antiques, and they'd always end up with old books. I would read anything, because there was not much else to do. I didn't even know what the books were half the time, but I liked the look of them and the fact that they'd ended up with me. 

Q: When did you start seeking out these stories? 

A: When I was doing work-study as a grad student, a professor wanted me to photocopy the table of contents of every issue of Harper's and the Atlantic Monthly -- ever. I never got remotely close to finishing. I would just read the articles. It struck me how many of them were either by or about people I'd never heard of. It got me to thinking -- to what extent is history buried? 

Q: Weren't you going to call the book "Loser"? 

A: If you look at old issues of McSweeney's, the little bio for me always says, "Paul has an upcoming book," and every issue gives a different title. Some of the European publishers actually seem to like "Loser." There was never much question of the book being called that in this country. I think the publisher was worried that people wouldn't want to walk around with a book that says, in big letters, "Loser." 

Q: Americans don't like to dwell on mistakes, but they also love a car wreck. 

A: It's one thing to be interested in the spectacle of failure. It's another to actually think about it, to what extent is anybody vulnerable to it? Americans tend to be more interested in people getting their comeuppance -- 

I actually respect all the people I profiled. With the benefit of hindsight, some of their ideas do seem pretty strange or impractical. But they were all dedicated to what they were doing, and they were all intelligent and idealistic. Maybe that perturbs people a little, that even then, people fail. 

Q: Do you feel more attuned now to newsmakers who are destined for obscurity? 

A: I certainly think of that more often, but I would hesitate to predict. Someone like Martin Tupper, for example [a 19th century poet once considered a peer to Wordsworth and Tennyson]. No one could've guessed he would become completely unknown. Decades and eras tend to become the historical province of a few figureheads. The odds are against most people being remembered. Myself included. 

They saw dead people -- or so they claimed 
How a Harvard professor sought signs from ghost world

Ghost Hunters

William James and the Search for Scientific Proof of Life After Death

By Deborah Blum

I grew up in a haunted house, and it was kind of lousy. An old inn on the way to Philly built in the 1720s, it was locally reckoned to be the oldest building in the township, a place tormented by low doorways to brain yourself on, damned with perilously worn stone stairs, and groaning with ancient horsehair-plaster walls dripping with damp. Aye, the house was haunted, I tell you: haunted by spine-tingling drafts -- because the windows fitted poorly -- and haunted by squirrels in the ceilings that would roll nuts over your head in the dead of night. But to my bitter disappointment, the one thing it was not haunted by was ... ghosts. 

Believe me, some people want to be haunted. 

That longing -- to live in a world where the past never really dies -- sits at the heart of Deborah Blum's "Ghost Hunters." It opens in a Victorian era writhing with spirits and spooks: There are the Fox sisters of New York, a Barnum-promoted trio who summoned table-rapping responses from the dead -- two knocks for yes, silence for no. Or their rivals the Davenport brothers, who brought bells and mandolins to crazed life from across a room. Meanwhile in London, D.D. Home uncannily conjured up the dearly departed, guaranteeing that money would pour into otherworldliness. 

Enter William James. Famed Harvard philosopher and brother of novelist Henry James, William hesitantly joined maverick Nobel Prize-winners and amateur sleuths to form the American Society for Psychical Research. Blum shows James as restlessly curious and prudently cautious in equal measure. Along with the society, scientists from Darwin to Faraday and authors from Twain to Arthur Conan Doyle would weigh in on just what was happening during seances. 

The society's investigations found far more natural foolishness than supernatural wisdom. The afterlife seems largely populated by grifters of unbounded inventiveness: matches soaked in a jar produced spookily phosphorescent fog, spectral bumps in the dark came from a telescoping rod hidden in pant legs and tables levitated by the magic of fishing line. One con artist concealed a ghostly "baby face" by a novel means; behind a curtain in the darkness, she would pop a painted breast out and kiss the "baby's" soft, luminous skin. 

These parlor tricks pale beside the most sensational instances of ghostly guidance: those who "see" a dead body. Indeed, Blum kicks her book off with the unnerving discovery of a girl drowned in a New Hampshire lake, where her dream-haunted mother directs a diver. But consider (though Blum doesn't) what a detective today would call someone with such information: the prime suspect. 

"Ghost Hunters" does note other vexing questions: For instance, why aren't ghosts naked? Do they wear "ghosts of clothes"? And while spirits are splendid at guessing your late cousin's name, they seem inept at questions relating to their living incarnation's professional expertise, or indeed questions addressed in any language other than those known by, ahem, the medium. Yet James and others couldn't just give up. The Italian peasant Eusapia Palladino epitomized the problem they faced: A woman so greedy she'd cheat an 8-year-old at croquet, amid her blatant cons she seemingly managed telekinetic feats that stunned even skeptics. It's little wonder James felt simultaneously seduced and repelled by psychic research. 

Blum offers no explanation for why Spiritualism exploded when it did. It seems curiously matched to the rise of the modern graveyard. The same decade that brought us spirit-knockings and seances also brought park-like and secluded cemeteries such as Mount Auburn. The more we keep the dead at arm's-length, it appears, the more we feel the guilty need to embrace them again. 

Spiritualism coincided, too, with mills, railroads and telegraphs: modern life. It haunts an era of profound displacement and exponentially multiplying information. Our past feels pitifully inadequate at giving us guidance in a vertiginous future; yet here its spirits gallop across astral planes to shout out singular warnings and pleas -- Do not ride in that carriage tonight! Dig in the basement for the body! I still love you, my dearest! 

Well, it's pleasant to think so. But death frustrates simple certainties: It's the one universal experience no living person can speak about with any real authority. Blum's book radiates sympathy for these hapless ghost researchers, because their plight is an old and honorable one. It recalls a pact Ben Franklin made as a strapping young man with a friend. "He and I had made a serious agreement," Franklin recounted, "that the one who happen'd to die first should, if possible, make a friendly visit to the other, and acquaint him [with] how he found things in the separate state." His friend's number came up first. Yet like the rest of us, Franklin only found a stonily impassive wall between their two worlds. 

"He never fulfill'd his promise," he wrote. 

REVIEW

Biosphere 2 player exposes the folly of it all

The Human Experiment

Two Years and Twenty Minutes Inside Biosphere 2

By Jane Poynter

THUNDER'S MOUTH PRESS;

368 PAGES; $26.95

"The greatest obstacle to being heroic, is the doubt whether one may not be going to prove one's self a fool," wrote Nathaniel Hawthorne in "The Blithedale Romance" of his time hoeing beans in a doomed commune. But, he added, "The profoundest wisdom [is] to know when it ought to be resisted, and when to be obeyed." It's a paradox that haunts every visionary project, not least Biosphere 2, the ecological ark of glass and steel in Oracle, Ariz., a half hour outside Tucson, that slid from a sparkling vision in 1987 to one of Time magazine's "100 Worst Ideas of the 20th Century" by 1999. This rise and fall -- of how "our band of mavericks accomplished the impossible in building Biosphere 2, and then blew it" -- is at the center of Jane Poynter's new memoir of her life inside the sphere. As an account of communal human folly, "The Human Experiment" might just be a "Blithedale" for our time.

Biosphere 2 rose from the countercultural primordial soup of the Haight-Ashbury, where many Biosphere principals coalesced around visionary John Allen as a commune and theater group. Mix in futurists and the backing of Texas millionaire "eco-trepreneur" Ed Bass, and by 1987 Biosphere 2 -- the Earth itself being Biosphere 1 -- emerged as a grand experiment in controlled-environment living. Poynter's narration reflects both their energizing idealism and naive countercultural woo-woo, and though there's a thin line between wide-eyed and pie-eyed, Biosphere 2 attracted some extraordinary talent in its design.

A huge sealed greenhouse-like structure featuring "lung" diaphragms to account for atmospheric expansion and contraction, Biosphere 2 had seven environments or "biomes": rain forest, savannah, desert, marsh, ocean, human and agriculture. Species were collected from around the world -- mangroves from Florida, termites from French Guyana, and William S. Burroughs helpfully suggested galagos, a nocturnal "bush baby" primate from Africa. Maybe having Burroughs help shape your ecosystem should have been an omen; still, despite an expectation that some species would go extinct, it was thought a workable balance could be reached.

But after getting sealed inside for a two-year mission in 1991, Poynter and seven other Biospherians found that mites devoured their potato plants, cockroaches chewed through wiring and "crazy ants" (Paratrechina longicornis) attacked just about everything else, including the silicon sealant on the steel and glass frame. Bananas and beans proved to be just about the only reliable food sources, but they couldn't provide enough calories. Meanwhile, CO2 levels rose worryingly, tons of oxygen went mysteriously missing, and increasingly thin Biospherians found themselves gasping for breath mid-sentence. Air was twice introduced into the structure, damaging its public credibility as a controlled experiment.

Inevitably, the Biospherians split into irreconcilable factions. "I naively thought that, by necessity, life inside Biosphere 2 would pull us together in a sort of utopian group, living in harmony," Poynter writes. "Instead, it seemed that the adversity inside Biosphere 2 was dynamiting our previous friendships and faith in one another." Time hasn't softened Poynter's recollections: She kept journals, giving her book the claustrophobic immediacy of being cooped up with seven very stressed people. (She even gets spat on in the face -- twice.) The litany of bickering, environmental emergencies and ravenous hunger often makes for weary reading -- but that's because we here in Biosphere 1 live in a sitcom world of half-hour plot resolutions.

It's no indictment of Poynter and her crewmates to say that Biosphere 2 was a squandered opportunity. Isolated and struggling for food and oxygen, the resourceful crew desperately needed steady leadership, a clear mission and rigorous experimental protocols. What they got was squabbling, Gaia-speak and petty deception. Biosphere's founders tried to hitch a ride on academia without any serious regard for the transparency and peer review demanded by that culture: beer and M&Ms were smuggled in, air was allowed in, the installation of a CO2 scrubber was obscured, questionable environmental projections were made and the group's New Age origins were hushed up. The Biosphere project, always quick to court attention, was foolishly shocked when scientists and journalists had the nerve to expect to have their questions answered.

Which brings us to Hawthorne's dilemma. The qualities that make for heroic visions don't necessarily lend themselves to their fulfillment; an erratically magnetic leader might work fine for a communal theater group, but in a $200 million engineering project, it's disastrous. Biosphere 2 was a spectacle in both senses of the word: It's best understood as a theater group's greatest performance, because it's impossible to read Poynter's account of its slow and debilitating struggle against rising CO2 rates without casting a wary glance over one's shoulder. Indeed, Biosphere 2 proved a more apt metaphor for America's environment than the author realized. After "The Human Experiment" went to press, a developer announced the purchase of the project's 1,600 acres of exurban land.

The Biosphere is becoming -- what else? -- a vast tract of luxury homes.

Paul Collins is the author of "Banvard's Folly: Thirteen Tales of People Who Didn't Change the World." 

Rock 'n' Roll Schmuck
The legendary New York club CBGB closes upon a legacy including the Ramones, Talking Heads, and Television. And then there's me.

The captain goes down with the ship, and when famed Bowery club CBGB closes Sunday night, it'll be with a final send-off by Patti Smith. You can imagine how the cultural obits will read: CBGB, the scrappy and scraggly home of art-punk, dead of palpitating rent payments at 33. But the most sensible paean has already come via Smith's guitarist Lenny Kaye. Doing some quick napkin math in the Village Voice, Kaye reckoned that at three bands a night, 365 days a year for more than 30 years, the club hosted somewhere around 50,000 bands and 200,000 musicians. Even allowing for repeat performances, that's an army, mostly drawn from the ranks of the pretty good drummers, the not-so-bad bassists, and the promising guitarists you never hear of again. The club will always be connected to famous names like Smith, but its real glory was in nourishing the infinitely branching root system of the good to indifferent musicians—the schlubs, the schmucks, the shredders—that underlies any rock ecosystem. I know: I was one of them.

My career at CBGB began—and ended—in one night in late 1993. I'd already suffered a typical musician's hazing into Manhattan life: broomstick-wielding neighbors hitting the ceiling to silence my drum kit, a blown Digable Planets audition, months reading musician-wanted ads of bands punctuated by an inevitable "infl: Pearl Jam and Spin Doctors." Out of the blue, I was recruited by Brooklyn math-noise outfit Poem Rocket. They're still sort of around, releasing the occasional album, with the same unfortunate name ("Palm Rocket?" friends would ask in misheard disgust). Back then, they were an unrecorded subway roar that fell somewhere between My Bloody Valentine and ... My Bloody Valentine. They were playing a Detroit gig, and soon: Could I learn the material?

Maybe they thought they were getting the proto-punk Paul Collins of the Paul Collins Beat. What they got instead was an underemployed grad student who, for the hell of it, had stripped his kit of all cymbals save for a bottom high-hat—the one cymbal you're not supposed to hit. If you didn't listen too closely, it kind of worked. After a couple of months, our number came up: We'd landed a CB's gig. A triple bill, as always for the club. We practiced until our ears rang, and, following tens of thousands of bands before us, we threw our crap into a van and drove across the Williamsburg Bridge.

Like most rock musicians, I gave up being a rock musician years ago. A couple of months after my first kid was born, I looked out over a club drum riser in San Francisco and asked—What am I doing here?—came home, tossed my kit into the basement nook next to the water heater, and never rode shotgun in an Econoline again. I'm a historian now, and when I see the address 315 Bowery, I don't hear feedback or a squeaking kick pedal; I hear the clicking of mice and the whirring of microfilm through public-property deeds and old newspapers. After all, CBGB is just one measure of that land parcel's long, dissonant, odd-time composition. 

In the best tradition of old-timey songs, the history of 315 Bowery is mostly about fixin' to die: "Melancholy Suicide In the Bowery" reads one typical headline from 1881. (Mr. David Bell, age 34, with a bottle of poison.) In 1887, a carpet worker named Alexander Dolle left his home there and threw himself in front of an El train: He got hit so hard that his heart popped out and fell onto the sidewalk below, where it was surrounded by "a morbidly curious crowd." One of the Triangle Shirtwaist victims, 16-year-old Jennie Stellino, slept her last night in 315; so did Bill Rogers, who expired in the front doorway in 1926, only to have his pockets posthumously picked. In 1946 a stranger strode into the building's ground-floor bar, fatally shot a Massachusetts tourist with a single bullet, and without a word melted back into the Bowery. 

