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Introduction: Readings


My mother taught me to read in the summer of 1945, between VE Day and VJ Day, when I was turning three. Time lay on her hands: my father, a major in the the Territorials, was away in Palestine, battling Irgun and the Stern Gang in the latter days of the British Mandate, and wasn’t due to be demobilized from the army until the end of the year; and I was a pushover for her deck of home-made flash cards and a game I found more fun than our previous sessions of Animal Snap. In the cluttered, narrow-windowed living room of our house in the village of Hempton Green in Norfolk, my mother and I progressed from letters to words to sentences, stopping the game at intervals to listen to the BBC news crackling from the wireless, its fretwork grille sawn to represent an inappropriately Japanese-style rising sun. By the time we reached sentences, and the cards had given way to headlines from the day’s Times, Japan had surrendered to the Allies, and the wireless was reporting that our troops in the Far East were fighting ‘pockets of gorillas’ – an idea that excited me much more than anything in my father’s letters home from Transjordan. Gorilla warfare was something that any three-year-old could warm to in his imagination: I sought out coloured pictures of gorillas to feed my understanding of the conflict, and it was years before I realized that I was the victim of a deceiving homophone – an early case of the linguistic misunderstanding to which I’ve been prone all my life.


I squandered my mother’s gift to me of so much time and patience. I was proud of my new skill, which I showed off to anyone who’d listen – my grandmother, an indulgent aunt, an illiterate woman called Mrs Atherton who was my mother’s ‘daily’, and, most unwisely, to my few contemporaries in the village, who beat me up for my intolerable conceit. But the capacity to read brought with it no corresponding advance in intellectual curiosity. I rested lazily on my laurels, taking as long as anyone else of my age to venture beyond the conventional diet of Beatrix Potter, Winnie the Pooh, The Wind in the Willows, and Enid Blyton’s Famous Five. By the early 1950s, I was tearing at speed through the middlebrow bestsellers of the time: John Creasey, Nevil Shute, the wartime adventures of British officers who’d escaped, or tried to escape, from German POW camps, like The Wooden Horse and The Colditz Story, along with a stream of books about fishing. The nearest I came to reading ‘literature’ for pleasure, aside from an early passion for Huckleberry Finn, was my discovery, at eleven or twelve, of H. E. Bates, whose Fair Stood the Wind for France, The Jacaranda Tree, and Love for Lydia seemed to me unsurpassably fine in their emotional eloquence and the transporting power of their natural descriptions. For a long time, I couldn’t imagine the existence of a greater novelist than Bates.


In adolescence, my reading predictably widened in its range, but it hardly deepened. Joyce, Hardy, Dickens, Camus, George Eliot, Hemingway, Henry Miller, Lawrence Durrell, D. H. Lawrence, Scott Fitzgerald, Keats, Byron, Auden, Pound, T. S. Eliot . . . At sixteen I was a chain-reader, on a steady three library books a day when not in school, but my style of reading remained much as it was in my Enid Blyton period. I sucked and sucked at books for the precious juice of vicarious experience they contained, and as soon as they were finished, I discarded them like squeezed-out grapefruit skins. In the course of twenty-four hours, I might be Nick Adams, Paul Morel, and sitting in one of the dives on 52nd Street, uncertain and afraid, as the clever hopes expired of a low dishonest decade – but these were less acts of serious reading than experiments in identity, made by somebody who very much feared that he lacked an identity of his own and hoped that he might find a suitable off-the-peg identity in a book.


As it turned out, I eventually found one on a bus – a green double-decker owned by the Hants and Dorset company. On my first summer vacation from university, in 1961, I got a temporary job as a conductor, ringing the bell and issuing tickets on various routes through the New Forest between Bournemouth and Southampton. I was kitted out with a serge uniform, to which age had given a bluebottle sheen, a heavy silver ticket machine to wear around my neck, and a blackened leather satchel to hold the pre-decimal small change of halfpennies, pennies, threepenny bits, sixpences, shillings, and half-crowns.


Except in the early mornings and late afternoons, business was generally slow. Often, I was second-in-command of an empty bus, sprawled on the triple back seat, with ample time to read. My favourite run was the 2 p.m. back-country route from Lymington to Southampton, by way of East End, East Boldre, Beaulieu, Dibden Purlieu, Hythe, Marchwood, Eling, and Millbrook, on which the only passengers might be two or three elderly women from Lymington and a couple of gypsies from an encampment near Hatchet Gate. The jolting bus ambled along the B-roads, resting at intervals at deserted stops, and made a sleepy epic of the round trip, which was little more than forty miles. I begrudged even the very few passengers we picked up on these slow trawls through the Hampshire countryside, because they interrupted my reading of William Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity, in its blue-barred Peregrine paperback edition, which lived for weeks inside the leather satchel, becoming steadily more grimy from the stash of greasily-fingered old coins whose company it kept.


The book was a revelation to me. It made me learn to read all over again. Looking at the book now still brings back the old-bus smell of cigarettes, fish and chips, sweat, Polo mints, and ineffectual disinfectant, and the excitement with which I first heard Empson’s voice speaking from the page. It was a voice utterly unlike that of any of the literary critics whom I’d begun to read in my freshman year as an English student (F. R. Leavis, L. C. Knights, A. C. Bradley, E. M. W. Tillyard): plain-spoken, peppery, disputatious; now talking in cheerful, offhand slang, now rising to lyrical and unforgettable descriptions of passages he most admired. In almost every paragraph, there was a joke or an arresting surprise.


