


























God had only left well enough alone, heaven and earth would have
been the same place to this day.

Anyway, when we weren’t getting educated, we were getting
indoctrinated, admonished not to follow the bad examples of our fall-
en ancestors. These were the Nefilim, the first to have succumbed to
temptation, who bred monsters off the daughters of men in the time
before the Flood. Then there were Uzzah and Azazel, the Weber and
Fields of fallen hosts, who’d shed their splendor for the sake of a cou-
ple of designing females. Of course they came to unfortunate ends (as
did their idiot offspring), Azazel reduced to peddling pornographic
jewelry in the streets of Neshiah, a city said to be inhabited by nose-
less dwarfs, Uzzah hanging himself after his common-law wife
plucked his wings. There were others, like the rebel Samael with as
many noms de guerre as Big Jack Zelig, none of which we were
allowed to pronounce in Kingdom Come. But all such tales, tired as
they were and told with so little conviction, only whetted my appetite
for more.

You'll say I didn’t know when I was well off, and you’d no doubt
be right, but where rapture and ecstatic devotion were the order of
the day—a day in heaven being equal in length to scores on earth—
you're likely to long for something less rarefied. Sure,sthere were a
number of things to keep us amused in those ethereal reaches; I don’t
mean to suggest I had an unhappy childhood. But I was content to let
others report on their baiting of fabulous beasts: the ziz-shaddai
whose broad pinions are responsible for turning day to night, the
re’em that in its indolence shtups only once every seventy years, the
phoenix, the barnacle goose—all of which remain rumors to me still.

It was the same with the fabled cellars of smoke, the magazines of
storms; the various heavenly industries (which I understand are no
longer in operation), such as the mill for grinding manna and the
quarry of souls. I never saw the Bird’s Nest wherein Messiah waits
for the optimum moment to come forth and redeem us. (“What's
wrong with now?” I hear you say, and do heartily concur.) Reports on
such phenomena only served to oppress me; their prodigality deep-
ened my yearning for more haimesheh haunts, a desire that led me to
the precincts of the mortal dead.

I hung around their muddy streets and untended arbors, the out-
door minyans where they spent eternity studying Torah. Or pretend-
ed to study; because they took every opportunity to digress from the
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text at hand. In fact, Holy Writ often functioned as nothing more than
a mnemonic device to put them in mind of exemplary tales about
earth. So how was I supposed to know that the stories, forgive me,
were lies?

Call it weakness, put it down to too much time on my hands, but
for as long as I can remember I was hungry for news of the world. A
born kibbitzer, I neglected my chores to spend more time in the yarn-
spinning sessions of the celestial landsmanshaftn. There I collected
the crumbs that my son would also gather in his own early years. I
became a familiar figure in that part of the Garden that had been
allowed to go to seed—the part reserved for the formerly tellurian,
where places on earth were duplicated in their heavenly versions.
Thatch-roofed shtetl villages, as dilapidated as their originals though
purged of want and fear (items about which I was particularly inter-
ested), huddled under the boughs of a titanic shade tree, which some
call the Tree of Life. Since the Tree also served as a ladder between the
upper and lower worlds, there was considerable coming and going,
and sometimes you had a situation where, out of the traffic in the
lower branches, the odd living human would tumble.

Among them was, naturally, the prophet Elijah, ushering souls on
reprieve from Gehenna for a Shabbos celebration among the right-
eous. He often appeared in one of the many disguises he wore below,
removing an eye patch or a false nose, peeling off leper’s sores, to
don the glad rags he sported in Paradise. It was during his transfor-
mation from the humble Eliahu to Sandolphon the Psychopomp that I
would pester him about his terrestrial meddlings. Suspiciously oblig-
ing for a shape-shifter, however, Elijah was altogether too loquacious
to be trusted. He was an anecdotist in the tradition of the marathon
talkers in the shmooseries of East Broadway, which he was known to
frequent in later years.

Then there were those who trespassed without the necessary dis-
pensations for entering Paradise alive, as for instance the rabbis who
stumbled in by means of their mystical transports. But such charac-
ters were routinely struck dead, blind, or insane by the radiance of
what they saw—or was it the shock of disappointment? In any case,
they were of no use to me. You had the married people who, by
virtue of their zealous Sabbath Eve coupling (an act which, when per-
formed with intent, was said to speed the coming of Messiah), found
themselves elevated through sheer bliss to another world. But having
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made such an immodest debut, these folks were often sheepish with
regard to my questions—especially when I asked them (at a stage in
my own development when I belonged to neither gender) what was
it like, their copulation. I also wanted to know why it was that, for
them, heaven was such a gantseh megillah, such a big deal; and why,
while I was at it, were they so afraid to die?

So you can see that, even before I came of age and was entrusted
with missions below, I was already leaning in that direction.
Sometimes, even among the angelic orders, you get a bad seed.

At first I could negotiate the journey between here and there
almost effortlessly. Like the other hosts I traveled from branch to
branch of the Tree of Life with a leisurely hand-over-hand brachia-
tion, saving my wings for the final stage of descent. You know of
course that the Tree is shaped like an hourglass, or rather like Siamese
twins joined at the crowns of their heads, their feet planted in either
world. Thus, in climbing up the Tree from its serpentine roots in the
Garden, you found yourself, at its apex, climbing back down. When
you reached the bottom branches, still too far from the ground for
most mortals to grab hold of, you flew the rest of the way. It's written
it takes the angel Gabriel six flaps of the wings to get to earth, Simon
four, and the Angel of Death only one, but I was pleased to manage
the distance in a couple of dozen.

