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The Sky is Falling
Oxford, March 17, 1989

Editor's note: Dan Gunn wrote the following letter from Oxford last spring,
but it arrived too late to appear in that first issue of BEYOND MEMOS.
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it
felt like to walk into a coffee shop or bar in Bedford
Stuyvessant or Brownsville at the end of a long
tour, a white guy, thin and stubbled, in this not-so-
new raincoat, and know that everyone in the place
was saying to himself, at precisely the same
moment: cop. I have thought of this story several
times during the last three months, because part of
what you pay for, in travel, is a feeling of alienation
which must be something like what he experienced.
I mean, for example, the feeling you get sitting in
your American clothes at a small round table in the
back of a cafe, looking intently, say, at the pattern
your hand makes against the table’s marble surface,
without silverware, without napkins, without a
menu, without any sign of a waiter, while people
stand and sit all around you, smoking, snapping
their heads back here and there to drink something
strong and dark from a liqueur glass, occasionally
striking each other on the chest or shoulder and
laughing (at you! at you!), conversing all the while,
with steady exuberance, in a language you do not
understand. At such a moment, it is impossible to
maintain your ordinary fictions about yourself (you
are quiet and thoughtful- looking, urbane, culti-
vated, yes, you have even a degree of charm); these
collapse and give way, and you fall down, down,
down into your puffy and thickening thighs and
calves, your packages in plastic bags, your impos-
sible clothes, your skin, pasty and sallow, the skin,
you suddenly realize, of a tourist.

THE BRITISH might be forgiven if they felt some-
thing like alienation or vertigo themselves, these
days, even at home, since there have recently been
some alarming rips and tears in the fabric of their
ordinary life. For all its flaws, they take their food
very seriously, as the following story, quoted in its
entirety from the Oxford Mail, will attest:
“CORNWALL: Joseph Gilbert, 56, of Troon, was
jailed for hitting his wife Valerie, 52, with a frying
pan because her attempts to make him a Cornish

pasty went wrong.” But now they have more to
worry about than the traditional bad cooking. Last
November, Edwina Currie, a junior health minister,
announced flatly that most egg production in the
country was contaminated with salmonella. This
inflammatory pronouncement (unjustified in-
degree, it seems, although there have been an
unusual number of food poisoning cases involving
eggs) led to Currie’s resignation (she’s going to
write a book), an escalating series of muddled
statistical reassurances from the government, and
much anxious hard-boiling. Then, in January, the
government announced that an outbreak of listeria
had prompted it to advise pregnant women against
unpasteurized milk and cheeses; in fact, it was
considering a ban on such products. Angry re-
sponses from the producers of Camembert have
saved the cheeses, for the time being, but their sales
aren’t breaking any records. An unusually mild
winter has encouraged the growth of bacteria in
water supplies; in Oxford, after the discovery of
high levels of cryptosporidium, pregnant women
and the immuno-suppressed have been warned not
to drink the town water until further notice, and
now people line up at all of the stores to buy Perrier
and Evian every night. (Actually, this may not be
anything new for Oxford.) Finally, just last week,
the Guardian reported in a front-page story that
only seventy- nine of the nine hundred and nine-
teen abbatoirs in Britain were sufficiently hygienic
to meet EEC export standards. The produce of the
others is “deemed fit only for British dinner tables,”
the newspaper claims, and the EEC inspectors com-
plain that even the approved slaughterhouses are
frequently contaminated by fecal matter from burst
intestines, tumor-ridden condemned meat, insuffi-
ciently sterilized knives, standing puddles of waste
water, and generally unsanitary technique. Lisa
and I thought of this as we walked past a row of
mutilated and bloodstained carcasses hanging from
butchers’ shops in the Oxford covered market the
other day, and our friend’s two-year old daughter
discovered a garbage pail overflowing with rabbits’
heads, their eyes staring straight ahead at crazy
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angles.

All of this would be bad enough, presuma-
bly, without trains and airplancs smashing up on a
regular basis, but so they have been. The crash and
explosion at Lockerbie (some parts of the town
simply disintegrated; they collected limbs and
metal debris miles away) followed only weeks after
a disastrous railway accident in Clapham Junction,
just south of the center of London, in which three
crowded commuter trains collided, killing thirty-
five and injuring many others. An airplane fell in-
explicably from the sky onto the M1 in January, and
then, this month, in a single forty-eight hour
stretch, there were two more serious train crashes,

at Purley and Glasgow, killing
seven. News of the Glasgow
accident, which came in the middle
of the day as the government and
British Rail were attempting to
respond simultaneously to testi-
mony at the Clapham inquiry and
demands for a new investigation
into Purley, prompted the Queen to
write directly to the transportation
minister, Paul Channon, expressing
her alarm at “yet another rail
accident involving injury and loss
of life.”

NOT SURPRISINGLY, the en-
trenched Conservative govern-
ment’s position has weakened
during this period. Labour’s
shadow ministers have had only to
shake their heads repeatedly and
call for public investigations into
everything, and the government has
been criticized on all sides for
obfuscation and condescension
during the food crisis and for
inattention to the deterioration of
British Rail. (The man who made
the wiring mistake that caused the
Clapham accident had worked
three straight sixty hour weeks;
British Rail has not installed a fail-
safe signalling system, as other
European countries have, because it
lacks funds.) Meanwhile, interests
rates, kept high to dampen infla-
tion, have reached painful levels,
with increases of forty and fifty per
cent in monthly mortgage payments
not uncommon. Prime Minister
Thatcher didn’t help matters any by announcing,
“We have become a grandmother” when her son’s
child was born in the United States; Neil Kinnock,
the Labour leader, has taken to mocking Thatcher
sarcastically in the Commons (“And what did the
Prime Minister have for lunch today?”), and he
madec her pay for this. The Conservative lead has
fallen from ten to three per cent in public opinion
polls; the opposition is beginning to wonder ifits
time has finally come.

This doesn’t, however, seem likely. English
voters, like Americans, are quite conservative in na-

" tional clections, even when they express dissatisfac-

tion elsewhere, and Thatcher has weathered more



severe mid-term slumps before. The wholesale
rush toward privatization and the dismantling of
the welfare state associated with her government
continue, without any sign of effective resistance,
even if there is a bit more open grumbling. Most
recently, the government has proposed a radical
reform of the National Health Service, under which
doctors working for the NHS would have their
funds cut and their referral options curtailed, old-
age pensioners would be encouraged to take out
supplementary private health insurance, and a
great many hospitals would go private. Following
another government plan, British university
students will have to take out substantial loans
instead of having their entire education paid for.
Opposition to both ideas has been noisy. General
practitioners, nurses, and the entire health estab-
lishment have complained that the NHS reforms
will be disastrous for state-run medical care, and
opponents of the education reforms have been
retailing horror stories about American students
leaving college with massive debts. (In Oxford last
month, a huge crowd of students marched down
Broad Street in protest, carrying signs that said
“Stuff the Loans” and “Hertford JCR Against the
Loans” and singing

Education is a right

Is a right

Is a right

Education is a right

Not a privilege .
to the tune of “London Bridge is Falling Down.”
Earnest-looking young people sold copies of Living
Marxism and distributed gay rights literature at the
fringes of the rally.) But both measures will almost
certainly go through. Education and health care
are very nearly the last symbolic frontiers for
socialism in Britain, and, to veterans of the left,
kicking their way through the accumulated rubbish
on a sidewalk in Brixton or waiting in a crowd to
get out of the decaying underground, this must
seem something like the end of the world.

SOMEWHERE IN LONDON, too, Salman Rushdie
and his wife are living in hiding, protected by an
armed guard. Lisa and I heard that copies of The
Satanic Verses had been burned in Bradford on our
first morning in England, after one of those massive
breakfasts, you know, eggs, tomatoes, bacon, toast,
sausage, mushrooms, as we drove through the
miraculously green countryside on our way to
Oxford. W.H. Smith, the large chain of booksellers,
withdrew the book from sale in Muslim communi-
ties that same week. At first, this seemed simply to

which the memoirs of a former head of intelligence
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entails the violent rejection of pluralism? As
Muslims in this country have been quick to point
out, there are limits to the principle of toleration—
one cannot incite to violence, one cannot reveal
secret documents, one cannot urge the overthrow



of the state—and our decisions about what speech
is to be tolerated are made in our own (and not
Muslims’) interest. Here perhaps we are forced to
recognize not only the fragility but the logical
instability of our ordinary cultural language, and it
threatens to split open, revealing the empty spaces
and blank terrain below, leaving us falling, leaving
us nowhere.