Briskly disposing of the woolly idea of poetry as the beauty of Pure Sound, Empson made me giggle when he quoted Virgil’s line in the sixth book of the Aeneid, ‘Tendentbanque manus ripae ulterioris amore’, as ‘the stock line to try on the dog’,1 but went on to make a subtle analysis of its sound, before dismissing the general theory as bunkum:




[The line] is beautiful because ulterioris, the word of their banishment, is long, and so shows that they have been waiting a long time; and because the repeated vowel-sound (the moan of helpless sorrow) in oris amore connects the two words as if of their own natures, and makes desire belong necessarily to the unattainable. This I think quite true, but it is no use deducing from it Tennyson’s simple and laborious cult of onomatopoeia.





In territory more familiar to me than Latin poetry, Empson brought his inspired common sense to bear on poems that I knew by heart, yet had never properly read. Keats’s ‘No, no, go not to Lethe, neither twist . . .’ took on a startling new life when Empson gruffly pointed out that it ‘tells you that somebody, or some force in the poet’s mind, must have wanted to go to Lethe very much, if it took four negatives in the first line to stop them.’ Of course! It was obvious – but it took Empson to bring the obvious to light.


In what has become the single most famous passage in Seven Types of Ambiguity, he anatomized the fourth line of Shakespeare’s 73rd Sonnet, which begins:




That time of year thou mayst in me behold


When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang


Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,


Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.





Of the comparison between the lover in the autumn of his life and those bare ruined choirs, Empson wrote that ‘There is no pun, no double syntax, or dubiety of feeling.’




But because ruined monastery choirs are places in which to sing, because they involve sitting in a row, because they are made of wood, are carved into knots and so forth, because they used to be surrounded by a sheltering building crystallised out of the likeness of a forest, and coloured with stained glass and painting like flowers and leaves, because they are now abandoned by all but the grey walls coloured like the skies of winter, because the cold and Narcissistic charm suggested by choir-boys suits well with Shakespeare’s feeling for the object of the Sonnets, and for various sociological and historical reasons (the protestant destruction of monasteries; fear of Puritanism), which it would be hard now to trace out in their proportions; these reasons, and many more relating the simile to its place in the Sonnet, must all combine to give the line its beauty, and there is a sort of ambiguity in not knowing which of them to hold most clearly in mind. Clearly this is involved in all such richness and heightening of effect, and the machinations of ambiguity are among the very roots of poetry.




The temporary bus conductor read this paragraph over and over again, ravished by its intelligence and simplicity. Of course! again. After all, Shakespeare was born in 1564, barely twenty years after Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries, whose fresh ruins were scattered around the landscape, as raw and brutal as the bombsites of my own childhood. The totalitarian vandalism of the mad king, as he tried to erase Catholicism from the land, was in plain view, and echoes of the sweet birds’ singing still remained in the ears of the elderly when Shakespeare wrote his sonnet. The jostle of meanings that Empson exposed in the line made me giddy with a sense of extraordinary discovery – not only of the deeper implications of Sonnet 73, but of what reading, real reading, might be if one could only learn how. If a new passenger got on the bus then, I doubt that I gave her a chance to pay for her ticket.


The first lesson Empson taught was to drastically slow down; to read at the level of the word, the phrase, the line; to listen, savour, question, ponder, think. This was easy because his own writing enforced it. A single paragraph in Seven Types of Ambiguity was like a street closely punctuated with traffic-calming ‘sleeping policemen’: you had to study the relationship between one sentence and the next – and often one clause and the next – to see the logic that connected them, and if I tried to read them in my usual skimming style, I instantly lost the thread.


The second, more general lesson required one to greatly enlarge one’s understanding of what writing is and does – all writing, not just poetry; Empson illustrated his arguments with sentences from novels, book titles, newspaper headlines that had caught his eye, and so forth. On this, Empson was inexplicit except by inference, but as a fisherman, I saw it in angling terms. Every piece of writing was like a pond, sunlit, overhung by willows, with clustering water lilies, and, perhaps, the rippling circle made by a fish rising to snatch a dying fly. This much could be seen and appreciated by any passing hiker. But the true life of the pond lay below the surface, in deep water where only the attentive and experienced eye would detect the suspended cloud of midge larvae, the submarine shadow of the cruising pike, the exploding shoal of bug-eyed small fry. It was with the subaquatic life of literature that Empson – a scientist by early inclination, whose interest in science is a recurrent feature of his writing – was concerned.


Beneath the clean line of type on the page lay the muddy depths of the living and changing language, a world of stubborn historic associations, swarming puns, suggestive likenesses and connections (as between trees and carved choir stalls), meanings that were in a continuous process of evolution and decay, sometimes enriching the word in print, but as often subverting it. (Spare a thought for Coleridge when he penned the line in ‘Kubla Khan’, ‘As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing’. Writing in 1797, he wasn’t to know that, very shortly after his death in 1834, pants would become a popular abbreviation for pantaloons, and by 1884 a word for men’s drawers.)


Empson’s preternaturally sensitive ear and eye for the deep-water workings of the language enabled him to share with his readers a myriad subtleties, shades of meaning, richnesses, in lines they might otherwise have skated over, in ignorance of their buried treasure. He was equally alert to the way in which language so often betrays the writer, revealing what is really at the back of the writer’s mind when he tries to assert its opposite. (In Some Versions of Pastoral, Empson unmasked the complacent and reactionary political conservatism that lies just beneath the surface of Gray’s ‘Elegy’, and in Milton’s God, he demonstrated how, in the course of writing Paradise Lost, Milton came to detest the God whose ways he was devoutly trying to justify to Man.)