Also, I knew a short-cut. Under the roots on the un-moonlit side
of the Tree, the side in need of a surgeon and subject to rot, there was
a hole, a narrow tunnel terminating in a dim back staircase. Rickety,
tortuous, and steep without railing or candle sconce, the stairs had
been condemned by the archons since time immemorial; they cau-
tioned (always they cautioned) that the stairs led to Sitra Achra, the
kingdom of demons. Never superstitious, however, I suspected what
I later confirmed, that our governors had forbidden us the easy access
in order to save it for themselves. Because the backstairs turned out to
be merely a less kosher route to the lower world, as opposed to the
officially sanctioned descent by the branches of the Tree of Life, called
holy sefirot. Ultimately it became an open secret that the Tree and the
staircase led to the selfsame place, give or take a couple of miles; both
debouched you over that part of the planet where the Jews were
thickest on the ground—in biblical times the neighborhood around
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Solomon’s temple, say, or later on the Pale of Settlement, and in
Nachman’s day Ellis Island. Or Allen Street, if you happened to take
the stairs.

In keeping with the duties assigned me after my graduation to
full seraph, an event much delayed on account of my chronic delin-
quency, I was making a tour of birthing beds; I was presiding over
nativities in my district, the breadbasket countryside around
Tchertkov, when it happened. This was on earth, which I freely admit
had been something of a disappointment, not half so various as the
stories of the dead had led me to believe. All the same, after the initial
letdown, there were compensations; the natural Ukrainian landscape,
for instance, was not without its appeal, especially after the change-
less supernatural prospects of Kingdom Come. And the caprice of liv-
ing people was on the whole more refreshing than the complacency
the same folks displayed in their afterlife.

My task was to give the traditional fillip under the nose to new-
born infants, which causes them to forget the wisdom they’ve
brought with them out of the womb. The idea was that, God forbid,
said wisdom would make life on earth unbearable, though I've since
learned it can be unbearable with or without divine sagacity.

As a creature fashioned from the sloughed light of the Shekhinah,
the garment discarded by God when He went into seclusion, I was
imperceptible to mortal eyes. Still it didn’t pay to linger. Prolonged
contact with the lower orders could wear an angel’s sublimity pretty
thin, never mind the toll it took on its sexual neutrality. If your mis-
sion on earth wasn’t completed within a specified number of days,
not only did you run the risk of being seen, but you were in danger of
succumbing to the peculiar duality of mortals. We’d been briefed ad
nauseum as to the consequences arising when angels mingled with
human beings—how they could infect you in various degrees with
virulent symptoms of gender to which even celestial hosts were not
immune. I have to confess, however, that such contamination seemed
a little less threatening on every visit.

I was attending to some shrill pisher in the Jewish market town of
Lutsk, when I saw her among the women assisting the midwife. Her
complexion was the dun brown of doeskin, topaz eyes moist and
aslant, hips lush, bosom generous, plaited hair uncoiling from under
her shawl like a rope of brass. Holding a rushlight for the old varts-
froy to work by, she couldn’t keep the flame from stuttering, so risibly
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amused was she over the bloody wonder of the new arrival. Since I'd
begun my earthly commissions, I'd been exposed to a number of
mortal women, some frankly wanton and even better endowed than
this one—who was called, as my snooping later informed me,
Hannah Hinde Mindl. But fresh from the Garden, still mantled in an
aura of more or less sanctity, I was as attracted to her sweet disposi-
tion as to her bobbling tsitskehs, her sandy braid.

It’s written that, since angels have no practical soul, they can nei-
ther be good nor bad; they have only your contemplative soul, the
one with which you apprehend truth. Not that I'm trying to excuse
myself, mind, but only to say that after my initial severance from
heaven I was as much drawn to virtue as sin.

I couldn’t tell you when was the turning point, the exact instant I
realized I wasn’t going back, but after some days of hanging about
the footbridges and the bathhouse in hopes of catching a glimpse of
her, my physicality had begun to assert itself, and all of a sudden I
knew it was too late to retreat. I ate a she-goat’s spleen and drank
water-leeches marinated in pickle brine, proven prescriptions for has-
tening the end of transparency, then daubed my still immaterial parts
with river mud. I swapped my glorious raiment for some sensible
bast boots, a pair of moleskin trousers, and a turf-thick sheepskin
coat. The coat hid my folded wings, giving me a somewhat crook-
backed demeanor, but I believe I was otherwise quite prepossessing. I
was fascinated by the novelty of being corporeal, not to say distinctly
male, and took every opportunity to spy on my own reflection. In
windows and barbers’ basins I paused to admire my augur-sharp
eyes, my dark sidelocks spiraling like the helix of an angel’s down-
ward flight. And whenever convenient I stole a peek inside my pants.

After making discreet inquiries, I learned the protocol and went
through the customary channels to win her. I engaged the services of
Velvl One-Lung, a matchmaker of dubious character, who arranged a
meeting with her family in their ancestral hovel. An accomplished
liar, Velvel introduced me between fits of coughing as Simcha
Opgekumener, Talmud prodigy and favorite grandson of the
Pshishker rabbi, come from Izbitze in search of a wife. (That I went
along with his flimflam was a measure of how quickly I'd grasped
that deception was a standard procedure on earth.)

In support of the shadchan’s claims I spouted sufficient commen-
tary—hadn’t I breathed the stuff in the upper world?—to reduce
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Hannah's father Berel Groysfuss, an unlettered tanner, to tears. I flat-
ter myself that the rest of the tribe, including my intended (who stood
behind her mama chewing impishly on her braid) were not unmoved.
They were lined up in a descending row of dirty siblings under fox
and beaver hides hung from the rafters, rank breezes wafting in from
the courtyard vats. From prolonged exposure to their industry they’d
become a tawny lot, the Groysfussers, graduated in leatheriness
according to their ages. Noting this, I felt it even more urgent that I
should rescue my prospective bride from her half-embalmed house-
hold—this before her flesh lost its pliancy and was cured to the vel-
lum-stiff state of her older brothers.