WE TELL STORIES to keep ourselves from falling,
and there is some refuge in their texture, in the
shape they make and the order they provide, at
least for a while. I've had to invent myself so many
times, this year, in letters home to friends and
family, that I've forgotten who I really am, when
I'm not writing a letter, pretending to be a monk, or
man of the world, or a political reporter, or an Old
Testament prophet. But strangely, I find that my
purely textual status doesn’t bother me, any more
than it bothered me, a few weeks ago, when I
walked out of Tucker, after two hours of big cars, a
man with a dream, by gosh, advertising posters,
the screen door slamming on the porch, and found
myself, with a start, on Little Clarendon Street, in
Oxford, in England.

So. Here is a bicycle, leaning against a
wall. Itis old, painted black or dark grey, a little

wi
s. d
su

cr by the arch oorway at the right. This

is entional im Oxford, found on

postcards eb in ants, a

don rides dr in ybe even

with a hat, trailing his academic gown blithely
behind him. The idea is: We are jaunty; we don't
stand on ceremony. And also: We can afford not to care

nd

of it, these last few months, walking and cycling
around from our apartment to the library and back.
It is an almost perfect place to study; even the
coll i on es ddle
pro 1 nq es, s,
walkways, all invisible from the street.
I don’t care what the students say. Everything
about this place says: privilege. Or better: shelter,
even at the end of the world.

--DAN GUNN



Christmas in...Colombia?

HAT? ARE YOU CRAZY?”
The reactions I got when I told people

I was going to spend Christmas in
Colombia were not felicitous. To most folks, a trip
to seething South America was a daunting enough
prospect, especially for a woman alone, but Colom-
bia? With all those bombs going off in planes and
public buildings? With all those narcotraficantes
strafing target and bystanders alike? As a tall
blonde gringa, they predicted, I'd be a sitting duck.

In August, as the media splattered the
world with grim images of the drug war in Colom-
bia, [ came close to changing my mind. ButIhad a
feeling that for most Colombians life continued as
usual. My friends in Cali corroborated this. You
will rest tranquilly here, they assured me in florid
Colombian Spanish, and we will pass lovely
moments together. How could I resist?

Resting tranquilly turned out to be a
fiction, I admit. Christmastime in Cali never
includes resting. Between December 24 and
January 1 is the Feria de Cali—Carnival! Visitors
come from all over to join in the carousing and
dancing in the streets during this wildly active
week. Not this year, though. Bad press about
Colombia scared most North Americans away. I
was the only gringo I saw in the two weeks that [
was in Colombia.

So yes. I was a sitting duck—but not for
Uzis and bombs. On the contrary, I experienced
characteristic Colombian good will, hospitality, and
affection. Always in the limelight, a curiosity, I was
beset by questions about my own Christmas
customs and what it’s like “up there.” Even the
overnight proliferation of Yanquis Fuera de Panamd
graffiti did not dampen my welcome.

Norteamericanos are uncommon in the
working-class barrio where my hosts live. Here the
streets are too narrow for two cars to pass—which
doesn’t stop them from doing so—and some streets
aren’t paved. Most houses are small, flat-roofed,
masonry rectangles attached to each other in rows.
They are separated from the street by short cement
or tiled “yards,” surrounded by low masonry walls
with iron grille gates. The front, and only, door
might have multiple locks in the name of impregna-
bility, but during the waking hours it is likely to
stand wide open. The flow of drop-in visitors must

-

remain unimpeded, as must access to neighbor-
hood happenings. Here the outside is seen as an
extension of the inside, or maybe it's the other way
around. One Calefio who had experienced Maine
lamented our need to live in “hermetically sealed
houses barricaded behind piles of snow.” Lonely.
Cold in more ways than one.
Colombians are about Community. The
e
to

supply of  ar e local fir
have nirv C The danc
will more than likely last till dawn: rumbas, meren-

k
It
is not a skill, these subtle sensual movements; it is
part of being Colombian.
Cali, a sprawling city in the western
n bra the media as The
This the Cali that I

were. Scattered outdoor bandstands with live salsa
ensembles, the verbenas were surrounded by a sea
of humanity, thousands crammed shoulder to
shoulder, throbbing and undulating to raw Latin

rh To penetrate the e
ea r, we formed tren
ng onto belts a
gh, hun e spot take a

claim and dance. Never, immersed in this high-
energy “Third World” multitude, did I feel endan-
gered. Ionly felt welcome. I felt

On Christmas Day I felt e ical
about Colombia’s menacing image. The barrio
rented a chiva, an old-style, multi- colored, befrin-

ged er of a bus, h

shri the driver (

needs all the help he can get). Everyone, infants to
ians, d in, with the more -
crow the roof or hanging

the back and sides.

“:Mu-si-ca! jMu-si-ca!” the revelers
chanted insistently every time the blaring salsa
broadcast emanating from the dashboard shorted
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was mustard all over the back of

soned traveler to a cringing non-
n a Third World
means to get out.
Alone. Knowing no one.
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rest of us, they say. Those few creatc a network of
badness that affects everyone. The people still
mourn assassinated Presidential candidate Luis
Carlos Galan, who was perceived as Colombia’s
hope. “I cried when he was killed,” my host told
me.

Meanwhile life in Colombia goes on. There
are always reasons to gather and celebrate with
dancing and el t : bapti ir
New Year, a vis . Inot rt th
America Colombians are viewed as having more
a

C
ed
behind piles of snow, am
partner.
--PAULA WIDMER



A Sea Passage to Nova Scotia
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i

For the open ocean crossing which would take us
fifty miles offshore, everything must be secured
below and on deck. As the summer southwest
wind blew us away from our snug Vinalhaven an-
chorage, I straddled our dinghy, upside down on
the foredeck, criss-crossing ropes and lashing them
to stanchions and cleats. By the time I was fin-
ished, we had left the protected waters in the
shelter of Vinalhaven and were cantering briskly
past seals sunbathing on Saddleback ledge. From
there we planned to head May’s bow east by south-
east and settle in for the long leg, but the skipper’s
stomach was objecting “not yet.” No way to begin
a test of boat and crew, so we turned north and ran
up under the lee of Isle au Haut. Great Spoon,
hiding in heat haze to starboard, revealed itself in
creamy breakers, whiter than haze, before we

7O .

smelled and hear its gull rookeries. At our anchor-
age off Point Lookout, a stomach quieting shot of
bourbon, a chicken dinner, and into the beckoning
sleeping bags. Day one. No progress.

5:40 AM. and our noisy one cylinder diesel
pushes us east as we thread buoys and ledges
through the morning calm and fog. Signaled by its
shadow on the sea, the sou’westerly strolls in for
lunch, and the ancient partnership of wind and
sails takes over from fossil fuels. Mainsall and
genoa (an overlapping headsall) tug us past Mt.
Desert Rock and its unmanned lighthouse at 2:14
P.M.—a lovely sunny afternoon at sea, unlike other
fog-shrouded gropings past this remote granite
outcropping.

This is our “good-bye” to Maine and the
U.S.A., and a ruled pencil line from “the Rock” to
the imagined turning point 10 miles off Cape Sable
defines our mission for the next 30 hours. Hum-
ming stays, fluttering leeches (the “free” edges of
sails), and our foaming bow wave cutting the

N
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white-cap flecked ocean--all confirm the speed
gauge needle hovering at five knots, close to May's
hull speed. “Knots” is sailor’s lingo for nautical
miles per hour, phonic shorthand which also refers
to a primitive speed measurement system of
casting a wood chip (the “log”) over the side at the
bow, and timing its transit to the stern by counting
“knots” in an attached string as it runs out. The
nautical mile actually is one minute of arc on a
great circle through the poles, and thus represents
one 21,600th of the earth’s circumference. How tiny
a scratch the track of our passage! Yet our scratch
extends unbroken around the globe and crosses the
tracks of all sailors through time, even as the
disturbed waters of our wake vanish astern.

May is a sturdy 26 foot overall sloop, de-
signed by Chuck Paine of Tenants Harbor to
combine seaworthiness and speed, an elusive
compromise but happily resolved in his design.
Still, the top speed of any hull like May's is limited
by the laws of hydraulics to a mathematical func-
tion of the waterline length, or about six knots in
our case.

