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How to
Hang Out
Rebecca Taksel

M

y young friend, Chrissie I’ll call
her, is 22, a college dropout with
a drug problem she’s working
hard to control, a penchant for alcoholic
men in their forties, and a family history
filled with sexual abuse and neglect. On
a beautiful, hot weekend in June, in a
parking lot in a sprawling suburb of Pittsburgh, Chrissie is with her grandmother,
whose name is something like Donna.
They’re in a tiny trailer making caramel
apples. You can have the apple whole, on
a stick, or sliced in a paper dish, with the
hot caramel sauce poured over the slices.
I have it the second way, to save my teeth
and my clothes. The gooey mess is absolutely delicious, though I know that when
the caramel cools the artificial flavors will
come to the fore and ruin the illusion of
old-timey goodness.
Standing near the trailer, spooning
warm caramel into my mouth, I have lots
of reasons to worry about Chrissie and
to be disappointed in the path she seems
to be taking. Instead, as I watch her and
Donna working with easy camaraderie
in their tiny space, their faces sweaty
and shining, it’s clear that they love each
other, they’re happy. It’s almost midsummer eve, the ferris wheel is turning, and
I know someone who works here. I’m
happy, too.
When I was 12, the carnival came to
our town. The suburban sprawl where
Chrissie and Donna are set up was rolling
farmland then. The town was a real town,
a heavy-industrial city on a river that was
always full of barges carrying coal, coke,
ore. I was at my grandmother’s, whose
little house was right down near the river,
around the corner from the wide brick
street where the carnival had magically
appeared. My parents had already moved
us away from town to a nearby suburb,
which had a big swimming pool and a
permanent amusement park. But this was
different. This was a traveling carnival;
and I knew, even as a very unsophisticated
12-year-old, that there was something
seductive and dangerous about it.
I wasn’t disappointed. My grandmother, who was nothing like Donna but
had white hair fastened with hairpins and
wore print housedresses covered by long
aprons, had no objection to my going
around the corner to the carnival. I would
be chaperoned by slightly older Betty
Jean, whose family lived next door but
one to my grandmother. They were a big
ragtag family but very friendly and kind.
What my grandmother didn’t know was
that Betty Jean was well on her way to
being a “tramp.” At 14 she was not pretty
but she was sexy. I couldn’t have used
that word to describe her at the time: I
really was still a child, not like today’s 12year-olds. But I sensed that quality in her
deliberate walk, the way her young breasts
strained against her thin blouse.
I suppose we had cotton candy,
and maybe we rode the Tilt-a-Whirl
and played a game or two. Maybe we
didn’t—I don’t remember—because Betty
Jean’s family was very poor and I never
had a big allowance. What we did do
was hang out. Betty Jean was very good
at that. We pretty much did nothing and
let the music and the noise wash around
us and over us. I didn’t realize why we
were hanging out, but I loved it. I never
did this, never just stood around with no

See HANGING page 10

Philip Choy

Don’t Forget It
Philip Choy’s Chinatown

Jonah Raskin

A

ccording to the 2010 census,
3,347,229 citizens of Chinese
ancestry live in the United
States, 1,253,102 in California, and 589,584 in the San
Francisco Bay Area. Philip Choy is one of
them, but he’s not just any one of them.
At 85, he belongs to a generation that’s
all but gone forever and in danger of being forgotten. For much of his life he has
loved Chinatown, which he calls a “gilded
ghetto at best.” He has also disliked it
strongly enough to leave it behind. Ironically, he returns to it almost daily to pay
homage to it and to honor the arc of his
own experience that took him from the
ghetto and led to another world.
I think of Choy as a ghost of Chinatown past who haunts Chinatown today,
urging the Chinese by his own example
to hold on to their heritage. A gentle
ghost, he hears everything and notices
everything, as I learned when I wandered
around Chinatown with him recently on
foot and by car. Nothing escapes Choy’s
gaze. He’s a sharp observer and a feisty
historian fighting to save the history of the
Chinese in America and especially in San
Francisco’s Chinatown, one of the few
vibrant Chinatowns in the US and not an
ersatz tourist destination. Of course, he’s
also a historian who writes about the past
in the hope that humanity won’t make
the same mistakes. Unfortunately, when
he looks at America he sees the repetition of history, especially in the hostility
and violence directed toward immigrants,
whether Mexicans or Sikhs.
To preserve the history that’s eroding
before his eyes, and to deconstruct myths
about the Chinese, Choy has written a
new book, San Francisco Chinatown: A
Guide to Its History & Architecture (City
Lights, 2012), that draws on a lifetime of
research. Publication of the book itself is
a testimonial to Choy’s efforts to make
Chinatown more visible and more widely
appreciated. City Lights, his publisher, sits
on the edge of Chinatown. In fact, these
days, as Chinatown has expanded, City
Lights is nearly surrounded by Chinatown.
Choy’s editor, Garret Caples, says that
for years he watched tourists wander aimlessly through Chinatown’s narrow streets
and that he wanted to lend them a helping

hand. “Now, they can buy the book at
City Lights, walk through Kerouac Alley,
and they’re right there ready to explore,”
Caples told me.
Choy is not the only person who could
have written a guidebook to Chinatown,
but he’s probably the best candidate for
the job. Aside from his professional credentials, including his degree in architecture from the University of California at
Berkeley, there’s also his personal history
and the history of his family.
Over the course of an afternoon that
began at his house on Polk Street, where
he lives with his wife of 60 years, he
told me about the Choys in China and in
America. Some of the time, I had to dig
for the information I wanted; I felt like a
detective. Choy isn’t in hiding, but there’s
a mountain of history to tell and it takes
time to emerge.
Born in San Francisco in 1926, he
grew up with three other families totaling
twenty-two individuals, all of whom,
he remembers, shared the same bathtub.
Choy’s mother was born in the United
States, but after the 1906 earthquake she

Choy pointed to the
colorful laundry drying on a balcony.
“That’s a tell-tale
sign,” he explained.
“As long as you see
laundry like that it
means that there are
new immigrants coming here and that
the neighborhood
will remain alive and
vital.”

returned to China with her father and
her mother—her father’s second wife.
They all lived together, he says, with her
father’s first wife.
“Polygamy was common in those
days,“ Choy told me. “Men often had
more than one wife.” His father, he went
on, was born in China and entered the
United States using papers purchased from
a young man named Choy who was about
his own age and whose father already
lived in San Francisco.
“So your last name isn’t really Choy?”
I asked.
“Yes. You’ve got it,” he said. “It’s Wu.
I had a ‘paper father’; I’m a ‘paper son.’
Many of my classmates at school were in
the same boat.”
Choy explained that after the passage
of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 only
Chinese men and women with relatives
in the United States could hope to enter
the country legally. Philip Choy’s father
persuaded immigration officials that he
was the son of an American citizen. He
rehearsed the story that he told and he
arranged, ahead of time, for his newfound
father, Mr. Choy senior, to tell the authorities the same story.
“I’ve seen the notes from the interrogation,” Choy told me. ‘Sometimes the two
stories diverged, but somehow my father
persuaded immigration to let him into the
country. Soon after that, he married my
mother—they had an arranged marriage
brokered by my grandfather. Arranged
marriages were also common in those
days.” I knew that much from my own
family. My maternal grandparents—from
Russia and Romania—had an arranged
marriage that lasted for four decades
and led to seven children, including my
mother. Immigrant Chinese and immigrant
Jewish families seemed to have much in
common, as Amy Tan’s novel The Joy
Luck Club (and the movie inspired by it)
suggests. At home, Jewish and Chinese
immigrants spoke the respective languages of their ancestors. They both learned
English—some better than others—and
they both were Americanized—some more
thoroughly than others.
Philip Choy grew up speaking Chinese
with his parents and English with teachers at school. His own parents, he said,
didn’t encourage him to study, or excel,
and they didn’t urge him to go to college. “It’s a myth that all Chinese parents
pressure their sons and daughters to get
A’s,” he said. “My father taught me to be
a butcher, and as a young man I worked
in his butcher shop, but I didn’t want to
spend my whole life cutting up meat. I
didn’t want to live the rest of my life in
Chinatown, either. I got the hell out of
there as fast as I could.”

C

hoy served in the US Army and
fought in Germany during World War
II. After the war, like a great many young
men in his generation, he took advantage
of the GI Bill and went to college. Many
of his classmates were also Chinese. As
an architect in San Francisco, he designed
hundreds of buildings, both residential and
commercial, including Chinese restaurants and chains such as Sizzler, though
he never worked on a huge skyscraper, he
told me, and he always lived “from job to
job.” He also never stopped researching,
writing and teaching the history of the
Chinese in America. From the wealth of
facts that he unearthed he wove together,
little by little, a rich tapestry that linked
San Francisco to Canton, the city that sent
more people to America for decades than
any other Chinese city. 		
Divided into seven sections, San
Francisco Chinatown provides a detailed
history with names and dates, beginning
in the 1840s. It ends in the twenty-first
century with Ed Lee as the first Chinese
mayor in San Francisco history. Choy is

See chinatown page 9
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editor’s note