Because the impoverishment of Hannah'’s family had discouraged
suitors, and a scholar was a sought-after commodity in a town
unblessed with a surplus of same, the bargain was soon struck. Her
father even threw in some miniver pelts for a dowry. I was lodged
until the date set for our nuptials on a hard pallet in the study house,
but took my meals at the Groysfussers’ board. The derma was stuffed
with some granular mystery meat and the groats tasted like the tan-
nery smelled. Indeed, the prevailing aroma of her brood did not
exclude my buxom fiancee, though even by her distinctive bouquet I
was aroused. And through her general sauciness of attitude, by looks
tossed over a shoulder while bent to some chore, Hannah led me to
believe the feeling was mutual. In this way I passed in a heady intoxi-
cation the period when I might have had second thoughts.

But as our wedding night approached, I grew apprehensive. After
all we were both of us still virgins, and despite the desire I'd nurtured
since assuming my physical condition, I was a little anxious about my
ability to perform. As it turned out, however, I needn’t have worried;
for no sooner had I shed the last vestiges of the sublime than I came
into another kind of wisdom. I understood what I'd only had inklings
of in the upper yeshivas, when the dead men winked over taboos in
the Code of Law. Far sweeter than the abiding bliss one enjoyed in
the Garden was this immersion in an element of want and fear, where
your only access to paradise was through the body of your beloved.

The wedding was an outdoor affair with a hand-held canopy
beneath which we were paraded by torchlight through the market
square. The whole community turned out and under the influence of
Berel’s home-brewed kvass (which tasted of blueing and induced in
some a temporary blindness) welcomed me into their fold. After the
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ceremony there were slopes of stuffed goosenecks, troughs of soup
afloat with fat globules like golden lily pads. There was a jester who
alternated between reminding us in verse of how fleeting a thing was
joy and grinding his hips suggestively. To the accompaniment of fid-
dles and horns the wedding guests, forbidden to dance with each
other, danced with bottles, brooms, and loaves of bread. They danced
with the knock-kneed jester, who donned a mask to represent the
angel of death.

Then they marshaled me and Hannah into the moldy festival
booth behind her family’s dwelling. This was the ramshackle struc-
ture that was to pass for both our honeymoon nest and newlywed
dacha, where I revealed to my wife my identity as lapsed seraph.
What choice did I have? It was either make a clean breast of things or
let her believe, like everyone else, that my ill-fitting ritual garment
concealed a deformity. Besides, until they’d become a needless
encumbrance through longstanding disuse, I was still rather proud of
my wings; though my bride, for whom my nakedness was a fresh
revelation, reacted with typical mirth. She seemed to think that my
downy pinions were but another feature of the male anatomy for
which her mother had failed to properly prepare her. When I tried to
explain that I was not a man at all but a member of an angelic order,
she left off her tittering long enough to assure me,

“Nu, so nobody’s perfect.”

This was the sort of remark that got Hannah branded a chuckle-
head by the backbiting yentes of Lutsk, though to me it was her pecu-
liar gift—her tireless capacity for staying amused. It was a quality
that, through my fondness for her, proved contagious, as was her
cackling laughter which seldom subsided. If anything, after she’d
shrugged off the silk gown to rock me in her pungent bosom, her
hilarity increased; it reached an ear-splitting pitch at the moment
when I punctured the somewhat leathery membrane of her maiden-
hood. Not so many months later, she further assured me that for an
angel I made a perfectly serviceable man, and informed me that I was
going to be a papa. Raised as I'd been on a diet of cautionary tales, I
was aware that the fruit of the unions of women and heavenly hosts
were often monstrosities. Shouldn’t we perhaps obtain a philtre from
Faigeleh Goiter, the speaker woman, and nip the thing in the bud?
But I'd heard also in the storytellers’ minyans that such children
might turn out, against all odds, to be sages or mighty men, and
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heartened by my Hannaleh'’s buoyant spirits, I looked forward to see-
ing what I had spawned.

I grew bored with being a kept man, tired of my role as feather in
the greasy cap of Berel Groysfuss, while my expectant wife peddled
skins. Was it for this I'd forfeited my beatific birthright: to make a
pretense of poring over scripture among dozing old fossils in a tum-
bledown study house? An occupation, incidentally, not so dissimilar
from the one I'd sat in on above. True, it was that very familiarity that
had at first kept me close to the study house hearth, around which the
porters and tinkers spun their yarns. But as above, so below—in the
end I got restless.

I was also fed up with our unsanitary quarters in Berel’s court-
yard, which in no way could I feature as a nursery. Having made the
commitment to human experience, how should I now settle for half-
measures? No doubt my father-in-law would have taken me into the
tannery, where your body was at least insured against decomposi-
tion—not of course an issue with me. Besides, ruled as I was by a
streak of independence, I meant to establish my status as mortal-in-
good-standing without the help of anyone on earth. Swallowing the
demotion in rank and prestige, [ abandoned the study house; I
became a common shlepper, and moved Hannah and myself into a
hovel of our own.

Looking back, I might have aspired to be an artisan; the tailors
and glassblowers of our community did all right for themselves. They
earned a tidy living and saw to it that their children made favorable
matches; they occupied seats by the eastern wall in shul. But what
skills did I have other than instilling in the unborn the knowledge I'd
been obliged to revoke at birth? (A knowledge I'd begun already to
forget myself.) For such ministry there wasn’t much call in those
parts, let alone material recompense. So I became a belfer, riding kids
on my shoulders to Hebrew class through streets knee-deep in Polish
gumbo. Later on I diversified, joining the burial society and the local
chapter of the Water-Carriers Guild.

You'll say this prepared me for my later pied-pipering role in the
New York ghetto, but at that time, remember, I was still a Yakov-
come-lately. I was not yet Mocky but Simcha, a name that meant
“happy” in heaven and earth long before it meant “pander” on the
Lower East Side. And as Simcha I was satisfied with shepherding a
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mob of children to cheder, an occupation made more honorable there-
after by the Baal Shem Tov. I got also a kick out of scrubbing corpses
and composing them in the single oak casket owned by the town,
then dumping them (buck-naked but for their winding cloth) into an
open grave. Handling bodies divested of spirit made a nice change
from trafficking with disembodied souls.