May was built by Morris Yachts of South-
west Harbor in 1982, and offers as much comfort as
the cruising we choose to do permits. Berths,
stowage space, and water supply are excellent for
two people, adequate for three, and cramped for
four. A two burner kerosene stove is supple-
mented by a gimballed camp stove for meal prepa-
ration underway, and a cabin heater, also kerosene
fueled, is a “must” for the bone-chilling cold and
damp of the North Atlantic. Although warmth
comes first to mind, a built in ice chest keeps
perishable foods and makes possible the luxury of
cold drinks in quiet harbors. Beer, however, does
very well wedged below the floorboards in the
bilge,chilled by the Labrador current caressing our
hull, three-quarters of an inch away. Yes, we also
have a marine toilet, whose throne-like exposure
can be a bit intimidating to visitors.

The sentinel lighthouse of Mt. Desert Rock
has dwindled to a small bump on the horizon
astern by supper, spaghetti heated in the gimballed
stove, which we balance while eating in shifts, since
one hand is needed on the tiller to steer. Asthe sun
dips lower, the sea becomes incredibly lonely. By
dusk, Mt. Desert Rock has disappeared, and the
string which we could imagirie unwinding between
us and that last sight of land is broken. Out here
the shearwaters and petrels, birds never seen near
land, displace the gulls. We are an attraction for
the quiet, streamlined, shearwaters, who circle and
skim the surface across our bow, looking for small

10

fish in the wave we churn up. Petrels skitter about
us, half flying, half beating the water with little feet.
Portugese fishermen named this bird “Petrillo,” or
“little Peter,” for the apostle who found he could
walk on the waters of the stormy sea of Galilee.

Sail changing at night is not a good idea,
and before dark we shorten sail with two reefs
while switching from the big genoa to the working
jib. The breeze continues to strengthen as the light
fades, and we set three hour watches for the night
hours. Against the chill we bundle up in long
underwear, sweaters, wool hats, gloves, and our
foul weather suits of yellow vinyl. Somehow, the
cold is always your watchmate, and the coffeepot
stays within easy reach on the gimballed stove.
The off watc up on the bunk
(ab er sail le “heels” in ction)
while the helmsman adjusts mentally and physi-
cally to the dark hours ahead. Light now is a red
glow from the compass and the red and green
running lights, reflected on the jib and splintered in
fragments by the bow wave. Peeps and pattering
of sea birds remind us of their presence, disturbed
by our passing. The cabin opening is a black hole,
and I know Wendy is there, yet there is some un-
easiness—I feel very much alone.

Fatigue is another watchmate, aggravated
by the need to concentrate on the compass and hold
a good course. When I hear stirrings in the cabin
and see a flashlight beam, I am both reassured of
my shipmate’s reality and grateful for relief. As
she takes over the helm, I “read the log,” checking
the distance covered in my watch, and mark our
pr the e. A ea up the
co r, I thel rd k and fall
into an unquiet doze. The chuckle and murmur of
water along the hull becomes a gabble of voices,
much like the confused but animated conversation
of a cocktail party. At times, the sense of voices is
very real—I even have to get up and look out on
deck to confirm the non-existence of others, but all I
see is Wendy, her slight form bulky and black in
heaving clothing and a faint glow from the compass
on her face. Lying on the bunk off watch, she has
had the same experience of voices, a mild halluci-
nation from the strangeness and isolation of our
surroundings—I suppose.

By 3:00 AM. the breeze has lightened, and a
halo of mist encloses our running lights, promising
fog by daybreak. Wendy's tired face is wet with
mist droplets on eyebrows, lashes, and cheeks as
she comes off watch. There is a fishing boat
ahead—we can see mast lights indicating a dragger
or seiner, I'm not sure which, but we want to give



the gear towed behind plenty of clearance. A little
later his red port light is visible, asserting right of
way on a course converging with ours. I watch
carefully—the mast lights start to move behind the
red light, and then the green starboard light
emerges—he is turning and no longer on a collision
course.

As dawn breaks, the fishing boat is not in
sight, nor anything else since we are in thick fog
with slatting sails. We have no choice but to start
the clamorous diesel, which adds an element of
anxiety since its racket drowns out engine noises
and fog horns of other boats. Our course has taken
us along the edge of Brown’s Bank, a busy Cana-
dian fishing ground, and their vessels are more
involved with earning a tough livelihood for the
crews than looking out for eccentric yachtsmen
who think they’re having fun. We do not have
radar, which puts heavy demands on a small
sailboat’s power supply, but we do carry aloft a
radar reflector, to make us more visible on the
radar screens of the commercial boats.

We are approaching the western shore of
Cape Sable and the point where we “turn the

corner,” so we must get a better idea of our posi-
tion. Loran, a radio grid system, enables us to
locate quite closely our latitude and longitude, and
a series of these “fixes” discloses that we have been
and are continuing to be sucked closer to the land
than our plotted position. This is not entirely
surprising; the Fundy currents are powerful far out
to sea, and set north into the Bay at nearly twice the
velocity of the ebb, giving rise to the local rule that
“one flood is worth two ebbs.” Further, these
waters pour into the Bay around Cape Sable ahead,
as well as flood northeast along the New England
coast, so there is indeed a tendency to get “sucked”
to the north. We alter course to the south, and
although we regain our offing, our distance made
good “over the bottom” falls sharply as our modest
hull speed contests with powerful adverse currents.
The energies of these waters are revealed in coils of
drifting weed and little whirlpools which form and
swirl astern, as if someone had pulled a washbasin
plug.

By late afternoon the Canadian weather
service forecasts an approaching stormy front with
winds over 25 knots, rain, and continued fog,.
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When we set out on this crossing, we expect to be
two nights at sea, but this passage has been more
exhausting than usual, and we are depressed at the
prospect of dealing with an Atlantic storm as well.
Wendy closets herself with the chart, and emerges
some time later to suggest that we might make Port
Latour, just “around the corner” on Cape Sable,
before the storm hits and darkness sets in. I agree
that it’s worth a shot, although it would be more
prudent to stay offshore and grit it out than run for
a strange harbor in failing light and deteriorating
weather.

Our first mark is the whistle buoy marking
Brazil Rock in shoal water about six miles offshore
and seven from the harbor entrance. By 5:30 we
hear the moan of the whistle, but then it seems to
fade. Wendy comments, “I think it's running away
from us.” The wind ahead of the front has picked
up vigorously, and we add diesel power to sail in
an effort to squeeze out the maximum speed. The
moaning gets closer, and then we see the huge
buoy, leaning at a 30 degree angle as a vicious
current boils around its base and over the rock,
only seven feet below the surface; no danger to us
but an unpleasant discovery for the square rigger
years ago whose name the rock commemorates.
Indeed, the buoy was running away from us, and
we are thankful to locate this first visible mark
since leaving Mt. Desert two days ago.

Darkness is coming on fast now, but our
course for the harbor entrance does not have to
fight the current, which however is still setting us
off at an angle as the longitude readings on the
Loran confirm. We adjust course accordingly, but
are startled by an explosion of water close along-
side, as a blowing whale surfaces. Perhaps he
wants to be our pilot! So preoccupied have we
been on the grimness of our situation and race
against time, that this visitation comes as a wel-
come diversion, as does the appearance of a very
large seabird, which we take to be a gannet. About
8:00 p.M. the entrance whistle buoy appears in the
fog, followed half an hour later by a green blur
which resolves into a lighted channel buoy, and
soon we see the looming lights of the U-shaped
docks which enclose the harbor. We pass through
the mouth of the U about 9:00 P.M., and after
several missed attempts, manage to grapple
alongside a big dragger, to which we attach our-
selves more securely with fenders and lines. The
kerosene heater soon is gaining on the cold, sodden
cabin atmosphere, encouraging us to peel off our
layers. Did I mention the ice chest? Civilized living
returns with ice clinking in a glass of Kentucky’s
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ke up later as rain drums on the
cabin roof and squalls flog loose ropes and hal-
yards against masts (not ours). The commotion
outside makes our stability and comfort seem

we might as well go back to sleep.

--WILLIAM G. SAYRES



October 28th, Budapest

While on sabbatical in the fall of 1988, I traveled to Hungary whered spent five
weeks with Vilmos and Gyongyi (Gigi) Varga and their three children: Roland,
Rita, and Renata. The following account describes one of many memorable experi-

ences on that trip.

is
be

locked country. When Gigi asks if I would like fish
for dinner, I have no idea what an adventure awaits
me.

After spending most of the morning
dealing with socialist bureaucracies and viewing an
exhibition of textile art with a minimalist/concep-
tual bias (art styles are truly and monotonously
international), Vilmos and I stop at a butcher’s shop
on our way home. As with most markets in
Hungary, this one is small, old, dirty, and totally
devoid of the obscene superfluity of American
supermarkets. To my suburban, middle class
American perspective, this environment offers a
particularly intriguing ambience. There is the
expected clammy aroma of a butcher’s shop, of
course. The walls do not appear to have been
painted since the revolution of 1956, revealing a
well-aged patina of blood and grime. All manner
of sausages adorn the walls and fill open trays. The
chickens are scrawny and unappetizing. (Haven't
these people heard of steroids?)