Critics: Exterminating Angels or Johnny Revelators?
Stephen Kessler

O

ne of the first editorials I
published in these pages,
back in the summer of 1999,
was headlined “In Praise of
Criticism.” In its three short
paragraphs I invoked the idea of the critic as
enthusiast, an amateur in the original sense
(one who loves) eager to share his appreciation and understanding of the arts. I invited
writers who shared this concept of criticism
to send their essays to the RCR so as to enliven and illuminate the cultural landscape
of our readers. In the years since, such
clear-thinking, straight-talking and creative
critics as Daniel Barth, Rebecca Taksel, Jonah Raskin, Roberta Werdinger, Zara Raab,
Daniela Hurezanu and others have risen to
the occasion, writing with passionate and
informed intelligence on books and arts that
have excited them. Sometimes this kind of
excitement can take the form of skepticism,
of questioning received assumptions and
interrogating trends or inflated reputations,
the critic serving the public as what could
be called a fiction-checker. Facts, as Ronald
Reagan famously said, may be stupid things,
but imagination aspires to a higher truth.
This notion of criticism as enthusiasm
and illumination runs counter to the common misconception that the critic is a frustrated artist who takes some sort of perverse
pleasure in demeaning the work of others.
Fault-finding is a terribly impoverished
concept of criticism. The best criticism, like
the best art, helps us to see and experience
the world in a new way by freshening our
perception of whatever it engages. And the
greatest criticism is great writing, or should
be, if it wants to hold the reader’s undivided
attention—especially now, amid the cacophony of distractions assaulting us constantly
via the magical devices that exert ever more
pull and power over our consciousness. A
good critic, like a good poet, can stop time
long enough for us to notice what’s going
on around us.
I’ve learned a lot from critics, both about
the subjects they were addressing and the
styles in which they made their arguments.
John Ruskin’s prose on Gothic architecture captivated me both for what it showed
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erwise intelligent person. Eggers is confusing his own meanness
and immaturity and
psychological problems with criticism just
because he was a jerk
when writing it. He
has since gone on to
prove his generosity
and creativity in many
big-hearted books and
constructive community projects, and I
salute him for his hard
work and imagination
and activism. But I
will continue to write
criticism (in addition to
other things) because
it helps me understand
the world and what I’m
thinking about it, and
I hope it helps others
think for themselves
as well.
The poet, translator and editor Jerome
Rothenberg once called
Clockwise from top left: Alfred Kazin, John Ruskin, Pauline Kael,
Harold Bloom “the
Kenneth Rexroth
Exterminating Angel of
poetry,” presumably because of Bloom’s authoritative pronouncements about the Western canon, something Rothenberg has spent
The best criticism,
a distinguished career proposing alternatives
like the best art,
to by arguing for a global counter-canon
that includes the works of far-flung “primihelps us to see and
tive” cultures. Rothenberg’s landmark
anthologies, starting with Technicians of the
experience the world
Sacred and Shaking the Pumpkin, have had
in a new way by
a significant impact in widening the scope
of American poetics. Bloom is one of those
freshening our perknow-it-alls who really has read and thought
about practically everything, and from
ception of whatever
his perch at Yale has declared himself the
it engages.
Big Kahuna of criticism. He’s the kind of
professor who inspired me to flee graduate
school, so sure of himself and full of himme about medieval cathedrals and their
self that he brooks no difference of opinion
gargoyles and for the sensuous pleasure
because nobody else could possibly know as
of his sentences. Kenneth Rexroth, in his
much as he does about anything.
highly literate, no-nonsense newspaper
That may be true, but it doesn’t mean
columns, demonstrated that the classics can
there are no further arguments to be made.
be as fully alive in the present as popular
I’m not for a dictatorship of the intelligenculture. Pauline Kael proved that a good
tsia, or any member of it, any more than
movie review can be almost as much fun to
for any other kind of dictatorship. People
experience as a good movie. Robert Hughes
who are sure they’re right are among the
pugnaciously questioned, in a most entermost dangerous of all, especially if they
taining way, a lot of dubious common wishave guns or other instruments of institudom about the arts. Alfred Kazin showed
tional firepower. But this doesn’t mean
that a literary critic can be both a historian
that Bloom should be dismissed; he’s a
and a creative participant in the moment,
really smart guy who has a lot to teach.
elucidating the works of his contemporaries
His love of Shakespeare and the Bible and
and contributing to the cultural conversation
the Romantics and the classics can be felt
with his own powerfully personal and origiin the heat of his writings. Still, he is not
nal writings. Such models as these prove
some Godlike figure entitled to tell the rest
that first-rate criticism beats second-rate
of us what to think. This is what I believe
“creative writing” any day of the week.
Rothenberg was getting at when he called
him an exterminating angel (a reference to
o I noticed with interest an essay by
the amazing film by Luis Buñuel in which
Dwight Garner, a book critic for The
the guests at a bourgeois dinner party find
New York Times, in that paper’s Sunday
themselves strangely unable to leave the
magazine a couple of months ago, titled
room).
“Not Everyone Gets, or Deserves, a Gold
At the opposite pole of “critical” comStar,” a defense of criticism against the
mentary these days is the unmediated
complaints of those who consider the creblather on millions of blogs and book
ative act sacrosanct, and not to be violated
review sites and Twitter and Facebook, ad
by judgmental commentary, even after it’s
nauseam. It’s not that you can’t find great
published. Despite its unfortunate title,
which plays into the notion of the critic as
schoolmarm, Garner makes a good case for
Readers’ Letters
the value of criticism as a defense against
“mass intellectual suicide.” He uses this
memorable phrase to describe what Dave
Eggers calls for in an astonishing quote
from an interview he gave to The Harvard
I loved your evocation of LA, past and
Advocate in 2000: “Do not be critics, you
present (Editor’s Note, Summer 2012).
people, I beg you. I was a critic, and I wish
You captured LA’s intellectual heart, which
I could take it all back, because it came
never appears on TV or in the movies. Two
from a smelly and ignorant place in me and
places you mentioned that resonated with
spoke with a voice that was all rage and
me: The Nuart and The Apple Pan. I went
envy. Do not dismiss a book until you have
to the Nuart Theater when I was in high
written one, and do not dismiss a movie
school to see Cantínflas in Mexican movies.
until you have made one, and do not dismiss
A great way to practice my Spanish, though
a person until you have met them . . . What
I had to endure the smells of the nativematters is saying yes.”
speaker patrons’ lunches. As for the Apple
This is one of the stupidest things I’ve
Pan, that is where my father and grandfather
ever heard or read from the mouth of an othwent to get what they dubbed “gentile pie.”

S

writing and thinking online—there’s lots of
it—but that the Babel in which it is embedded can make for a kind of white noise that
renders almost everything unintelligible
because it affords no chance to contemplate
what you’ve just read before you click away
to something else. As the Times reporter
David Streitfeld wrote in a recent story in
the Business section, “Reviews by ordinary
people have become an essential mechanism
for selling almost anything online,” and this
democratization of reviewing, at least in the
case of books, has debased the public discourse. The millions of reviews of millions
of books on Amazon, for example, have not
only leveled the playing field but have killed
the referees; there are no rules or standards,
and all opinions are created equal.

O

f course, critics can be obnoxious when
they have a prestigious platform from
which to incidentally advance their own
agendas or careers. Some are reluctant
to say anything negative for fear of the
repercussions. Others make a point of being
nasty—like bad-boy critic and novelist Dale
Peck, or the poet and critic David Kirby,
both of whom specialize in the snarky takedown. It doesn’t necessarily mean they’re
wrong, only that their smart-ass personas
often obscure the value of whatever they
have to say. Nevertheless, they can be
entertaining—at the expense of the victim
of their review—and that contradiction can
make the reader squirm, which is generally
a healthy antidote to complacency.
I question authority every chance I get,
but it doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear
what smart, knowledgeable people have to
say about things that interest me—or who
can arouse my interest in a subject with the
force of their impassioned point of view.
Polemical critics like Christopher Hitchens,
philosopher-critics like Susan Sontag, critical comedians like Leslie Fiedler, Bigfoot
critics like Bloom and Helen Vendler,
all-around writer-critics like Mark Twain
and D. H. Lawrence—yes, they can be a
little excessive, a little annoying with their
imposing personalities, but most of them
are usually interesting to read, and show me
something I didn’t know before.
As the editor of this slim but wiry paper,
I guess I qualify as a gatekeeper, or some
combination of talent booker, bouncer and
stage manager who gets to decide who
performs in my little club. This issue marks
the end of our fourteenth year in print, and
we’re still looking for the smartest, wittiest,
most imaginative writers we can find and
asking them to show us what they’ve got.
Criticism is an art like any other and can
be manifest in countless variations. It can
be writing of the highest order. It can be
original scholarship. It can be as “selfindulgent” (as a former professor of mine
once called my early efforts in poetry) as
any other form of self-expression, but isn’t
that what art is all about, indulging one’s
inner angels and demons so as to discover
something? The critic can serve as a bridge
between the specialists and the amateurs,
or as a pointed stick in the flabby flanks of
the overrated, or a finger pointing at the
passing show, pointing out things we might
otherwise not have noticed.

Mexican movies, gentile pie and old LA
Even though my grandmother was justifiably famous for her pies, made the French
way with a buttery crust, they were both
enamored by the “gentile” crust, probably
made with Crisco. I used to love their
ample hamburgers, and once was a member
of Rancho Playhouse across the street. No
matter what one feels about one’s native
city, it’s always good to go back and check
things out.
Pamela Malone
Leonia, New Jersey
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Queen of the Wild Frontier
Cathy Luchetti’s cultural histories of the West
Zara Raab

I

n reading Cathy Luchetti’s Men of the West (Norton,
2004), one discovers how extraordinary the frontier
experience was for the pioneers who undertook it.
Many books have been written on the subject, but
none brings together original source materials and
photographs from all corners of the continent in quite such a
lively, compelling way as Luchetti’s popular books on these
men and women, their struggles, temperaments, motives,
as well as their religious expressions, courtship rituals and
cooking methods.
Luchetti tells us the settlers were drawn by “adventure,
hyperbole, and wild expectation.” Indeed, awestruck by
what they found, they often injected elements of fantasy
into their written accounts, as if they were gripped by a
kind of mass hysteria. According to one observer, quoted
by Luchetti, even “the risk of the undertaking [seemed] to
give it a charm.” Luchetti is herself a woman of the West,
falling asleep as a Texas child to family stories of the old
West. One ancestor was part of the Baker family, founders
of Baker, Oregon. Another ancestor, Frederick Waymire,
settled in Polk County, Oregon, in 1850, was elected to
the Oregon Constitutional Convention of 1857, and was
called a “Far West David Crockett” due in part to his lack of
education. Yet another of Luchetti’s great-great-grandfathers
founded one of the first wineries in the Napa Valley.
Having grown up with them, Luchetti is sensitive to the
variety of human types in the West—“the range was broad
as all imagination”—but to this reader’s delight she does
not shy from documenting some of the most prevalent types
and the qualities of the people, and often lets them speak for
themselves through excerpts from diaries and letters. Youth,
high energy, inventiveness, strength, individualism matched
by a willingness to help others in a tight spot, above all their
willingness and ability to work––these were qualities and
skills needed to settle the desolate, mostly uninhabited land
beyond the Mississippi, the Great American Desert, whose
“vastness turned men into legends,” and came to be reflected
in the character of the people. Here’s Luchetti in the introduction to Men of the West:
“There are two kinds of people: those who like the
sheltered life and those who cannot endure it; those who
think the world as they know it is well enough and those
who dream of something better or, at any rate, something
different. The men of the West were the latter restless ones.
Drawn by land, by the possibility of making it rich, or just
by temperament, they all had their singular reasons to leave
home, but they jointly left their mark on their creation of a
place that is both physically real and the product of legend.”
Luchetti begins Men of the West, the final book in a
seven-volume set, with a chapter on the mountain men and
trappers of the first half of the nineteenth century, before
the Gold Rush, the railroads and the Civil War brought a
more cultured type of citizen westward. Many points in her
narratives stirred living memories from my own family lore.
When Luchetti writes, for example, “they craved nature’s
solitude and fled at the first curl of chimney smoke, the telltale sign of an encroaching neighbor,” she may be writing of
the early nineteenth-century mountain men, but she evokes
cultural attitudes about territory and proximity to neighbors
that persist even today in the places I knew as a child in
Mendocino and Humboldt Counties. I’m reminded of one
of my great grandfathers who settled in the tiny village of
Graton in the mid-nineteenth century, and by 1880, finding
Graton too crowded, up and moved to the even more remote
Jackson Valley farther north. Another great-grandparent in
a similar kind of migration used the “travel boxes” to carry
his small children safely on horseback, “lashing the wooden
crates filled with squirming offspring to the swaying pack
saddles,” just as Luchetti describes them in Children of the
West. I am reminded, too, of my older brother’s restless
roaming into the mountains of Colorado, where his solitary
survival techniques in that harsh environment became an
object of study by the US Army in the mid-1960s. He was
doing what thousands of single men did generations earlier
in the Gold Rush era, casting aside marriage and family
“for adventure and the chance of fortune” and living in the
mode described by Luchetti for bachelor miners living in the
Sierra—“cramped for space, dingy, and often riddled with
spiders.”

with bile squirted from its gall bladder, not beaver tail boiled
to a tasty tenderness (dishes not described by Luchetti)—not
these culinary dishes, true. But like the pioneer cooking arrangements brought to life by Luchetti, my mother’s kitchen
produced simple fare, often local––fish, abalone, deer or
other game someone in the family had procured, as well as
fruit gleaned from a friendly neighbor’s orchards and vegetables grown in her own garden.
The men who came West in mid-century, the shopkeepers, teachers, and tradesmen, were as Luchetti points out, ill
used to the kind of work required of them—riding horseback
for long stretches, protecting their families against mountain
lions or rattlers, repairing saddles or wagons, foraging in
the wilderness. These were skills, comparable to savvy in
electronics today, the children acquired easily, while their
parents struggled for mastery in that brave new world.
As a small-town girl whose father lacked schooling
beyond the sixth grade and whose first love was poetry, I
greeted with a mixture of delight and horror the news that I,
too, fell into a Western archetype described by Luchetti: the
bachelor poet. Here’s Luchetti: “Poets were particularly in
fashion and, transported by inspiration, labored over verses
in the style of Sir Walter Scott, no matter how imitative. Or
they quoted the poet directly, claiming authorship. Few were
immune to poetry’s pull.”
The attraction of poetry was natural: poetry is one of the
few arts accomplished without others’ involvement, except
perhaps Scott’s. Like the bachelor poets, I don’t mind my
position as an old poet of traditional ballads in twenty-firstcentury America, however odd it may seem to others. This
indifference to higher standards of judgment is likewise
a feature of the Western character. Here is a portrait (not
quoted by Luchetti) from Thornton Wilder on this aspect
of American character, taken from The Eighth Day,a novel
about the fictional Ashley family:

What happens when a man
dons denim pants held up
with straps and a woolen
shirt with a breast pocket
sagging with chewing tobacco? Or when the bonds
of family and community
are replaced with expedient,
transient relationships?