For a while in the 1890s, the building housed the Old Methusalem Whiskey company, so the address's eventual evolution into an boozy SRO hotel was just as fitting as its drumbeat of melancholia was unsurprising. Just about the only happy news to ever emerge from the address is a Bird Fancier's Annual Exhibition held there in 1862: "First prize, yellow cock, Wm. Mason." It was all downhill for the next 113 years, until David Byrne, Patti Smith, Tom Verlaine, and the rest started turning up. 

Note that key phrase: "and the rest." Look over the schedule for a 1975 festival at CBs and you'll find it dominated by the likes of Mantus, Ice (whose performance was delayed when somebody stole the club's mixing board), and Day Old Bread. Sharing the bill alongside the Talking Heads are a plethora of bands like the Shirts, which the Times described that year as "a septet with a woman singer, two drummers, an organist and three guitarists. Execution is more polished than Talking Heads chooses to muster, and the group's prospects for a record contract would seem likelier." As for Poem Rocket, we hit the stage after the Spitters and before Cop Shoot Cop. I was supposed to open our first song, "Blue Chevy Impala." Instead, I sat frozen for a moment: sticks damp in my hands, the inevitable SM57's jammed over my toms, the clank and smoke of the crowd dimly visible through the stage lights. Seconds ticked by.

"Well?" somebody yelled.

That one word pissed me off for an entire set: I'll [crack] show [thud] you [crash] fuckers [crack]. But it didn't matter. Cop Shoot Cop blew us off the stage anyway, their dual drummers clattering a found-object cacophony of wire frames, steel barrels, high-tension wires, and, God, I don't know, probably some stolen 50-foot concrete sewer pipes. I sat at the club's long bar, awed and chagrined. It was a useful lesson: There's always someone better than you, waiting in the wings to come on next. And who knows whether they'll get remembered, either?

I never played CBGB again: I left for California soon afterward. And I don't remember much else from the night, except packing up. I was admiring the walls backstage, which were caked with thousands of band graffiti into an amazing crazed topography of Sharpie, ballpoint, and pen-knife scratchings. We dutifully added ours. As I lugged an armload of drum hardware out, I turned to Poem Rocket's bassist. 

"If this place ever closes, they should give that backstage wall to the Historical Society."

"That won't happen," she said.

I was about to protest—conservators can move Roman frescoes, why not Manhattan drywall?—but then I realized that maybe she meant that the closure would never happen. And for a long time, longer than thousands of half-employed musicians could have ever guessed, it seemed to be true.

Dead Plagiarists Society

Will Google Book Search uncover long-buried literary crimes?

Amir Aczel knew just whom to blame. "It seems," the science author complained last month in an irate letter to the Washington Post, "that [Charles] Seife has submitted every sentence in my book to a Google search." Days earlier in a Post book review, Seife exposed what appeared to be embarrassing plagiarisms in Aczel's new book, The Artist and the Mathematician. But if Seife's discovery that Aczel lifted text from the Guggenheim Museum's Web site was instructive, so was the assumption behind Aczel's response. For any plagiarist living in an age of search engines, waving a loaded book in front of reviewers has become the literary equivalent of suicide by cop.

As it turns out, even authors not living in this online age are in trouble. My fellow literary sleuth Alex MacBride recently revealed to me that he'd uncovered an old crime in a new way. MacBride, a linguist employed by Google, idly ran a phrase from England Howlett's 1899 essay Sacrificial Foundations through Google Book Search, his employer's massive digitization of millions of volumes from university libraries. The search had nothing to do with his job—like the rest of us, sometimes Alex just kills time by plugging stuff into Google—and rather than go to the trouble of digging out Howlett's book by name, he'd decided to call it up with a phrase. To his surprise, he got more back than just Howlett: The search also revealed a suspiciously similar passage in Sabine Baring-Gould's 1892 book Strange Survivals. A lot of suspiciously similar passages. 

Perhaps it's not too shocking that a small-time amateur like Howlett swiped from Baring-Gould, a frenetically prolific folklore scholar who published hundreds of books and articles. But, the search results revealed, this was not quite the end of the story. "Charmingly," MacBride e-mails, "Baring-Gould seems to have had sticky fingers himself." The wronged author, you see, had in turn used the unattributed quotation from a still earlier work: Benjamin Thorpe's 1851 study Northern Mythology.

We're talking about forgotten writers here: I don't think there will be too many England Howlett fan clubs grappling with disillusionment today. But MacBride's discovery is the first rumble in what may become a literary earthquake. Given the popularity of plagiarism-seeking software services for academics, it may be only a matter of time before some enterprising scholar yokes Google Book Search and plagiarism-detection software together into a massive literary dragnet, scooping out hundreds of years' worth of plagiarists—giants and forgotten hacks alike—who have all escaped detection until now. 

But wait, you might ask, don't people accidentally repeat each other's sentences all the time? It seems to me that this should not be unusual. Yet try plugging that last sentence word by word into Google Book Search, and watch what happens. 

It: Rejected—too many hits to count

It seems: 11,160,000 matches

It seems to: 3,050,000

It seems to me: 1,580,000

It seems to me that: 844,000 

It seems to me that this: 29,700

It seems to me that this should: 237

It seems to me that this should not: 20

It seems to me that this should not be: 9

It seems to me that this should not be unusual: 0

It seems to me that this should not be unusual is itself ... unusual. 

Google Book Search contains hundreds of millions of printed pages, and yet after just a few words, the likelihood of the sentence's replication scales down dramatically. And even before our sentence implodes into utter improbability, there's another telling phenomenon at work. The nine books that contain the penultimate It seems to me that this should not be are from a grab bag of subjects: a 2001 study of Freud, an 1874 collection of Methodist camp sermons, minutes from a 1973 hearing of the Senate subcommittee on transportation. So, if replicating the same sentence alone is suspicious behavior, then to also replicate it on the same subject warrants dialing 911.

Conveniently enough, a few literary greats have already had their mug shots taken. It's long been known that Poe plagiarized an early book, a hack project titled The Conchologist's First Book,* and that Herman Melville swiped many technical passages of Moby Dick whole from maritime authors like Henry Cheever. Even more inventively, Lawrence Sterne's immortal diatribe against plagiarism in Tristram Shandy was itself ... plagiarized from Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy. There have always been a dizzying array of ways that authors can rip each other off, even in reverse: Literary critic Terry Eagleton has written entertainingly of "anti-plagiarism," a 19th-century literary wheeze favored by Irish critics, who pounced on poets or novelists for plagiarizing or surreptitiously translating some little-known domestic or foreign work and presenting it under their name. The trick was that the "original" work presented by the prosecuting critic was itself a forgery, written after a new work's publication to frame an enemy. 

The most intriguing result of a digital dragnet would be if any deeply idiosyncratic last-person-you'd-guess authors get fingered—Emily Dickinson, anyone? Ben Franklin, perhaps? I'd bet that in the next decade at least one major literary work gets busted. Such thefts don't necessarily end a literary reputation: After all, what Melville did with ordinary maritime literature amounted to an act of lead-to-gold alchemy. But it's invigorating to think that some forgotten authors, long buried and with the dirt tamped down over them by their ruthless rivals, will now get their due. Plagiarism, it seems, will out.

Correction, Dec. 5, 2006: The article incorrectly stated that The Conchologist's First Book was Poe's first book. In fact, that would be Tamerlane and Other Poems (1827). The Conchologist was Poe's only book to go into a second edition during his lifetime. (Return to the corrected sentence.)

jTunes

The insanely great songs Apple won't let you hear.

"Killer Tune" is just that: It sounds like the Killers, and it is killer. It's one of the most popular iTunes downloads for the band Straightener—but you haven't heard it.

You can't hear it.

The iTunes Music Store has a secret hiding in plain sight: Log out of your home account in the page's upper-right corner, switch the country setting at the bottom of the page to Japan, and you're dropped down a rabbit hole into a wonderland of great Japanese bands that you've never even heard of. And they're nowhere to be found on iTunes U.S. You can listen to 30-second song teasers on the Japanese site, but if you try purchasing "Killer Tune"—or any other tune—from iTunes Japan with your U.S. credit card, you'll get turned away: Your gaijin money's no good there. 

Go to iTMS Japan's Terms of Sale, and the very first three words, which berate you in all caps, are: 

JAPAN SALES ONLY

So, what's going on here? 

Music labels have a good reason to lift up the drawbridge: iTunes spans 22 countries, often with somewhat uneven pricing between them, and the specter of cross-border music discounting has already been raised by services such as Russia's much-sued allofmp3.com. But in Japan's case, the blockade becomes downright tragic. If your knowledge of Japanese music barely extends beyond the Boredoms, you're in for a shock at iTMS Japan: There are thousands of Japanese bands that play circles around ours—and they're doing it in English.

It hasn't happened overnight. Japan's long been a music geek's paradise, a Valhalla of reverent remasters of American and British albums that time and fashion have passed by in their native lands. Want a CD release of Rick Wakeman's 1976 LP No Earthly Connection? There's no such thing over here—but there is in Japan, and you can even buy it from the Disk Union chain at a downtown Tokyo store dedicated entirely to prog-rock. Like the British invaders of 40 years ago, the Japanese seem to care more about our music than we ourselves do.

The result? Japan's bands are by turns bracingly experimental and jubilantly retro, a land where our own greatest music returns with an alienated majesty. How else can one describe the King Brothers' "100%," a song that could make the Black Crowes eat Humble Pie? Or Syrup16g's Elvis Costello-esque "I Hate Music"? Or "Johnny Depp" by Triceratops, an amp-crunching reanimation of Physical Graffiti-era Zep? And you'd swear that the Pillows' "Degeneration" was a hidden track on Matthew Sweet's Altered Beast. Other bands, less easily categorized, are no less revelatory: The Miceteeth's "Think About Bird's Pillow Case" conjures up a Japanese troupe stranded in a 1930s British music hall, while NICO Touches the Walls' "??????" boils Franz Ferdinand over into a waltz.

Next, there's power pop. If ever a song cried to be played on late and lamented The O.C., it's "4645" by the Radwimps. Like many J-pop songs, "4645" is almost entirely sung in English. After pop diva Yumi Matsutoya started mixing bilingual lyrics in the 1970s, bands perfected the art of seamlessly fusing Japanese verses with English choruses. You can mondegreen their songs in the shower for weeks without even realizing it. 

So, what happens when this irresistible rock encounters immoveable corporations? Inevitably, Straightener's "Killer Tune" has shown up in its entirety on YouTube, where the band amuses themselves in an exuberantly goofy lip-sync. With YouTube sporting the clever animated video for the blistering follow-up "Berserker Tune," American fans might get the Straightener they need after all. 

Meanwhile, a back door has appeared in the Music Store itself: While iTunes Japan pegs foreign undesirables from their credit card numbers, it can't screen fake Japanese addresses provided by prepaid iTunes Card users. There's a small but ardent underground economy among Americans in dummy addresses and e-mailed scans of Japanese iTunes Cards, picked up by friends in Tokyo convenience stores or openly sold online. 

It certainly beats buying CDs. Import shops and Amazon.com lack most Japanese bands, and while Amazon.co.jp maintains a somewhat-English-language version, you may find yourself plunged into hair-raisingly incomprehensible pages while entering credit card information. If, for instance, this audio clip of the math-rock single "Japanistan" by the band Stan sends you running for their album Stan II, you'll find nothing at U.S. Amazon. Buying it from Amazon Japan costs 3,090 yen ($25) with international shipping. And, since Amazon Japan pages often lack audio samples, you have to already know what you're looking for. If you didn't catch that Stan video on NHK while jet-lagged in a Shinjuku hotel, you're out of luck. 

iTunes United States maintains its own hamstrung Japanese Music playlist, where a few bands have broken into our realm of 99-cent downloads. Listen to the Rodeo Carburettor's head-rattling "R.B.B. (Rude Boy Bob)," the stuttering art-punk of the Emeralds' "Surfing Baby," and the propulsive stop-time of "Riff Man" by the Zazen Boys—a room-clearing roar of gloriously unhinged vocals—and you start to sense what's maddeningly out of reach across the Pacific.

And there are 20 more countries where iTunes users can lurk among the samples, including the United Kingdom, Germany, Greece, and Australia. They won't let you buy their songs, either. You can find an EP of Scottish sensations the Fratellis at iTunes United States, for instance, but their hit glam singalong "Chelsea Dagger" is in nearly every country except the United States. (Their randy burlesque video for it, naturally, is all over YouTube.)

Even so, window-shopping in the Japan store remains particularly instructive. Why? Because variable pricing—a label demand that Apple loudly and successfully fought off in other countries—has quietly appeared there in the form of 150- and 200-yen songs. Whether "Killer Tune" gets the success it deserves or not, someday we might all be turning Japanese.

Log on to iTMS for Slate's "jTunes iMix" playlists: one at iTunes Japan of Japan-only songs, including those mentioned in this article (foreign users can sample, but not purchase, them), and this domestic Slate jTunes iMix of songs available for purchase by U.S. users. U.S. iTMS users must log out of their account and switch countries at the bottom of their screen before accessing the Japanese iMix.

Note: Occasionally iTMS Netherlands refuses to allow you to change countries from the bottom of the home page. Simply click any song's "Buy" button, and a prompt asking if you're from abroad will get you to the Country Selection menu.

Hot Stuff

The quest for radioactive items on eBay.

Some hit antique stalls with their CDV-700s cranked, hoping to spook dealers into a discount. Others surreptitiously palm an RM-60 while listening on earphones for telltale clicks from cheap old candy dishes and sickly pale-green milk pitchers. These mysterious men are a most obscure group of antique collectors, and they seek an invisible prize scorned by all others: radiation.

"[Look] for a particularly interesting item called a 'Radio-Sanitizer,' " advises one poster on CDV 700 Club, a Yahoo group of Geiger-geeks named after a classic counter. The item's a corrugated-metal water trough, he says, and, "They'll twist the meter right out of the instrument." Others talk Geiger models and swap war stories—literally. "The hottest radium-dialed object I ever found was a WW2 Japanese aircraft turn-and-bank indicator," writes a member. "It was STILL glowing noticeably under bright light. My Monitor 4 was reading 30mR/hr at the surface of the glass."