Not that they weren’t exacting, my labors, which barely kept me
and my wife in barley soup, a taste for which I'd had to wean myself
from manna. But life—how should I say it?—was good; tahkeh, it
was life, a thing I was forever making the acquaintance of. It was
snow on the steppe in winter, sleighs drawn by jangling ponies bear-
ing Polish gentry under thistledown and stoles. It was spring along
the riverbank announced by sassafras and linden trees, jessamine
bushes and lilacs, forget-me-nots sprouting from the rotten thatch
above our heads. There was market day when the Jews came in cara-
vans selling fabrics, bottled spirits, tubs of buttermilk, bales of flax.
They came wearing voluminous skirts underneath which they’d
smuggled a hundredweight of game across the border. They sold
mushrooms from the surrounding forests (which the kabbalists said
were swarming with demons), roots and deers’ teeth for suckling
infants, kiddush cups, Hanukkah lamps, editions of the illuminated
Lublin Talmud. There were bloodletting booths outside the bath-
house, where an attendant sold charms to childless women: the “indi-
cations” for insuring the birth of male children, the herbs for winning
hearts. Scribes wrote bills-of-sale and drew up marriage contracts,
matchmakers struck bargains on the doorstep of the cedar syna-
gogue—which looked small from without so as not to antagonize the
goyim, though inside its floors were sunk deep, the rafters raised
high, carved with stags, lions, and signs of the zodiac.

There were the holidays that gave the shtetl a convenient excuse
to go mad: as on Purim when the theater ban was lifted and the peo-
ple donned fancy dress, flogging to ashes a burning effigy of Haman
in the market square; or Simchas Torah when they got drunk and
danced with the synagogue scrolls. You had the saints” death vigils
when the boys fixed candles to shingles and launched them down the
river in a regatta of memorial lights.

If it was something less than the world depicted in the story-
tellers’ minyans of Gan Eyden, it was something more as well. Where
in the Garden, I ask, would you find such variety, a regular Joseph’s
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coat of hues and cries? Sure, you've got your angels attached to every
human aspect, both the left and right-hand emanations, with names
to conjure with like Kushiel, Yefayfiyeh, and Zagzagalon. But what’s
merely potential in angels is realized in the mortals they sponsor,
such as Velvl One-Lung, prince of chicanery (“Velvl, she limps!” says
the prospective bridegroom, to whom the shadchan, reasonable,
replies: “Only when she walks.”); or Queen Dudyeh, a languid boy
who came alive a few days each winter to play Esther in the Purim
shpiel; or Zlatah Loins-Aflame, who knew the locus of even the rab-
bi’s most private mole. They were like figures from a tarot pack I
never tired of shuffling, whom I esteemed nearly as much as my own
darling Hannaleh, protegé of the angel of laughter.

Her I liked to watch by hearthlight in the hand-me-down head-
dress of Odessa lace, her forehead filleted, broad face aglow, belly so
gravid it might have commanded the tides. And I don’t think I’'m
deceived in believing the admiration was mutual. After all, I was her
chosen, her Simcha Amnesia (which I came to be called as the “facts”
of my past became foggier). You should have seen me then: the hus-
band and almost upright provider in calico trousers and coarse linen
shirt, its seams fashionably rounded to exempt it from ritual fringes.
We made a fine pair, my wife and I, as we trudged the crooked streets
of our town, which in those days believed it had reason to rejoice. For
hadn’t there just commenced a Cossack rebellion, signaling—or so
said the pious—the war between Gog and Magog that heralds
Apocalypse?

Then the child was born and, pressed for a name, I called him
Nachman because, well, he was naked and delivered at night. (Later
on the name became auspicious through its connection with the rebbe
whose tales are ever popular among the dead.) He was no more or
less red and wrinkled, the little pisher, than any other creature at
whose birth I'd presided; he had no peculiar markings or disfigura-
tions, no rudimentary wings or purple caul, nothing whatsoever to
identify him as half a seraph. Neither did he come out of the womb
spouting Torah, so although I must have missed it, I guess some
deputy angel tweaked his nose. But while his genius was not imme-
diately apparent, at least his tiny petsel was intact, and I remained
convinced that time would prove him mighty if not wise. In this I was
supported by his giddy mother and our neighbors—bearing amulets
and plum brandy to his circumcision—for whom every male new-
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born was possibly Messiah. Besides, it was 1648, the year that by the
kabbalists’ reckonings we were slated for universal redemption.

But before Nachman had an opportunity to reveal a messianic call-
ing, the Cossacks came. What we got in place of redemption was the
hetman Khmelnitzki, may his name be blotted out, and his demonia-
cal hordes. It was a great day for murder and mayhem, I can tell you,
what with the Zaporogian berserkers settling scores with their Polish
landlords and the Jews whom they judged guilty by association. Then
came a second wave of no less bloodthirsty Haidamak partisans,
slaughtering anyone the Cossacks may have overlooked. It’s better I
should spare you the details, about which our rabbis said in the
pinkas-register: “We are ashamed to write down what the Cossacks
and Tartars did to our people, lest we disgrace a species created in the
image of God.” Suffice it that the fiends in their astrakhan caps and
lobster-feeler mustaches stormed village after village, resting from
rapine and torture only long enough to offer their victims a chance to
convert. A stiff-necked people, however, the Jews went resolutely to
their kiddush ha-shem, their martyrdom, in Tulczyn, Starodub,
Czernigov, and little Lutsk, on a sunny day in the month of Elul.