Seven Types made it clear that I’d been a casual day-tripper on the beach of literature and that my supposed skill at reading was so primitive and rudimentary that it had never progressed much beyond primary-school level. Embarrassment mixed with wonder when I faced up to the fact that Empson’s astounding book had been written when he was twenty-two, and had begun as an undergraduate essay, written for his Cambridge supervisor, I. A. Richards.


*     *     *


Cats may look at kings. It was certainly possible to learn from Empson (‘Kill Your Speed’, as the traffic signs say). But it’d be fatal to make any attempt to mimic his precocious scholarship, his eccentric brilliance, or his quirky and quick-witted, table-talking prose style. After my Empson summer on the buses, my reading measurably improved, with my own fortnightly essays for my tutor coming back to me with Alphas at the end, instead of the Betas, plus and minus, that had been standard in my first year. Had I been at all religious, I might have lit candles in Empson’s honour (something that would have greatly annoyed him, for he was a militant atheist). Since then, I’ve made a living out of reading, one way or another. For reading, of the kind that Empson preached and practised, doesn’t stop at books, but makes the larger world legible.


Trying to understand the habitat in which we live requires an ability to read it – and not just in a loose metaphorical sense. Every inhabited landscape is a palimpsest, its original parchment nearly blackened with the cross-hatching of successive generations of authors, claiming the place as their own, and imposing their designs on it, as if their temporary interpretations would stand forever. Later over-writing has obscured all but a few, incompletely erased fragments of the earliest entries on the land, but one can still pick out a phrase here, a word there, and see how the most recently dried layer of scribble is already being partially effaced by fresh ink. From the embanked, bulletpath road through the valley, relic of Roman occupation, to the new fifty-turbine windfarm on the hill, every feature of the landscape belongs to an identifiable phase of sensibility, politics, and language.


We’re in England, let’s say, on the same hill as the windfarm. In the far distance is the grey smudge of a cathedral city whose housing developments have spread untidily beyond its 1960s ring-road, and whose office parks contain dozens of small companies in the ‘knowledge-based industries’. The course of a narrow, crooked river, marked by a double line of trees, diagonally connects the city to the village at the foot of the hill. This village lost its post office in the 1990s, and its only surviving commercial enterprise, besides the pub and the shop selling ‘gifts and country antiques’, is a Shell station-cum-minimart. Old farm workers’ cottages, built from the nearest and cheapest materials to hand – rocks, pieces of old timber, plaster made from mud – and roofed with bundles of wheatstraw or reeds from the local swamp, have long been prized as weekenders’ second homes. The weekenders, who dearly love ancient brick windmills with skeletal sails, but not their modern descendants, mounted the Stop the Turbines campaign of 2001, and continue to grouse vengefully over their defeat. Sixty or so permanent residents live on ‘the estate’ of semi-detached council houses, which is itself semi-detached from the village, on the main road. The fifteenth-century church gets half a page to itself in Pevsner’s The Buildings of England, but has been locked against vandals for years, though a communion service, said, not sung, is held there on the fourth Sunday of every month, and it’s still used for weddings and funerals (after which the corpses are transported by undertaker-led motorcades to the crematorium on the city’s edge).


Between the village and the city are fields, vastly enlarged since mechanized farming came in after the Second World War, mostly arable (wheat, barley, oilseed rape), with one big dairy farm, a member of an organic milk cooperative that is under contract to Dairy Crest PLC. The redundant farmhouses, stripped of all their surrounding land except pony-sized paddocks, are owned by commuters. The tree-shrouded Georgian hall in the middle distance is now a combined hotel, restaurant, golf club, and health spa. Twin lines of pylons, erected in the 1930s, carry high-voltage cables across the landscape, and were a flight-hazard when the wartime airfield, used by the US Army Air Forces, was working. After the airfield was decommissioned, its runway drainage systems left it too barren for agriculture; following a brief period as a refugee camp, it became a motor-racing circuit, then a road-haulage-vehicle maintenance centre, and is now in the early stages of deciduous broadleaf afforestation.


These are just a few of the changes to the landscape on which the ink is still drying, on the uppermost layer of the palimpsest. Beneath them, the ink-colour alters slowly from blue or black to sepia, and the handwriting to copperplate, then italic, then Gothic black-letter, as it registers how use and ownership of this stretch of land has been continuously contested. The windfarm dispute, in which the quarrel spread to include the district council, a multinational power company, a farm corporation, the Ministry of Defence, English Nature, the National Farmers’ Union, and the Campaign to Protect Rural England, echoed, in a minor key, the great battles of the past – from the hopeless fight put up by landless peasant farmers in villages against landowners at the time of the enclosure acts, to the long war between the Church, the crown, the landed aristocracy, and the wool merchants. In our collective rural nostalgia, we like to think of the countryside as settled and placid, not as the scene of perpetual conflict involving class, power, and money, but there’s hardly a feature of any real landscape that doesn’t stand for somebody’s triumph, concession, or defeat.


Landscape historians can read the palimpsest more skilfully than me, but to begin to see it like this is to go some way toward rescuing oneself from the brain-curdling effects of degraded late-Romanticism, which still shapes the way in which most of us instinctively think about landscape and place. In Britain, it’s led to the cult of the antique-picturesque, in the United States to the parallel cult of ‘pristine’ wilderness. Devotees of both practise a highly selective, self-induced blindness, cancelling from their view, and all claims to their sympathy, everything that intrudes on their preconceived pictures of how landscape ought to be. This sort of mental bulldozing tends to bring real bulldozing in its wake, in fits of Cromwellian zeal to erase from the land whatever offends the eye and taste of the temporary beholder. Better by far to learn to value the landscape, as a reader, for its long accumulation of contradictions and ambiguities – an accumulation to which we’re constantly adding by our presence here.