The customer may enter one of two long
lines. Vilmos goes to one, I to the other. I reach the
head of my line sooner and place an order in

AT e

Hungarian for two chickens. The butcher does not
understand me, so Vilmos leans across and ex-
plains. After placing two puny birds behind the
counter (they are loosely wrapped in paper), the
butcher writes the price on a slip of paper. I am
then directed to another line which leads to the
cashier. I pay her, and the slip of paper is stamped
and returned to me. Then Vilmos directs me back
to the head of my original line, where I turn in this
voucher to the butcher. He presents me with two
dripping chickens.

In the meantime, Vilmos has paid for and
secured three carp. These are in a lightweight,
untied plastic bag. On the ride back to Budakeszi
in the Polski Fiat (the “matchbox” car), two chick-
ens and three fish share my lap. Suddenly, the
plastic bag leaps convulsively from my lap and I
have to focus all of my energy and attention on
preventing the escape of our dinner. “I had no idea
the fish were alive!,” I exclaim to Vilmos. I don't
think he truly appreciates my surprise.

At the flat, the fish go into the bathtub
where they entertain the children for the better part
of the afternoon. No one seems to show any
remorse, however, when we later consume the fish
in a delicious soup.

-~-THOMAS HIGGINS
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37 Degrees South Latitude

The Southern Cross fades into a Sistine sky

That Pac rn sun;

Pink cud the Southern ocean,
Washing in from far Antarctica. ‘

The sun climbs over the Ottway Range
mor mbool Beach.
and the sand
Soundless against the dull roar of surf.
Two solitary runners emerge from the dunes
At distant, opposite ends of the beach;
They lope along, pad through the cool tide,
Pass, and move on.

The sun rises higher,

Searching now for the Nallibour Plain.
Green-grey waves break and sparkle

In the new brightness.

A thin breath of warmth collects in the air,
As daybreak is now complete.

We embrace, the new morning and |,
And journey on.

--DOUG DUNLAP
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ters to Prague in the afternoon, then worked on a
paper in the American Library at the Embassy until
closing time at six). Fortunately, I had an appoint-
ment with an ophthalmologist on Monday, 30
March.

Dr. Jaromila Valova had examined the eye
in October and found the scar to be sound, the
retina intact, and the vitreous reasonably healthy.
She warned that floaters and even an occasional
flash might remain a possibility for some time
longer. The appointment on 30 March was to have
the retina looked at, but was primarily for me to
have my eyes checked to see if I needed new
glasses, my left eye having felt lazy or tired or both
at various times during a fall and winter that was
unusually busy and productive in a scholarly way,
and because I wanted to experience getting new,
socialist glasses.

Early the next morning I saw a small floater
in my left eye. Unalarmed yet, I was again thankful
for the 30 March appointment. Mid-morning,
while typing in a workroom in the rear of the
American Library, I saw a few more floaters, but
before I could worry too much I received a tele-
phone call from Mary who was at the Polish
Consulate arranging for visas to go to Krakow
where I was to deliver a paper on 9 April. She had
just discovered that she did not have my passport;
hence I would have to hurry it over before the
Consulate closed for the day. I ran out to the
nearest subway station (Mala Strana) and caught a
train for Vaclav Namesti, arriving with little time to
spare. After obtaining the visas, we crossed the
street to the Air France office for information about
flights from Salzburg to Aix-en-Provence in May.
While sitting there—getting the bad news that
Salzburg-Marsailles requires two changes of planes
and one of air-lines, and is quite expensive, AND
still requires train or bus to Aix—my left eye was
flooded with floaters, for all practical purposes
rendering the eye sightless.

We tracked down our car in the maze of
Prague streets, returned to the Embassy to collect
papers and odds and ends left there, and headed
towards Brno. As there was no change in the eye
by evening, and especially as a patch seemed more
comfortable than not, and as there was no pain, we
fulfilled a dinner obligation made some time
earlier. (To talk with a couple who between them
had survived nine years in five concentration
camps in three countries is too crucial to be
missed.)

Friday morning, Dr. Valova agreed to see
me when she heard my symptoms, even though she
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had an impossibly crowded schedule. By the time
she examined me in mid-morning, I could see
virtually nothing out of my left eye—the wall the
chart was on, but not the chart, Dr. Valova’s
outline, but not the fingers she held up to be
counted—and she could see that the left vitreous
was totally opaque. She said immediate hospitali-
zation was imperative; not trusting her English nor
my Czech, she sent Mary to the Faculty of Arts for
a colleague while I was placed on a cot in the
examining room.

Dr. Valova called Professor Doctor Otto
Riebel, Head of the Ophthalmology Department in
the Medical Faculty of the University. She had
great difficulty getting through—such is the tele-
phone system—and then was cut off in mid-
conversation. By that time a colleague in the
Department of English and American Studies had
arrived, so Dr. Valova explained the situation to
him to be translated. She also gave him a letter to
be delivered to Professor Doctor Riebel at the Eye
Clinic.



We drove there, arriving just before noon,
to begin the process of getting me admitted to the
hospital. Although the sign just inside the main
entrance seemed to indicate that the Eye Clinic was
to the left and up the stairs (a sign we followed, in
vain), in fact the Clinic was out the back door and
around two other buildings in the inner courtyard
of the large Faculty of Medicine hospital complex.

At the door we put cloth socks over our
shoes, turned left down to the end of a long hall
(and incidentally past Room 8, which would be-

come my home for two weeks), and upstairs to the
office of Professor Doctor Riebel. The colleague in-
troduced himself and my wife and me, gave the
Professor Doctor the note and chart from Dr.
Valova, and explained what he knew of the situ-
ation. Professor Doctor Otto Riebel is tall, graying,
distinguished, dignified, likable, and formal.

He examined me, ordered hospitalization,
and turned me over to Dr. Jan Janula whose four
years on an exchange program in Malta give him an
easy and graceful command of English. Janula is

very tall with dark hair and moustache and an ease
of manner engagingly and disarmingly fluid. He
moves with the grace of a professional athlete.
When (later) he saw my wife writing a note, he
said, “You're left-handed.” “Yes,” she replied.
“Do you play tennis?” he asked, with the sure
confidence of somebody seeking a mixed doubles
partner with just the right attributes.

Dr. Janula took us downstairs to the
Clinic’s examining rooms, examined my left eye,
and began the process of admission, enlisting
initially the assistance of the ward nurse and her
assistant, and himself typing a special pass that
would admit my wife to the ward daily, instead of
the usual 2-4 Sunday and 3-5 Wednesday visiting
hours.

By two in the afternoon, I was in room
eight, with blue hospital pajamas and robe, a snack
of bread and white coffee (too late for lunch), and
strict orders to stay in bed except to go across the
hall to the toilet. For anything else, I was to call a
nurse. Dr. Svatopluk Synek, another member of
the faculty in the Department of Ophthalmology,
came in to examine me and to repeat the impor-
tance of flat-on-the-back bed-rest. Shorter than Dr.
Janula, with straight blond hair and a quietly
handsome and serious manner, his English is
careful and thoughtful.

Sometime after three, I was brought
another snack of roll and coffee; I assumed the
order had been duplicated, but was to learn that a
snack at 3:15 or so was the third of four meals
served on the ward: breakfast at 8, dinner at 12,
and supper at 5 being the others. Breakfast and
snack were bread and weak, milky coffee; dinner
was usually soup, meat and potatoes, and often
canned fruit compote; supper was a one-dish affair,
or simply bread and cheese or bread and sausage.
Weak and pre-sugared tea was available all day,
and provided to bed-bound patients (me included)
in a thermos, other patients walking down the hall
to a shelf outside the kitchen to pour their own.
The food veered between prison-fare dismal and
quite good (presumably depending on which chef
was on duty in whatever kitchen the food was
delivered from), with more good meals than not.
As seemed generally true in Brno, soups were
good, meat was disappointing. Fresh fruit and
vegetables were never served, even though apples
were plentiful and oranges not unavailable—in fact,
the gifts most often brought to patients were fruit
and fruit juices.