At first it was a noise you barely noticed, like water running
underground; then you noticed, the sound swelling to a rumble, the
cup clattering across the table to smash on the floor. A pressure built
under your feet until the ground erupted thunderously around you,
and out poured stampeding horsemen with hyena cries. Suddenly
they were everywhere, overrunning the market stalls, heaving Torah
scrolls into the street where they set them ablaze. They were inside
our houses whose windows burst as from the breath of dragons,
belching feathers and flames; they hauled out our heirlooms, our tea
urns and menorahs, our wives. From where I stood beside the well,
paralyzed by what for me was a recently acquired sensation (namely,
fear), I watched her battling gamely till they cuffed her with a saber
hilt. Then she was quiet, my soul, as they dragged her along by the
tuft of her shorn brown hair.

When I dropped the buckets, I ran, God help me, not to the aid of
my Hannaleh, whose fate was already in other hands, but to the child.
The time was when I might have summoned awesome powers; [
might have called on my angelic brethren in their myriads to come to
my relief. They would have confounded our enemies with invisible
mischief and terrible manifestations. But having lived as a man, I'd
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grown just as helpless, and had nothing left to attest my former station
but a withered pair of wings. They lay limp from disuse beneath my
sheepskin, passing for all the world as the distinctive hump of one
who practiced the water-carrier’s trade. As a consequence, before I
was able to coax them back into operation, I had first to witness the
flaying and dismembering of half our town; I saw what they did to my
wife, who for once was not laughing. Is it any wonder that in those
moments I concluded the earth was no fit place to bring up a kid?

I'd taken the bundle of the three month-old N achman, wrapped
in a quilt of his mother’s making from the cradle I'd banged together
myself, and stepped outside our shanty door. Having pulled off my
coat and overblouse, I proceeded to flap, pumping an elbow to give
the hint to my rusty wings. At the outset the pain was unbearable,
and I doubted that those dormant appendages—their plumage molt-
ed to pinfeathers, quills falling out like pine needles—would ever
function again. But just as one of the sodden butchers reeled from an
adjacent doorway, a plundered candelabrum brandished to brain me
with, I rose with my burden into the air.

It would have been some consolation to think that the sight of our
climbing unsteadily aloft had inspired in the pogromchiks a degree of
fright. But with their vision already distorted by bloodlust and
vodka, what was one miserable down-at-heel angel (and child) in a
sky already crowded with hallucinations? With the pink bears, flying
troikas, and escaped souls of Lutsk rising from the carnage like dew,
alongside of whom we also ascended.

It was a foregone conclusion that, by the time we reached heaven,
my guiltless wife would be waiting for us there. But after a brutal
journey that erased forever the memory of having once made it by
leaps and bounds, I found it hard to hold up my end of a joyful
reunion. Exhaustion aside, things were complicated by the fact that I
was now an outlaw in the Upper World. Not only had I forfeited my
membership among the beatific brethren by cohabiting with a mortal
woman, but I'd added insult to injury: I'd compounded my first
crime by smuggling its unsanctified issue into the Garden. This was
strictly forbidden, profane creatures having been designated contra-
band in the realm of the sacred. Those caught importing them were
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empty (recalling Aronowitz’s “this volume is not the place” dodge).
To ask how exactly a postmodern calculus or a feminist theory of
quantum mechanics would differ from what we have, is to elicit
either embarrassed silence or the murkiest nonsense. One of the per-
verse delights of reading Higher Superstition comes from the passages
in which the authors carefully analyze the assumptions and the logic
of statements published in some of our most prestigious “theoretical”
journals (one must forever, after Gross and Levitt, use scare quotes).
For readers whose own careers are in the humanities, it is apt to be a
humbling experience. The authors lay the evidence of our folly in
front of us and require us to look at it carefully.

Why, then, is the academic left given to such vain imaginings?
Gross and Levitt repeatedly compare academic leftists, who are forev-
er seizing the moral high ground, to religious fundamentalists. They
see in the academic left a resurgence of millenialism, irrationalism,
and fanaticism, a resurgence fueled by the tendency of ideological
systems “to induce a totalizing mentality in their adherents” (225). It
is a safe guess that Timothy McVeigh has never been disturbed by
academic theorizing. But academic rhetoric that delights in decon-
struction, resistance, subversion, and intervention and that claims that
reason can be jettisoned when it interferes with one’s agenda is curi-
ously activated in the militia mentality. And while Matthew Arnold
saw culture as the antidote to anarchy, today anarchy is encouraged
by the rhetoric of the cultured, safely ensconced in their universities.
While our theories did not cause the Oklahoma bombing, the isomor-
phism should be disconcerting. Greater responsibility is needed.

Higher Superstition concludes with a call to arms. People in the
scientific community should get involved in symposia where post-
modernists or feminists or deep ecologists intend to bash science
without fear of informed response. They should challenge university
presses to submit manuscripts such as Aronowitz’s to referee readers
who are scientists rather than exclusively to fellow “theorists.” The
University of Minnesota Press, which published both Aronowitz and
Lyotard, seems especially dedicated to the trendy dismantling of cul-
ture and reason, and scientists should take such presses to task.
Further, they should speak out when local schools distort the history
of science so as to flatter but mislead blacks, women, or any others
who supposedly need misinformation to cheer them up.

But of course the real problem is with the bluestocking campus
radicals, comfortably domiciled in departments of literature, history,
and philosophy. Therefore, because of the tremendous importance of
this book, the call to arms should also have gone out to rational
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humanists who have not succumbed to “theory” and who are best
positioned to resist the tendency within the humanities to “privilege”
the sort of appalling rhetoric that Higher Superstition denounces.

—Reviewer Bruce Henricksen, a Professor of English at Loyola
University, teaches literary theory.

Becoming Southern: The Evolution of a Way of Life, Warner County and
Vicksburg, Mississippi, 1770-1860. By Christopher Morris. New
York: Oxford UP, 1995.

The Family Saga in the South: Generations and Destinies. By Robert O.
Stephens. Baton Rouge: Lousiana State UP, 1995.