*     *     *


I moved from London to Seattle on impulse, for casual and disreputable reasons. I met someone . . . the usual story. A writer’s working life is dangerously easy to transport from one place to another, and in 1990 I thought that possession of a fax machine would be enough to bridge the inconvenient distance between the two cities. As for anxiety about displacement and culture shock, I had none: I cockily thought America was my oyster. I’d taught its literature at two British universities, and was about to begin the last chapter of my second book of American travels. I confidently began to make myself at home in my new surroundings in the only way I knew how, by reading them. More than a year went by before it began to dawn on me that I was floundering out of my depth.


The first time I went sailing on Puget Sound, with a copy of Vancouver’s account of his 1792 voyage through these parts open, face-down, on the cockpit seat, I was taking in the landscape of low, built-over hills, rising fir-forest, and mountains white with glacial ice and snow in June, when I glanced at the electronic depth sounder. It showed a steady 11 feet of water, though we were more than a mile from the shore and I’d seen no shallows when I’d checked our course against the chart. I immediately brought the boat’s head through the wind, sails clattering, and started to sail back in the direction from which we’d come. From 11 feet, the digital read-out on the depth-sounder went to 10, 9.6, and abruptly down to 6.0 – giving us just eighteen inches of clearance between the keel and the sea floor. Starting to panic, I grabbed the chart and guessed at our most likely position, a patch of white paper (a reassuring sign, since shallows are coloured blue or tan) marked with three-figure numbers: 114, 125, 103 . . . Fathoms, not feet. The water beneath the boat was as deep as it is at the abrupt cliff-edge of the Continental Shelf.


The depth-sounder was lost. Programmed to accurately read down to fifty fathoms, or 300 feet, it was hunting for the bottom, and, finding none, was seizing on false echoes and familiarities – drifting kelp fronds? shoaling salmon? plankton? – in a vain effort to regain its footing in the world and make itself at home again.


Its owner was doing much the same. On one level, my new city and its hinterland felt deceptively homely. Their similar latitude gave them the angular light and lingering evenings I was used to. Their damp marine weather, blowing in from the south-west, came from the right direction. When the mountains are hidden under a low sky, one might almost imagine oneself to be in Britain.


At first glance, too, the palimpsest appeared to be a lot more easily legible, with many fewer layers of script running at cross-purposes to one another. The first white settlers had arrived here in 1851, and were of the same generation as my great-great-grandfather. Between Henry Yesler, who showed up in 1852, and saw the fortune to be made from cutting down the stands of gigantic Douglas firs on the neighbouring hills and feeding them to his steam mill, and the founders of Microsoft, Starbucks, and Amazon, lay a stretch of time little longer than one old person’s range of memory. There must have been people around in 1960 who could remember Yesler (d. 1892) from their teens and had bounced the infant Bill Gates (b. 1955) on their arthritic knees. After living here for twenty years, I’ve already experienced at first hand one-eighth of Seattle’s history since the whites drove the Indians from their tribal land and forced them into a reservation on the far side of Puget Sound.


What I saw on arrival was a disorderly free-for-all: tract housing and industrial parks swarming over farmland, farms established on logged-over forest, loggers shaving mountainsides bare of trees, dead and dying mill towns, environmental organizations litigating to save what was left of nature, and, everywhere, barbed-wire fences marking out the fronts between the contending armies. The mounting acrimony between the city and its rural hinterland was coming to the boil, as urban-based conservation groups like the Sierra Club and liberal city and county governments confronted the newly formed Wise Use coalition of free-marketeers, property owners, timber and mining interests, farmers, and the construction industries.


I’m still a trespasser on this battlefield of old resentments and fresh indignations, whose inequities glare more obviously than they do from any landscape I can think of in Western Europe. It’s a hard place in which to feel at home. From its designated ‘wilderness areas’ (themselves the result of much human ingenuity, conflict, legislation, and policing, and so not wilderness at all, but cultural artefacts) to the latest crop of shopping malls and condo blocks, newly sprouting from behind screens of trees, it feels provisional and volatile, as if its entire character might drastically alter with the next shift in the political or economic wind.


*     *     *


For an English-born reader, America is written in a language deceptively similar to one’s own and full of pitfalls. The word nature, for instance, means something different here – so do community, class, friend, tradition, home (think of the implications beneath the surface of the peculiarly American phrase, ‘He makes his home in . . .’). These I’ve learned to recognize, but the longer I stay here the more conscious I am of nuances to which I must still remain deaf. The altered meanings and deep-water associations of American English, as it has parted company from its parent language over four hundred years, reflect an experience of the world that has been every bit as different as that between, say, the Germans and the French, but in this case the words are identical in form and so the difference is largely lost to sight.


Reading an American novel, I can usually persuade myself that I’m a native-speaker of the language in which it’s written. But reading a western landscape, or an American political campaign, I hanker for a dictionary that would explain the difference between nature and nature, home and home, and chart their separate paths of evolution from their common roots. Talking with Americans, I still battle with the static interference, as on a bad long-distance line, caused by the build-up of slight differences of definition and assumption between our two national vocabularies. My grasp of American is a thousand times better than my lousy French, but there are sometimes moments at Seattle dinner parties that remind me of trying to follow street directions offered by a voluble stranger in a Calais bar-tabac.