T

he hunting expeditions of Luchetti’s mountain men
were still a favorite pastime in my father’s generation.
Even if they did fly in their twin engine Cessna airplanes
into the outback of Western Canada or Montana, once they
arrived, they lived in camps much like the old mountain men
whose photographs Luchetti has culled from out-of-the-way
archives in remote towns in North Dakota or Idaho. My
own mother, descendant of pioneers, recalls cooking on a
primitive camp stove for my father and his buddies on these
hunting expeditions, her dignity intact from the moment the
other hunters—all men—realized she was a crack shot with
a rifle.
Even the foods Luchetti writes about in Home on the
Range: A Culinary History of the American West remind
me of my mother’s kitchen. Not, perhaps, the still-hot buffalo liver, sliced fresh from the pulsing animal and seasoned

Cathy Luchetti

“It is true: certain discriminations were missing in the
Ashleys. They were unable to distinguish shades of rank,
wealth, birth, color, or servitude. In addition . . . they were
lacking in self-respect. They were slow to anger. They were
serene under snub and insult . . . Their intelligence lack[ed]
‘suppleness’ and charm . . . The Ashleys were—indubitably
. . . Americans.”
What happens to a man when he strips off the waistcoat
and top hat and dons denim pants held up with straps and
a woolen shirt with a breast pocket sagging with chewing
tobacco? Or when the bonds of family and community in
place since the last great human migration in the Ice Age are
replaced with expedient, transient relationships? What state
of mind comes to the man? Does he sink a little further into
himself? There is an effect documented by scientists among
airplane pilots and astronauts called “the martini effect,” an
intense euphoria a pilot feels when he goes too far out into
the atmosphere and develops a strong urge to continue, solo
and at his own peril, into deep space. Did the vast spaces of
the West have a martini effect on some pioneers? Or is this
part of the reason many pioneers feel Under God’s Spell,
which is the title of another in Luchetti’s series and her
exploration of the frontier evangelists.
The hard-driven men who meet the camera’s gaze in Men
of the West are inward-turning, determined, perhaps a bit
weary, perhaps a bit daunted, but not defeated. The world
they encounter, at least the land and its plentiful resource of
minerals, lumber, and grazing and farming land, was often
theirs for the taking through the Homestead Act and mining
claims. But it was not easily taken, and became theirs only
after a lifetime or even generations of concentrated effort.
This land of milk and honey sorely disciplined the foot-weary men who sought it, but it was attainable as long as people
still had the hands to work for it.

A

s Luchetti told me in a recent interview, “Writing—letters, diaries, expressive poems, and songs—was
extremely important to the Western experiece, where you
were removed from all your social bulwarks. A frontiersman in the West didn’t know if someone he met was honest
or dishonest. They knew very, very little about the people
around them. If someone carried a volume of Shakespeare’s
plays in his saddlebag, you figured he was at least educated,
but otherwise trust had to be established somehow. People
tried to compensate for this lack of social structure by carrying letters of recommendation that said, ‘I know so and so.’
They did this whenever possible. If they couldn’t do this,
they would have to prove themselves through valor, hard
work, or extreme honesty––whatever trial and test might
work to prove themselves to others. Everybody was on trial.
You didn’t know who anybody was, but people were much
more open and trusting. They gave you a chance to demonstrate who you were. But later things changed.”
Not every pioneer came through the experience whole
in mind and body. Luchetti’s Children of the West records
the huge numbers of women and men widowed, children
orphaned or abandoned, and children abused and driven like
oxen to work the land. The downside of the harsh conditions underlying pioneer culture, the lack of deep bonds,
the opportunism, the need for a hard-driving energy that
sometimes tipped into despotism, was partially masked
in California and the West by the decades of prosperity in
the twentieth century that defied even the national trend of
economic bubble and slump. The West is settled now, but
the dialectical struggle between culture and nature continues
as a people conditioned to risk-taking and exploration of the
outer boundaries of human experience search for new adventures, and for new solutions to age-old human problems.
“Nowadays, as in frontier days,” Luchetti told me, “people are fashioning themselves to become whomever they
wish. Maybe the whole online world is a little like the old
American frontier. You’re presented with material but you
try to find a way to survive and thrive. You can create yourself and defeat yourself. On the frontier, you had to actually
be a physical presence. In the new frontier of cyberspace,
you don’t even have to do that to become an avatar.”
Cathy Luchetti has earned numerous honors for her
seven-book series, as well as an invitation from the White
House, and consulting and screenwriting jobs from several
Hollywood and New York City movie studios. She does not
so much recount an unfolding of events, but rather presents
a series of vivid portraits of individuals engaged with varying degrees of success in the heroic business of settling the
frontier. What’s impressive about her treatment of the West
is precisely her focus on the people partaking of myth and
reality both, people as engines and vessels of the transformation that occurred there.

Zara Raab’s newest book is Swimming the Eel (David
Robert Books). She grew up on the remote north coast of
California, where her ancestors settled in the mid-nineteenth
century. She now lives in Berkeley.
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Rambling Man

Carolyn Cooke
Bruce thought, need a
hand. Bruce and Alex
were pals and kindred
spirits—courtly bon vivants given to hyperbole
who made enemies in the
hilarious, offhand way
that Julia Child made
omelets. Cockburn had
famously called the AVA
“the best newspaper in
America.” Another time
he called it “the only
newspaper in America.”
Grand rhetorical gestures
best expressed what he
called “the moral truth.”
In those days Alex
didn’t use a computer on
principle—I never knew
exactly what principle.
Not exactly a Luddite, he
loved his fax machine to
the point where he carried it almost everywhere
in his arms. He insisted I

Alexander Cockburn, 1941-2012

I

met the radical journalist Alexander
Cockburn in 1991 while writing
for the Anderson Valley Advertiser,
the anarcho-syndicalist weekly
in Boonville better known to its
friends and enemies as the AVA. Alex had
recently moved to Petrolia, near the Lost
Coast—though his range, pantherlike, was
broader. Best known as a columnist for The
Village Voice, The Nation, The Guardian,
The Los Angeles Times and The Wall Street
Journal, he also wrote or co-wrote upwards
of eighteen books on politics, economics,
journalism and the environment, including
The Golden Age Is in Us and Corruptions of
Empire. From 1994 onward, Alex co-edited
the muckraking newsletter Counterpunch
and, from his home base in Petrolia, ran AK
Press, which published books designed to
inflame both the right and the left.
Alex died on July 20, at the relatively
youthful age of 71. Reading over obituaries and notes from his circle of familiars it
didn’t surprise me that he’d kept his cancer
a secret, that he died in an obscure location (Bad Salzhausen, Germany), or that he
wrote his last fiery column for The Nation
(on the Barclays Bank scandal) just days
before he died.
For a few years in the nineties I had the
privilege of being an accomplice to his work
and a witness to his maniacal (but instructive) work habits, his prolific manufacture
of elegant contrarian prose, his personal
charisma and wicked humor.
When we met I was, like Alex, new to
the Emerald Triangle. In the summer of
1991 my husband and I bought an unelectrified cabin and 10 acres from the mayor of
the town—an entrepreneur named Raven
Earlygrow. The only person in Mendocino
County we knew a little was the writer
Denis Johnson, who let us sleep in his barn
and gave us a tour of his acreage. This
overnight visit secured our ambition to live
in this place in exactly this way. But by the
time we arrived, Denis had separated from
his wife, then moved to Iowa or Idaho—and
eventually both. His wife, Lucinda, was
planning to marry another guy, who turned
out to be Raven.
We moved out from Boston, cleared
some brush to get to the front door and put
in a phone line. I called up Bruce Anderson,
the editor of the AVA, to ask for a job. I had
no qualifications as a journalist, but offered
to send clips of a few book reviews I’d
written for The Nation. “You wrote for The
Nation?” the editor repeated, then paused.
“Well, I guess we won’t hold that against
you. You can cover the school board.”
The school board had been Bruce’s beat
until he was banned from the Point Arena
district for punching out a superintendent
during a regular meeting. Bruce was—and
is—passionate about education. He has
strong opinions on all subjects, but what I
liked best about his paper were the tone, the
characters, the storyline and the atmosphere
of news he created on the page.
Covering the school board was interesting—but not highly remunerative. In
addition to my pay as a cub reporter, Bruce
“put in a word with Cockburn,” who might,

buy
the

His advice to a young
writer strongly emphasized thrift. He
advocated sleeping in
one’s vehicle instead
of squandering money
on hotels.

same model from a particular person at a
company in New York; his loyalties were
fierce. Our work began around 7am or
sometimes 3pm or occasionally at 3am.
Alex approached deadlines with cheerful
intensity. He typed up a column, then faxed

books

One and Only:
The untold Story of On the Road
by Gerald Nicosia and Anne Marie Santos
Viva Editions (2011), 240 pages

W

ill the movie version of On the
Road, slated for release in 2012,
be anything more than a roadtrip buddy flick granted gravitas by being
associated with the great novel of the Beat
generation? Given that it features popular
young actor Kristen Stewart of Twilight
vampire movie fame as Marylou, Dean
Moriarty’s child bride, the movie appears to
be aimed specifically at a youthful demographic. Marylou will undoubtedly be the
focus of this feature, whereas in the novel
she has a critical though ancillary role.
The vampire novels upon which the
Twilight movies are based captured the
popular imagination. Their predictable
plots and superficial characters were perfect
Hollywood vehicles. On the Road is written
in a prose radical in its eschewal of accepted
novelistic conventions, an impressionistic
and layered montage that owes as much to
Dostoyevsky and Gogol for its artistry as
it does to Melville for the vastness of its
scope. A new edition of On the Road will
likely be reissued as a tie-in to the movie’s
release. That it is bound to challenge those
readers accustomed to the simple directness
of the young adult genre is almost certain.
The new generation of readers who view the
movie will be hard pressed to find the bigscreen Marylou in the stream of Kerouac’s
consciousness.
Marylou, however, can be found as her
real life counterpart, Lu Anne Henderson,
in Gerald Nicosia and Anne Marie Santos’s
One and Only: The Untold Story of On the
Road & Lu Anne Henderson, The Woman
Who Started Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady on Their Journey. In On the Road,

it over for me to “punch in” on my Apple
170. His lively scrawl and fresh revisions
kept rolling through—he was a tireless and
eloquent reviser. He never wrote the stories
everyone else was talking about. “You have
to be two weeks ahead,” he advised.