The three-person room was as spacious,
well-equipped, and cheerful as a room needs to be,
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with a high ceiling and a long window over-looking
as lar sed by trians een
bu gs. souta when

owned by one roommate also went off. He, the
Young Guy, turned it on at 6:00 AM. and off at 9:00
PM., caring only for music—any music—and
promptly abandoning any station that began to
talk. There being little else to do, both roommates
frequently combed their hair, the Young Guy
because he was young and dapper, and the Bald
Guybe  ehewasbaldandd ed
hard at  ngsome flair to the

trained to run up and curl in). Neither admitted to
speaking any English, which proved not to be
entirely true, but they knew less English than I
knew Czech. “Dapper” was deduced on the
following Monday when the Young Guy left in his
tight jeans, loud sweater, and leather jacket, and on
Tuesday when the Bald Guy left in thoughtfully
color-coordinated layers of brown and beige.
Hospital robes and pajamas, which all the men
wore, made us appear old and runty. At the other
end of the ward, most of the women maintained
their individuality by wearing their own robes.

On Saturday morning (28 March) at 6:00 a
nurse entered, turned on the light, and said, “Dobre
rano” (good morning); the roommates arose, went
across the hall to the toilet, returned to the room to
brush their teeth and shave, and made their beds—
all with a practice and precision that quite bewil-
dered me until I learned that the Young Guy had
been hospitalized for fourteen weeks, repairing
damage caused by an exploding battery (if imper-
fect communication was even remotely accurate).
While the Bald Guy had been there less long, he
was the more fastidious, with a nice attention to
perfecting his bed, which I quite admired when a
few moments later a young nurse entered the room,
heaved a sigh, and re-made my bed.

Nurse’s training in Czechoslovakia is four
years and takes place during an American’s high
school years; they enter at age fourteen and gradu-
ate at age eighteen, normally. Except for the
Surgery, I saw only three nurses on the various
shifts on the ward who could reasonably have been
older than twenty or so. Consequently, the night
charge nurse might be so young as nineteen. This
b true, I was impressed skill, i-

d , competence, and tha but g
bossiness that seems to characterize good nurses.
Still, they were girls, and girlish in many ways,
with white caps and white aprons over their blue
uniforms, slender and bustling and chirping like
nothing so much as Ransom’s “Blue Girls.” The
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language barrier (only one nurse claimed, even, to
have tried to study English, and she strove might-
ily) combined with the unusual deference paid to
my rank to seem at first to subdue the nurses a bit.
(I was almost invariably addressed by the Czech
equivalent of “Mister Professor,” and was, appar-
ently, beneficiary by association to the respect paid
to Professor Doctor Reibel.)

Except for visits from my wife and an
officer from the American Embassy in Prague,
Saturday was long. On Sunday, 1 was permitted to
take a quick shower, but could not shampoo or
shave. The day was enlivened by visiting hours,
when I had as guests colleagues from the Univer-
sity (with some of their family members as well);
they brought candy and flowers and were in my
room improperly. The catch was that I had to
remain in my room, and visitors could be seen only
in the waiting room; invariably, my visitors seemed
to know enough to ignore the rules. The radio
played all day Sunday, for a brief five minutes pro-
viding, through the indulgence of the Young Guy,
news in English from Radio Prague, but most of the
time music. Sunday’s radio music differed from
Saturday’s only in relief from Saturday’s day-long
fascination with “The Beer Barrel Polka,” 28 March
being the birthday of the composer, a Czech.

Monday, 30 March, opened with energy
and bustle. Blood was drawn from my arm at 5:45
by two pert nurses. The Young Guy told me [ must
shave as the Professor would be in. So between six
and seven we tidied ourselves while waves of
women cleaned the room. First was a woman who
emptied the waste basket, dragging a large plastic
bag behind her and announcing “good morning” as
she entered the room and “good-by” as she left (as
most Czechs do when entering and leaving shops).
She was followed by a nurse or two who tidied the
beds, followed by the waste-basket emptier who
now washed the table and the window sill. Next
was a nurse who wiped the top of each individual
bed-side cabinet and straightened the two glasses
and one green plastic pill tray. She was followed
by the cleaning lady who had made two prior ap-
pearances, and who now washed the sink (which
we had finished using) and the mirror above the
sink. Then, shortly before 7:00, a nurse brought in a
small but powerful flashlight and our three folders,
in a larger folder with the number “8” on the cover.
Two of us were by now sitting at the table, with the
third in a chair at the foot of his bed. Folders were
placed on table or bed nearest cach patient. As it
takes little time for three people to brush their teeth
and shave, most of the time from 6 to 7 was spent



in watching the room’s cleaning, and trying to stay
out of the way of the women doing the cleaning.
One nurse hid my flowers, apparently because the
Professor Doctor doesn't like flowers in the rooms;
the same caution prevailed on subsequent morn-
ings.

At 7:00 sharp the Professor Doctor entered,
followed by his two senior assistants, followed by
six or junior TS,
chief nurse, tw
nurses. The Professor Doctor greeted us, we
greeted him. That first morning of Rounds, without
more than turning on his flashlight he said he
wanted to see me and the Bald Guy, exchanged
good-byes, and left with his entourage. The Young
Guy, it turned out, didn’t need to be examined
because he was scheduled to go home.

When I was examined, Dr. Synek trans-
lated, explaining that the Professor Doctor had
found a tear in the retina, near the scar from the
laser therapy of 12 August. Then Dr. Synek further
examined me as thoroughly as the Professor had
and explained that a closer look would be taken on
Wednesday, but the regime prescribed on Friday
last—total bed rest, flat on the back as much as
possible (except to go, carefully, across the hall to
the toilet), plus injections to accelerate the absorp-
tion of the floaters—would continue for Monday
and Tuesday. Then if on Wednesday the diagnosis
was confirmed, “prophylactic therapy” would take
place on Thursday. “Prophylactic therapy” proved,
on questioning, to be cryopexis, a surgical proce-

dure centering around freezing the retina into

ns large e h to produce to
r. Alocal thetic would ected,

, cut,

. .Jan mea
bitla heex pr tressed
total rest, de of my
desire to avoid surgery.

M ng, a I nu ein,
handed m y par ann that she

would take me next door to be X-rayed. When I

and returned with Dr. Simone Winklerova (beauti-
ful, black-haired, from Ostrava, conversant in

bui was nt; the fr I

bre whil re-crossi street
was welcome even though walking back and forth
seemed to undermine the importance of immobile
bed-rest.

the
tha
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sor Reibel about the possibility of laser surgery
instead of cryopexis. To us the advantages of the
laser therapy were that it seemed more advanced, it
involved considerably less trauma, and it didn’t (in
America, at least) require hospitalization. At that
moment we were prepared to go to Prague (200
kilometers), Bratislava (138), or Vienna (127) should
laser therapy be unavailable in Brno. (On Friday,
part of the discussion about rushing me to the
hospital had touched on the risks of transporting
me, in my delicate condition, to Vienna.) Of
course, just driving to another city without specific
appointments was rejected as too utterly irrespon-
sible.

After some delay, and through an interme-
diary, my wife learned from our ophthalmologist in
Maine that the differences between laser therapy
and cryopexis were not great enough to be the
deciding factors in choosing a method of treatment.
When I discussed laser therapy with Professor
Reibel on Tuesday (31 March), I learned that laser
therapy was not available at that hospital, that it
might be available elsewhere in Brno, but that the
opacity in the vitreous was too great to permit laser
therapy (a theory earlier suggested to my wife by
the ophthalmologist in Maine). He advised against
laser therapy, and against transporting me, and
again recommended cryopexis.

After the examination, the tall nurse
appeared again with a parka and announced that
she would take me for further examinations. 1
followed along, this time to one building for an
EKG and to another to be examined by a Doctor of
Internal Medicine, who seemed mildly bemused.
The tall nurse used my exotic origin as excuse to
propel me to the head of the Internist’s line. (She
was also the nurse who collected my clothing on 27
March and returned it on 10 April.)

When Professor Reibel examined me on
Wednesday, 1 April 1987, he confirmed his diagno-
sis and reiterated his recommendation. In the
meantime, my wife had consulted several people
within and outside the medical profession, and we
had pretty much decided to proceed with cry-
opexis. 1so informed Professor Reibel on Wednes-
day, and surgery was scheduled for 8:00, Thursday
morning, 2 April. Dr. Synek repeated the examina-
tion of the retina later Wednesday morning; he told
me that there was a small, easily repaired tear. I
was told not to eat, drink, or smoke after midnight,
the steps of the operation were described again,
and I was given a sedative at 9:00 P.M.