Still, it’s always the business of the patient reader to learn to live in a language not – or not quite – his own. Empson made himself extraordinarily fluent in seventeenth-century English by immersing himself in controversies – social, political, and theological – that had long been lost to view, and by digging deep into the private lives of writers who excited him, like Donne, Marvell, and Milton. His visits to England in the 1600s were made not in the spirit of conventional historical or literary scholarship, but as a fierce partisan. He took sides. He relished battles. In a tribute to his former teacher, I. A. Richards, he wrote that ‘The main purpose of reading imaginative literature is to grasp a wide variety of experience, imagining people with codes and customs very unlike our own.’ He treated the writing of the past as a foreign country – as foreign in its way as Japan or China, where he taught in the 1930s and 1940s – in which he established himself as a model traveller, acquiring the local dialect, adapting himself to the local codes and customs, and returning with fresh and invigorating news of a world three hundred years distant from his own.


In 1971, ten years after first reading Seven Types, I met Empson in London. He’d recently retired from his chair at the University of Sheffield and was living with his wife Hetta at Studio House, Hampstead Hill Gardens – in a set-up described by Robert Lowell as a ‘household [that] had a weird, sordid nobility that made other Englishmen seem like a veneer’. Empson’s idea of making lunch was to place an assortment of unpunctured cans of Chinese vegetables on the gas cooker, where they tended to explode. Ancient rashers of fried bacon served as bookmarks in his disintegrating copy of Marvell’s Collected Poems. He stirred his tea with the sole remaining earpiece of his glasses. After an alarming lunch, he and I would set off in my car to raid the Wallace Collection, the Sir John Soane museum, or some unsuspecting country house in Buckinghamshire or Hertfordshire, where Empson had found out that a family portrait of an ancestor, distantly connected with Marvell, hung on the walls. Doorstepping a secluded mansion, deep in its landscaped park, at the end of a long and gated drive, Empson displayed an imperious persistence, refused to take no for an answer, and forced his way inside past nonplussed butlers and feebly-protesting dowagers. I delighted in the disquiet that Empson gave such people. During the time I knew him, his luxuriant moustache varied in cut from Fu Manchu to Colonel Blimp; he was, always, legendarily scruffy, but his commanding, high-pitched, singsong voice announced his lapsed membership of the landowning classes, and the dowager and butler were clearly uncertain as to whether they were confronting Lord Emsworth in his cups, or an unusually determined Kleeneze salesman.


At this time, he was engaged in a campaign to prove that, late in his life, Marvell had married his London landlady, Mary Palmer. This was a question that has interested nobody very much, before or since. But it greatly concerned Empson, who needed to know the full character of the author of ‘The Garden’ and the ‘Horatian Ode on Cromwell’s Return from Ireland’: not knowing would be to leave Marvell’s moral identity in a state of ambiguous incompletion, and Empson meant to get to the bottom of the matter. Delving into the knotted tangle of Marvell’s legal, sexual, and financial affairs in the 1670s – and freely speculating and imagining whenever documentary evidence was lacking – Empson was simply continuing his reading of the poems into a larger reading of the man, the times, and the language in which Marvell lived and spoke. He was the best close reader of literature alive, but his definition of ‘reading’ was infinitely more generous and catholic than that of the New Critics who were his immediate contemporaries and with whom he skirmished, often furiously.


He remains for me a touchstone figure. Faced with a book for review, a poem, a picture, a movie, a stretch of inhabited countryside, a speech, a staged event, I instinctively wonder how Empson might have read it, and think ruefully of how much he would have discovered in it. The pieces that follow are readings – most of them readings of American landscape, literature, and politics, along with some backward glances to England that may betray a lurking nostalgia for a society more settled in its shape, more instinctively known, than the one I live in now. I haven’t tried to corral them under thematic headings but have left them in more or less the same order in which they were written. It’d be nice to think they can be read as the unfinished chronicle of a reader’s attempt to make his home in a place he continues to find fascinating, bizarre, ugly, beautiful, repellent, and generous by turns, and whose language he is still trying to learn.


Seattle, October 2009




Driving Home


In the spring of 1990 I packed up as much of my life in London as would fit into a suitcase and four tea chests and flew to Seattle to set up house. It was a selfish and irregular move. I had ‘met someone’ and liked what I’d seen of the Pacific Northwest during a two-month stay there in the autumn of 1989: I liked the aquarium lighting, the sawtooth alps forested with black firs, the compact cities encrusted in dirty Romanesque stucco. Most of all, I liked the place’s wateriness. At forty-seven I felt cracked and dry. My new home territory was as rainy as Ireland, puddled with lakes and veined with big rivers. Seattle was built out on pilings over the sea, and at high tide the whole city seemed to come afloat like a ship lifting free from a mud berth and swaying in its chains.


We took a house on the wrong side of Queen Anne, the innermost of Seattle’s hilltop suburbs. The tall wooden house, built like a boat from massive scantlings of Douglas fir, carvel-planked with cedar, had been put up in 1906, in the wake of the Yukon gold rush, when the hill was logged. It had warped and settled through a string of minor earthquakes: the floors sloped, doors hung askew in their frames. In the silence of the night, the house groaned and whiffled like a sleeping dog.


Barely a mile from the new banking and insurance skyscrapers of downtown, the house felt as if it were hidden away in the woods. Shaggy conifers, survivors of the original forest, darkened the views from every window. The study looked down over the Ship Canal, where trawlers stalked through an avenue of poplars on their way to the Alaskan fishing grounds, eight hundred miles to the north. From the deck on the top floor, one could see out over the pale suburbs, like shell-middens, to the serrated line of the Cascade Mountains, still snow-capped in May.


For someone fresh off the plane from London, it was a big prospect to take in, and a hard one in which to make oneself at home. It had been fine to be a tourist in this landscape, when I had been enjoyably awed by its far-western heights and distances; but now that I’d signed up as a permanent resident, the view from the window seemed only to reflect my own displacement here.