The notion that one can “become” a Southerner, that Southerness
is a process rather than a birthright, has a heretical ring to it, but such
heresy is central to Christopher Morris’s engaging history of Warren
County and the countryside that eventually became Vicksburg,
Mississippi. That the South is different from the rest of the United
States is a notion few would question. Whether as an exploited
colony or a psychological state, the South has been indispensable to
the nation’s development. But while such usefulness has made the
existence of the South seem inevitable, that very assumption is what
Morris seeks to challenge. His claim is precisely that such inevitabili-
ty is only an illusion of hindsight; that even the South did not have to
become what it was, and even what it was kept changing, at least
until it became trapped in the idealizing amber of our national
mythology.

By focusing on a relatively small place, a wedge of forest and rich
delta alongside the Mississippi River, Morris is able to trace through
time the changing ways that people, whom we retrospectively call
“Southerners,” behaved and viewed themselves. His aim is to
uncover the links between the material contexts of life in that
particular place and the mental constructs that evolved, eventually—
though not inevitably—defining that place as Southern. Morris
hopes to refine the balance between descriptions of the South that
rely primarily on ideological influences (the differences implied by
Southern ethics or ethos or values) and those that ground Southern
distinctiveness principally in measurable conditions, like the weather
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or crop yields or the distribution of wealth. By insisting on change as
intrinsic to human communities, Morris tries to expose the dynamics
of this particular place in establishing its credentials as Southern.

The material basis for Morris’s speculations is impressive. By
“stripping down” the extensive court records of Warren County into
their component parts—names, dates, relationships—Morris con-
structed an enormous database, through which he was able to trace
through time the personal fates and business dealings of various indi-
viduals. This information, which must certainly represent a treasure
trove for scholars that follow, is supplemented with diaries, newspa-
pers, letters, court transcripts, and his own perceptive readings, a
combination that both firmly grounds Morris’s observations and
makes for pleasantly thick contexts.

Morris’s research is prodigious, his presentation captivating.
Morris has the historian’s gift for constructing convincing stories on
mere skeletons of fact, and he uses this technique to good effect.
Reflections on the political and economic structures that were shap-
ing the region’s communities are sustained and enriched by stories
about the individuals who were constructing them. For example, he
gleans from his database the history of Jacob Hyland, a local patri-
arch, whose family’s stuggles over property allow Morris to flesh out
an understanding of how patriarchal values structured county poli-
tics; or he uses the early account books of the Rapaalje brothers from
New York, who sought for thirty years to build an estate in
Mississippi, to establish patterns of local trade.

While many of Morris’s observations confirm rather than chal-
lenge our understanding of “Southern life,” the rich detail of their
substance gives them new dimension. For instance, Morris observes
the parallel ways that white women and African-Americans were
increasingly restricted as the plantation system developed. But while
he confirms the intensification of restrictions on African-American
labor as wealth became more concentrated on plantations, he also
illustrates how such human needs as planting independent gardens
were used to further reduce the slaves” humanity—by forcing them to
raise their own food—clarifying for us the system’s more subtle cruel-
ties. He also thoughtfully examines the changing roles of women
within black and white households, and shows how the accumulation
of wealth that shifted power into land-owning male hands also forced
the courts to define greater actual and legal dependence for white
women than had been necessary in a less capitalized era.

The gradual predominance of patriarchal power in Warren
County is perhaps Morris’s fundamental conclusion about what
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makes the South different. The shifts toward urban structures that
were typical of small communities throughout the country, like man-
ufacturing economies or political parties less dependent on familial
ties, were cut short in Warren County by the Civil War. The war and
its aftermath solidified the patriarchal structures that were becoming
anachronistic elsewhere. And a specific period in a dynamic econom-
icand cultural community was thus transformed by the trauma of
war into immutable myth, sending out roots that began to stretch
back toward Jamestown and beyond. In Vicksburg, at least, the old
South came into being as myth at the very moment of its historical
death.

But if what we think of as the unchanging old South were merely
a contingent moment in a fluid cultural process, the effects of that
moment are part of what Robert O. Stephens traces in his study of
Southern family sagas. Like Morris, Stephens locates in familial con-
nections a defining feature of Southernness, but Stephens is less inter-
ested in observing the changes in those structures than in chronicling
the constant patterns that lie beneath their fictional appearances.

Stephens begins with a summary of the ur-family saga of Genesis,
identifying the Biblical typology that establishes the critical elements
of the genre. Locating the roots of Southern family sagas in the coun-
try house poems of Elizabethan and Caroline England, Stephens
traces the development of the form from Cable’s The Grandissimes
through the contemporary novels of Lee Smith and Reynolds Price.
The Southern family saga, traced through a rough chronology, is seen
to adapt readily to the needs of its changing audiences and its shifting
distance from the defining moment of Southern culture, the Civil War.
But while Stephens provides thoughtful commentaries on the novels
he selects, noting the various narrative transformations required as
the century’s writers took into account white female and black voices,
increasing epistemological doubt, and revisionist visions of the
region, the lineage he proposes gradually loses its shape: the tradi-
tion he tries to name seems to have little internal connection or devel-
opment apart from that of the Southern novel itself, while the initial
typology lacks the explanatory force necessary to define a genre. Like
the old South, once the Southern family saga is declared to exist, its
ancestry simply stretches out, long and distinguished.

If, as Morris’s work suggests, becoming Southern requires more
than a linear pedigree, a physical connection to places subseqently
deemed Southern, Stephens’s study seems to imply that establishing
kinship—Tliterary or otherwise—is all in how you tell it. In either
case, the South serves for both writers as a center of difference whose
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holding power remains firm.

—Reviewer Barbara C. Ewell is a Professor of English at Loyola
University’s City College.

Life in the Confederate Army: Being the Observations and Experiences of
an Alien in the South During the American Civil War, William
Watson with an introduction by Thomas W. Cutrer, Baton
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1995.

John Simon, director of the Ulysses S. Grant Association, once
summarized the bulk of Civil War soldiers’ diaries and memoirs as
containing little more than “woke up... got shot at.... felt cold...
went to sleep....” Many Civil War historians would agree with
Simon. William Watson’s Life in the Confederate Army, however, is
an exception.