That's the hourly equivalent of about three chest X-rays. And thanks to a 19th- and early-20th-century love affair with radioactive luminescence and colorants by manufacturers and consumers alike—a houseware, medical, and technological boom that produced millions of toasty isotopic items—there's plenty more radioactive whup-ass where that came from.

"Collecting this is a bad idea," sighs Paul Frame, the Oak Ridge Associated Universities curator of what may be the country's definitive online radiation collection. From his tone, it's pretty clear that he gets called often by collectors. "It's hard to give useful advice other than 'Just stay away from it.' "

But even as we spoke, hundreds of buyers and sellers haggled over charming antiques that radiate more than just the glow of ownership. It's all online now, with no clunky CDV-700 units required. Where? EBay, of course.

This week was a fairly typical one in radioactive auctions, in fact, beginning with hundreds of pieces of spookily green glass, like this uranium absinthe cup. Produced in huge quantities, glass containing uranium compounds—now sold as uranium glass, canary glass, or Vaseline glass—tends to be the most faintly radioactive of collectibles, albeit with a great party trick: Canny eBayers reassure buyers of authenticity by picturing the stuff fluorescing alien-green under UV light.

Other hotly contested auctions include that much-loved 1950s kiddies' delight, an Atomic Energy lab (no, they were not falsely advertised); a 2-inch pod of "very radioactive" cuprosklodowskite that fetched $225 after 12 bids; and two pricey auctions for circa-1920 Revigator radium water coolers. You can find most isotopes without much effort on eBay. Bidding on old Coleman camping lamp mantles? Thorium. Vintage Doramad Radioaktive Zahncreme ("radioactive toothpaste"), used by Germans to keep teeth gamma-ray bright? Radium, with even a squished-out tube fetching a high bid of $122.50. Old spark plugs? Polonium. Still other auctions are evidence of a jazz-age infatuation with radium as the byword of the future, like this Lee's Radium Shaving Razor—a steal, won with a single 99-cent bid.

"Many items simply weren't radioactive," Frame muses. "Radium was used then the way gold or silver is today—for instance, a gold card wouldn't have real gold in it." Even so, you might want to think twice before bidding on an old tin of Tho-Radia face powder—because the stuff really did contain both thorium and radium, an inhalation hazard that your lungs will not thank you for.

If you look, millions of bona fide radioactive antiques are out there—Oak Ridge even publishes A Collector's Guide to Radioactive Dinnerware (pdf file). The red-orange hue in old plates by Fiesta Dinnerware and its imitators was achieved with uranium oxide, though the ore supply was interrupted by the U.S. government in 1942 for use in, ahem, other projects. Topping out with a surface reading of about 3 or 4 mR/hr, uranium glazes don't pack a killer punch. Granted, one 1996 study did produce uranium leachate by microwaving acidic foods—but al-Qaida won't be planning its next attack with vintage butter dishes. "To really do some harm, you'd probably have to sit on it for a month or two," notes science writer Theodore Gray in his superb online gallery. The greater danger is lead: Enough leached in during the microwave experiment to exceed an adult's weekly suggested exposure.

So, how much radiation are you getting from this stuff? In many cases, maybe not much more than naturally occurs in your home. The radiation collector's bible—William Kolb's self-published and utterly engrossing Living With Radiation—is quick to point out that lots of common objects are faintly radioactive. Bananas, brazil nuts, cat litter, granite countertops, sensitive toothpaste ... even dryer lint boasts 20 times the background rate of radiation. (Don't blame your appliance: Naturally occurring radioactive isotopes adhere to dust.) Exposure also varies greatly by distance—and there's probably more danger from a uranium oxide pendant on your skin than from that plate on your shelf.

Even so, Kolb and Frame both avoid one type of radioactive antique—and startlingly, it's the one the rest of us are most likely to own. "I shy away from anything that contains radium," Kolb tells me. "In most cases, radium is not fixed in a way that eliminates the risk of contamination or ingestion." And where would Joe Public find that radium today? Simple: in old watches. "There were probably 100 million watches made in the U.S. alone during the era of radium dials," Oak Ridge's Paul Frame says. "There's so many of these things."

Many stopped luminescing years ago, so their radioactivity is not obvious to the casual observer. But it's still very much present, and will be for millennia. The relatively short half-life of the RA-226 isotope (1,602 years) means that it has lots of decay going on—radium puts the active in radioactive—and inhaled or digested radium dust presents a particular danger because its bodily absorption mimics calcium. It can go right to your bone and marrow, as unfortunate dial-factory "Radium Girls" discovered in the 1920s.

One YouTube clip shows the dramatic squawk an old Timex watch face can still coax from a Geiger counter. Take off the glass bezel and you're asking for trouble—and not just from the radiation. "The Nuclear Regulatory Commission is about to clamp down," Frame warns me.

Amazingly, the NRC lacked regulatory control over consumer radioactives in the past; that was left to the desultory enforcement of states. But buried in regulatory language and unnoticed by any news media, last month the NRC quietly announced a change in policy: It can now require a general NRC license from any owner of an object containing more than 37 kBq of Radium-226. That's about twice the typical content of an old mantle clock, four times that of a pocket watch, and about six times that of a typical wristwatch. Collectors with particularly hot timepieces—or with many typical old ones—may now fall under the NRC's regulations, as may eBay auctions of multiple radium parts like this one. Any CDVer with an old crate of 100 luminous gauges (or radium chain pulls, or anything else that glows) will also need a general license—and so will Revigator owners. That means you can't export, disassemble, or dispose of the stuff without NRC approval.

The news has not even reached the happy hunting grounds of the CDV 700 Club yet. Instead, a recent post reminisced about how, "The hottest rock that is not 'ore' that I've Urban Prospected was in an antique store, appeared to [have] been a green marble smoking stand. It was hotter than a firecracker compared to most."

It's an appropriate find for radiation hunters: Because now, it seems, you'd better smoke 'em if you've got 'em. 

Folio, Where Art Thou?

One man's quest to track down every copy on the planet.

Given the absence of any original manuscripts in Shakespeare's handwriting, the First Folio is about as close to the Bard as you can get. After Shakespeare died in 1616, two actors from his company began collecting his plays, working from printed versions, transcriptions and their own memories. The result of their labors, published in 1623, may be the greatest rescue in English literature: of the 36 plays in the Folio, 18 appeared in print for the first time. Without the actors' efforts, Macbeth, The Tempest, The Taming of the Shrew and Twelfth Night might not exist.

This plain-looking bound volume originally sold for about £1; this past July, a copy fetched $5.2 million at auction. Because 17th-century printers made corrections on the fly and sometimes intermixed corrected and uncorrected pages, each copy is unique. And because scholars use these variants to pin down what Shakespeare actually wrote, tracking down all the Folios has become essential. While nobody is quite sure how many were originally printed—the current estimate is about 750—there is agreement about how many survive.

"There are now 230," says Anthony James West, a senior fellow at the University of London.

If West seems surprisingly precise, it's for good reason. Only four books have had worldwide censuses—the Gutenberg Bible, Audubon's Birds of America and Copernicus' De Revolutionibus are the other three—and the Folio's tally is by far the oldest and most ambitious. While lists of Folio owners were made in 1824 and 1902, West has expanded the task into a monumental project: examining the Folios and recording details of every page of every copy.

His work for the Oxford University Press series The Shakespeare First Folio: The History of the Book may qualify him as the most indefatigable pursuer of a single edition in literary history. Volume 1 charts the ups and downs—mostly ups—of what people have been willing to pay for a First Folio, and Volume 2 tracks the ownership of each one over the centuries. Two future volumes, to be published by Palgrave Macmillan, will identify the unique characteristics of each copy and include specialists' essays on Folio issues.

Although Folio owners are a varied lot—from a Microsoft billionaire to a bucolic Irish college—all seem to have welcomed West's quest. One even let him take a copy back to his hotel to examine it. West assures owners their privacy, if they wish it. "One owner wanted to be identified only by the continent he was on," he says, "and I honored that wish."

Though British by birth, West, age 75, earned an MBA at Harvard in 1958, then spent two decades as an international management consultant. But beneath the suit and tie beat the heart of a bibliophile. "My father was a letterpress printer," he says. "I was brought up around the smell of ink." (He also earned two degrees in English literature.) After enjoying some business success, West discovered that Shakespeare's Folio needed a dedicated chronicler. In 1989, at the age of 58, he returned to graduate school to become that person.

"I've nearly spent my life savings on this," he says a bit ruefully. He works from his home in the English countryside, but the effort has sent him crisscrossing five continents. West has found that Folios generally follow new wealth; these days the world's second-largest collection is at Meisei University in Japan.

Newly discovered Folios still turn up. In 2004, Anne Humphries, a homemaker near Manchester, was named the sole survivor of a relative she'd never heard of; among the estate was a Folio that executors listed as "presumed to be a facsimile." Not at all. West discovered another Folio in the public library of the Yorkshire mining town of Skipton; the book had been mislabeled and forgotten.

As long as Folios are misfiled in libraries and hiding with long-lost relatives, the count of 230 copies will inch upward. At least a dozen known copies remain untraced. "I have about 130 leads," West says, adding that some are "quite hot."

The Great Panjandrum

Obscure Questions and Unobscured Nudity 

Paul Collins is the author of Not Even Wrong: Adventures in Autism (published by Bloomsbury) and several other books. We invited him to review the audience at his reading at Elliott Bay Book Company on April 26, 2004.
In 1755, the London wag Samuel Foote made a bet with his friend Charles Macklin--an actor famed for his phenomenal memory--that he could utter a perfectly grammatical sentence so blitheringly nonsensical that Macklin could not remember it. You're on, Macklin said--or whatever the 1755 equivalent was. "Do tell," perhaps. 

This was Foote's verbal throwdown: 

So she went into the garden to pick a cabbage leaf, to make an apple-pie of; and a she-bear, coming up the street, put her head into the shop, and said, "Do you sell any soap?" So she died, and he very imprudently married the barber; and the powder fell out of the counselor's wig, and poor Mrs. Mackay's puddings were quite entirely spoilt; and there were present the Garnelies, and the Goblilies, and the Picninnies, and the Great Panjandrum himself, with the little round buttons at top, and they played at the ancient game of "Catch who catch can," till the gunpowder ran out of the heels of their boots. 
I was put in the mind of poor Mr. Macklin recently when, at a reading at Elliott Bay Book Company, I was asked a question of such penetrating impenetrability that, god help me, I could not have told you what it was even before the woman asking it was halfway through the aforesaid question. If it was indeed a question. Then again, I'm not sure she could have recalled it either, even as she was asking it. 

Let me say that I was very well equipped by the bookstore for any and all such contingencies. My water was cold, my latte was hot, and the stage so brilliantly lit that, if I looked up toward the ceiling, I was blinded in a warm white haze, like I was dying. Don't walk into the light, Paul--don't walk into the light! Incoherent people back on Earth need you! 

So: I lived. But I do not recall a single word of her question, except perhaps for the presence of a "the." I am pretty sure that she somehow managed to speak for five or six minutes without using a single conjunction. Quite remarkable, really. 

I was asked many perfectly intelligible questions by the rest of the crowd, though--shall I describe this crowd to you? No, no--I shall not. I will allow you to imagine it, because your conception--a great mass of people, all muttering something that vaguely sounds like rhubarb rhubarb as I approach the stage, or making a general hubbub like the Sgt. Pepper intro--this will outdo any crowd that I could actually conjure up in person. I actually half hid from this crowd during the introduction, browsing books on the shelf behind the platform because... well, it was a bookstore. It seemed the thing to do. There was a first-edition Kafka on that shelf selling for just $2, by the way. Put away your wallets: It was Mitzy Kafka. 

The reading? Oh. Yes, there were words read aloud. I'd tell you about them, but a subsequent incident has blotted out all my memory of the other events of that evening. For as I passed Fourth and Lenora the next day on the Gray Line bus bound for Sea-Tac, there erupted a great commotion among my fellow passengers and the driver. They were gaping, gasping, and laughing incredulously all at once: It took a moment before I realized they were all looking out the front window. I followed their gaze, and there I saw a gentleman strolling down the street, in very windy weather, without a shirt. Also, he was without shoes. Or socks. Or pants. Or underwear. Or anything. I'm not sure that words suffice to express the nakedness of this fellow. Imagine a man without an atom of clothing on: Now, imagine that, miraculously, it is somehow possible to make this man even more naked. Having achieved this mental image, you still will have not begun to form a conception of the clothelessness of the gentleman on Fourth Avenue. 

And I thought: Now there is a man who knows how to face a crowd.
Hunting the Great Cliché

The Strangest Thing About That New York Times List Was Its Premise
The question seems simple enough, even if the answer is not: "What is the best work of fiction of the last 25 years?" The idle American contest in the New York Times two weeks ago asked 124 critics, authors, and editors for the best work, not a best work, the implication being that there can only be one. Toni Morrison's Beloved was duly cited. But the singularity of that question begged the cliché that Times critic A. O. Scott immediately invoked in his introductory essay: the Great American Novel. Granted, Scott classes the Great American Novel as a fantastical creature along the lines of Sasquatch, but then he promptly straps on his snowshoes and tries to hunt it down anyway.

Where did this mythical beast come from?

The Great Gatsby is one of the other usual quarries whenever critics don their dorky orange hunting vests. Yet even by that novel's publication in 1925, our literary Sasquatch was old and toothless, because a few years earlier critic Carl Van Doren had spotted the Big Hairy Phrase loping through an 1872 North American Review essay by T. S. Perry. Dig up that volume and you discover that the first thing Perry did was dismiss the idea: "We have often wondered that the people who raise the outcry for the 'Great American Novel' did not see that, so far from being of any assistance to our fellow countryman who is trying to win fame by writing fiction, they have rather stood in his way by setting up before him a false aim for his art, and by giving the critical reader a defective standard by which to judge his work."

That's hardly an auspicious beginning. But I couldn't help feeling that I'd encountered the phrase even earlier. And unlike Carl Van Doren, I was backed by the greatest intellectual resource in human history: a university library that sells Mountain Dew in the lobby. Along with its endless aisles of crumbling bound magazines, there are also millions of searchable pages of 19th-century periodicals now digitized by everyone from the New York Times and the Times of London to the Making of America project and Newspaperarchive.com. But even before I sat down and booted up, I remembered where I'd first spotted the phrase: in a book by that most astute of American observers, P. T. Barnum.