Even the very near-at-hand was strange. I kept Peterson’s Western Birds and the Audubon Guide to Western Forests by the typewriter. I made lists, and pinned them to the wall. Redwood, cedar, cypress, dogwood, laurel, madrona, maple, I wrote, trying to distinguish individual personalities in the jumble of damp and muddy greens framed by the window. I took the tree book down to the garden and, wary of attracting derisive looks from the neighbours, matched the real-life barks against their close-up colour pictures; the peeling, fish-scale skin of the lodgepole pine, the frayed hemp rope of the coast redwood. It took a month, at least, to be able to see the black-crested Steller’s jay in the madrona with something like the comfortable indifference with which I’d used to notice a song thrush in the sycamore in Battersea. It took a good deal longer to adjust to the way the rufous hummingbird, like a tiny thrashing autogyro, redisposed itself in space, zapping from point to point too fast for the eye to follow. Glancing up from the typewriter, stuck for a phrase, I’d catch sight of a bald eagle, slowly circling on a thermal over the Ship Canal, on huge stiff ragged wings, and lose the logic of the sentence to another half-hour of involuntary ornithology.


The German word for ‘uncanny’, as in Freud’s famous essay on the Uncanny, is unheimlich – unhomely. The tourist thrives on the uncanny, moving happily through a phenomenal world of effects without causes. This world, in which he has no experience and no memory, is presented to him as a supernatural domain: the language of travel advertising hawks the uncanny as part of the deal. Experience the magic of Bali! The wonders of Hawaii! The enchantment of Bavaria!


But for the newly arrived immigrant, this magic stuff is like a curse. He’s faced at every turn with the unhomelikeness of things, in an uncanny realm where the familiar house sparrows have all fled, to be replaced by hummingbirds and eagles. The immigrant needs to grow a memory, and grow it fast. Somehow or other, he must learn to convert the uncanny into the homely, in order to find a stable footing in the new land.


Hunkered down in the second-floor study of the comfortingly old and memorious house on Queen Anne, I tried to read my way home. My best guides were fellow aliens in the Pacific Northwest, from the early explorers of the region to such relatively recent arrivals here as the poet Theodore Roethke and the novelist Bernard Malamud. From the late-eighteenth century to the late twentieth, they kept striking the same note, of shock at the stupendous unhomelikeness of this landscape.


*     *     *


It drove George Vancouver into a pit of what now appears to have been clinical depression. Between May and June of 1792, as he probed the inlets of Washington and British Columbia, he went from dizzy elation to sullen melancholy – and wrote his changing moods into the permanent nomenclature of the region. To begin with, he was high on his discoveries: this was ‘the most lovely country that can be imagined’. He saw the Pacific Northwest as a kind of unusually verdant Devonshire, and imagined orderly villages with churches and manors laid out between the wooded hills. At this stage of the voyage, the names he gave to the headlands, bays, and fiords were upbeat: Discovery Bay, Protection Island, Restoration Point (the most beautiful and useful features, like Mount Rainier and Port Townsend, were named by Vancouver after his relations, friends, and patrons).


May turned into June. As Vancouver sailed north, the mountains grew steeper, the inlets narrower, the woods more impenetrable. His lieutenant, Peter Puget, who kept a parallel journal, was increasingly excited by the romantic sublimity of what he saw: a few years younger than Vancouver, he was much more in tune with the rising generation’s taste for wild nature. For Puget, the unfolding landscape was ‘majestic’ and full of ‘grandeur’; for Vancouver it was increasingly ‘dreary’, ‘unpleasant’, ‘desolate’, ‘gloomy’, ‘dismal’, and ‘awful’ – the words pepper his descriptions, often being used twice in the same sentence. Five minutes north of the fiftieth parallel, Vancouver brought his ship to a ‘dreary and unpleasant anchorage’: ‘Our residence here was truly forlorn; an awful silence pervaded the gloomy forests, whilst animated nature seemed to have deserted the neighbouring country . . .’ He called the place Desolation Sound.


Thirteen years after the Vancouver expedition, in the autumn of 1805, Lewis and Clark reached the Columbia River valley from the continental interior, after climbing to the headwaters of the Missouri and crossing the Rocky Mountains in what is now Montana. Clark, with his botched spellings and childish exclamation marks, was a resoundingly lively presence on the page. He was an original vernacular narrator as he confided his discomforts, Dear Diary-style, to his journal. ‘O! how horriable is the day—’ he wrote, when the tidal Columbia cut up rough in a westerly gale, and waves drenched the explorers’ camp. ‘We are all wet and disagreeable’. Clark had grown up in Virginia and Kentucky, and, like almost every newcomer to the Northwest, was incredulous at the monotonous fall rains that soaked the country west of the Cascades. Day after day, it rained; hour after hour – with the fine-sifted thoroughness and regularity of a gigantic lawn-sprinkler. ‘This morning Cloudy and drisley.’ ‘Rained all the last night we are all wet’. ‘Rain as usual’. ‘Rained without intermition’. ‘A blustering rainey day’. ‘A hard rain all the last night we again get wet’. ‘Rained verry hard’. ‘Confined on a tempiest coast, wet’. The swollen river carried with it the trunks of uprooted trees, ‘maney of them nearly 200 feet long’; as they spun round and round on the current, they often came close to capsizing the expedition’s canoes. ‘Those monsterous trees—’ wrote Clark, summoning the vocabulary of the uncanny to convey the gross abundance of this landscape.