For nearly five hundred pages, Watson, a Scottish immigrant,
spins a vivid narrative of the antebellum South and of the
Confederate war effort from the perspective of an ordinary citizen
and footsoldier. As a Scot, Watson remained remarkably detached
from the issues that led the nation to civil war. No Edmund
Ruffin, Watson scorned slavery and opposed secession. Enamored
of his region and his adopted hometown of Baton Rouge, “a dry,
clean town, and a somewhat pleasant place to live in,” Watson vol-
unteered for the “Pelican Rifles,” a militia company made up
mostly of businessmen, planters, and “students in abundance.”
Like fifty-five other members of the eighty-six man company,
Watson did not own slaves.

In typical local-color fashion, Watson begins his narrative with
a description of the history, climate, and topography of his adopt-
ed section, focusing on the elements which led many to refer to
Louisiana as “the sugar bowl.” He depicts a region that is “on the
whole healthy” but with “a good deal of “chills and fever’” in the
swampy areas. On the South in general, Watson remarks that the
“peculiar institution” was indeed of primary importance; however,
he blames passionate commentators on both sides of the slavery
question for its prominent role in the crisis, noting that “any hon-
est and truthful statements or calm and dispassionate views would
not have been sufficiently sensational to meet the wishes of
extremists on either side.”
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Insofar as the slavery question related to the secession move-
ment, Watson offers a sound, commonsensical analysis. Fire-eat-
ing defenses of the peculiar institution resulted from the efforts of
“that pest of society, the unprincipled agitator” who preyed on the
fears and insecurities of the slaveowners. These agitations only
made the system more terrible than it had to be, thus opening it up
for vigorous attacks from its opponents. Slavery alienated north-
erners and forced southerners to gravitate toward secession in
order to preserve cultural continuity. This thesis is still held by
many historians. Watson also suggests that smaller Southern
planters, artisans, and mechanics viewed slavery unfavorably, and
surmises that these opinions would eventually have brought about
the institution’s demise. But national issues intervened and forced
a premature confrontation.

With Lincoln’s election and the advent of secession, Watson’s
narrative becomes more urgent. Particularly useful in this discus-
sion are Watson’s assessments of the “trifling and imbecility of
Buchanan’s Government” and the “deceitful shuffling of Lincoln’s
administation,” which “could not but provoke the disgust and
contempt of every law-respecting person in the South.” Those feel-
ings precipitated the Sumter crisis, which Watson recounts via
detached narrative and a vivid recollection of a conversation in a
cafe. Watson accurately presents the history of the affair as well as
a sound analysis of how alternatives to military force could have
defused the crisis. In the end, he repeats a common story that “the
gunnery on both sides must have been exceedingly good, as this
tremendous cannonade was kept up for two days without a single
person being hurt on either side.” He blames the entire episode on
“a vain desire on the part of Jefferson Davis and some of the
Confederate leaders to gain notoriety, fame, or glory, and to stir up
a warlike feeling throughout the South, and to gratify the vanity of
a number of young newly-made officers who paraded through the
streets and shone forth at balls with jewelled swords and hand-
some uniforms.” Once the first shots were fired, however, Watson
joined the Confederate cause out of a sense of duty to his business
partners (both British), sympathy for his comrades, loyalty to his
local militia company, and his own love of adventure.

As a soldier, Watson began his training in April 1861 studying
tactics and bivouacking along the Metairie Race Course. Ever
loyal to Queen Victoria, he repeatedly refused Confederate citizen-
ship, and hence, served as a first sergeant instead of attaining a
commission. In May 1861, the Pelican Rifles, now Company K, 3rd
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Louisiana Infantry joined what would become known as the Army
of the West under Brigadier General Ben McCulloch, a “thorough-
ly practical general.” Deployment at Fort Smith, Arkansas
ensured that Watson would participate in some of the most spec-
tacular engagements of the western campaigns. On August 10,
1861 he flirted with glory in the Confederate victory at Wilson’s
Creek, taking a bullet in the canteen and receiving a minor scrape
from a sword. In February 1862, Watson’s unit supported the right
flank in the ill-fated attack on Pea Ridge. McCulloch received a
fatal wound in the assault and the army was forced to retreat.
Union forces crippled Watson’s company during the withdrawal,
and the 3rd Louisiana returned to Fort Smith. Remaining with his
unit after the humiliation of Shiloh and the Confederate conscrip-
tion act of April 1862, Watson grew disenchanted with the cause
and with its army. The conscription act released all aliens from
military duty at the end of their term of enlistment, thus Watson
learned that his service would end on July 15. Before his dis-
charge, he participated in a last assault in the Battle of Farmington.
Watson'’s unit distinguished itself in the affray, but few accolades
followed. On July 19, 1862 Watson received his discharge and
returned to his adopted state. ‘

Watson’s discharge was poorly timed. He arrived home just in
time to lose everything in the Confederate defeat at Baton Rouge.
With few prospects in the city “where hunger and privation
reigned supreme,” Watson returned to Company K. Shortly after
he rejoined the company, he received a leg wound and was cap-
tured in the Battle of Corinth. After a short stay as a prisoner, a
Scottish officer in Union employ orchestrated his parole.
Returning to West Baton Rouge Parish, Watson repaired levees and
sugar mills for local planters until an unusual rash of floods
destroyed his business. By June 1863, Watson found himself in
New Orleans pursuing a romantic career as a blockade runner.

But Watson was not destined to become Rhett Butler. The riches
he hoped for when he began his maritime career never material-
ized. Eventually, he returned to Scotland and prospered modestly
as a civil engineer.

Watson published his memoir in 1887 as a testament to the vol-
unteer soldier. In doing so, he revealed the true impact of his
experience in the South. For Watson, the Jeffersonian ideal of the
ideal southern yeoman made perfect sense. Like many confeder-
ate soldiers, Watson felt no loyalty to slavery or secession. Yet, he
agreed with the complaints regarding northern economic exploita-
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tion of the southern “colony.”