"In what business is there not humbug?" he asks in his 1866 book Humbugs of the World. Barnum immediately cites crooked milkmen, shifty land agents, and of course, "the publisher with his great American Novel." Lest you suspect that old P. T. is a little hard on the publishers, dialing our library Wayback Machine a decade backward materializes this bit of fluffery from the Tioga County Agitator for February 1, 1855: "This is the great American novel so loudly called for by the new party." And what immortal novel is it? Stanhope Burleigh, by Helen Dhu. You know, the famous novel about... oh, you don't know.

Still, the choice of Helen Dhu is telling: It was the pseudonym used by Ellen Brown Lester for what was in fact a deeply bigoted and anti-Catholic novel. The full title of the book is the almost comically baiting Stanhope Burleigh: The Jesuits in Our Homes. And that "new party" that the newspaper had referred to as demanding a Great American Novel? That would be the xenophobic Know-Nothing Party. I won't go into 1850s political history, but let's just say that if they were still around today, they'd send the National Guard to build a 20-foot high fence around Ireland.

All of which makes the very notion of the Great American Novel sound, well, un-American. And so it is. The earliest use I found dates to August 7, 1852, where it was used not by a critic but by a publisher—right you were, Mr. Barnum—to hype the first serialized issue of a new book. The great novel in question? Uncle Tom's Cabin. Stowe's work certainly has a historical claim, if not an aesthetic one, to that honor. But the granting of such a title does seem curiously restrictive in a country composed of a multitude of regional voices and genres, a defiant and unruly mess of democratic artistry. To create a hierarchy—to coronate the Great American Novel—smacks of the monarchic class system this country was founded to spurn. And perhaps that's because the idea was invented by Stowe's publisher—in London.

"The Great American Novel" is not American at all: It's British.

Gag Me

The Illustrious History of Fake Vomit, Exploding Cigars, and Disappearing Ink

Put it "Near The Refrigerator!" suggests the packet of fake vomit.

"It's so strange," mused George Carlin on his 1972 album Class Clown, "because some grown man had to think of that. Some guy was at work one day, and he said—Hey Phil, I got another one! Near the refrigerator!" Carlin's right: Somebody had to come up with that. But who?

The answer comes at long last with Kirk Demarais's Life of the Party: A Visual History of The S.S. Adams Company. Issued by the company for their 100th anniversary and sporting an introduction by Chris Ware, this gorgeous book has been as well hidden from the public as a carefully placed whoopee cushion—it can only be bought at magic shops or direct from the company (http://ssadams.com/book.php). But make no mistake: This is the insider's ur-text of childhood. If you care about the irreducible vernacular of American illustration art, or recall those childhood longings for snapping gum and exploding pens—and that would be all of us—then The Life of the Party is a must-have.

For one thing, it turns out there really was an S.S. Adams. In 1904, Soren Sorenson Adams was a Danish immigrant toiling in a dye factory bedeviled by a chemical byproduct that induced violent sneezing. Voila!—sneezing powder was born, and so was the Cachoo Sneeze Powder Company. By 1906 it was the S.S. Adams Co., and a new American industry in squirt rings and exploding cigars was born. Nickel and dime wackiness flew fast and furious out of their New Jersey warehouse: 1908 heralded the spring-loaded Snake in the Jam, and the next year brought us the immortal Dribble Glass. It's comforting to imagine Henry James's grandchildren afflicting him with this crap.

The patentee and inventor of some 700 practical jokes, Adams himself was the archetypal joyless comic. Sitting in a warehouse filled to the rafters with laffs, "he didn't even chuckle or grin when he spoke." The gags certainly do have their melancholy side. The dianisidine salts of Adams's sneezing powder were also used in World War I for chemical warfare, while for the intricate miniaturism of his crowning invention—the joy buzzer—Adams trekked overseas to "a Jewish craftsman who planned to use the money to escape Nazi Germany."

"After collecting his final payment," Demarais continues, "he was unheard from again by Adams."

Demarais also features the beautifully detailed designs of Theodore Deland, the paranoiac Philadelphia engraver who designed trick playing cards and marked decks for the Adams company; his life ended in an insane asylum. Most Adams art, though, is a pen-and-ink style that could be called Unemployed 1920s Commercial Illustrator. Every comic artist from Crumb onward carries these Adams drawings in his or her DNA. They're the work of illustrator Louis M. Glack-ens (1866–1933), and are still used today; in many ways, this book is a testament to his greatness.

What makes the book so compelling is the sheer pathos in the distance between what gags promise and what they deliver—in the naiveté of that 9-year-old loser in all of us that desperately wants to believe that with 50 cents and a bit of gumption, you can turn the social order upside down. Imagine your teacher's expression when she sits in a puddle of disappearing ink! The gales of laughter when Dad's cigarette bursts into a cloud of snowflakes! The heee-larity when the neighborhood bully shakes you down for a stick of... garlic gum! Oh boy oh boy, this'll be great!
"Wha... oh, I get it," your target would sniff. "Ha."
And then, after an agonizing moment waiting for vindication, you'd slink off to the comic-book ads again, wondering if the Hercules wristbands really could make you into a he-man.

"The slogan 'fool your friends' was especially inviting for those of us who didn't have friends," recalls Glen David Gold in a testimonial to Life of the Party, and he's seconded in Chris Ware's introduction: "Images of Crying Towels and Black Soap fill holes in my mind now that should be tucked with warm memories of afternoons spent outside, in the sunlight," he writes. "All I had to do was find the right one that would 'freak everyone out' and they would all stop hating me so much."

But they kept right on hating. Because let's face it... the fly in the ice cube was lame.

But this book is awesome.

*One additional tidbit, which got sacrificed to the Word Count God and thus didn't make into the Stranger version:

    The other Adamic father of gag art was the Johnson Smith Company of Mt Clemens, Michigan; innumerable children pined for their iconic X-Ray Specs. Their 1929 catalogue was reprinted in 1970 as a facsimile edition with an introduction by Jean Shepard—a perfect pairing—and it's well worth digging up from used bookstores. Put Life Of the Party over one eye and a battered old Johnson Smith catalogue over the other, and you'll have your very own pair of x-ray specs into American childhood. 

The Worst Pulp Novelist Ever
Remembering Leo Guild

This week marks the 10th anniversary of the death of Leo Guild. Bow your heads, fellow writers, to a titan of his genre.

Guild was, quite simply, the greatest hack ever. Beginning as a ghostwriting Hollywood press agent behind puff books like 1957's Where There's Life, There's Bob Hope, Guild's promise to the stars was a simple one: Fill 50 one-hour audio tapes talking with me, and I'll write your memoir. It's why a schlub like Leo could be seen accompanying Jayne Mansfield to the dry cleaners: She simply had him interview her in the car while she ran errands. But until recently, Guild's great claim to campy fame was the ladies-can't-get-enough absurdity The Loves of Liberace. The cover of the old 1956 Avon paperback is priceless: Liberace gamely struggles to smooch Coraleen Jurian, the Livestock Queen of the Grand National Rodeo. As evidence of his raging straightness, a date with Betty White is also mentioned. The book flopped.

It was only a short drop to blaxploitation publishers Holloway House, where the sixtysomething Guild penned Black Shrink (a tale of "lesbianism, drugs, and racism") and his 1976 epic Street of Ho's. Set on Times Square's notorious "Minnesota Strip," Street of Ho's reads like... well, like Bob Hope's assistant writing a novel about hookers. Representative sentence: "Sheila made him a ham and cheese sandwich and they made love while he ate."

But it's 1972's The Werewolf vs. Vampire Woman that has the reputation among aficionados as the most craptastically awful book ever written. On the extremely loose adaptation of an Italian schlock-horror film, the jacket copy promises a genre I can only describe as ESL horror:

Werewolf Waldo's toothy smile flashes on and off like a traffic light. At times he is completely irrational, with hairy paws, long nails, fang like teeth, growling his uncomplicated desires. At other times he is suave, sophisticated, brilliant, romantic, and very dead. The werewolf performs major surgery on YOU without benefit of a doctor or anesthetic. He wants YOUR body dead or alive. The mystery of Waldo surrounds his strange left ventricle.

I first came across this farrago from a 1980s edition of the book buyer's mimeoed newsletter It Goes on the Shelf. The Werewolf vs. Vampire Woman long bore the distinction of being the only book in IGOTS' 1 to 100 rating system to actually score a 1. The plotting follows the classic second-grader's story structure of and then—and then—and then—and then. Not a narrative arc, exactly: more like a narrative crazy straw.

The plot, such as it is, goes like this: Waldo is a werewolf brought back to life when a foolish coroner removes a bullet from his heart. (Check.) He kills a lot of people. (Check.) Suddenly he's in Paris. (Check?) He raids tombs for gold and hits up pawnshops. (Che...) Then he digs up a vampire named Wandessa, tries to kill her, changes his mind, and they go on a joint killing spree by burning down crowded theaters, downing high-voltage power lines, machine-gunning subways and driving stakes through bystanders, and then they go to Hollywood and become movie stars and then work for NBC and then find true love and then get jealous of each other and then die in a double-wedding-slash-homicide.

Or as Waldo puts it: "With the kind of wool jackets they make these days it's getting harder and harder to drive a stake in with a coat on. Well, everyone has his troubles."

Also: "Werewolves sure can fuck."

Also: Waldo?

Of the three copies of The Werewolf vs. Vampire Woman that I've ever seen, two had remainder stickers on them. Attributing blame for this book is difficult: The cover claims it as the work of an "Arthur N. Scarm," while the title page attributes it to "Arthur N. Scram." But the publisher—one "Guild-Hartford Publishing" of Wilshire Boulevard—and an even cursory look at Guild's oeuvre quickly reveal the hallmarks of the master.

Guild's later years settled into irascible hackitude: After teaming up to pen vanity memoirs for kooks and chamber of commerce types—their "secret manufacturing process" primarily involved a photocopier—in 1986 Guild and his attorney sued a production company that was unwise enough to shoot a movie called Dead or Alive outside Guild's Wilshire apartment. The bright lights and fake gunfire, the old Hollywood press agent claimed, so traumatized him that he "developed a tremor in his left hand." This, he insisted, was clearly worth $1.5 million in damages.

Somewhere in heaven, an angel hooker is making Leo Guild a ham and cheese sandwich. 

Materia Medica

Hong Kong Apothecary: A Visual History of Chinese Medicine Packaging 

By Simon Go 

Princeton Architectural Press,200 pp., $24.95

Gorgeously illustrated with thousands of Chinese patent medicine labels, Hong Kong Apothecary, with its melancholy beauty, could sit comfortably among the works of Ben Katchor and Chris Ware. For Sinophiles and graphic art fans alike, this book is simply a must-have. The accompanying historical text helpfully leads readers through the pharmaceutical capital of southern China: the home of cork-stoppered glass bottles of U-I-Oil, twine-tied sachets of One Eyed Man's Herbal Tea, and battered red-and-yellow tins of sugar-confectionery Watson's Worm Cakes that were given with the parental admonition "If you don't take your medicine, insects will crawl out your backside and bite you!"

Simon Go, a photographer living in Hong Kong, knows his local apothecary dynasties and their dizzying arrays of remedies. There are old wax-coated pills and modern snake wines for adults, as well as navel plasters applied to keep cold air out of a newborn's insides and powders applied to the nipples for ingestion via breast-feeding. As he strolls among bonesetters and members of the Hong Kong Medicine Dealers' Guild, Go can point out an apothecary with scars "caused by the careless spilling of boiling-hot toad paste," and then inform you that there have been no actual toads in the paste since 1972. Healthier Chinese have fewer boils now, he explains, and rarely need toad plasters: It's just not worth hunting down the toads anymore.

Despite wonders like the leaflet for "Electrical Rheumatism Plasters," being a native means that only the past ever seems foreign to Go—as when he remembers glass jars of his grandfather's homemade rat wine. "I was truly appalled by the sight of all those entangled downy-white rat fetuses. . . . I still remember his contented expression as he relished his regular tonic after meals."

Over time, these remedies and their packaging have fused with Western aesthetics and packaging technologies—complex engravings discourage drug counterfeiters, and cow-bone bottles are replaced by plastic. Throughout it all, Hong Kong Apothecary displays the artistry and almost accidental beauty born from one society's struggle with the eternal predicaments of human frailty. 

Heavy Weather

Modern life is rubbish, and deluge washes it away.

Deluge 

By Sydney Fowler Wright 

Wesleyan, 390 pp., $65 ($22.95 paper)
Apocalypses never go out of style. For a long time the fashion was for a petulant deity wiping us out, though I suppose this genre peaked in 1655, when Archbishop James Ussher determined that (a) the Earth was created on October 23, 4004 B.C., and (b) it would last 6,000 years. That's right: The end of the world came and went sometime on October 23, 1997—probably during aSeinfeld broadcast.

It's easy to mock Ussher today, but it was easy back then too. His prediction was already a dying form of Death. Danish anatomist Nicolaus Steno had examined the hills of Tuscany, pondering why fossilized shark's teeth (initially misidentified as petrified woodpecker tongues) were showing up miles inland. De Solido, Steno's 78-page treatise on strata and sedimentation, yanked the rug, floorboards, and foundation from under Ussher. Geologic ages were measured in millions and then billions of years, bringing the realization that fossils attested to repeated wholesale extinctions of species—in which humans mattered not one whit.

What's more, the Earth itself mattered not one whit either. The asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter led German astronomer Heinrich Olbers to speculate in the early 19th century that this was the remains of a shattered planet. Perhaps, some wondered, a meteor or comet did the dastardly deed. The notion that a planet could get blown apart like a clay pigeon was bad enough; what was worse was that it happened for no particular reason. Nobody was calling the shots. And so when one Professor Plantamour of Geneva helpfully declared that the Earth was indeed going to get cold-cocked by a comet on August 12, 1872, the prediction was met with varying degrees of alarm and amusement.

I imagine Plantamour's apocalypse ended in the usual way: wailing, gnashing of teeth, supplications to God. And then—lots of waiting. A bit more wailing, just to make sure. Silence. Scattered coughing in the audience, people glancing at their watches. Fidgeting children. And then—slowly, quietly, inevitably—the realization that humans are a bunch of jackasses.