In 1947 Theodore Roethke came west to Seattle, drawn here by the offer of a job in the English department at the University of Washington. The city itself (‘a kind of vast Scarsdale . . . no bars for anything except beer and light wines in the whole of Seattle’) was tame and provincial, but the surrounding landscape roused Roethke, as it had roused Vancouver, to flights of concentrated pathetic fallacy. Before 1947, his poems had been full of emotional turmoil, projected onto a vivid vegetable world of crocuses, geraniums, cyclamens, peaches, butternuts, pear trees, and spiders – a world enclosed by the same fences that bordered his father’s market garden and nursery in Saginaw, Michigan. In the Pacific Northwest (‘. . . the peaks, the black ravines, the rolling mists/Changing with every twist of wind . . .’) Roethke found a nature that was extravagant enough to give physical body to the extremes of his own morbidly dishevelled nature.


His new poems mapped a wild, volcanic, thickly forested region of the heart and mind. In the geological melodrama of the Washington landscape, he found a spectacular objective correlative to the upheavals of his mental life – the uncontrollable ascents into mania, the whisky, the compulsive womanizing. His last collection, The Far Field, posthumously published in 1964, is an inspired gazetteer of places that are simultaneously states of mind and visitable destinations within easy reach of Seattle. ‘Journey to the Interior’, for instance, is both a fine description of driving on a logging trail in the Cascades (Roethke bought his first car, a Buick, in 1950, when he was forty-two and was thereafter an enthusiastic – and alarming – motorist) and a lightly encoded account of a life spent skirting the edge of insanity:




In the long journey out of the self,


There are many detours, washed-out interrupted raw places


Where the shale slides dangerously


And the back wheels hang almost over the edge . . .




As the mountains represented the menacing heights, the rivers, lakes, and sea afforded renewal and balm. Roethke wrote beautifully about water, its movements and stillnesses. In the mental hospital, he spent long hours in hydrotherapy; sane, he found another kind of hydrotherapy, fishing for coho salmon from the Oyster River resort on the east coast of Vancouver Island, watching birds on Lake Washington, walking on the rocky margin of Puget Sound, watching small waves break. From ‘The Rose’:




I live with the rocks, their weeds,


Their filmy fringes of green, their harsh


Edges, their holes


Cut by the sea-slime, far from the crash


Of the long swell,


The oily, tar-laden walls


Of the toppling waves,


Where the salmon ease their way into the kelp beds,


And the sea rearranges itself among the small islands.


Near this rose, in this grove of sun-parched, wind-warped madronas,


Among the half-dead trees, I came upon the true ease of myself,


As if another man appeared out of the depth of my being . . .




It was exciting to watch Roethke making himself at home in western Washington by discovering that western Washington had always, as it were, been inside himself. To the view that I could see from my own window, Roethke attached names and meanings that went far deeper than Vancouver’s. Of all the incomers to the Northwest, who had put this landscape to use and made cognitive sense of it, from fur-traders and timber barons to aeronautical engineers and Dutch bulb-growers, Roethke was the most generous: if he brought nothing else by way of baggage except Roethke’s Collected Poems, a stranger would have a solid imaginative foothold here.


*     *     *


In 1949, Bernard Malamud left New York to take a job as an instructor in the English department at Oregon State College in Corvallis, lately an agricultural school. In 1961 he returned to the east coast, where he had been appointed writer-in-residence at Bennington College in Vermont – and published his third novel, A New Life, a bitter comedy about a New York Jew, an English instructor, who finds himself stranded in a narrow-minded town in the wide-open country of the Pacific Northwest. Malamud’s revenge on Oregon (as it was generally perceived in Oregon) had for a long time been my own favourite campus novel – though for years I believed that it was set in an invented landscape, a fabulous Far West that Malamud had cooked up in his Manhattan fastness.


I had come across the book in 1964, in the paperback carousel at the new motorway service station at Newport Pagnell on the M1. The cover was suggestive. Above the blurb, ‘He found strange refuge – love with another man’s wife’, was a drawing of a young woman reaching for the zip of her Levis. The man in the background was small and wore a hat. I knew Malamud’s name from the stylized short stories of New York Jewish life in Idiots First. I hadn’t heard of this surprising novel.


I read it at a sitting and have owned three separate copies since, but it wasn’t until around the beginning of the second copy that I woke up to the fact that Malamud’s ‘Cascadia’ was Oregon, and not an urban Jewish fantasy of an Eden far beyond the range of the road atlas. I hadn’t then been to the United States and the landscape described by Malamud – a green paradise infected by the encroaching spectre of Senator Joseph McCarthy – rang no specific bells with me. It read like the landscape of allegory, and worked so well in those terms that I wasn’t tempted to go looking for its latitude and longitude.


In the book, Marathon, Cascadia is a rigidly conformist cow-college town, with a winning football team and a paranoid contempt for Reds, misfits, and intellectuals. Seymour Levin, ‘from the East’, ‘formerly a drunkard’, an admitted liberal with a beard, is destined for a painful roasting in this 1950s version of a Puritan township enjoying a witch trial. At every turn in the story, the philistinism and uncharitableness of town and college are set against a landscape of mountains, forest, and ocean so ironically magnificent that any reader bred to the landscape of Newport Pagnell must have doubted its literal existence. A New Life seemed to me to be written in the freehand, fantastic tradition of the Jewish folktale: Malamud was painting the richness and promise of the idea of America – and its betrayal by a mean-spirited citizenry, people too small to deserve to inherit their gigantic land.


It slightly diminished the novel to learn that there were ‘originals’ (or so my knowing American informant claimed) to the Fairchilds, the C. D. Fabrikants, the Buckets and Bullocks, and that Malamud’s poisoned Arcadia was drawn directly from the life – that Marathon was Corvallis, sixty-five miles down the road from Portland, Ore. The American informant, a Berkeley professor, thought I was offbeam when I claimed the novel as a work of ambitious fabulism: no, he said; the landscape of the Pacific Northwest was in itself an unrealistic stretch of country – it was just naturally fabulous.