A

lex had nothing but contempt for my
faddish laptop, which, in the days
before email or Apple Care, served without
complaint for seven years. Alex’s fax, with
its unwieldy rolls of thermal paper, lasted,
too. The fax and the Apple 170 are today
the only functioning—yet useless—electronics in my arsenal.
His advice to a young writer strongly
emphasized thrift. “Never, ever show your
wallet,” he told me once. He advocated
sleeping in one’s vehicle instead of squandering money on expensive (or cheap) hotels. He described the occasional problem
of lunch with a hostile interviewer on an expense account: “If I order from the bottom
of the menu, I’m a dessicated reptile, and
if I have the lobster salad I’m a hypocritical elitist.” So what did he choose? Gentle
exasperation: “Lobster salad.”
Bruce Anderson recalled a story Alex
told him about money: Alex’s father, the
Irish novelist Claud Cockburn, used to
throw all the household bills into a box.
Once a month he’d pull out three or four
and pay them. Alex followed this model.
He admired his father’s modus vivendi; in
fact, his bio often noted his father-the-novelist before his own achievements. Alex
even wrote a novel, once—about chess—
but though he had the novelist’s sense of
story and the timing of a comic, his form
was really the diatribe.
R.W. Apple of The New York Times was
a “swag-bellied gourmandizer of international repute.” Richard Nixon, whom he
called the “greenest” president, “understood
that ‘the environment’ could bring together
every dreamer green enough to impale an
avocado seed on a toothpick and raise it up

in the thin light of the Me Decade.” More
recently, he compared Barack Obama to
Kim Jung Il.
We used to see him occasionally in Point
Arena when he’d stop overnight en route
to Fort Bragg or Boonville. Once he drove
down our mile-and-a-half of unmarked
dirt road in a 1959 Nash Rambler without
directions, cell phone or GPS, in a torrential rainstorm with lightning. He simply
arrived. When I asked how he found us, he
held up a flashlight and said in his pretty
accent, “I had a torch.” He brought many
bottles of Minervois, which we drank at
dinner, and his own Turkish coffee pot,
with which he brewed a muddy broth in the
morning. He described improvements to
his property in Petrolia—a tower, frescoes,
horses, his stable of vintage cars. He discoursed on the esthetic crime of heavy-beam
construction (one of his favorite books was
Edith Wharton’s interior design manual, The
Decoration of Houses), the best preparation
for salt cod, Christopher Hitchens, the state
of the empire. In the morning he rushed
downstairs with my college art history
text under his arm and gently critiqued my
marginal notes.
Moments before he drove away from
what would be his final visit he discovered
a leak in the Rambler’s radiator, but the
matter didn’t faze him. On the loopy back
roads of Humboldt and Mendocino counties
Alex was occasionally seen standing beside
some steaming automobile with the hood up
or the gas tank empty, waving down random
motorists. This manic polemicist who so
relished his enemies trusted completely in
the kindness of strangers.

Carolyn Cooke is the author of The Bostons
and Daughters of the Revolution. Amor
& Psycho, a collection of short stories, is
expected from Knopf next year.

Muse on Wheels
Marylou, Dean Moriarty’s wild child bride,
is depicted as the promiscuous sexual
partner of both Dean and Sal Paradise. As
Kerouac scholar and biographer Nicosia
states in the introduction to One and Only,
Lu Anne Henderson is the one who brought
the two men together, helping them overcome their juvenile competitiveness and
forging the bond that drives the novel. Lu
Anne’s words give a depth and humanity to

Lu Anne Henderson around 1947
the relationship between the real-life Dean
Moriarty and Sal Paradise, and Marylou.
At the core of One and Only is the
transcription of seven hours of Lu Anne
Henderson’s recollections of her relationship with Neal Cassady and Jack Kerouac
taped in 1978 by Nicosia, who was then
fashioning his definitive Kerouac biography, Memory Babe. Nicosia provides an
introduction for this oral history, detailing
the circumstances of the interview and the

reason why it has remained under wraps
until now. And he brackets the interview
with a critical afterword, drawing on his
extensive knowledge of the life and work of
Jack Kerouac.
To his credit, Nicosia allows Lu Anne
Henderson to speak for herself, and her
voice is palpable. That Neal was Lu Anne’s
first love is evident from her testimony, as it
is in that of Lu Anne’s daughter, Anne Marie
Santos, and lifelong friend Ed Hinkle’s
addendums rounding out this slim volume.
The bond of affection, both physical and
emotional, between Lu Anne and Neal
continued long after they separated and
Neal had married Carolyn, the mother of his
children. The authenticity and immediacy
of Lu Anne’s voice in the transcription highlights a self effacement that downplays her
role in what is arguably the great picaresque
novel of the twentieth century. What comes
through is an unflinching account of Neal
Cassady and Jack Kerouac as young men,
their dreams and aspirations, their strengths
and their faults.
One and Only is a love story as well as a
portrait of Lu Anne Henderson, who played
the part of gutsy tag-along kid sister and
nurturing goddess to American literature’s
dynamic duo. She outlived them both,
though her affection for her “one and only”
never diminished. The portrayal of Marylou
by Kristen Stewart in the movie version of
On the Road has an added cachet. Nicosia
provided Stewart with a copy of his taped
interview with Lu Anne Henderson to help
get her in character. Hopefully, her depiction of Marylou will not be one of the disappointments of the film.
—Pat Nolan
Pat Nolan lives along the lower Russian
River. He is the author of The Last Resort,
a novel (Nualláin House).
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Liberal, Kansas

Final Face
Decline adds truth, but it doesn’t flatter.
Alas, vicissitude
will not be canceled, as it is time.
But yes, its painful error, its sad sentiment.
Better its grim image,
its printed residue: the horror unmasked.
Because the old man isn’t the mask, but some
other brazen nakedness;
it’s coming up through the skin,
undignified. Breakdown: it’s not a face we’re
seeing.
That’s why, when the old man reveals his comical
vision you can see through the bars,
degraded, the memory of some kind of living,
and the sharp nose
sticks out, eaten or gnawed away, soft hair,
eyes shedding turbid burlap tears, and the hole
or chasm
where the mouth was, and is missing. There a
dry
wound opens and mimics some sound: a sad
wheeze.
With their hooks linked to the bars, broken
sounds
are muttered through big yellow teeth,
teeth of some other species, if they exist. No
longer human.
There behind that face lingers a cry, a held-back
howl, a timeless grimace . . .
And there between the bars we see the final lie.
Life-no-longer.

Bruce Patterson

T

he second time I saw my dad cry was outside
Liberal, Kansas. It was the late fifties, we were
driving US Route 66 on our way from LA back
to Chicago to see family and friends, and my
dad wanted to lay eyes on one of his old air bases one last time. Dead set on the Oklahoma Panhandle in the
middle of the Dust Bowl, Liberal was only a couple of hours
northeast of Tucumcari, New Mexico. The map showed a
straight-shot highway leading there, my dad had cheerfully
pointed out, so why not take a little side trip? After Liberal
we could head north to Dodge City, see the sights, then drive
east through Wichita and onward into Missouri. Once we
were in Missouri, we could rejoin 66 anytime we wanted.
After my mom expressed reservations—it was the
Moravciks we were going to see, my dad being an only
child with no real kin save his mother now living back in
LA—my dad raised the stakes. We have the time and the
money, don’t we? How rare would that be in our lifetimes?
Did we appreciate how lucky we were? So why make time
when we should be spending it? We had plenty of time for
old Chicago.
And that, as my dad would have put it, sealed the deal
and off to Liberal we went.
I’ve always had a love for landscapes and, whenever we
were traveling, I nearly always kept my eyes out my backseat side window searching and watching, my mind wondering and wandering. So after passing through 1000 miles
of landscapes all unmistakably Western—rolling creosote
bajadas, salt pans and smoke trees, juniper, basalt, sandstone and ponderosa, sky islands and painted badlands; past
towering green freight trains of creek-hugging cottonwoods

—Vicente Aleixandre

Vicente Aleixandre (1898-1984) won the Nobel Prize
for literature in 1977. “Final Face” is from Poems
of Consummation, translated by Stephen Kessler, to
be published next spring by Black Widow Press.

Memories sometimes outlast
places. It was one thing to
steel yourself for change
and another to come faceto-face with it.
But there was never any shortage of girls when they held
dances at the Officers Club, my dad was happy to report.
Girls came from all over; even farm girls; even some professional girls from the more respectable cribs downtown. So
long as they looked presentable and behaved themselves,
all were welcome at the Officer’s Club. And if on the dance
floor you stayed off a girl’s feet, showed her a good time and
she liked you well enough, why after the dance she’d get in
your car and drive off with you, too. And if, as an Officer
and a Gentleman, you wanted to be discreet, and you didn’t
mind renting the motel room, buying her breakfast and leaving her a generous tip as a small token of your appreciation,
she’d even snuggle up and ride into Dodge with you.

Adolescence
It’s like this flash of red
and you fall down
shins first
a table of elbows
crying out
but you don’t fall flat
you sprawl
awkwardly
you take up too much space
and sometimes you remember
to get up quick
but you’re always too slow
and you always fall again
snaking, spiraling
all fingers and a thick waist
your eyes squint
you ask a lot of questions
and never get answers
you’re hopeful
because your eyes are still tender
green shoots
sprouting up
leaves catching sunshine
there’s so much to see
and yet
you’re hardened
you’ve seen the view when you fall
you know your eyes are naïve
you want to shove them
back into the ground
let them grow for a bit longer
but they won’t listen and you cry out
when they hit the light
because
it’s so much
—Morgen Pack

Morgen Pack is a 2012 graduate of Pacific Community
Charter High School in Point Arena. This poem took
first place in the Youth division of the 2012 Gualala
Arts Creative Writing Contest.

most anything you wanted so long as you had the money
and, even if you only had raw recruit money, still you could
always find some serious high-grade Army Issue trouble if
you so desired. Nothing like having single young men signing their Last Wills and Testaments to bring out the wildness
in them; the devil may care.
You want nightclubs? Big Band music? Swing music to
dance to? Well, Liberal had it all downtown and plenty more
besides. And girls? You want girls to dance with? Good God
almighty! There were factory girls in Liberal—they’d set
down an aircraft manufacturing plant out there to provide
the holdout dust-eaters with some paying jobs— plus a huge
number of farm girls, and even some girls down from Kansas City and up from Amarillo.
Since, while my dad was off gallivanting in Liberal, my
mom had been stuck at home in Chicago living with her
mom, big brothers and my baby big sister, I don’t think she
appreciated what my dad told us next. While my sister and I
enjoyed our dad’s mischievousness, my mom usually took it
as spiteful. Anyway, it seemed the USO dances never could
attract enough girls. Not many of the local farmers would
allow their grown daughters to mingle with such a foreign
and unruly crowd, to begin with. This even though the
USO’s chaperones were strict goodie-two-shoes old biddies
determined to uphold what thereabouts passed for public decency. The chaperones wouldn’t allow admittance to school
girls—don’t even think of it—or even girls heading off for
college and out to spread their freshly-earned wings. Much
less would the chaperones allow entrée to questionable factory girls with their cheap perfume, provocative hairdos, fat
paychecks and hankerings for some off-duty fun. No-sir-ee.
The old battleaxes had dress codes and codes of conduct to
enforce; sterling nose-up reputations to defend, God as their
witness. Since, under their suspicious gaze, being a girl and
trying to gain admittance to a dance was like standing in a
police lineup, your glazed eyes at full frontal attention, not
many girls with spark even tried to pass muster. Last thing
they wanted was chaperones.