Still, eschatology remains a hobby with an undeniable appeal. Because, after all . . . we're gonna die. We're all gonna die! But comets . . . really? For your old-school purist, only massive flooding will do: "India was no more, and China a forgotten dream. . . . It was as though [the Earth] had breathed in its sleep, but scarcely turned, and Southern Europe was gone, and Germany a desolation that the seas had swept over."

Opening with an instantaneous tectonic subsidence that sends the oceans sweeping over human civilization, Sydney Fowler Wright's 1927 novel Deluge wastes no time making good on its title. Now reissued with a splendid introductory essay by Brian Stableford,Deluge focuses upon Claire and Martin, two strangers clinging together among gangs of survivors on islands formed by the high ground of the English Cotswolds. In this inundated world, women become chattel, social rank is trumped by force and cunning, and savage Edwardians are reduced to scavenging and pillaging in the wake of utter societal collapse.

This begs the question: reduced from what? Fowler Wright's implicit notion is that Edwardians had already been scavenging and pillaging among ruins.Deluge was scribbled into little notepads as Fowler Wright unwillingly commuted to accounting and government procurement jobs in post-World War I London. One imagines him sitting in a crowded railway carriage, peevishly looking around and thinking: Jerks. I'll put you in the low-lying coastal areas. 

He was not alone in this impulse; Richard Jeffries's After London(1885) literally went medieval on what one gathers was his least favorite city. Such apocalyptic works are fuelled by ambivalence about modernity, manifested in a desire to sweep it all away: It is a paradoxical form of fearful conservatism.

Fear lends itself well to both speculation and speculative fiction. Each era has its own favored notion of how we're all liable to snuff it: Mary Shelley's The Last Man (1826) imagines her tubercular and expansionist continent decimated by revolution and disease, and nasty bacilli rise to the occasion again in Jack London's The Scarlet Plague (1915). The era of Martian canals and Otto von Bismarck brought us the surprise invasion of H.G. Wells's War of the Worlds(1898). After dallying with nuclear holocaust, these days we're back to plagues again, plus that sci-fi writer's equivalent of a novelty exploding cigar: the techno-panacea that turns out horribly, horribly wrong.

Which brings us back to fear of the new. Fowler Wright was a libertarian—but in a convenient self-contradiction, Deluge also launches into tirades against women's equality and birth control. Even more than modern women, Fowler Wright hated modern transportation. "The death of one careless chauffeur daily in the hangman's shed, however regrettable, would be less so than is the death of seven careless pedestrians daily on the open road," he proposes in his preface. Cars appear as blights of a past era; readers encounter "the rusted wreck of a limousine, which appeared to have turned a somersault in the middle road after striking a hand-truck which it had overtaken and now lay with the clean-picked bone of a human arm projecting from beneath it."

Amid this wreckage, the survivors fulfill their post-apocalyptic duty of killing each other off—one survivor is shot dead in the overgrown backyard of his mansion, peacefully reading David Copperfield in his hammock. Fowler Wright's talents as a pulp writer serve him well in the kill-or-be-killed dilemmas at the book's core, as when Claire and Martin are trapped in an abandoned railway tunnel while marauders close in from both ends. But whenever the action wanes, his threadbare characterization and crude social typology become obvious. All of which makes Deluge perfectly suited for . . . Hollywood!

After self-publishing Deluge, Fowler Wright went bankrupt. But when a younger brother working in Hollywood fortuitously championed the book, the 1933 RKO film Deluge was born. Suddenly Deluge was hot: 100,000 copies were printed in America, with more to follow. But if Fowler Wright was now out of bankruptcy, his studio wasn't: RKO went bust, causing the film to be destroyed and cannibalized for special effects. Fowler Wright's books suffered similar mixed fortunes. He churned out fiction to a declining audience until his death in 1965; the man once hailed in the Daily Express as one of "the ten best brains in Britain" did not get a single obituary. Stableford's edition of Deluge stands as a heroic act of literary revival, and essential for understanding Fowler Wright and his dystopian contemporaries.

But given that it is working with the mightiest of themes, Delugeitself proves less than the sum of its parts. With his ill-disguised sermons on how modern life is rubbish, Fowler Wright sees his fictional deluge as a splendid opportunity for starting over. It's a crude device: misanthropy in the guise of Romantic idealism. If only we could kill off everything, living would be so much better. Apocalyptic fiction is always in danger of being the literary equivalent of a child dashing chess pieces off the board. If he or she is commenting on the invalidity of chess, or of how much better it would be to play it on the floor, it's not a bad gesture. But as a way of responding to some unsatisfactory moves, it's less impressive. 

Monsters Ink

Mutants: On Genetic Variety and the Human Body 

By Armand Marie Leroi 

Viking, 431 pp., $25.95

In 1994, no eight-year-old girls died in Sweden. Not from poisoning or bone cancer; not from meningitis or car accidents: none. In 1994 there were 112,521 eight-year-old girls, and the following New Year's Day they had become exactly 112,521 nine-year-old girls.

This, evolutionary biologist Armand Marie Leroi admits, is a statistical fluke. But it represents centuries of medical progress against childhood mortality. Historically, we live in a uniquely safe time. For all our fears of murder, plagues, and plane crashes, the vast majority of us will live long and die of drearily familiar ailments: heart disease, cancer, and so forth. We die from internal failures—from aging, a series of slowly unraveling genetic vulnerabilities. "Were it not for aging's pervasive effects," Leroi notes, "95 percent of us would celebrate our centenaries; half of us would better the biblical Patriarchs by centuries and live for more than a thousand years."

If conquering death is medicine's ultimate goal, then perhaps the ever shortening genetic sequences called telomeres, where a cell's regenerative powers trickle away like hourglass sand, are the goalkeepers. But—surprise!—there are cells whose telomeres don't shorten, and they thrive vibrantly with endless life. Cancer cells.

Oops. Turns out immortality will kill you.

Our life is a paradoxical series of simultaneously death-defying and death-inducing compromises. Nowhere is this clearer than in our own genetic heritage. "The average newly conceived human," notes Leroi in Mutants: On Genetic Variety and the Human Body, "bears three hundred mutations that impair its health in some fashion."

Mutants is a fascinating account of both how we are created and how we are inexorably undone. Mutation sounds frightening, and it is frightening: Humans are deformed by a nightmarish array of defects. Yet without mutations, we could not exist, for alterations in the genome have taken us far indeed. "We are, in many ways," Leroi muses, "merely worms writ large"—albeit big, hairy, talking worms. And we are progressing still, each of us playing our part, with our personal arrays of both new and inherited mutations.

In evolutionary terms, the only mutations that matter are ones that enable or disable reproduction. A set of mutations that turned men into dazzlingly attractive and virile studs who dropped dead at age 45 would, over time, beget a world filled with men dropping dead at 45. Mutations that are fatal or deter mating in youth are the only truly bad mutations. Genes that make you croak of a coronary while you are going to the mailbox for your pension check, while most unfortunate for you personally, are essentially irrelevant. Once you've reproduced, Mother Nature is free to toss you aside like an empty beer can. So slow-acting mutations are free to proliferate: Their combined deleterious effects get lumped under the general term of aging. This is why, decades from now, those healthy eight-year-old Swedish girls will get picked off one by one by internal flaws that they were born with.

Some mutations are barely discernible: say, left and right thumbs that don't quite match. One in 10 adults has an extra pair of ribs, often without knowing it. (Check your X-ray next time you're in the hospital; if you have 26 ribs, you're in the club.) But other mutations are terrifyingly powerful: Leroi's examples include everything from everyday killers like Huntington's, Alzheimer's, and Lou Gehrig's disease to such bizarrely fatal infant mutations as a stillborn baby with a second mouth in his forehead. Leroi also recounts a child with 21 half-developed fetuses lodged in his brain, and individuals like Harry Eastlack, whose fibrodysplasia ossificans progressiva meant that with each bruise or injury, repair tissue formed as bone instead of flesh. His remains resemble a melted skeleton candle, a living stalagmite—or, as Leroi memorably puts it, a "forty-year-old man encased in another skeleton."

The mutations in Leroi's text push every imaginable boundary of the human form: There are hermaphrodites, cyclopes, dwarfs, albinos, and Siamese twins. Take the spectacular case of Rita Hoefling, who at age 40 had her skin change from white to black. She had the great misfortune to live in South Africa under apartheid; her white family and friends shunned her, and wouldn't even take her back a decade later when her old skin color returned.

Pathology, Leroi demonstrates, is essential to medical progress; it is hard to know exactly what a gene does until it goes wrong. And while it is easy to describe these cases as abnormal, normality itself is a moving target. Any mutation that can reproduce has a chance at eventually becoming the norm. What was abnormal may become essential, while what was once normal may become extinct. Mutations kill and disfigure—but they are also how a species survives.

Mutants is not a book for the fainthearted; given the array of deformed baby skeletons on display, I wouldn't recommend it to expectant parents either. And yet its deformities illuminate our forms. Leroi's debut is a gloriously inquisitive and even hopeful journey into the making and unmaking of human beings, a recognition that genetic variation is essential to life even as it bears us down to our graves. We are all mutants; to our evolutionary ancestors, we must seem monstrously strange progeny. Or, as one 19th-century French anatomist cryptically scolded: "There are no monsters—and nature is one." 

The A-Bomb Kid

Don't try this at home: The end of the world as we know it is just a term paper away 

Ah, yes—the morning I saw a mushroom cloud. It was 1986. I was crossing my high school's courtyard at dawn, when every student stopped as one: There it was, an atmospheric freak, forming like an Old Testament prophecy over the cooling tower of the town's nuclear reactor. The slant of the sun rendered the cloud a perfect and horrifyingly beautiful red.

It was only steam. But we were all silent, all thinking the same thing. Then one boy broke the silence.

"Oh," he said. "Oh shit."

I knew, as my classmates did not, where to find a hiding place. In fact, we were standing on top of one. Months before, I'd noticed the rusting tin sign proclaiming FALLOUT SHELTER bolted next to a disused entrance of our school library. I asked the librarian about it one day.

"That?" She laughed. "Ask Mr. Taylor."

Taylor was your archetypal science teacher—awkward, thick glasses, utterly devoted to his subject. Imagine a ganglier Ben Stein. He was genuinely pleased to give me a tour of the shelter, and led me into the basement to a blast-proof door, and pointed into utter darkness: a vast warren burrowed out under our school's quad.

"It was built because of the Cuban missile crisis," he explained. "It had food, water, blankets. We also had some games—Scrabble, things like that."

Scrabble? For 500 teenagers? I imagined a rapid descent into anarchy—a low-ceilinged Lord of the Flies. In any case, the school hadn't maintained the shelter in decades; it was used for storage now. When I asked why, Taylor muttered something about détente and SALT treaties. Then something about the school budget.

We were gonna fry.

My fascinated dread began in 1978, when I was nine. Leafing through a waiting room copy of Book Digest, I came across the following proposition: "Suppose an average—or below-average in my case—physics student at a university could design a working atomic bomb on paper."

The premise was not fanciful. The author had done it. In 1977, John Aristotle Phillips found worldwide fame as the Princeton junior who designed a working Nagasaki-class weapon the size of a beach ball. In fact, after calling DuPont and asking for a good detonator for imploding, ahem, a dense sphere of metal—"God, how obvious," he scoffed to himself. "Why don't you just say you want to implode Pu-239?"—he actually improvedon the original model.

Phillips was no Lex Luthor. He was the mascot who ran around in the Tiger outfit at Princeton games, a duty he acquired after being fired as cowbell player in the marching band. His academic prospects were none too bright. "If I flunk another course," he admitted, "I'll be bounced out of the Big U right on my ass."

So Phillips proposed a Term Paper to End All Term Papers: "How to Build Your Own Atomic Bomb." His instructor was Freeman Dyson, famed colleague of bomb-meisters Hans Bethe and Richard Feynman. But Dyson carefully avoided giving his student extra help. Phillips gathered declassified documents at the National Technical Information Service—"Oh, you want to build a bomb too?" a librarian asked him dryly—and many sleepless nights of calculations later, he pulled it off. Phillips did this while camped out with a broken typewriter in the campus Ivy Club. For extra surrealism, the club members who observed his mysterious work included fellow student Parker Stevenson. Yes, the Hardy Boys' star Parker Stevenson.

So how good was his design?

"I remember telling him I would give him an A for it," Dyson e-mails me, "but advised him to burn it as soon as the grade was registered." Phillips was spared the trouble of procuring matches: The U.S. government kept his term paper and classified it. Soon Phillips was pursued by hack journalists and trench-coaters alike: The Pakistani embassy tried to get a copy; agents trailed him; the FBI and CIA got involved. Everything exploded.

It's been 25 years since Phillips and his college roommate David Michaelis co-authored Mushroom: The Story of the A-Bomb Kid. They were 22 and 20, respectively, and their book is a wonderfully cocky piece of Young Americana—a hybrid of Tom Wolfe and Tom Brown. On one page we see Phillips having nightmares about a nuclear holocaust; on another we find him and his Princeton classmates at a football game, hooting derisively at the Colgate University marching band during its goody-goody tribute to the Daughters of the American Revolution: "BORING! . . . BORING! . . . HIGH SCHOOL! . . . HIGH SCHOOL! . . . "

But above all, we see how Phillips became famous. Not the bomb: the media. The authors describe the creation of celebrity, or what they term "Whoopee": airbrushed photos, misquotes, TV crews barging in. Phillips poses for cameras; he sits on news panels with a surprisingly grumpy Isaac Asimov. Inevitably, there is a TV movie. Following the cretinous inbred logic of Hollywood, a Universal executive proposes "a combination of Love Story and Paper Chase."

The authors watch the Whoopee with amused disbelief until it goes haywire: Phillips demands the lead in his own TV movie, and in a truly great moment in New Journalism, he and Michaelis bicker over Mushroomroyalties right before your eyes, even as you read it. The book implodes gloriously: It doesn't even need a DuPont detonator.

"I approached it like it was a buddy film," muses David Michaelis from his Washington, D.C., office. "Like it was Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid."

Michaelis is a biographer now, following his acclaimed N.C. Wyeth study with one on Charles Schulz. While Peanuts sounds as far away as you can get from plutonium, he remembers Mushroom fondly. "It was the easiest thing I've ever written," he says. "It was the first time I realized that this was what I wanted to do with my life—write books."