The routine early Thursday morning was
unchanged, except both original roommates had
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been replaced by two others, older, awaiting
surgery. The Tall Guy ate Wednesday
that a stomach ailment surgery for
several weeks, so he was being sent home, and the
Big Guy had learned on Wednesday that surgery he
had expected on Thursday was being delayed to
the following Monday. Ibrushed my teeth and
shaved (the latter for the last time until the follow-
ing Tuc and wa :

ly after [ was taken down the hall
to the operating theater, where my pajama top and
slippers were removed and I was placed on the
table. I was given an injection in the left hip, the
V. was attached to my right wrist, and Professor

Easter
Cactus

Reibel came into view and announced in his
clearest English yet that he would inject a local
anesthetic under the left eye. He did and there was
no pain, leading me to suspect that the earlier
injection or the 1.V. (which the nurse said contained
breakfast) continued the sedative effect begun at 9
the prev e I ware of a ¢ n
amount 0 ri1 operation had
an over-powering sensation of beauty when two
soft fingers lingered momentarily in my right
hand), but there was no pain, nor any memorable
awareness of the operation.

At 10:30, according to later timing by Mary,
I awoke to a conversation between the head nurse
and one of my colleagues, the gist of which was
that I was to lie flat on my back—no rolling or
turning—all day. To that end, 1 was given another
injection (this in the right hip) and had no aware-
ness of time until 5:20 that afternoon. When Mary
had arrived at 9:20, I was already in the room, so
the time in the operating room was one hour at
most. By the time I awoke Thursday afternoon, I
hadn’t eaten for 24 hours; although thirsty, I was
not hungry. Nor was I sleepy, as | had had a long
sedated sleep the night before and had slept all



day. I ntal ess

comfo  le wi ing ng
to stop the itching in my left eye without touching
my left eye.

By mid-afternoon on Friday, I felt fine, with
only the slightest pain, and that usually brought on
by looking up (hitting the sutures) or by trying to
move my head too quickly. I was sure I would be
home by Monday. However, I learned on Friday
that stitches are usually not removed until 5-7 days
after surgery and that I certainly could not be sent
home with stitches in my eye. Further, no serious
examination of the eye would make sense before
Monday.

On Saturday and Sunday (April 4 and 5)
the more relaxed regime returned (no processional
Rounds); Dr. Vaclav Hrachovina’s limited English
facilitated giving directions as he re-dressed the
eye. I was permitted to bath, but not to shave. The
nurse who was studying English tried to practice a
bit; she and I discovered a mutual friend or two,
she talked about her family, and we tried to discuss
Updike’s The Centaur, one of three or four books I
was reading or re-reading.

On Sunday evening, Dr. Janula returned
from a meeting in Presov in eastern Slovkia near
the Russian border, and from the High Tatras,
where his hopes of a day of skiing had been dashed
by the cable cars’ being rendered inoperable by
high winds. He examined my eye and found some

iness ( ty) that I had told If wasn’t

in the ing (butin fact T h d so little
time to see while Dr. Hrachovina was re-dressing
the eye that [ couldn’t really say how clear the eye
was). When I questioned Dr. Janula about a release
date, he guessed Monday, 13 April, and seemed
surprised that Friday, 10 April, had been men-
tioned as a possibility. He also said that whatever
speculation anybody else might have, Professor
Reibel would make the decision.

On Monday morning, 6 April, the nurses
and I were unusually efficient, with toileting
completed, and bed re-made by 6:10. I had slept
soundly from 8 to midnight, then lay awake for 2 or
3 hours, then for the third time in a week dreamed
of playing golf. The examination during Rounds
was as cursory as ever, but Dr. Synek took a quite
thorough look at the eye before dressing it. He said
the Professor would examine me on Wednesday,
the stitches would be removed on Wednesday or
Thursday, and that I could probably go home on

Mo One of my t
wn s during he
ing, and translated for the New Guy who had

moved into the room. He’s from southern Mo-
ravia, in for cataract removal, doesn’t know when
his surgery will take place, is always going across
the hall for a cigarette, and is nervous. In late
afternoon, an American colleague from another
Czechoslovak university dropped in to say hello
before giving a public lecture that evening.

Tuesday, 7 April, was eventful. During
rounds after the Professor Doctor examined me,
and while Dr. Janula was cleaning and replacing
the dressing, the Professor and staff (having
ignored the Big Guy) spent several minutes dis-
cussing the New Guy. Dr. Janula said I could
shave and that he would examine the eye more
thoroughly after breakfast. He did, shortly before
9, accompanied by two students from Cyprus who
were studying with him for the week. One spoke
no Czech, so Dr. Janula addressed him in English,
but the other wanted to improve his Czech, so Dr.
Janula addressed him in Czech. The pattern this set
meant that Dr. Janula’s instructions to me might
come at any moment in English (“look up”) or
Czech (“nahore”). He reported that the eye looked
better, but that more bed rest was required.

After having expected surgery the previous
Thursday (delayed during an examination which
apparently revealed that he somehow drank beer
during visiting hours), the Big Guy learned on
Sunday evening that his operation would be on

S
7 i

Calico
m the Sink

Tuesday. He sat and fretted all of Tuesday morn-
ing—no food or drink—and wasn’t wheeled off to
surgery until 12:30 Tuesday afternoon. He didn't
return for well over an hour—perhaps nearer two
hours—with both eyes bandaged, with a head band
over the dressings, and with a bandage on his left
foot and ankle. It wasn’t until later that I learned
that a strip of sinew was transplanted from his
ankle to his right eye. He was out for the rest of the
day, and had a difficult, restless night.

After eating a heavy dinner of goulash and
knedlicky (the delightful but weighty Czech bread
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dumplings) and to use properly the oranges and
apples I had received as gifts on Sunday and
Monday, I decided to eat as little of the starchy
foods as possible, and to finish breakfast with an
orange and dinner and supper with apples.

On Wednesday, 8 April, the radio covered
in minute detail the visit of Comrade Gorbachev to
Prague, and my stitches were removed by Dr.
Simone Winklerova. She said Friday release was a
possibility, but that the Professor would decide on
Thursday. I met Dr. Synek in the hall; he said he
would examine me on Thursday, after which the
Professor would decide about a release date, and
he also said Wednesday should be for me a day of
“relative calm,” as it was the first day without
stitches and without eye patch, but that I need not
be bed-bound.

The New Guy returned from surgery in
less than an hour, with one eye patch, and slept
most of the day. The Big Guy was quite restless,
and thirsty, all morning.

Late Wednesday afternoon, Dr. Janula
visited and said I should ask the Professor during
Rounds about going home. On Thursday, 9 April,
exactly a week after surgery, the Professor raised
the issue of my release date before I or anybody
else could do so, leading me to suspect that Dr.
Synek and Dr. Winklerova and possibly Dr. Janula
(although he seemed least to favor Friday over
Monday as a release date), might have intereceded
in my behalf. After asking me how I felt, and
conferring with Dr. Synek, the Professor said,
“Patek” (Friday). Dr. Synek then told me I could go
home on Friday, Dr. Winklerova smiled, and Dr.
Janula signed thumbs up as the entourage followed
the Professor’s good-by out the door.

Late that afternoon when Dr. Winklerova
saw me in the hall and asked how I felt, and I ad-
mitted to a slight headache, she advised against
reading and writing—rather to give the eyes a good
rest. A bit later Dr. Janula examined my eye and
found, as had Dr. Winklerova on Wednesday, that I
could read the next-to-bottom line on the eye chart,
hence that vision in the left eye was essentially
normal. Dr. Janula was concerned, however, that
the floater was still so large and so largely un-
changed in form, and that there was still more
opacity in the vitreous than he wanted to see. He
recommended against a trip to Prague planned for
the following Thursday, and suggested that
would probably have an appointment at the Eye
Clinic on the following Friday, and that the interim
should be spent as quietly as possible.

The night of 9 April was a restless one in
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Room 8. I was still awake just before midnight
when [ noticed the Big Guy apparently groping at a
picture on the wall. He had pulled the plug on the
nurse’s call system from its socket and was trying
to put it back, but was a foot or so too high in his
efforts. I took over for him, but could not, in the
dark, insert the plug. When I turned on the night
light I discovered that the prongs of the plug had
been badly bent, presumably by the wrenching
motion of disconnecting the plug, probably as the
Big Guy turned in his sleep. Worried about break-
ing the plug by bending the prongs, I nonetheless
tried and succeeded in inserting the plug into the
socket. The Big Guy then called the nurse for a
drink of the ubiquitous weak tea—two glassfuls in
fact. Just as the room was settling down after the
nurse’s departure, the New Guy got out of bed
very quietly and cautiously and went across the
hall to smoke a prohibited cigarette in the toilet.
(There is a smoking room next to the toilet, used by
patients permitted to smoke, thus leaving the toilet
to those patients not permitted to smoke.)