The author’s father in Liberal, Kansas, around 1943
winding up and down rim-rocked arroyos, and under sloping
stands of quaking aspen; past the Old Woman, Hualapai and
Sangre de Cristo mountains, the Colorado, Rio Grande and
Pecos rivers—the slightly wrinkled flatlands of the Panhandle, flatlands stretched out like a bed sheet over the curve
of the earth, seemed about as empty as the ocean back home,
here haystacks substituting for bouncing bug-like pleasure
boats kicking up wisps of spray.
The sky surrounding Liberal was huge and its vast
circumference made a lasting impression on me. Yet, to my
eyes, the famed Cimarron River was a hoax. As I was to
confirm many times during my travels over the course of the
coming decades, out West folks love to tell lies about water.
Enthusiastic crowds gather, ribbons are cut and bands play
while cloudy seeps are solemnly christened artesian wells
possessed with invigorating and purifying powers. Ponds get
billed as world-famous recreational lakes and 100 headwater
passes are touted as historic gateways into the Pioneer West.
And nowhere did people lie more about bountiful water
in the Land of Boundless Opportunity than out here in the
boundless empty. The Panhandle Land Rush, I’d come to
learn, was one giant real estate scam, the clodbusters one
monumentally gullible breed of clodhoppers who were, as
often as not, straight out the factory door or fresh off the
boat. Contrary to the advertising campaign back East, The
Panhandle wasn’t even out West to begin with. The misguided souls who staked—and lost—their claims out here never
even laid eyes on the West.

But boomtowns go bust and memories

sometimes outlast places. It was one thing to steel yourself
for change and another to come face-to-face with it. Liberal
was now a sleepy, shabby has-been, bulldozed abandoned
lots where once stood shiny brick neon-lit storefronts, their
innards roiling with music and laughter. Here were cracked
empty sidewalks where once lived midnight promenades and
craps games played under streetlights.
But it wasn’t until we drove outside town and saw the air
base that my dad got emotional. Seeing only the weathered
concrete foundations of barracks and barracks-sized buildings, the tarmac cracked like dried mud sprouting scorched,
spindly weeds, and the landing strips camouflaged under the
creeping short-grass prairie took the wind out of my dad.
No doubt he heard the mighty roars of two dozen workhorse prop engines lined up nose-gun to tail-gun, the pilots
revving them and getting their oil pressure up, opening up
their throttles and then, one after another, drag racing into
liftoff, their condor wings teetering before climbing true into
the yonder. My dad must have heard the shouts, catcalls and
drunken swaying night songs; the fine young men alive and
kicking again, still bright-eyed and all asses and elbows,
breezily and purposely making their ways from mess hall to
training room, and from there to their personally customized
cockpits and heavenly homes away from home.
First, without saying a word, my dad walked off about 20
yards so he could be alone. Then he faced the long drooping
orange sunset and, standing as perfectly erect and still as
a flight tower, he allowed streams of tears to roll down his
face and splatter where they may. My mom rested her hands
on our shoulders and the three of us turned our backs.

While we were on our way to Liberal my dad

couldn’t help but to reminisce some about back when it
was a bustling GI-flyboy boomtown. As wide open as the
landscape, Liberal was; as wide open as old Chicago or any
other boomtown for that matter. In Liberal you could get

Bruce Patterson lives in Anderson Valley and is the author
of Walking Tractor and Turned Round in My Boots. “Liberal, Kansas” is from Hauling Horses, a work in progress.
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A Whole Mind
Clive Matson
Healing the Split
by Marc Elihu Hofstadter
Dog Ear Publishing (2011), 253 pages

P

lato identified what Marc Hofstadter might call the proto-split
between essences and what we
see, a split that runs through
the substrate of our lives. Do
essences exist in a plane beyond the world
we live in, one of shadows, and are they
critically important? “It isn’t necessary to
believe that things have separate essences
and material values,” Hofstadter states, in
the face of twenty centuries of Western
thought leaning the other way. The title
essay, summarizing the evolution of that
thought, ends with the assertion, “We need
to find the meaning of our lives not above
the world but in our ‘daily drudgeries’. . .
right here.”
The issues in Healing the Split run parallel to the split in Platonic thought. “Review:
View from the Center of the Universe”
poses a conflict between a cold, unfeeling
universe and, of all things, one full of caring
and optimism. In “Everything is Aesthetic”
Hofstadter delineates how art, too, orders
the world, alongside science, which has
seemed at odds with art in recent times. That
science and art have complementary effects
is Hofstadter’s thesis, and he ends the essay
by praising art’s contribution to our sense of
order. And in “Science and the Humanities”
he underlines the need to heal at the level
of the individual: “It is essential for human
beings to integrate within themselves both
their reason and their emotion.”
This down-to-earth tone pervades the
essays. The material is often presented as
summary, and its compactness arises from
the flexible, even the plastic, vision of a

A down-to-earth tone
pervades the essays.
The material’s compactness arises from
the flexible vision of
a mind that can wrap
around and understand
both sides of conflicts.
mind that can wrap around and understand
both sides of the conflicts. While I’m not
surprised that Hofstadter, who is a poet, is
conversant with artistic problems, he seems
equally conversant with science and Western culture in general.
I also keep getting the feeling, in stark
contrast to my experience, that solving the
problems Hofstadter deals with are within
my grasp. Not only that I could solve them,
but that I should solve them. Hofstadter’s
tone, something like “I’ll write what I see in
front of me, regardless,” creates this feeling.
We’re invited to think along with the essayist, as if it’s human nature to grapple with
such problems. We’re invited to notice the
benefits when we approach them in an open
and receptive manner.
On their face, the topics in Healing the
Split should provoke philosophers into their
most brilliant thinking: “God,” “Science and
Truth,” “Everything is Relative,” “Progress
in Human History,” “Decline of American
Poetry,” “The Invisible.” We know we’re
dealing with an unusual thinker when we
look at the table of contents, since so many

Marc Elihu Hofstadter
topics are included in this volume, a slim
one for a book of philosophical essays.
We do expect an effective essay to be
interactive, at least by stimulating change in
our thoughts. We’re ready for an inspiring
flight into new ideas or angles on the more
gnarly topics of our time, a flight that exposes our hubris and revises our beliefs. But
Healing the Split quietly challenges how we
think. A mind probing these pervasive splits
for common ground, and finding it, points
toward a dysfunction in thinking itself.

H

ofstadter’s ability to find unifying
principles is a measure of how well
he’s solved the split in his own thinking. He
has quieted the nattering voices that, when
writing, we need either to make friends with
or to defeat. And there’s no evidence that
Hofstadter’s material intimidates him. It’s a
relaxed, whole mind on the runway, sidling

up to his subject and, like a well-mixed clay,
melding into and taking its shape perfectly.
We might think we are climbing aboard for
a spectacular plane ride, but instead Hofstadter stays on the tarmac, shape-changing
to fit his topic.
This gift is especially evident in his discussion of the artists. In the essay on Elliott
Carter, where Hofstadter gives a sense of
Carter’s work and how to appreciate it, he
strikes his signature note. “You don’t have
to understand the professional aspects of
Carter’s work to be impacted by it in your
heart.” When I read this I finally heard the
nugget Hofstadter presents throughout Healing the Split. How we approach our subjects
may itself create the perception of fundamental splits. If we project an underlying
conflict, possibly an enervating one, we do
not see the reality of what’s in front of us.
His clear, untroubled vision allows Hofstadter to convey the value of other artists
and poets equally well. Especially notable
are the essays on the French writer Yves
Bonnefoy. He also rekindled my love for
Robinson Jeffers simply by stating what the
man was about, and the playful and perceptive review of Kim Addonizio is a joy.
This subtle brilliance, of being very
present to his topic and keeping one eye
alert for splits our culture might bring, is
a gift beyond our usual meaning of the
word. For this reader, as I come to recognize Hofstadter’s fluid thinking, I found a
precious touch of it in myself. Healing the
Split exemplifies the value of approaching
problems with a truly open, generous, and
wary mind.
Clive Matson is author of Let the Crazy
Child Write! and The Chalcedony Songs.
He lives in Oakland.
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Biblioteca
News, Views, Notes, Reviews, Reports and Exhortations from Friends of Coast Community Library
President’s Desk

Hitting
the Refresh
Button
Greg Jirak

I

am very honored to have been selected
president of Friends of Coast Community Library, and am exceptionally proud
to be a member of our wonderful band of
library volunteers. Our volunteer crew has
worked hard over the years to ensure that a
free public library always remains open in
our community.
With the passage of Proposition A last
winter we have the opportunity to look to
the future and think about how the library
can better serve the people of the Mendonoma coast. The board has initiated a yearlong strategic planning process intended to
produce a five-year library plan.
We invite local residents to get involved
as we discuss new library services, explore
how information technology plays into the
future of the library and how to involve
more people of all ages in the library. If
you have ideas, put them in the Dream Box
located at the library’s front desk. Let us
know how you think the library can work
better for all.
With our fantastic librarian, Julia Larke,
to work full time, a new part-time children’s
librarian, Elizabeth Kalen, working with our
own Marilyn Alderson, and a new County
Library Director, we can look forward to
a more productive relationship with the
County Library System, while maintaining
our historic independence and operating
capacity.
Remember, though, that Friends of Coast
Community Library exists only because
of its volunteers and its supporters. The
library continues to need ideas, financial
support and more volunteers. Become a
Friend, become a volunteer and have a lot
of fun while making life better for the entire
coastal community.

Thanks, Alix.
Greetings, Greg.

M

endocino County’s public libraries were at risk for a few years, and
our Friends board was very fortunate to
have Alix Levine as president, steering us
through the turbulent waters of financial
uncertainty.
Her dedication to Coast Community
Library and to the principles behind free
public libraries burned brightly as we faced
tense meetings, reduced library hours and
general desperation.
With the passage of Measure A (the local
campaign was led by Pearl Watts, another
past FoCCL president), the inflow of dedicated sales tax funds is bringing restoration
of library staffing and services.
If we had to identify one person who
personifies the caring, depth and richness
behind public libraries, it might well be
Alix, so it’s wonderful that she remains on
the FoCCL board as a director.
Longtime board member Greg Jirak
stepped up to the job of board president
simply because no one else was in a position
to do so. Dedication to a cause sometimes
finds us doing tasks we never imagined for
ourselves.
Like Alix Levine and the many volunteers at the library, Greg has a strong
community service ethic. He believes those
of us who can should put our time and expertise to work for institutions and projects
that benefit people at the local level.