Mushroom had a rough start. Their publisher cranked out a large printing and planned mugs and T-shirts emblazoned Whoopee; but arriving at the Today show upon the release, the authors found their publicist frantic. "We look around, and the greenroom's filled with bishops and cardinals, looking very solemn," Michaelis recalls. "It turned out the pope had died."

The book never went into another printing, but Phillips became a star anti-nuclear activist nonetheless. He lectured college campuses and made the TV rounds, showing up on Mike Douglas alongside Pam Dawber and Jim Backus. He even campaigned twice as a Democrat for a Connecticut seat in the House. After his second loss in 1982, he told The New York Times: "If this was my last election ever, it would be one thing. But I think I'll be in many more." He was right.

"I consider myself a very private person," Phillips says when I call, for he has much to stay private from: The news cycle has grown faster, the outlets more numerous. "The Whoopee, as we called it, has intensified."

After Mushroom, Phillips became an inventor, creating a motorcycle air bag and a "novelty calculator"; with his brother, Dean, he marketed Copilot, a talking equivalent of car engine warning lights. For two decades they've run Aristotle International, a San Francisco producer of such software as Constituent Service 4.1 Solution. They maintain massive voter databases: For lists of donors, Phillips is your man. His clients range from Dubya and Trent Lott to Joseph Lieberman and Hillary Clinton. So Phillips speaks very carefully to journalists now.

"I think the point's been made," he cautions, when I imagine a student writing his paper today. "There's a point of diminishing returns in terms of scaring people."

Which is probably true. But it certainly made an impression on me.

"I get that [response] from people who were 10 years younger than I was at the time," he agrees. "Twelve-, 11-year-olds. And always boys. They are the ones who seem to remember. . . . People of your age group seem to remember it more than my age group."

Perhaps it was the childhood shock that nuclear destruction seemed inevitable and unwinnable, that the bomb's "secret" wasn't a secret at all. Indeed, in 1979 The Progressive explained the H-bomb, after a court battle in which the U.S. government tried to censor reporter Howard Morland. The government's case fell apart after it was revealed that anyone could garner most H-bomb "secrets" from Encyclopedia Americana.

Keeping the lid on mid-20th-century bomb technology is rather like classifying the secret of color television. The real remaining hurdle is obtaining plutonium, and Phillips fingered the export of "peaceful" nuclear power plants as a virtual license to reprocess weapons-grade plutonium. Despite vehement industry denials, time proved him correct. "I would never have thought that we'd have gone 25 years without a terrorist getting a nuclear device," Phillips admits today. "I'm surprised it hasn't happened. I still do expect it." He's in formidable company. Even in 1947, one physicist foresaw how, without careful diplomacy and monitoring, our secrecy laws and crummy fallout shelters served little purpose.

"There is no secret," Einstein wrote, "—and there is no defense." 

The Purple Prose of Tyros
Naked Came the Stranger 

By Penelope Ashe 

Barricade, 245 pp., $12

Every writer has scoffed while observing the bestseller rack: "I could write that crap." Well, in 1966 the staff of Newsday really did write that crap. Marinating one night in a bar, they pondered cheese-whizzes Jacqueline Susann and Harold Robbins atop that week's bestseller list, and a fine hoax came to mind: Why not write a bestseller themselves? Give enough journalists one week to write a chapter each, and maybe, just maybe you'd have something. Something awful.

"There will be an unremitting emphasis on sex," editor Mike McGrady wrote in a memo to Newsday's staff the next day. "Also, true excellence in writing will be quickly blue-penciled into oblivion." In his wonderful introduction written for this reissue, McGrady quotes from James Jones's Go to the Widow-Maker as an example of the head-clutchingly bad prose they aspired to:

It was a kiss of such thirst and depth and questing tongues that Grant imagined he felt his soul being sucked down from within his brainpan and out through his mouth into this girl by the force of it, and happily he let it go. 

Could journalists write as badly as this? Reader, how could they not?

Twenty-five merry co-conspirators, writing as "demure Long Island housewife" Penelope Ashe, hatched Naked Came the Stranger. The plot, such as it is, centers upon Gillian Blake, co-host of a happy-talk radio show with her husband. Hubby cheats with station intern, and vengeful wife bonks everything in the 516 area code: a mafia gangster, a physician, a boxer, a hippie, an ad exec, a pornographer, and not one but two accountants. Gilly's seduction of a rabbi results in two of the greatest lines ever set to paper:

"More!" she cried out. 

Oy, oy, oy... 

Oh, and there is more. There's an LSD trip. There's a snaggletoothed girl who gives her lovers corned beef sandwiches. Perverted acts with ice cubes and Shetland ponies! And—inevitably—breasts get compared to honeydew melons. Twice.

Naked Came the Stranger vaulted up the bestseller list, even after Times reporters discovered that most of the Penelope Ashes in question were slapping themselves with Lectric Shave and pocketing a press pass each morning. It was destined for greatness anyway, you see. Naked Came the Stranger is of such perfectly realized awfulness that it will suck your soul right out of your brainpan and through your mouth, and you will happily let it go. 

Spanking the Monkey

The Strangest Children's Book of the 19th Century Teaches You the Facts of Life—Complete With Singing Vagina

It is a truth universally acknowledged that Everything Is Funnier With Monkeys. If J. Fred Muggs, Lancelot Link, or zoo-house fecal tossing have taught us anything, it is that every human endeavor is enriched by the addition of a screaming, leg-humping, ass-biting primate. Even, say, sex education. I beg your pardon? you might ask. Clearly you're not acquainted with the strangest children's book of the 19th century—Sammy Tubbs, the Boy Doctor, and Sponsie, the Troublesome Monkey(1874). Written by health crusader and mail-order magnate Dr. Edward Bliss Foote (1829-1906), it's the five-volume Manhattan saga of the 12-year-old son of freed slaves. It does indeed also feature a sidekick monkey named Sponsie—and yes, as promised, he is troublesome.

Sammy is the door-boy for kindly local doctor Samuel Hubbs, a stand-in for Foote himself—they share the same Lexington Avenue address and have written books with the same titles. Sammy Tubbs becomes his young protégé: In a sort of med-school Pygmalion, the older white Hubbs molds the young black Tubbs into a doctor. In each respective volume, amid servant high jinks and literal monkeyshines, Tubbs gets lectured on Muscles, Circulation, Digestion, and the Nervous System. But the fifth and final volume bears a curious inscription on its cover: A Book for Private Reading. Leaf through it, and you'll see why: It has line drawings of genitals, of Rand McNally road-map accuracy.

It's a Victorian sex-ed manual. For children. Starring a monkey.

"Encountering Sammy Tubbs was a eureka moment, like a shot of a very powerful, very pleasurable drug," Michael Sappol, curator at the National Library of Medicine, tells the Voice. Sappol's metaphor is apt: The Sammy Tubbs series mixes nearly every progressive and fringe element of 19th-century physiology and politics into a sort of patent-medicine speedball. There are lectures against tight-fitting clothes, against tobacco and alcohol, and for phrenology and animal magnetism; there are thrilling showdowns between bigotry and the rights of women and minorities. And there are, courtesy of illustrator H.L. Stephens, hundreds of drawings of everything from shrub-like capillary diagrams to flying monkeys and animated kitchen appliances. Rather more down to earth—if not downright earthy—illustrations include those of genitalia. One set of these occurs on page 180 1/2—the publishing netherworld equivalent of Floor 7 1/2 in Being John Malkovich—so that mortified parents could razor out the drawings without Junior noticing a break in pagination. But even razored copies still contained a drawing of a vagina with a tiny musical note tooting out of it—a sly touch by Stephens removed from later printings.

Sappol first encountered Tubbs in the early days of researching his recent book, A Traffic of Dead Bodies: Anatomy and Embodied Social Identity in Nineteenth Century America (Princeton University Press, 2002), newly published in paperback and featuring a chapter devoted to Tubbs. Looking through a library catalog, Sappol spotted the intriguing category of Popular Anatomy. "The catalog had only two listings," he says, "both from the 1870s: Sammy Tubbs, and a minstrel show skit about black body-snatchers conning a judge." As Sappol notes in his book, Sammy Tubbs is an "idiosyncratic blend of minstrelsy, anatomical instruction, and juvenile fiction . . . a generic hybrid that Foote called 'Science in Story' (what would now be termed an 'edutainment')."

Foote's edutainment constantly baits his audience's preconceived notions—"While reading these volumes keep up with Sammy. Do not let a little black boy do better than you," he taunts readers at the beginning of one volume. Yet Sammy Tubbs always comes out on top: Beginning as a "poor little ignorant colored boy" living in the attic of Hubbs's genteel Manhattan home, he rises inexorably to become a self-appointed neighborhood practitioner and health lecturer, addressing halls packed with rapturous black and white women—where his reproduction lecture is introduced by a certain "Miss Goodlove"—and treating not only black patients in his family's neighborhood, but poor whites as well.

But Sammy gets particularly familiar with white bodies in the form of his girlfriend, Julia Barkenstir. She is—pause for irony—the daughter of a cotton broker. Foote advocated interracial relationships on eugenic grounds of avoiding racial inbreeding, resulting in an extraordinary Sammy Tubbs illustration of Sammy and Julia kissing. It is, Sappol marvels, "perhaps the first positive representation of an interracial kiss in nineteenth century American illustrated fiction." And Sammy is unapologetic about it, yelling over the protests of Julia's father: "White men are constantly decrying miscegenation, miscegenation!—while they are the only ones that want to miscegenate. . . ."

Y'got that, Strom?

Like a medical Walt Whitman, E.B. Foote saw nothing impure in human bodies. He sang the body electric. He also sang the "electro-magnetic preventive machine," a worthless birth control gizmo hawked for $15 by his mail-order business. But for a man denounced in early credit reports as "a splendid specimen of the genus humbug," Foote was an extraordinarily successful entrepreneur; his two most popular books, Medical Common Sense and Plain Home Talk, had combined sales of more than 750,000. Working from his elegant offices at 120 Lexington Avenue, E.B. Foote's business was a marvel of vertical integration: He was the author and publisher of his medical theories, the doctor who prescribed his own remedies, and the manufacturer and distributor of those very same medicines.

The New York Times carried Foote ads trumpeting OLD EYES MADE NEW WITHOUT SPECTACLES and COMFORT FOR THE RUPTURED, and the enticing CONFIDENTIAL INFORMATION FOR THE MARRIED. Foote patent medicines like his Magnetic Ointment and Magnetic Anti-Bilious Pills were also hawked for impotency and—for your inevitable return visit after that first cure—for syphilitic and gonorrheal sores. Foote pamphlets claimed that his offices at 120 Lexington Avenue were flooded with letters from grateful patients: "They are convincing. They are overwhelming! . . . There are cords of letters—actually cords—which the doctor has no time to look over."

The letters probably also included attorney invoices. The inventor and manufacturer of his own fish bladder condoms and special rubber diaphragms, and a leading publisher of information on birth control techniques, Foote found himself squarely in the sights of postal inspector Anthony Comstock, a Victorian moral crusader best described as a proto-Ashcroft of prudishness. Nothing, doctor approved or not, escaped his censure. "Comstock not only made no distinction between preventing conception and procuring abortion, he made no distinction between them and obscenity," notes historian Janet Farrell Brodie in Contraception and Abortion in Nineteenth Century America (Cornell University Press, 1994).

But Foote could afford good lawyers: Not only did he get off from his Comstock charges with a small fine, he went on to finance the legal defense of other freethinkers under prosecution. He even ran for Congress, albeit unsuccessfully—for, as one friend eulogized after his death, Foote was in "every party that never carried an election." It's a common enough fate for progressive reformers, but there's nobody quite analogous to Foote in our time—though, as Sappol muses in an e-mail, some combination of Dan Savage and Dr. Benjamin Spock might come close.

But, as Foote wrote, " 'What about the monkey? We want to know how he is,' I imagine some of my uninterested young readers are clamorously inquiring."

It's true. For all his historical importance, Foote's most weirdly compelling legacy is Sammy Tubbs's inimitable mixture of civil rights, health reform, and animal slapstick. There are actually two monkeys in the books: Nobody can much tell them apart. Sponsie 1 and Sponsie 2 are berserk stand-ins for the uncontrollable animality of the human body; observed by the coolly rational Sammy, their mishaps provide the forensic grist for Foote's medical theories.

How? Well, Sponsie 2 gets accidentally sealed alive under some floorboards—his starvation being a handy segue into a lecture on Digestion. He gets his rectum shot off after playing with a gun, all the better to explain incontinence. Ultimately, the unfortunate fellow is accidentally disemboweled by the belt drive of an industrial knife sharpener—"torn all to strings," a witness sadly notes. And Sponsie 1? We are informed that he "contracted a taste for malt liquors while living in Hoboken"; the instructive result of his addiction is that the alcoholic simian tries to hang himself in the attic. After being revived, he turns into a pickpocket, a kidnapper, a Central Park carriage thief; his life of prehensile crime only ends when he gets shot in the head in a duel with the other Sponsie.

But even death is turned to good purpose: Sammy Tubbs yanks out the dead Sponsie's brain and spine to use as props for his lecture on the nervous system, all the better to prepare him for the full medical-school scholarship that he has been awarded at the series' end. In the wonderful world of E.B. Foote, all's well that ends well . . . unless, of course, you're the monkey.

Polar Eclipse
Hey, remember when climate change was a swell idea? Coconuts were in the offing.

Hummers saved the world. Don't believe me? Visit the website of the crunchy-sounding Greening Earth Society (greeningearthsociety.org), and you'll see how. "Disaster Averted," proclaims a headline. "Human activities may have averted the next ice age," the site crows, before going on to quote researcher William Ruddiman: "Without any anthropogenic warming, earth's climate would no longer be in a full-interglacial state [warm period] but be well on its way toward the colder temperatures typical of glaciations." Every time you turn the key in your ignition and every time your TV sucks down wattage from a coal-fired power plant, you strike a blow for mankind and against the ice age. Before you clutch your head against this shock wave of cognitive dissonance, first observe the site's small print: "Greening Earth Society is a not-for-profit membership organization comprised of rural electric cooperatives and municipal electric utilities, their fuel suppliers, and thousands of individuals." Ahh. You see, GES is an "affiliated company" of the Western Fuels Association. But while their argument that climate change is good for you seems to come out of some parallel neocon universe, it's not quite as unprecedented as one might imagine. 