The anonymous camaraderie of the similar-
ily afflicted prevailed as the tone of the relation-
ships in the room. The patients conversed politely
without using names—referring to each other as
the equivalent of “Mister,” which sounds some-
what less formal in Czech than in English. They
also helped each other—easily and without appar-
ent embarrassment emptying urine bottles and oth-
erwise stepping in when it was easier not to sum-
mon a nurse.

On Friday, 10 April 1987, Dr. Winklerova
sent me home with three bottles of eye drops, a
note to my employer excusing me from work for a
week, instructions about the bill ($25 per day plus
drugs, covered by all sorts of insurance), instruc-
tions for making an appointment with Dr. Janula on
the following Thursday, and orders to stay home,
in bed most of the time, and not to exert myself or
bend over.

I HAD MISSED a workshop for high school English
teachers in Austria at which I was scheduled to
make five presentations and my wife one, and
another conference in Poland at which [ was to
have read a paper. I had also missed two weeks of
classes and was home convalescing, hence missing
a third, and then a fourth, week of classes. What
had been a simple half-hour procedure in Maine
was treated more or less as major surgery, incapaci-
tating me for four weeks in Czechoslovakia.

--ALLEN FLINT
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I want to cross the Yellow River, but it’s ice-bound;
~ toclimb the Taihi tains, but they are snow-covered.
I fish by a limpid
Dreaming of sailing toward the sun.
Travelling is hard!
s; which to choose?
rn blown by the wind,
sh ss the vast ocean.

--LI BAI
(trans. by Yiang Xianyi and Gladys Yang)

LI BAI (701-762), also known in the West as Li Po, is one of the greatest of Chinese poets. The

ion above 0 tione  ed Poetry and Prose of Tang and
ublished i n Litera

¢ n
“Done in Farmington, Maine, by Cai Zunan”, followed by the date.
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Alaskan ushing

HE D e
sun e
was P

shadows crept along the hillsides. It was late and
my body thought it ought to have been dark. My
excitement began to build as we continued the
descent. I had not seen my sister for five years, and
not in her current home in Two Rivers, Alaska.
Neither had I been this far north for about eleven
years. Bud had been away as long as I, and Ben,
our son, had never seen the north. Ben was asleep,
having succumbed to the eighteen-hour day that
began in Maine at 5:00 A.M. I always admired his
ability to sleep anywhere and under any conditions.
He continued to sleep through the bump of the
landing.

Finding it impossible to awaken Ben, we
picked him up and headed out of the plane. Would
she be there? She was, among the waiting passen-
gers, blond hair flowing wildly around her face,
flashing green-blue eyes, tee shirt and faded
bluejeans, smiling with arms outstretched. We
hugged.

“It's about time. Where have you been?”
she asked impatiently. My sense of time was
warped by the sun. “Are we late?,” I asked
vaguely. As we waited for the bags her words to
me rang out in the crowds, ”You should see the
crowds in the airport for the Quest. There are
hundreds of spectators. Let’s go. I can’t wait to
show you guys the dogs.” After the trip, it oc-
curred to me that these early words were signifi-
cant. [ should have known.

Bouncing along through Fairbanks in her
dilapidated truck, we laughed about how this
vehicle was newer than her usual. She stated
matter-of-factly, “It burns oil some but carries the
dog boxes and gets me through. Food?” We swung
into MacDonalds and Bud and I looked at each
other in amazement--Fairbanks was modernized.
Laughing our way through the drive-through,
either because of lack of sleep or Amy’s infectious
silliness or both, we emerged loaded with the entire
MacDonald’s menu. We set out, still laughing, to
Two Rivers, some 26 miles northeast of Fairbanks.

The scenery started to seem familiar, the
flatness of the land in Fairbanks and the hills and
mountains in the distance. We were heading out

along the Chena River to the hills. I smiled at the
scrawny trees kept small by the harsh climate. They
looked like baby Christmas trees although some
were really quite old. Sitting on strange squishy
ground called permafrost, trees break up the
flatness. Although small compared to the trees in
Maine, they seem mightier when you come down
from the tundra. It was about 1:00 AM. now and
deep shadows covered the hills. The midnight sun
is strange if you are not used to it. I never can tell if
my eyes are tired or a haze persists all night.

From 11:00 P.M. to early morning there is
twilight. The light from the midnight sun spreads
from the north to Fairbanks. At the Arctic Circle,
some 100 miles north, the sun is in the sky all
night. Here, it sets behind the mountains but still
provides light throughout the night.

The road was asphalt, much to my sur-
prise. I expected dirt roads as soon as I got out of
town, but there had been some improvements. We
bumped along in the truck over frost heaves.

“The Quest follows the Chena into Fair-
banks over there,” Amy pointed out. Her truck
started to travel into the other lane as she excitedly
continued, “That’s the big one. Eagle summit.
Mushers get caught in storms there all of the time.
I did. Stuck for two, three days. I'm going to show
you guys all around.” She jerked the wheel back to
the center of the road. “I live right near the trail.
You'll love it.”

About one hour from Fairbanks, we pulled
off the road at Two Rivers. I was surprised to find
new kinds of trees, aspen and birch. The leaves
turned white in the early morning wind. “Can we
drive to your house?,” I asked. Iremembered
crossing permafrost for miles to her summer camp
in the wilderness. Three miles of squishy bog
carrying a sleepy six-year-old did not appeal to me.
“No problem,” she replied. “I'll drop you off at the
door.”

It was about 2:00 AM. and still light. I saw
a small house in a grove of aspen and birch. One
good thing about the midnight sun is that you can
make out your surroundings at night and do not
have to wait until daylight to explore. Ben, how-
ever, had fallen asleep again and could care less
about where he was. We left him in the truck and
stretched. The ground was hard and dry; not the
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soggy permafrost I expected.

“Hey guys,” she yelled softly to the dogs.
heard a soft rustling in the bushes behind the
house. A rattle of chain against wood followed.
“Let’s not disturb them until morning,” she said. I
nodded numbly and followed her inside.

We hung a blanket across the window to
block the light. It covered most of the glass, leaving
a triangle of light at the top. The result was a grey
room with a pale shaft of light running accross it. I
dumped my bag in a back room filled with clothing
piled six feet high and crawled into my sleeping
bag on the floor. Amy disappeared up a ladder to
a small loft rattling off the dogs’ names. “Hungry
is the lead dog, Orchid and Daisey are the girls,
Bugs, B],” she yawned, “then there’s...”
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The next thing I knew it was lighter. Ben

was up and cli ladder to my. |
heard a thud a hit the co nd she

co

he

e. d

to find a stove with fuel and made a coffee filter out
of paper towels. I boiled water in an old pot and
pou rough t s. I found three mugs--
two h were ugs--and took one to
Amy and one to Bud. Bud turned over and said, 1
remember that sun now. I knew there was some-
thing about it I hate. It's always there and you can’t
sleep.”

Amy took two sips and was out the door,
saying, “Come on, let's meet them.” 1didn’t



expect them to look quite the way they did. 1knew
sled dogs were half-wolf, half-Alaskan Husky, Sibe-
rian, Malmute or large dog, and they were. They
had a lean look and were different hues of black,
brown, and white with bluish eyes. Those eyes
seemed so distant as you stared into them. I had
seen the small plywood boxes they lived in and the
short chains that attached them to the boxes. What
was unexpected were the holes in the brown dirt.
Smooth, shallow, bowl-like holes; a few were deep.
It was difficult to avoid the holes, they were every-
where.

“Do the holes keep them cool?,” I asked
naively.

“No, they're bored in summer,” replied
Amy. “We all are. I wish it would get cold. When
it's below 40 degrees, we can start the training.
That's about eight weeks, mid-August. They dig
holes, I sleep and eat.” She talked as she mixed a
bucket of food.

Feeding and watering thirteen dogs is a
complicated task even in summer. The food must
be mixed and hauled to each dog in a bucket, then
ladled into the bowls. There is an order to who is
fed first so that the yard maintains some sense of
calm. She checked our sneakers for cleanliness
before we walked in the yard. Sneakers cannot go
into other yards where diseases can be picked up
and transported back to her dogs. We listened
carefully to her instructions, patted each dog and
became acquainted. I was amazed by her sense of
purpose as she walked among them, conversing
seriously with each as she checked for tangled
chains, foot problems or anything unusual.