See President page 8

Francine Shapiro

The Eyes
Have It
Ida Rae Egli and
Mary-Dee Bowers
Getting Past Your Past:
Take Control of Your Life with Self-Help
Techniques from EMDR Therapy
by Francine Shapiro
Rodale (2012), 301 pages

O

urs are chaotic times. Coping
with stressful living in this turbulent era brings to mind Rudyard Kipling’s poem “If”: “If
you can keep your head when
all about you are losing theirs and blaming
it on you . . .” Recent brain research seems
to be saying “keeping your head” is not so
easy, and often clearly not only a matter of
will. Dr. Daniel Siegel, a leading proponent
of self-actualizing mental health activities
such as mindfulness practice, compares
modern life to a river, with chaos looming
as boundary on one shore and rigidity on the
other; modern neuroscience informing us
about how the brain, mind, and body work
together; and advances in psychotherapy
enabling adults and children to mindfully
navigate “the central channel of the river.”
In that middle “ever-changing flow of integration and harmony,” we can maneuver our
personal kayak, enjoying nature and the ride
that is life.
But what happens when distressing
or traumatic memories get “stuck” in our
minds, and unconsciously cause us to
behave in ways that pull us over the banks
into chaos or rigidity, or both, making life
difficult to manage?
Dr. Francine Shapiro’s new book, Getting Past Your Past: Take Control of Your
Life with Self-Help Techniques from EMDR
Therapy, goes a way toward convincing us
we can teach ourselves to manage the river’s
challenges, and that healing ourselves of

Once the keystone
memory is located
and brought into
conscious thought,
it can be examined
and understood, reprocessed, its power
over our feelings
and behavior diminished to a manageable level.

past distress and trauma is possible. Shapiro
says that “when negative reactions and
behaviors in the present can be tracked
directly back to an earlier memory”—“the
earliest unprocessed memory that sets the
groundwork for a particular problem . . .
called a “Touchstone Memory”—“we define
those memories as ‘unprocessed’—meaning
that they are stored in the brain in a way that
still holds the emotions, physical sensations
and beliefs that were experienced earlier in
life.” Shapiro’s stated purpose in writing
the book is to explore “how to identify
[these] memories that underlie personal and
relationship problems; what we can do to
help manage them on our own; and how to
recognize when further professional help
would be useful.”
So how did EMDR come to be so
popular, and who is Dr. Shapiro? In 1987
Francine Shapiro was walking in the park,
thinking about a nagging problem she would
need to do something about. When she
moved her eyes rapidly in a certain way,
the negative thoughts disappeared. When
they reappeared they “didn’t have the same
charge to them.” Thus was born Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing
(EMDR) therapy, which Harvard researcher
Robert Stickgold suggests might “disrupt
working memory” or link “into the same
process that occurs during REM sleep.”
And yet, the exact neurological process
that gives EMDR its efficacy still eludes
researchers, even though most in the field
accept that it works. As a clinical application, Norman Doidge, MD, author of The
Brain that Changes Itself calls it “one of
the most important breakthroughs in the
history of psychotherapy.” Today Shapiro
is the leading authority on EMDR therapy,
a senior research fellow at the Mental
Research Institute in Palo Alto, director
of the EMDR Institute, and founder of the
nonprofit EMDR Humanitarian Assistance
Programs, an international organization that
trains qualified mental-health professionals in EMDR therapy techniques and offers
referrals and clinical assistance to people
around the world, especially in war-torn
regions where concentrations of PTSD
(Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) victims
reside. In Getting Past Your Past, Shapiro
now offers what she’s learned, from guiding
EMDR therapy to acceptance in clinical settings and from professional experience, to a
general audience. Even so, Shapiro cautions
that reprocessing inordinately traumatic
memories like war, rape and/or family tragedy might require a trained EMDR therapist
and the two-person process she is trained to
provide. Luckily, “more than 70,000 clinicians have been trained in EMDR therapy
worldwide,” and how to locate one is covered in the book.

A

fter explaining and offering the history
of EMDR Therapy, and after a generous
array of real-life examples, Shapiro guides
her readers through a series of written and
neurological exercises, but only after we
have established in our minds a “calm, safe
place” we can return to if we need comfort.
Once established, we identify the current
problematic behavior and the negative
cognitions associated with this behavior,
before, by way of a “floatback technique,”
we move back through memories to find the
touchstone memory that first caused us to
feel what we feel presently when in distress.
Once the keystone memory is located and
brought into conscious thought, it can be
examined and understood, reprocessed, its
power over our feelings and behavior diminished to a manageable level.
This involves our brains and minds, yes,
but also our bodies, how they feel, how
healthy they are. Dr. Shapiro, an integrationist like Dan Siegel, encourages her
clients and readers to seek the balance of a
healthy integration of brain, mind, and body,
because that is the way we work, as a whole
human system, a whole, complex person,
whose physical and emotional experiences
“affect . . . peace of mind.” Her experience
around the world, especially with trauma
victims in areas ravaged by natural disaster,

See eyes page 8

library lines

A Lot Is
Happening
Julia Larke

T

his year’s Summer Reading Program
theme was “Dream Big, Read” and
events were very well attended during the six weeks of storytelling and crafts.
Children wrote the titles of books they
read during the summer on colorful stars
and pasted them around a dream-catcher
window display. The Imaginarium workshop produced some fantastic salvage art
creations; Meet the (Live) Wild Cats, an
event for the entire community, was standing room only; and the final program was
a captivating experience of the ancient art
of storytelling and the pleasure of sitting
around a flickering campfire with the scent
of pine boughs in the air.
It is wonderful to see so many children
coming to the library during the summer,
and this year the young children’s story
times were linked to the older children’s
Dream Big programs so there were lots of
theme-related books on display. Summer
is over but the pre-schoolers continue to
make a beeline for the AWE Early Literacy
learning station that the library received
as part of a Community Foundation grant
awarded to the Friends of the Library earlier
this year. AWE’s self-directed early-learning software is appealing with its colorful
animation and catchy music.
Coast branch’s children’s programming just got even better because one of
the benefits from Measure A is the ability
to hire more staff in all of the branches.
Our new children’s librarian on the coast is
Elizabeth Kalen. She is spending one day a
week at Coast and four days at Fort Bragg
branch. Elizabeth grew up along the Pacific
Coast, lived in Japan for an international
internship, and lived in Canada where she
received a MLIS from the University of
Western Ontario. Her first book, Mostly
Manga, was just published by Libraries
Unlimited and she blogs at The Library Privateer http://thelibraryprivateer.wordpress.
com/. She is looking forward to working
with Mendocino Coast children and young
adults and is planning book clubs for teens,
a Young Writers Program for later this fall,
and is gearing up for National Teen Read
Week, Oct. 14-20. This year’s theme is It
Came from the Library. . . and, as Elizabeth
says, “You never know what might show
up!”
Coast branch also now has two part-time
library assistants each working 10 hours
a week. Marilyn Alderson has been the
children’s story time volunteer at the library
for many years and was a children’s librarian in Modesto before moving to the Coast.
Susan Halderman, with a background as a
special education teacher, has volunteered at
the library for over 10 years. I’m glad that
two community members who care so much
about the library have been hired for these
new positions.
In conjunction with the California
Reads–Searching For Democracy reading of
Rebecca Solnit’s A Paradise Built in Hell:
The Extraordinary Communities that Arise
in Disaster and September as National Preparedness Month, the library is sponsoring
“Be Prepared” programs, including a Living
on Shaky Ground program about earthquake
and tsunami preparedness on the north coast
and a NEST (Neighborhood Emergency
Support Team) workshop.
Finally, e-books are here! Mendocino
County Library cardholders who own
Nooks, iPads, Kindles and other electronic
reading devices can now download more
than 1000 e-book titles through the County
Library website. Another benefit from Measure A is that Mendocino County libraries
now have budgets to purchase books and
e-books, and other items, for the first time in
many years. Thank you, library supporters!

Page 		

					

The Redwood Coast Review				

eyes from page 7

Fall 2012

is that EMDR therapy can “offer the opportunity for insights and automatic changes
in all kinds of emotions, body reactions and
behaviors. Beliefs about oneself, others and
the world [can] change, opening up new
possibilities for the future,” a better future.
Dr. Siegel—author of The Developing Mind, Mindsight, and Mindsight for
Therapists, and a pioneer of mind-bodyemotion integration, educating the public
about advances in neuroscience, and adding
mindfulness training to school curriculums—strongly endorses Shapiro’s “staying
with” modification of trauma memory,
warning that without the healing it brings,
“stressful experiences may take the form
of highly emotional events or, when the
stress is overwhelming, overtly traumatizing events. The degree of stress will have
a direct effect on memory”—and on job
performance, interpersonal relationships and
personal contentment.
Decades of clinical experience with
EMDR therapy support the conclusion that
it has brought greater peace of mind to
thousands of sufferers around the world.
But for those wanting more, wanting hard
clinical data from testing of EMDR therapy,
Appendix C at the back of Shapiro’s book
lists study after randomized study (three
pages worth) that found EMDR therapy an
effective treatment for human psychological
trauma.
As it happens, both of us writing this
article have experienced EMDR therapy in
clinical settings with licensed clinicians, to
excellent result, and have processed the selfhelp techniques offered in the book, again
with satisfying effect: emotional growth and
understanding, and a heightened empathy
for ourselves and others.
Quite naturally, Shapiro has a particular
soft spot of advocacy for children, especially those anguished by natural disaster,
war, economic deprivation or a combative
family history. She tells the story of 14-year
old James, who suffered anxiety whenever
he was told to go to bed. The touchstone
memory unearthed in his therapy harkened

Blen E. Ellman

President from page 7

Daniel J. Siegel
back to when he was eight, staying with his
grandmother, watching with her a television
news story about the Night Stalker murdering people. Images from the newsflash
flooded James’ mind. He feared he, too,
would be murdered. After EMDR reprocessing of his earlier memory, he lost his
fear of going to bed. On the other end of
the symptoms spectrum, Shapiro describes
the treatment of inmates in prisons (where
EMDR therapy has proven highly successful), of abusive parents, and even of sex
offenders, many of whom were themselves
sexually assaulted as children. EMDR
therapy has helped those treated advance
toward understanding and acknowledgement
of the pain perpetrated on them as children,
and that they, in turn, inflicted on others.

P

eople can recover from past pain,
Shapiro reminds us, citing the example
of an 80-year-old woman whose “mother
abandoned the family when she was three,”
and whose “father was conscripted by the
Japanese army” and never seen again, and
who later “was raped.” After EMDR treatment the woman reported to her clinician:
“I feel free for the first time in my life.” It
is never too late; the brain can heal itself,
is reassuringly plastic, and EMDR therapy

can “give it a jump start.” Shapiro implies
by the subtitle of her book that we can take
control of our lives, even move into rich
periods of what modern psychologists are
calling “posttraumatic growth.”
Returning to these uncertain times
we’re living in, politically, economically,
wherein we can easily succumb to feelings
of helplessness, we can also listen to what
Shapiro and her colleagues are saying: “that
stress can negatively affect our genes, even
damaging them to the point of shortening
our life span . . . [and can have] a negative
effect on the brain itself.” More, “when we
react to people with fear and resentment, we
breed it in others,” including our children.
But if we work at getting past our pasts, we
can move in the direction of healing our
families and ourselves.
Proceeds from Getting Past Your Past
will benefit the EMDR Humanitarian Assistance Programs (HAP), the worldwide
humanitarian assistance program founded
by Dr. Shapiro in 1995 in response to
the Oklahoma City bombing. HAP offers
EMDR therapy training to qualified mentalhealth professionals in underserved areas
around the world, provides EMDR treatment to disaster victims around the globe
and encourages EMDR-HAP volunteers
to “donate at least one week per year of
therapy or training time to make healing
available to those who are suffering but who
can least afford to pay for treatment.”
Margaret Mead once said, “Never doubt
that a small group of thoughtful, committed
citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is
the only thing that ever has.” We feel Dr.
Shapiro is one of the committed.