No editor would quarrel with the quality of this reproduction
of the 1887 edition. Most would enjoy Thomas W. Cutrer’s superb
introduction to the document. Watson takes note of much more
than simply the weather, and his sleeping habits. Though devot-
ed to the volunteer cause and to the republican ideal of
Cincinnatus, Watson was no ordinary sergeant. In the Queen’s
army, he certainly would have been an officer. Nonetheless,
Watson’s common-sense politics, his rich descriptions of the
Confederacy, and his observations on the volunteer company offer
fresh perspectives on the complexities of the southern experience.

Watson's diary has been heavily cited by Civil War historians,
many of whom have remarked on the reliability of Watson’s
account of the battles. Given the compromised nature of the
Confederate volumes of the Official Records of the Union and
Confederate Armies and the importance of this book as an example
of the postbellum local color tradition, this handy paperback edi-
tion will serve scholars of southern history and literature,
Louisiana, and the Civil War. Sergeant Watson’s depiction of
southern views and.interests, his flair for irony, and his unflinch-
ing good humor will endear the book to students and armchair
historians as well.

—Reviewer Mark F. Fernandez is an assistant professor in the History
Department at Loyola University.
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CONTRIBUTORS

Vienna-born Gitta Deutsch spent the years 1938 to 1969 in exile in
Britain. A poet and translator, she worked for the United Nations in
Vienna from the end of exile until 1984. The English version of her
memoirs, The Red Thread, is forthcoming from Ariadne Press.

Tracye Diskin is finishing an MFA at Columbia University. She teach-
es part-time at Hunter College Elementary and has work forthcoming
in Poet Lore.

John Dollis has books from Full Moon Press and Runaway Spoon
Press, as well as recent work in Unlocked Odyssey, Journal of
Contemporary Poets, and Midwest Poetry Review.

Louis Gallo, a professor of English at Radford College is a widely
published poet, essayist and fiction writer. He was the founding edi-
tor of Barataria Review.

Ellen Gandt works in advertising in Boston, where she is writing a
play. She has an MA in creative writing from Hollins, and an MFA
from the University of Alabama.

Norman German has published two novels, No Other World and The
Liberation of Bonner Child. He is the fiction editor of Louisiana
Literature, published at Southeastern Louisiana University, where he
is an English professor.

Susan Gebhardt won the Academy of American Poetry prize at UNO
where she is finishing an MFA in creative writing.

Lowell Handler has published photographs in LIFE, Newsweek, Elle,
The London Sunday Times Magazine, and many other journals around
the world. He is at work on a book about his experience with Tourette
Syndrome, the subject of a documentary film called “Twitch and
Shout” for which he was associate producer, narrator and a featured
subject. He is on the faculty of the New School for Social Research in
New York.

Rodney Jones won the National Book Critics Circle award for his
book of poems Transparent Gestures. His most recent collection is
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Apocalyptic Narrative & Other Poems. Jones teaches at the University of
Illinois, Carbondale. ‘

Richard Katrovas, who teaches in the MFA program at the University
of New Orleans, is the author of five books of poems. “The Search
Party” is from Dithyrambs, forthcoming from Carnegie-Mellon
University Press. Katrovas is the Academic Director of the Prague
Summer Writers” Workshop.

Jeanne Leiby, who holds an MFA from the University of Alabama,
teaches at University of Tennessee. She has a story forthcoming from
Chatahoochee Review.

Stephen March has published stories in The Tampa Review, The
William and Mary Quarterly, Carolina Quarterly and Appalachian.

Niam McCardle tutors in English at University College Dublin and is
at work on a book about Roddy Doyle.

Douglas Power writes (in part): “At the age of fourteen I became an
active member of the Congress on Racial Equality. I paid my way at
the University of Chicago by working as a steamfitter, printer, and
laborer....My freshman roommate at the University wound up becom-
ing chief of staff for Harold Washington, and I became assistant chief
of staff and the enforcer....Prior to politics, I ran a bar in Seattle that
catered to revolutionaries and bikers, worked on a ranch on the Fort
Berthold reservation in North Dakota, wrote advertising for J. Walter
Thompson, and performed improvisational theater at Second City.”
“Green Doll” is his first published story.

Massachusetts native Walter Rutkowski is a professor of art in the
LSU School of Art. His work has appeared in more than a hundred
national and regional exhibitions. Locally, he is represented by the
Hilderbrand Gallery, where Tin Man was recently exhibited.

Jim Sallis’s recent books include two novels, Black Hornet and
Renderings, a collection of stories called Limits of the Sensible World, a
translation of the Raymond Queneau novel Saint Glinglin, and The
Guitar Players: One Instrument and Its Masters in American Music.

Enid Shomer has published a book of poems, This Close to the Earth,
and a book of Short Stories, Imaginary Men, which won both the Towa
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Short Fiction Award and The Southern Review/LSU Fiction Award
given annually for a best first book of stories.

Steve Stern has published two novels, two story collections—includ-
ing the critically acclaimed Lazar Malkin Enters Heaven—two chil-
dren’s books and a recent collection of novellas called A Plague of
Dreamers. He teaches at Skidmore College.

William Trowbridge teaches at Northwest Missouri State, where he
edits The Laurel Review and Green Tower Press. His book of poems, O
Paradise, was published this year by the University of Arkansas Press.

Dieter Weslowski writes in Pawtucket, Rhode Island.

John Wood holds a dual appointment as Professor of English and
Professor of Photographic History at McNeese State University,
where he is also Director of the MFA in Creative Writing. His book of
poems, Primary Light, won the Jowa Poetry Prize in 1993. His other
books include The Daguerreotype, The Art of Autochrome: The Birth of
Color Photography, and his latest, The Scenic Daguerreotype: Romanticism
and Early Photography (University of lowa Press).
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