Suddenly dogs began barking from both
sides and I realized there were other yards close by.
Amy commented that both her neighbors were
occasional mushers who never fed their dogs on a
regular schedule. The dogs were constantly barking
and generally bad-mannered. “You have to love
them and treat them like family,” she said wisely.
Her yard was calm and reflected her attitude.
Being in a valley of hundreds of dogs was fascinat-
ing. There was a steady chorus of barking at all
times.

We learned a lot about the Quest during
the course of the day. It was obvious Amy loved
the race. She lived and breathed it. The Yukon
Quest is named after the old-time “Highway of the
North,” the Yukon River. The trail crosses some of
the most sparsely populated and undeveloped
country in North America. The 1000-mile trek
takes between eleven and fourteen days, depending
upon the weather. Teams cross diverse and
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1bo in the world. Strict
eis lenging. Mushers
and og teams must d upon each
for s 1. Food and su are packed a
of time and airlifted to the seven checkpoints along

provided a steady stream of information about the
trials of the race.
The next day we climbed a small mountain

As we swa swarms uitos, Amy
onstantly. top sho us a good
of mi the worst of the
t” as shed at le ve bugs

. All the way to the top Ben com-
ugs while Amy analyzed nearby
hills for ach de
do ain ed, as we sat on
top. Bud looked at me as though to say, “Don’t
start her "

" ’ she began, “you start in two hour
stretches-and gradually work up to six or eight
hours on and two or four hours off around the

et

the
day or night.”
She continued, “There's Eagle summit. I'll
take the mountain from that direction. See how
it

ike the
d. t of run ntain
after a dog sled in snow was rw
It struck me that the musher of
miles; they do tin Someti g
the sled, some run long, th
ns.
de
ey s are

a challenge even for the experienced mountain
climber.
On the way down, Amy added, “You
know, I fell in the Yukon River two days out. There
0
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zero. Somehow I got out of my stiff clothes and
into my spares. I warmed up a little and then
headed out. I never really warmed up until some
two days later in Dawson—an extra hot bath did
it.” (Everyone else who fell in scratched—not
Amy).

The days became a blur of climbing, and
visiting. One day, we hiked to the Chena River.
Amy pointed out the practice trails and places to
avoid on the river. The Chena flows lazily with lots
of switchbacks. It looks like a corkcrew from the
air. Ben and [, now accustomed to the heat, swam
in the icy waters to cool off. It was numbing, even
to Mainers. Amy slept in the sun.

One day we visited Leroy Shank, one of the
founders of the Yukon Quest. His house sits down
on an incline surrounded by dog boxes. I counted
about twenty dogs on chains next to the boxes.

One dog ran round a pole constantly. Leroy smiled
and said that she was always racing and did not
know how to relax. We sat at his kitchen table sur-
rounded by trophies he had won. The Iditerod, the
Quest, the Cold Spring, too many to name.

Anotherday we visited the dog mushing mu-
seum. Sleds and equipment of the winners of the 1989
Quest and the Iditerod were on display. As we ad-
mired Jeff King's sled (1989 winner of the Quest), Ben
asked, “Why does he have a seat?” A friendly staffer
came over to explain that Jeff was the only musher to
have one: “He prefers sitting to standing.” It seemed
like a good idea to me.

“My aunt is a musher,” said Ben.

The staffer looked interested and asked his
aunt’s name.

“I call her Tecou but others call her Amy,”
he said.

“Amy Squibb?,” she asked. “We all know
Amy. She’s great.”

Another staff person appeared out of
nowhere and asked, “Is Amy here?”

“In the car, asleep,” said Ben.

“I'd like to ask her opinion about these
dogs in the back.”

“I'll get her,” Ben offered, eager to show off
his aunt. A few minutes later, a sleepy, begruntled
Amy was being pulled inside. She warmed right up
to the occasion and immediately began conversing
with the two museum people. They examined the
puppies’ legs and concluded they would be good
for short sprints. More conversation about the
races for 1990 and we were off. '

The ten days were suddenly over. Before
we knew it, Amy was dropping us off at the
airport. It was almost midnight. She stood sol-
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emnly by the a last wo ng in my
ears, “You re il for the ?” 1said
yes and d home.

er regularly during the fall.
T rm
n m]
d lay

and tried to remove their booties when they were
1,

She could not replace dogs who did not fit as large

cedars

kennels could. Four-time Iditerod champion Susan
Butcher has a kennel of over one hundred to pick

y m,
a eck
a

Christmas Eve to say she would probably pull out
of the Quest and do mid-distance in 1990. (Mid-
distance races can be up to 500 miles and still pose
a considerable challenge.)

Her depression | a month. But then
a musher left the area h rited his team of
sixteen. She is ecstatic again and planning for 1991.

t marked, “You know, I've
you come this summer, let’s
stake out a new approach to Eagle summit. You up
for it?”
How could I say no?

--BETSY SQUIBB



to my son Olan

Upon Visiting London

Ever the organizer,
I planned our London trip with care:

The glitter and grandeur of St. Paul's
and the haunting vision of John Donne
in his wafting robes,
The vaulted spines of Westminster Abbey
and the memory of
Elizabeth and Mary and Edward
and Chaucer and the Poets,
The Tower of London
where the Little Princes were killed
and the chapel was a graveyard
but the guide made us laugh,
Dickens’ house
because you were reading Oliver Twist,
(Can a poor person afford to be good?)
and Return to the Forbidden Planet
(loud rock 'n roll, flashy sets),
Tandoori Indian food, scones for breakfast.
All this you liked,
sometimes to my surprise.

But you pronounced:

The sung speeches in Miss Saigon
too ridiculous.
The Museum of the Moving Image
too crowded
(You stood
like a patient and exasperated foot soldier
waiting for us to finish).
The Tate Gallery
too tiring
(Anyone ‘
could have painted those Mondrians.
The all-black square
confirmed your worst suspicions
about modern art).

In the British Museum
the Rosetta Stone and Elgin Marbles and
Magna Carta
had some appeal.
But your favorite discovery
was an ancient Egyptian shrewmouse
hunched
small
absurdly long-nosed
in a remote case
with figures of jackals
whose bright alertness
reminded you of your foolish dog
and cats
whose erect self-confidence
mad think of Nan at home
and er if we should pierce her ears
and insert large hoops
so she could be smug and pretty
like her Egyptian sisters.

For once, I didn’t read the information aloud
and try to Teach the Significance of remote
deities.
We laughed at the silly pets,
leaping back the millenia
to feel that our forebears
loved those animals
as we love ours.

We went back the next day
to visit the shrewmouse.

An unscheduled stop.

--VALERIE HUEBNER
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CONTRIBUTORS

MAGGY ANDERSON, Professor of Mathematics Education, is also an active member of
Upcountry Artists and the Maine Audubon Society.

CAI ZUNAN has taught Chinese at UMF for two years, and his wife, LIU QIUXIA, is taking
art courses here. They are both trained in Engineering, which they teach in Beijing.

DOUG DUNLAP is an Associate Professor of Rehabilitation. He enjoys writing about
wilderness, and once was overheard saying “A word is worth a thousand pictures.”

ALLEN FLINT, Professor of English, was in Czechoslovakia on a Fulbright during the 1986-
87 academic year. This summer, he will be at Dartmouth for eight weeks on an NEH grant.

DANIEL GUNN is an Associate Professor of English. His essays have appeared in Georgia
Review, Iowa Review, James Joyce Quarterly, and other periodicals. While on sabbatical last
year, he lived for six months in Oxford, where he did research for a book on the ideology of
moral rhetoric in six English works.

THOMAS HIGGINS, Professor of Art, will return to Hungary in August to attend an inter-
national meeting of artists. An article about him is appearing in the May issue of American
Artist, and he will have a one-man show at Gallery 68 in Belfast this summer.

VALERIE HUEBNER has taught writing for the Program of Basic Studies and the Depart-
ment of Language and Literature. She is currently Assistant to the President.

WILLIAM G. SAYRES is a part-time teacher of English composition. He received his M. A.
from the University of Maine and is a doctoral student in English literature at the University
of New Hampshire. His poetry and prose have appeared in various publications.

MARILYN SHEA, Professor of Psychology, was born in a suburb of Chicago, has not died
yet, and in between expects to continue taking photographs. Her photos in this issue were
taken in England.

BETSY SQUIBB, Professor of Early Childhood Education, goes to Alaska frequently to visit
relatives, but never in winter.

PAULA WIDMER, an Instuctor in the Visual and Performing Arts Department, is currently
editor of the new UMF catalog. Her essay on Colombia, in slightly different form, was
originally published in The Morning Sentinel.
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