Mary-Dee Bowers was a guidance consultant for the Berkeley Unified School District
and is the founder of Matrix of Change. Ida
Rae Egli teaches college-level language
arts and literature and is a freelance writer
residing at The Sea Ranch.

Greg lives near Point Arena, which has
been very convenient for dashing over
to the library in his capacity as computer
volunteer. When one of the public-access
computers or the library’s wi-fi equipment
malfunctions, who ya gonna call? His professional background is actually computer
software, but he is sufficiently familiar with
hardware issues to be of great help to the
library.
Our library’s public-access computers were acquired through a grant from
Greg’s software company, and for years,
the Friends were responsible for most of the
library’s hardware. Recently Greg helped
negotiate a working agreement for the
county’s Information Technology Department to assume much of the maintenance.
Greg’s other volunteer project is working
with the Broadband Alliance of Mendocino
County to bring true broadband to our
county. He will focus on Internet access
and computer-based library services as part
of the restoration and renewal of our library
system.
—Lori Hubbart

Volunteer
Call 707.882.3114

WRITE TO US
The RCR welcomes your letters.
Write to the Editor, RCR c/o
ICO, P.O. Box 1200, Gualala,
CA 95445 or by email to
skrcr@stephenkessler.com.

Some Recent Arrivals @ Coast Community Library
FICTION
Barrett, Lorna. Murder on the half shelf
Bohjalian, Chris. The sandcastle girls
Browne, S. G. Lucky bastard
Brunt, Carol Rifka. Tell the wolves I’m
home: a novel
Butler, Octavia E. Kindred
Crider, Bill. Murder of a beauty shop
queen
Harbison, Elizabeth M. When in doubt
add butter
Harris, Charlaine. Dead in the family
Hurston, Zora Neale. The complete
stories
Jance, Judith A. Judgment call
Lackey, Mercedes. Home from the sea
McKean, Erin. The secret lives of
dresses
Moriarty, Liane. The hypnotist’s love
story
Otsuka, Julie. The Buddha in the attic
Palma, Félix J. The map of time
Pearson, Ridley. The risk agent
Penny, Louise. The beautiful mystery
Pratchett, Terry. The long Earth
Ruiz Zafón, Carlos. The prisoner of heaven
Sekaran, Shanthi. The prayer room

Library Hours
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday

12 noon - 6 pm
10am - 6 pm
10am - 8 pm
12 noon - 8 pm
12 noon - 6 pm
12 noon - 3 pm

Coast Community Library
is located at
225 Main Street
Point Arena
(707) 882.3114

NONFICTION
Bolsta, Hyla Shifra. The illuminated Kaddish: interpretations of the Mourner’s
Prayer
Bram, Christopher. Eminent outlaws: the
gay writers who changed America
Burnie, David. Animal
Claxton, William. Photographic memory
Coelho, Paulo. The pilgrimage: a contemporary quest for ancient wisdom
Druse, Kenneth. The natural habitat garden
Gibson, Scott. The workshop: celebrating
the place where craftsmanship begins
Heck, J. G. The complete encyclopedia of
illustration
Herrera, Hayden. Frida Kahlo: the paintings
Hillerman, Tony. Best of the West: an
anthology of classic writing from the
American West
Holmes, Roger. Taylor’s guide to fruits and
berries
Horwitz, Allan V. The loss of sadness: how
psychiatry transformed normal sorrow
into depressive disorder
Koerner, Brendan I. Now the hell will start:
one soldier’s flight from the greatest
manhunt of World War II
Kroeber, A. L. Handbook of the Indians of
California
Lind, Carla. The Wright style
Maitland, Leslie. Crossing the borders of
time: a true story of war, exile, and love
reclaimed
McCreight, Tim. The metalsmith’s book of
boxes & lockets
Morgenson, Gretchen. Reckless endangerment: how outsized ambition, greed, and
corruption led to economic Armageddon
Nelson, David Erik. Snip, burn, solder,
shred: seriously geeky stuff to make with
your kids
Powers, Stephen. Tribes of California
Reddell, Rayford Clayton. Growing fragrant plants
Rothkopf, David J. Power, Inc.

Simmons, Paula. Storey’s guide to raising
sheep: breeding, care, facilities
Wallace, Benjamin. The billionaire’s
vinegar: the mystery of the world’s most
expensive bottle of wine
Wansink, Brian. Mindless eating: why we
eat more than we think
BIOGRAPHY
Carey, Alice. I’ll know it when I see it: a
daughter’s search for home in Ireland
Didion, Joan. Blue nights
Evans, R. Tripp. Grant Wood: a life
DVDs
Born into brothels
Burn after reading
The constant gardener
Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the
Crystal Skull
The notebook
The Pineapple Express
The Rookie
YOUNG ADULT FICTION
Agresti, Aimee. Illuminate
Brockenbrough, Martha. Devine intervention
Coats, Jillian Anderson. The wicked and the
just
Collins, Suzanne. Catching fire
Danforth, Emily M. The miseducation of
Cameron Post
Fukuda, Andrew Xia. The hunt
Kate, Lauren. Fallen in love
Mlynowski, Sarah. Bras & broomsticks
Moore, Bryce. Vodník
Nielsen, Jennifer A. The false prince
Renn, Diana. Tokyo heist
Ryan, Amy Kathleen. Glow
Smith, Greg Leitich. Chronal Engine
JUVENILE ITEMS
• EASY BOOKS
Brown, Peter. Children make terrible pets
Curtis, Jamie Lee. Tell me again about the
night I was born

Dempsey, Kristy. Surfer Chick
Fuge, Charles. Three little dinosaurs
Mayo, Margaret. Stomp, dinosaur, stomp!
McMullan, Kate. I’m fast!
McPhail, David. Pig Pig meets the lion
Na, Il Sung. Hide & seek
Rosenberg, Liz. Tyrannosaurus dad
Soman, David. The amazing adventures
of Bumblebee Boy
Van Leeuwen, Jean. Five funny bunnies
Yolen, Jane. Not all princesses dress in pink
Zoehfeld, Kathleen Weidner. Secrets of
the garden: food chains and the food
web in our backyard
• JUVENILE FICTION
Barden, Stephanie. Cinderella Smith
Bright, J. E. Lex Luthor and the kryptonite
Dahl, Michael. Last son of Krypton
DiCamillo, Kate. Bink & Golli: two for one
Eager, Edward. Knight’s castle
Flanagan, John. The invaders
Harkrader, Lisa. The adventures of Beanboy
Hartnett, Sonya. Sadie and Ratz
Hoena, B. A. Cosmic bounty hunter
Kessler, Liz. Emily Windsnap and the
siren’s secret
Kinard, Kami. The Boy Project
Messner, Kate. Marty McGuire digs worms!
Pasko, Martin. Prankster of prime time
Riordan, Rick. The throne of fire
Roy, Ron. The falcon’s feathers
Sperry, Armstrong. Call it courage
Wallace, Rich. Sports camp
• JDVD
Anne of Green Gables
Babe
Charlotte’s web
Hugo
Ice princess
My Neighbor Totoro
Ponyo
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on a balcony. “That’s a tell-tale sign,” he
explained. “As long as you see laundry like
that it means that there are new immigrants
coming here and that the neighborhood will
remain alive and vital.”

W

e entered the building that houses the
Chinese Historical Society of America
and looked at the exhibit while Choy kept
up a running commentary about the
opium wars of the
nineteenth century,
America’s drive
to open China as
a market for US
goods, and also to
bring Chinese men
to America to work
as “coolies” and
provide cheap labor
building railroads.
If he could have,
Choy would have
brought everyone
in San Francisco
to the Historical
Society, and showed
them that the story
of the Chinese in
America is as much
an American story
as the story of any
other immigrant
group.

Bill Perry

“It’s a myth that all
Chinese parents pressure their sons and
daughters to get A’s,”
he said. “My father
taught me to be a
butcher, but I didn’t
want to spend my whole
life cutting up meat. I
didn’t want to live the
rest of my life in Chinatown, either. I got the
hell out of there as fast
as I could.”

From San Francisco Chinatown

proud of the mayor. He calls him a friend,
but he also says that a Chinese American
mayor was long overdue, and that it took
decades to overcome discrimination and
prejudice. He doesn’t overlook the deliberate policy of segregating the Chinese in a
ghetto and he doesn’t neglect the distorted
images of the Chinese that have appeared in
popular American culture. At the same time,
he told me that the Chinese ought not to
play the victim card. “We have to be proactive,” he said. “We have to step up and take
the initiative.”
Choy’s San Francisco Chinatown
presents several walking tours for tourists;
following them can be a real adventure on
foot. Still, there’s nothing like a walking
tour of Chinatown with Choy himself as
the tour guide, for the simple fact that he
knows the history of every block and every
building. “The buildings tell us the history,” he explained as we ambled along Clay
Street. Choy stopped, pointed toward the
sky, and invited me to look at the two flags
fluttering in the breeze, one of them for the
Peoples Republic of China, the other for the
Republic of China, or “KMT,” as Choy calls
it. The letters KMT stand for the Chinese
Nationalist Party that governs Taiwan.
“Of course, for a long time, and especially
during the days of McCarthyism, you didn’t
see the flag of Communist China here,” he
told me. “Americans heard the words ‘Communist China’ and they saw red and acted
crazy. Then Nixon went to China, talked to
Mao, and almost everything changed.” Choy
also pointed to the colorful laundry drying

“The Chinese who have moved to the
suburbs and who have assimilated also
come to Chinatown,” he said. “They’re
curious, too, but most of them don’t come
to the Historical Society. It’s not only white
people who don’t know Chinese history. It’s
also the Chinese.” There was yet another
American story—the loss of history, the loss
of the past.
It was lunchtime and we had to have
lunch. Choy wanted to eat in a small restaurant on Commercial Street that wasn’t
crowded; most of the diners were Chinese.
I had my heart set on dim sum so we went
across the street to City View. We had to
get on line and wait for a table. Most of the
customers looked like tourists. I hoped that
Choy might have pull and that the hostess
would seat us immediately. Instead, she took
everyone in order and didn’t play favorites.
When the trays with dim sum arrived
Choy picked out a half-dozen dishes. To the
waitress, he spoke in both English and in
Chinese. He knew exactly what he wanted.
“It’s best to come here in a large party,” he
said. “Then you can order lots of different
things, but with just two people there’s a
limit to how much you can eat.” Still, we ate
and ate and ate, and drank cup after cup of
tea and when we were done and couldn’t eat
another thing, the place was nearly empty. It
was tasty dim sum and it wasn’t expensive.
When we walked uphill the sun was shining
brightly. It was a perfect day in Chinatown,

and the flags of the two Chinas still fluttered
in the breeze.
Then, we cruised through Chinatown in
Choy’s Celica one last time. He knew all
the back streets, alleys and short cuts. Choy
pointed out the address at 714 Pacific Avenue where he grew up, and another address
nearby where his father worked as a butcher.
The house and the shop no longer exist, nor
the other thriving butcher shops that once
crowded the corner at Pacific and Grant.
“There aren’t many native sons of San
Francisco like me around anymore,” Choy
told me when we arrived back at his home
on Polk Street. “As long as I’m alive I’m
going to talk about Chinatown history
and I’m not going to sanitize it. I could
have written a history of Chinatown and
mentioned the names of businessmen and
they would have bought my book to see
themselves in print. I didn’t want to do that.
It wouldn’t have been true to my nature nor
to the Chinese immigrants who have come
here, contributed to this place, and who
have as much right as anyone to call themselves Americans.”
Jonah Raskin’s new book is James McGrath:
In a Class by Himself. He is also the author
of Marijuanaland, The Radical Jack London,
Field Days and other books. He lives in
Santa Rosa and is a contributing editor of
the RCR.