"How to Change the North American Climate," announced the headline of one modest proposal published in The Atlantic. How indeed? It's quite simple, says the study's author: Reroute the Pacific Ocean's warm Kuroshio Current through the Bering Strait. "If the vast low-lying districts of Eastern Siberia and Western Alaska were sunk beneath the sea . . . it would open wide the road of this vast ocean stream straightaway to the pole." And then . . . Paradise! Arctic temperatures would instantly rise by 30 degrees; the ice caps would melt, New England winters would become a quaint memory, and lawns and trees could commence "their march towards the pole." 

It sounds like the stuff of science fiction, but it was science fact . . . in December 1877. The article's author was Nathaniel Shaler, a leading Harvard geologist and later its dean of sciences. He'd suffered enough Boston winters—"the fossil sunshine of old coal makes poor amends for the vanished warmth of an earlier day," he groused—that climate change sounded both splendid and eminently attainable. There was nothing unnatural about it, Shaler eagerly explained: In past eras the earth had been much warmer. Just carve out the Alaska coastline a bit, and you could turn back the clock to the balmy dinosaur days of yore. 

But why melt the caps with the Pacific when you could do it cheaper and closer to home? "A jetty . . . extending eastward from Newfoundland across the water on the Great Banks" could divert the warm Gulf Stream upward toward the Arctic, noted The New York Times of one proposal in 1912. The man behind climate change this time was Carroll Livingston Riker, an engineering wunderkind who had already designed both the world's first refrigerated warehouse and a dredging system that successfully cleared the Potomac River at half the cost of government estimate. Building a 200-mile-long jetty would cost $190 million—less than the cost of the Panama Canal, the Times pointed out—and it was, Riker insisted, not visionary at all. "It is exceedingly practical," he said flatly. 

Imaginations ran wild, and The Washington Post envisioned Manhattan becoming a tropical paradise: "People would be gathering oranges off the trees in Central Park, or picking cocoanuts from palms along the Battery, [and] hunting crocodiles off the Statue of Liberty." The prospect sounded so splendid to New Yorkers that Senator William Calder tried to get $100,000 appropriated for a study of the idea. But in a twist worthy of Montgomery Burns, it seems Riker's plan hid a side effect: Diverting the Gulf Stream away from the British Isles would probably . . . well, freeze them solid. 

"Considerable indignation is expressed in England that Americans should plan to destroy the British climate," The Washington Post drolly reported in 1913—a prospect the paper helpfully illustrated with an artist's conception of the Houses of Parliament encased in ice; in the foreground, an Eskimo spears a walrus on the frozen-over Thames. Oh, and melting the caps too quickly might cause another problem, the 

Post pointed out: an immense movement of weight distribution that would cause a cataclysmic shift of the earth's axis. 

Oops. 

Melting the Arctic would truly have global effects—if, perhaps, not quite the ones its proponents anticipated. Earthquakes, cities sinking under the waves, what have you . . . details, details. But what about picking coconuts in Manhattan? When do we get our coconuts? Standing at a podium in Madison Square Garden on a chilly evening in December 1945, one man had the answer. 

"Atomic dynamite," his voice rang out over the PAs. 

Blow up the North Pole? If the notion sounds a tad aggressive to you, consider the source: Julian Huxley, then the Secretary-General of UNESCO, the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization. The brilliant zoologist brother of writer Aldous Huxley, and himself a co-author of books with H.G. Wells, Julian used his bully pulpit at UNESCO to imagine a brave new world of atomic landscaping. Blast away the ice cap with A-bombs, Huxley reasoned, and you'd create both a warmer climate and new habitable lands. 

But why stop there when you could also bomb the South Pole? "Cracking of the Antarctic icebox," the World War I flying ace Eddie Rickenbacker put it just weeks later, would reveal vast mineral riches. The idea was enthusiastically pitched to America's tool-belt demographic by Mechanix Illustrated in May 1946, quoting one Columbia professor who "likens the polar ice to a 'common cold' afflicting the earth in 'head' and 'feet,' producing what he considers an unnatural condition." Bombing the polar caps, presumably, would be like blowing the earth's nose—but blowing really, really hard. 

A few spoilsports pointed out that city dwellers wouldn't have too much time to enjoy their lovely coconuts if, the Times noted, there were "fish swimming in the lower offices of New York and other cities, and only the upper stories of skyscrapers protruding from the water." But someone in Moscow, at least, didn't get the memo. The Bering Strait dam project, the brainchild of Soviet engineer P.M. Borisov, was a Stalin-era update of Shaler's old idea. Borisov proposed "liquidating the ice sheet of the Arctic Basin" with a low dam across the Bering Strait; a series of atomic-powered pumping stations could skim off the cold surface waters of the Arctic and induce a flow of warm water in from the Atlantic. This would return the earth to balmy "climatic conditions which existed 1.5 million years ago. . . . Subtropical crops would be grown in the regions adjoining the Black Sea from the north, and in the lower reaches of the Don and the Volga." At long last, Russia could make its transition from a vodka- to a rum-based economy. 

The idea was taken seriously enough that in 1972 Borisov's book was translated into the English-language volume Can Man Change the Climate? But even within his own book Borisov noted the dawning realization that man was already changing the climate; he quotes oceanographer N.M. Knipovich marveling that "In a mere 15 years or less time there has been such a change in the distribution of marine fauna as is usually associated with long geological periods." 

And so now, alas, climate change is merely the province of Bond villains . . . and consumers. It turns out we didn't need monolithic jetties, atomic landscaping, or giant pumping stations to change the earth. All we had to do was drive over to the Circle-K for a six-pack and leave the engine idling. What previous generations dreamed of accomplishing through vast public works projects and new technology, humanity has accomplished through an even more inexorable force: stupidity. 

Tee Season
You cool kids are all wearing those zany slogan T-shirts? How quaint.
"Hi, Dorkwad." 

OK, I suppose that's not the greeting you expected—particularly not when it comes out the mouth of an adorable little woodland animal. But that's the greeting you'll get from It's Happy Bunny, a popular and cheerfully cruel line of T-shirts, stickers, notebooks, and other teen accessories, all featuring a harmless-looking rabbit that flings such vitriol as "Whatever, You Moron" and "Run Along and Die Now." Not surprisingly, someone failed to see the humor in It's Happy Bunny: namely, a Boca Raton retiree mortally and loudly offended by a T-shirt sold by Sears that read, "Seriously. Old People Have Got to Go Now." "The children of today don't have good role models as it is," she complained to the South Florida Sun-Sentinel last month. 

Sears pulled that particular It's Happy Bunny shirt out of its stores in the end, which was no small decision to make. T-shirts are big business—in fact, economist Pietra Rivoli argues in her recent study The Travels of a T-Shirt in a Global Economy (Wiley), they are the epitome of industrialization and international trade. The Industrial Revolution began with British cotton textile factories, and little wonder: Through the early 1800s, half of Britain's exports were cotton goods. Our own era of empire means that, bolstered by the finest subsidies and ag tech that pork barrel money can buy, the United States maintains a fearsome lead over the rest of the world in cotton production. A single acre of West Texas land now produces enough cotton for a Chinese factory to produce 1,200 T-shirts. These blank shirts, returning to the U.S. for a wholesale cost of $1.42 after steep tariffs, then get silk-screened, live out their sweaty lives, and are cast off for about 25 cents each to the secondhand mitumba markets of Tanzania, where residents of Dar es Salaam can puzzle over a cute rabbit telling them to cram it. 

The beginnings of the T-shirt are traditionally ascribed to American sailors in World War I; the newly created shirt allowed ease of movement and quick drying. But the tee received its big boost from returning soldiers in the 1940s, after military servicemen took to wearing the eminently practical white cotton tees. Throw in Brando's sweaty T-shirt in A Streetcar Named Desire and James Dean's iconic white tee in Rebel Without a Cause, and you had the making of a fashion that would fully blossom with the wild and unruly growth of tie-dyes, iron-ons, and silk screens by the late 1960s. 

That, at least, is the pop mythology. The tee's actual history, though, is a little more complicated than that. Fashionable colored T-shirts were being sold on Fifth Avenue as early as 1931 at the B. Altman department store: "The T Shirt becomes respectable—actually smart," they boasted in the Times. By 1951, before Dean and Brando had brought their white tees to the big screen, Life magazine was already gushing over such elaborate T-shirt couture as a tee woven to resemble houndstooth tweed. 

And while Happy Rabbit's slogan "You Suck and That's Sad" seems straightforward enough, it turns out that this too has unexpectedly deep roots. The conventional wisdom in textile history is that slogans on T-shirts grew out of the pre-war practice of college athletic departments stenciling, say, "Property of Virginia Tech" on their athletic shirts. But I was astonished to discover this headline while paging through an old Chicago Tribune from June 10, 1897: 

MOTTOES ON REVOLVING SHIRT FRONT. Flippant Youth May Now Display Prominently the Phrase,'There Are No Flies on Me.' 

It seems that Victorian hipsters realized one hot summer day that the octagonal celluloid shirt-bosom, which you could revolve around to display different designs, made for a handy personal billboard. "No Flies on Me" was the casual kiss-off of the moment, the "whatever" of 1897 slang; and so with a few strokes of a pen on their shirtfronts, these Chicago smartasses created a defining fashion of modern life. But the strange thing is just how inevitable the slogan shirt's invention was. It was a direct descendant of a fad that had consumed America for the entire previous year: the slogan pin-back button. 

Flippant youth at work again? Hardly. The enameled-tin button, suitable for sloganeering on your shirtfront or backpack, started in 1896 with a bunch of old cigar-chewing Republicans. The newly patented bauble was snapped up by Meyer Bimberg—a sometime embezzler, political gadfly, and Harlem theater impresario—when he got a hot tip at the 1896 convention that William McKinley was going to announce Garrett Hobart as his running mate. Bimberg printed up 100,000 of the newfangled buttons emblazoned with their faces; when the nomination was announced, he'd beaten everyone else to the punch, and "Bim the Button Man" instantly made his name and fortune. 

Message buttons soon followed, though they weren't exactly in-your-face sentiments. One of the first ones simply read, "I Am for Sound Money." You can guess how long that sort of sobriety lasted. Within months, High Admiral Cigarettes and its ilk were including promotional pin-backs in every pack, and they weren't exactly of the Sound Money variety. Kids immediately showed up at school with what the Brooklyn Eagle aptly termed "advertisements for their lung destroyers," and by the fall of 1896 teachers, parents, and newspaper columnists had a new craze to get in a tizzy over. 

"Boys and girls neglected their lessons in comparing qualities, quantities, and styles of badges," the Eagle reported amid a crackdown on badges by Hoboken educator Edward Russ. "Mr. Russ examined some of the mottoes and concluded that such inscriptions as 'Set 'Em Up Again,' 'You Make Me Tired,' 'I'm Somewhat of a Liar Myself,' 'If You Love Me Grin,' and 'I'm Out For a Good Time' were not the best things in the world for school children to think about." The following week a Catholic school in Brooklyn joined the attack on "immoral" badges. The craze gave the media plenty of grist: Newspapers gleefully reported how one boy stabbed another in a fight over a button and how a tyke swallowed a cigarette pin-back and got it lodged in his large intestine. 

Amid the inevitable back-lash came the equally inevitable attempt to commandeer buttons as a force for good by embossing them with Sunday-school sentiments. "Let Us All Be Friends," pleaded one—a pleasant thought, though hopelessly outgunned by rivals like "Get Off the Earth, Your Time Is Up." Even as the Eagle thundered against school yard badge pushers "supplying children with vulgar, yes, indecent motto buttons," they found newer and smuttier buttons appearing among "the idle and the vicious, the young men who loaf in Fifth Avenue." These cunningly appropriated that year's campaign buttons by featuring McKinley or Bryant on one side and "a vile epithet or viler picture" on the other. 

Nefarious cigarette badges became legion. One website maintained by pin-back enthusiast Randall Whitaker has tracked down hundreds of early slogans, from the snappy "Put an Egg in Your Shoe and Beat It" to the intriguing come-on "I Make My Own Ice." By the time you get to "Quick Watson, the Needle," it's pretty easy to see how Victorian parents were driven up the wall by these things. 

Not much has changed. Every year brings its own share of fretting over T-shirts, the latest student sent home for fashion crimes. The slogan T-shirt comes and goes and comes back again, as do the T-shirts and the slogans themselves. Click over to everythingaustralian.com.au, and you can still find this curiously familiar-sounding T-shirt: "There Are No Flies on Me, Mate." It may be an Australian shirt in the 21st century, but it's the direct living all-cotton descendant of that first slogan shirt from Chicago. They're a permanent part of modern life, and one could do worse than to simply follow the advice on one Victorian pin-back that I keep at my desk: 
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Their Back Pages
Also by this Author: Remember when Martin Amis was writing about Space Invaders?

Surprised?" 

The opening sentence of Caleb Carr's novel Casing the Promised Land is an apt one. The reader is surprised—or bewildered, anyway—to find Carr's name on a book that uses Springsteen's "Thunder Road" lyrics for its title and epigraph. By the time you reach a 20-minute guitar jam in its first chapter—punctuated by yells of "All-fucking-right!"—you're already a long, long way from The Alienist. Fourteen years away, to be precise. Casing the Promised Land is Carr's forgotten first novel, a rock and roll bildungsroman guaranteed to send his fans clutching for their Maalox bottles. Of the book's two Amazon reviews, one is simply titled "What?!?!?!?!" The other is a withering two-star rating allegedly sent in by . . . Carr himself. "Do yourself a favor and read ANYTHING else I've written . . . " the writer pleads. "Forgive the follies of youth." 

Ah, but the little-known book by a well-known author is an old and charmingly dishonorable tradition. Nathaniel Hawthorne tried to track down and burn every copy of his first novel, Fanshawe (1828); his own wife didn't learn of its existence until after he died. Long before Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman earned a quick $125 by pounding out a temperance novel, Franklin Evans: Or, The Inebriate (1842). Naturally, he fortified himself with hooch while writing his tale of a country boy corrupted by the city and the demon dram. Marketed under the catchy ad slogan "FRIENDS OF TEMPERANCE, AHOY!," it sold well, though few copies were deemed worth saving. "I doubt if there is a copy in existence . . ." an elderly Whitman muttered to his biographer. "In three days of constant work I finished the book. Finished the book? Finished myself. It was damned rot—rot of the worst sort—not insincere, but rot nevertheless: it was not the business for me to be up to." 