SUBSCRIBE
Mother Nursing Milky Way
Mother, take me outdoors at night
the night after I’m born
And show me the Milky Way
with no city lights in sight,
Before I learn how to walk or talk
when the only food I eat
is from your beautiful breasts,
Take me out under the stars
to drink in their milk
as I drink in yours,
Take me, take me out naked under the stars,
Offer me up naked to the stars,
And then let me suck milk from your breasts
looking up at your face and infinite Milky Ways
Yes, take me out under the stars
before I know what stars are
or planets or moons or comets or galaxies
or how a man and woman make love
to create a baby,
before I learn how to walk or talk,
Take me dear Mother under the stars.
—Antler

If you live beyond the Redwood Coast and don’t get the Independent Coast
Observer, now you can subscribe to The Redwood Coast Review and not miss
an issue of our award-winning mix of essays, reviews, poetry, fiction and
graphic art. For $24 a year you will be guaranteed quarterly first-class delivery of the RCR and at the same time support Coast Community Library
in its ongoing operating expenses. Please use this coupon to subscribe
or renew now. You won’t be disappointed.
Yes, I want to subscribe [renew] to The Redwood Coast Review. I am
enclosing a check for $24 to Coast Community Library.
I am making an additional donation to the library in the
amount of $_______.
Total enclosed $______
Name ___________________________________________________
Address ________________________________________________
City, State, ZiP ___________________________________________
Copy or clip this coupon and send, with check or money order, to Coast
Community Library, PO Box 808, Point Arena, CA 95468. Thank You!
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purpose, not talking. Eventually boys came over, not just
boys but boys who traveled with the carnival. They talked
with Betty Jean for a long time, and one of them tried to talk
to me, too. His voice was low and pleasant. I was paralyzed
with shyness, and I was not sexy in any way; but he flirted a
little anyway and asked if we were going to come back later.
We did go back after supper. (We always called the
evening meal supper in those days. Dinner was early in the
day.) I could not believe that my grandmother would let me
go out in the evening, but again she did. The summer sun
was descending through the leaves of the big trees outside
the church, and the air, dusty with the movement of the
crowds, was dappled with tricky little shadows. I was sick
with excitement. Betty Jean found the boy she was looking
for, and I was suddenly alone. I was almost overcome by a
rush of freedom, trespass. I had gained entry into a phantasmagoric, impermanent world. I had crossed a threshold into
a country where my parents, my family, my life up to this
point, could not reach me.
The soft-spoken boy who’d talked to me earlier appeared.
He didn’t have much to say, and I certainly didn’t; and so we
hung out, breathing in the river damp through the dust, and
the fruity sweet fumes of cotton candy, and the heated-up
but clean smells of human beings scrubbed and dressed for
a night out. He had to have been several years older than I
was if he was working for the carnival. I don’t know why he
bothered with me, I was so plain and awkward and young. I
don’t think he even touched me, except maybe on my arm as
he led me to a quiet spot where we could watch the crowd.
But I knew what this was about, and my heart pounded in
my chest. This boy, and Betty Jean’s savvy moves, and
the lights of the carnival coming on as the sun sank lower
and the shadows rose, and the smells mingling and getting
heavier on the humid evening air—all of this was the locus
of what hanging out was meant to be. I wasn’t quite ready
for it yet. I ran back home, probably to the teenaged boy’s
relief.

Hanging out is not
quite the same as
relaxation or leisure
time spent quietly
and serenely. It is
both a state of mind
and an activity, a
segment of a continuum between pure
pleasure and fathomless despair.
tion of the cello. We gather around it, get
ourselves in tune with it; and soon we
are all bathing in the glow of the morning
air or the dusty afternoon or the rising of
the moon through the clouds. Maybe that
soft-spoken carnival boy, who touched
my arm and led me to a vantage point
for viewing the scene, was one of those
gifted people.

E

Kay Bradner

D

ecades later, the carnival in the suburban parking lot
works the same magic, but this time in reverse. Instead
of anticipation and confusion and the very first waves of desire, I feel waves of memory and nostalgia and, yes, desire,
but remembered desire for boys who are now old men or
men who have died. There is desire, too, diffuse and almost
but not quite purely esthetic, for women more beautiful than
Betty Jean but not sexier. Mercifully, I don’t feel awkward
and afraid. I’ve done quite a lot of hanging out in the intervening years, and I know what the carnival is all about.
Hanging out is not quite the same as relaxation or leisure
time spent quietly and serenely. Nor is it aimlessness, nor
solitude. You have to hang out with someone, or with a
group. Hanging out is both a state of mind and an activity, a
segment of a continuum between pure pleasure and fathomless despair.
There is no ideal time span for hanging out. A couple of
hours may suffice, a year may be necessary. What matters
is that time and place coalesce around you, making your
group more than the sum of its individuals. This is a fragile
state and must be recognized as such. The person who
doesn’t know when the spell is broken, who begs everyone
to stay on for another beer, another anything, is immediately
reduced to an object of pity. But while it lasts, hanging out
with this group in this place for this time must be the most
important thing in your life, it must exclude everything else.
And because this is true, there will lurk at the edges of the
group a kind of sadness that is the knowledge of impermanence, an impermanence in fact that reflects all the greater
impermanences of our lives. We are daring our own deaths
to come and pluck us out of this unstable happiness.
Do we take the dare? Most of us who lead lives we think
of as productive are terrified of sliding down that continuum
from pleasure to its annihilation and into the abyss, or, to
think of it another way, of floating unmoored into the state
Milan Kundera so beautifully termed “the unbearable lightness of being.” Mostly, we keep ourselves occupied, fully
occupied, all the time. In an article called “The Busy Trap”
in The New York Times (June 30, 2012), writer Tim Kreider

says that staying constantly occupied “serves as a kind of
existential reassurance, a hedge against emptiness.” He goes
further. Commenting on how worn out we are by that angst
wrapped in constant motion, he reflects, “I can’t help but
wonder whether all this histrionic exhaustion isn’t a way of
covering up the fact that most of what we do doesn’t matter.”
Kreider’s article is anything but despairing, however.
His point is that it’s fine, it’s good, it’s necessary to spend
time just hanging out: “Idleness is not just a vacation, an
indulgence or a vice; it is as indispensable to the brain as vitamin D is to the body, and deprived of it we suffer a mental
affliction as disfiguring as rickets. The space and quiet that
idleness provides is a necessary condition for standing back
from life and seeing it whole, for making unexpected connections and waiting for the wild summer lightning strikes
of inspiration—it is, paradoxically, necessary to getting any
work done.”
Kreider is a writer, and his own schedule is pretty loose.
He writes every day (or feels really rotten when he doesn’t),
but he allows plenty of time for those lightning strikes as
he cycles in the park or has coffee or drinks with friends.
It’s undeniable that writers and artists are accorded more
legitimate hanging-out time than any other groups in modern
society. But there are others, whose status and aspirations are less lofty, who nevertheless have spent much time
balancing quite elegantly on the knife edge of pleasure and
despair. They—we—just hang out when we can, sometimes
by choice, sometimes because we’ve lost our jobs or lost our
loves or lost our way.
Most of us know at least one person who is great to hang
out with. It’s a talent, similar to that of the great host or
hostess, but even better because it doesn’t require a house,
a salon, a grand piano, a great cook. This talent is portable,
simple, ineffable: a warm, low-intensity energy, the vibra-

Ronsard XLIII
When you are old
and all the late,
late movies leave the t.v. set,
get out that faded photograph
and cry till you’re beside yourself
and cannot sleep . . .
You with your eyes ablaze,
me posed with glass in hand,
enchanted, though my back is turned,
with that strange rose in my lapel,
our spell unbroken after all,
when sprawled across the unmade bed
we raised each other from the dead.

very group, every session, is different, of course. Sometimes you hang
out with one person, sometimes half a
dozen. But the vibration and the tone are
maintained, I think, by an acknowledgement of the fragility of the thing: no loud
noises, please. No heavy, confessional
sincerity. No long recitations of daily
minutiae and daily annoyances. There is
a kind of gentle irony that usually serves.
Irony is, after all, an acknowledgement of
how futile our struggles are in the face of the vastness of the
cosmos and the blows it metes out to us with such terrifying
indifference. Irony lets us dance with light, buoyant steps
over that terror.
There are a few more rules, all of which flow naturally
from the need to keep the dancers moving: No excessive
drinking or drugging, though in moderation wine, beer and
pot practically define the genre. Cross the line, though, and
you’re in addictland, where you may be hanging out on a
street corner but you’re waiting for your dealer. You ruin
the scene with your urgency—where’s the next drink or hit
after the one we’re all enjoying? If you’re drunk, you also
ruin it because you’re boring and keep getting your mind
caught on some minor point on which you keep pounding
and pounding. It’s not called getting hammered for nothing.
If you’re a pothead, you laugh too much about things that
aren’t funny.
Next is sex, of course. Without the tinge of desire, the
pervasive eros that infuses all sensual pleasures, hanging
out slides into despair and meaninglessness with terrifying
speed. But sexual pursuit is not hanging out. If you ask
someone to “hang out” with you because you have designs
on them, you’re misusing the term and looking for a cheap
date. If you’re in a group only to be close to one person,
you pull the energy off balance. If the two of you send and
receive the necessary and sufficient signals to pair up and
leave before the internal music of the group (remember
those cello strings) really gets going, it’s not serious. If that
doesn’t happen one of you will begin to sulk almost imperceptibly, but enough to trouble the air; or you’ll go all out
and stage a scene.
Third, no kids: hostages to fortune and all that. If you
have any, they have to be firmly in the care of someone else,
safe and far away. Cell phones make hanging out almost
impossible anyway, but most of us can turn them off for a
while. Parents never can, so you ruin everything.
Finally, don’t show up completely broke or with only
your credit card and no cash. For that matter, don’t show
up entirely empty in any sense. Bring something, even
if it’s just a willingness to listen, which is no small thing
and an increasingly rare talent in its own right. Or bring a
gift, something to give just a little focus, a conversational
offering. Maybe it’s some lines of poetry you’ve been
savoring, wanting to say them out loud. Maybe it’s a bit of
news that’s outrageous without being depressing. Nothing too weighty. You can suggest places to go, if the group
hasn’t already come together around a view or a rough table
outside someone’s cabin or just the local coffee shop. (If
you’re in Italy the local coffee shop may well be in sight of
something magnificent like a fountain by Bernini, and hanging out is thus elevated to la dolce far niente.) Every session
is different. But the basic rules and the basic feelings are the
same. A whiff of something sweet in the air, whether it’s
wild honeysuckle, or an expensive perfume on a passerby, or
artificially flavored caramel, will suffice to move you along
into that state where nothing happens and everything balances between happiness and melancholy.

by Walter Martin
When you are old and gray and your
false teeth
have fallen on the floor and you have
accidentally
kicked them under the bed and can’t
bend down
to pick them up and you know
that under the bed
hasn’t been cleaned for months and
months
remember that poet whose phone call
you never
returned who said that your face
reminded
him of Elizabeth Taylor’s
once

RCR contributing editor Rebecca Taksel lives in Pittsburgh.