But just what is the business for a young writer to be up to? You have no way of knowing what your later career is supposed to be. The Good Gray Poet would not write such a book, but hard-up Brooklyn printing apprentice Walter Whitman certainly would. And who knows what different career might have awaited Whitman the moralizing novelist? All missteps begin as a step: whether in the right direction or not, there is no telling until later. 

Of all the wild shots of literary history, it's hard to beat Martin Amis. Seriously, it is hard to beat Martin Amis . . . at Defender. "If you ever see a Defender which bears the initials MLA in the All-Time Greatest column of its Hall of Fame—well, that's me, pal. I earned it," Amis boasts in his utterly unlikely 1982 book Invasion of the Space Invaders: An Addict's Guide to Battle Tactics, Big Scores and the Best Machines. 

What? Surely not that Martin Amis. Ah, but it is that one: Copies now command up to $400 from rare-book dealers. Invasion is a strangely transfixing work, and completely endearing in its utter dorkiness. Commencing with an account of how his addiction to arcade games began in a French railway station in 1979—"The only trouble is, they take up all my time and all my money. And I can't seem to find any girlfriends"—Amis is soon lecturing on the fine points of Superzapper Rechargers ("Welcome, O Tempest. . . . You and I have a rendezvous"), Power Pills ("I have seen bloodstains on the Pac Man joystick"), and less favored games ("Whoever devised Gorf ought to be condemned to play the hateful thing for all eternity"). 

Halfway into his all-star geek-out, Amis jokes that "When this book is done, I intend to start work on a cult bestseller entitled Zen and the Art of Playing Asteroids." Coming in a book titled Invasion of the Space Invaders, perhaps that isn't a joke. But Amis's paean to—Big Scores! The Best Machines! Pow Pow Zap!—is not something, one gathers, that he will ever allow to be reissued. The British critic Nicholas Lezard reported in The Guardian that when he suggested that Invasion was one of Amis's best books, he was met by an authorial glare with "perhaps more pity in it than contempt." 

Other unexpected books, though, stay cheerfully in print after their authors have passed on to fame. My wife used Backache: What Exercises Work for years before noticing one of its co-authors: Dava Sobel. Seems that long before Longitude, Sobel was penning sentences like "Keeping the knee bent, pull your left leg back and toward your buttocks as far as you comfortably can." Not to be outdone, Annie Proulx authored household guides through the early 1980s, bearing stirring titles like Great Grapes and Plan and Make Your Own Fences and Gates, Walkways, Walls and Drives. In fact, Proulx's Cider: Making, Using & Enjoying Sweet & Hard Cider is in its third edition, and I highly recommend it—not least because she includes a schematic for building a still in your kitchen. Yet there is something unaccountably odd about picking up a Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist and reading that you'll be "PLANNING and PLANTING your very own home orchard for the freshest batch of cider ever!" 

But who is to say whether Amis and Proulx might not be just as happy if he'd become editor of GamePro magazine and she was a beloved columnist at Better Homes and Gardens? In these books one gets a glimpse of the might-have-been, of parallel lives not lived out. You can laugh at the campy cover of Len Deighton's Action Cook Book (1965)—the bestselling spy novelist smirking like a low-rent Bond, stirring spaghetti while wearing a gun holster—but here's the thing. It is not a good cookbook. It is a shockingly good cookbook: I can attest that thanks to his "action strips" of cooking instructions in comic-strip form, you and Len can create a fine chicken paprika. How can this be? Hidden within his explanation of dessert trifle is the spymaster's top secret: Deighton was an assistant pastry chef before he turned his attention to pistol silencers and femmes fatales. 

There was probably a time when the notion of Len Deighton the Spy Novelist seemed more fanciful than Len Deighton the Chef. I suppose the only fair reading such books can get is when they are new and bought by unbiased readers—or by readers with no awareness of the writer's other work at all. A reader, in other words, still in short pants. That, at least, could explain the existence of a children's picture book by Graham Greene. The Little Horse Bus (1952) is his tale of how kindly London grocer Mr. Potter gets run out of business by a big nasty chain. "It was a horrible shop with a horrible name," Greene reports, adding that its villainous owner is "too ugly to draw." Joined by a sad-sack assistant ("Tim sniffed a lot. He was not hygienic") and his woefully bony horse Brandy, the valiant Mr. Potter soldiers on. He fails, of course—this is a Graham Greene book—yet a happy ending comes after Brandy foils a gang of dastardly thieves. But that's not before they first destroy her hooves with broken glass, causing her to drag horrid bloody hoofprints across the page . . . because, er, it is a Graham Greene book. 

Greene published three more picture books, and they were even reprinted in the 1970s. I'd wager they'll get rediscovered again someday. They're pretty good books. Actually, the writers of Casing the Promised Land, Invasion of the Space Invaders, and Fanshawe were all perfectly decent writers already. But they are not the Carr, the Amis, or the Hawthorne we think we know, not the writers that they want us to know. Their scorned vintages hide a curious and different bouquet. But as Annie Proulx advises for examining secondhand cider barrels: "Don't be shy. Put your nose right up to the bunghole." 

Words to live by, dear reader. 

Q: Which book has the greatest title ever? A: This one.

Patrick Hamilton's Hangover Square

Europa Editions, 334 pp., $14.95

George Harvey Bone, 34, doesn't have much. He doesn't have a job and he doesn't have a friend in all of London. What he does have are drinking buddies who barely conceal their contempt for him, an infatuation with a spiteful aspiring actress, and oh yes, a full-blown case of schizophrenia.

While you wouldn't want to trade in your DSM-IV for Patrick Hamilton's peculiar notion of the disease, in Hangover Square's hapless protagonist he created one of the great tragic fools of modern fiction. It's easy to see why he was one of Alfred Hitchcock's preferred writers: This 1941 novel shares with Hamilton's classics Gaslight and Rope the sense of characters suspended over an abyss. The same could be said of the entire city George and his sponging friends inhabit, as they stumble in a drunken haze from one ghastly Earl's Court pub to another in September 1939.

Hamilton gives us sharp shards of this shattering pre-war world: "In the line of telephone booths there were a few other people locked and lit up in glass, like waxed fruit, or Crown jewels." Chatting with friends, they are walled off from George by invisible panes; it's no wonder that he pathetically calls his actress, Netta, thinking, "It was very thrilling to have got right into her flat, right into her bedroom, disguised as a bell, merely by paying twopence."

The dimming gaslights of George's madness are horrific periods of confused but murderous dissociation that he blacks out afterward. But what propels Hangover Square is something less mysterious: the dilemma of a pained and vulnerable man who has the cruelly off-putting desire to be loved. The strangely afflicted George Harvey Bone is a tragic figure not because he is mad, but because he is the sum of all our own worst judgments in friends and desire. 

Monster Mash
Uncovering a secret history of stuttering research
It's not often that a small-town paper in Wisconsin breaks a national scandal. That's probably why nobody much noticed this headline in the Pierce County Herald's May 26, 1999, issue: "Unethical Research: Stuttering Study Is Subject of Halvorson's New Book." It dutifully reported that Jerry Halvorson, a nearly retired University of Wisconsin, Falls River, professor of speech pathology, had published an exposé of . . . well, a curious sort. 

Halvorson had long heard mutterings about the University of Iowa's "Monster Study," a 1939 project that disrupted speech in orphanage children by misleading them into believing that they were stutterers. Having seemingly induced stuttering in healthy children, UI graduate student Mary Tudor subsequently discovered she couldn't undo the damage. Her resulting thesis, overseen by the respected speech pathologist professor Wendell Johnson, had been hushed up by colleagues concerned with its disturbing parallels to Nazi experimentation. 

Wait, you ask—wasn't this Monster Study exposed two years later by Jim Dyer of the San Jose Mercury News? 

Indeed it was, and Dyer's 2001 articles were the stuff that Pulitzers are made of. National media leapt upon his disclosures, and surviving orphans—some of whom were unaware of the experiment until Dyer called them—are now suing the state and the University of Iowa. (Disclosure: I recently taught a course for Iowa's nonfiction MFA program.) In October the Iowa Supreme Court allowed their lawsuit to proceed by dismissing a state challenge to it. 

But Dyer never got his whack at the Pulitzer piñata. It emerged that the orphans' names were in an archive off-limits to journalists, and Dyer gained access by identifying himself as a grad student. The resulting ethics flap cost Dyer his job. Tracking the orphans down this way was not permissible —and that was why, unmentioned or unnoticed by Dyer, two years earlier Professor Jerry Halvorson hit upon a most unusual way to give a detailed account of the Monster Study: He wrote a novel. 

Abandoned: Now Stutter My Orphan— that is indeed its title—was self-published by the author's sideline business, Halvorson Farms of Wisconsin, Inc. A speech pathology novel coming from a business known for having bred an Appaloosa named Rock My World turns out to be the least of the book's idiosyncrasies. Like all jaw-droppingly strange art, Abandoned seems blissfully unaware of its own weirdness. Its plot is built upon a series of coincidences bearing longer odds than a Powerball jackpot. The protagonist, Frank, is a young Iowa orphan with a stutter. Oh, but he's not just any orphan— he's really the secret love child of a senato! Then he's living next door to a woman who . . . is really his mother in disguise! Who works in a store where she sells him a book by . . . Wendell Johnson! And when he's inspired to go work for Johnson as a grad student, he discovers the Monster Study that was conducted years earlier in . . . his very orphanage! Did I mention that Frank has a stutter? It's a very important plot point! 

There's more: Freudian regression therapy, the Rabelaisian orphanage director Miss Grundy, and an offhanded revelation that—yes!—Frank has a long-lost identical twin. Nor is the monumental oddness of Halvorson's book limited to its plot. He freely mixes diary entries, interviews, academic citations, and boldface type to indicate maximum drama. ("Frank cleared his throat with an unpracticed, 'haak, haak' that jerked his Adam's Apple up and down his neck. His index finger extended to press the doorbell .") And there is something priceless in this dialogue death match between a "German" doctor and a stutterer: 

"Plees tel me vhy joo stutter zo much . . . " 

"I . . . . . . . . guess my t . . . . . . . . ongue . . . " 

What makes Abandoned perversely intriguing is its guileless mash-up of fact and fiction. The protagonist is an amalgam of actual orphans and Professor Franklin Silverman, author of a brief 1988 Journal of Fluency Disorders article cited in the book as the earliest public disclosure of the Monster Study. (Silverman himself helpfully provided Abandoned's foreword, and gave Halvorson a childhood picture that appears on the book jacket.) University of Iowa personnel appear as characters under their actual names; there are even direct quotes from Tudor's thesis. In fact, when Frank travels to California late in the book to interview the retired Mary Tudor, Halvorson interrupts the narration and prefaces the chapter thus: "Warning to the Reader! The author of the book you are reading, Jerry Halvorson, interviewed Mary Tudor on April 11 and 12, 1996. Following are the actual words of Mary Tudor. . . . " 

This interview is the book's great payoff, not least because of its timing. By Dyer's 2001 report a rattled Tudor expressed doubts over what she had done— "I wouldn't do it [again]," she says, "now that I'm a mother and a grandmother." But Halvorson's 1996 interview shows Tudor, not yet subject to scrutiny, still proud of her handiwork. Would she do it again? Indeed she would, though she allows that she'd do things differently now. Oh? "I'd probably do the writing on a computer." 

And the choice of Mary Tudor? That turns out to be appallingly easy to explain: Johnson noticed that children trusted her. 

Surprisingly, the dedication in Abandoned: Now Stutter My Orphan is made out to Tudor; Halvorson is so speech-path old-school that he believes Tudor's work was heroic in its way. Her study, after all, underpinned Johnson's once influential "diagnosogenic" theory that stuttering originates in parents making children self-conscious about speech. Still, there's a moment that should have troubled Tudor and Halvorson alike—something that, despite its mind-boggling eccentricities, should make Halvorson's book Exhibit A for academic wrongdoing as the orphan lawsuit goes to trial. When Halvorson asks whether she would have performed the experiment on her own children, Tudor pauses uneasily to consider her answer. 

"No," she says. 

The Hole Truth
Core beliefs: Don't know much about geography
Hollow-earth notions have worn a tinfoil hat for so long that it's easy to forget what a curious and distinguished lineage they have. While David Standish's Hollow Earth is, as he puts it, "the cultural history of an idea that was wrong and changed nothing," his book basks in the lurid glow of a theory whose hypnotic appeal will long outlive its rational plausibility. Popularized by Edmond Halley in 1692 to explain the earth's magnetic anomalies, the concept was revived in 1820s America by John Cleves Symmes, who added the idea of polar access holes. Suddenly Americans had another new frontier: Symmes gets name-checked in Walden, and hollow-earth explorer Jeremiah Reynolds intersects with the career of Herman Melville—it was Reynolds's ostensibly hollow-earth 1829 Antarctic expedition that resulted in his seminal Knickerbocker article on the killer whale "Mocha Dick." But the theory's apogee comes with Jules Verne's Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1864), and Edgar Allan Poe, who based both his first short story and his only novel on the idea, and who feverishly called out Reynolds's name from his deathbed. 

One of the great pleasures of Standish's book is observing the hollow-earth theory tumbling from half-sober science into intoxicatingly garish pop culture, be it the hokum of Tarzan at the Earth's Core, the trippiness of Baum and Lovecraft, or the sublime creepiness of forgotten sci-fi like Editorpha. It was only a short step down from there into hollow-earth messiah cults like the Florida settlement of Estero Island and such Mystery Science Theatre 3000 fodder as The Mole People. 

Hollow Earth is tremendous fun, even though it's virtually missing a final chapter. The last three decades get barely a cursory glance, with no acknowledgement of the theory's endearingly dorky afterlife in video games, D&D, Marvel comics, and even amusement park rides at Tokyo DisneySea and the much-lamented Dorney Park. One mystifying omission is the last truly successful hollow-earth pop artifact—Rick Wakeman's synths-and-symphonies extravaganza Journey to the Centre of the Earth, which reached No. 1 in the U.K. in 1974 and remains both enjoyably ridiculous and ridiculously enjoyable. That's a quality shared, come to think it, by hollow-earth theories themselves.