The uncanny again. Twenty-five years on, I sat out on the deck of the house on Queen Anne on a sunny day in autumn when the visibility was good, rereading A New Life for the umpteenth time. To the right lay the Cascades, to the left the raised and snowy edge of the Olympics, and in the middle the mixed woodlands of the rolling suburbs of Seattle. A big ketch was sliding through the poplars. The sun made the print jump on the page, but now I very nearly had the opening of the novel off by heart:




. . . They were driving along an almost deserted highway, in a broad farm-filled valley between distant mountain ranges laden with forests, the vast sky piled high with towering masses of golden clouds. The trees softly clustered on the river side of the road were for the most part deciduous; those crawling over the green hills to the south and west were spear-tipped fir.


My God, the West, Levin thought. He imagined the pioneers in covered wagons entering this valley for the first time, and found it a moving thought. Although he had lived little in nature Levin had always loved it, and the sense of having done the right thing in leaving New York was renewed in him. He shuddered at his good fortune.


‘The mountains to the left are the Cascades,’ Pauline Gilley was saying. ‘On the right is the Coastal Range. They’re relatively young mountains, whatever that means. The Pacific lies on the other side of them, about fifty miles.’


‘The Pacific Ocean?’


‘Yes.’


‘Marvelous.’




Just off to the side of the page-margin, there was a flittering disturbance in the fir in a neighbour’s yard. I shifted my attention from Cascadia to Washington, from the 1950s to the 1990s. A flock of fifty or sixty yellow-bellied horned waxwings had settled on the fir and were distributed on its branches like so many ornaments on a Christmas tree. Waxwing was good: their plumage was as sleek as if it had been dipped in shellac.


High over the city, above the muffler shops and 7-Elevens and steep streets of pastel-coloured frame houses, an eagle wheeled, sublimely.


I was with Seymour Levin. My God, the West—


*     *     *


November 1992, and the snow level, said Harry Wappler our TV weatherman, was down to 3,500 feet and dropping fast. In a week the mountain passes would be tricky and the back roads closed for the winter. I dug out of storage my never-used box of tyre chains and set off on a wide swing around the neighbourhood.


It was high time to make the trip: though I had been living in Seattle for more than two years, I was still confused as to its whereabouts. I knew the city better than its cab-drivers (a very modest boast), but I’d barely begun to work out how Seattle fitted into the larger story. A long drive, on empty western roads where it’s still possible to think with one’s foot down, would, with luck, thread the oddly assorted bits of the Pacific Northwest on to one string and set them in narrative order.


The afternoon rush hour had started by the time I got away, and on Interstate 90 heading east, the cars were locked bumper to bumper on the floating bridge over Lake Washington. The sky was lightless, and the windshield wipers scraped on the glass in the fall moisture, typical of these parts, that was something more than mist and less than rain. The traffic jam, too, was typical of these parts: a ceremonious and orderly procession, like a funeral, of VWs with ski-racks on their tops and I’D RATHER BE SAILING stickers on their rear-ends. A great deal of higher education was stuck on the bridge that afternoon. The names of the universities at which the drivers had graduated were posted in their back windows – faraway schools, mostly, like Syracuse, M.I.T., Columbia, Michigan.


My own car, a low-slung, thirsty black Dodge Daytona with a working ashtray, marked me out as a Yahoo among the Houyhnhnms – too old, dirty, and wasteful to pass, even in this bad light, as a member of Seattle’s uniquely refined middle class. Stuffed into the book bag beside the work of the Northwestern writers whom I had brought along for the ride (Richard Hugo, Ursula K. Le Guin, Raymond Carver, Katherine Dunn, William Stafford, Norman Maclean, James Welch, James Crumley), was a bottle of Teacher’s, two-thirds full, which would have been OK by the Northwestern writers but thought a very low touch by these Northwestern drivers. In Seattle, a triple shot of non-decaffeinated espresso was thought to be pushing the boat out further than was wise.


In shifts and starts, we lurched into Eastside Seattle, Houyhnhnm country, where the VWs started to peel off into the Bellevue exits. Bellevue and its satellites were not suburbs so much as – in the rising term – an Edge City, with its own economy, sociology, and architecture. Things made on the Eastside were odourless, labour-intensive, and credit-card thin, like computer software and aerospace-related electronics gear. They were assembled in low, tree-shaded factories, whose large grounds were known as ‘campuses’ – for in Bellevue all work was graduate work, and the jargon of school and university leaked naturally into the workplace. Seen from an elevated freeway-distance, Bellevue looked like one of its own products; a giant circuit board of colour-coded diodes and resistors, connected by a mazy grid of filaments.


During the presidential campaign, Bill Clinton had jetted around the country, calling for the advent of the ‘high-growth, high-wage, smart-work society’ – a fair description of Bellevue, with its lightly rooted, highly trained workforce, its safe streets, its scented malls, sprayed with composerless light orchestral music, its air of bland good conscience. Bellevue was the new and hopeful face of American capitalism, and it had a strongly Japanese cast to its features. The one- and two-storey campuses with their radial walkways reflected a style of business management that was closer to the industrial collectives of Tokyo than to the moribund hierarchies of Detroit and the American Rustbelt. They housed entrepreneurial teams in which more or less everybody appeared to be an equal player. In Seattle, I kept meeting people from Microsoft, the biggest of the Eastside corporations, and it was interestingly hard to figure out who was whose boss: as in the layout of the buildings on the ground, all the distinctions appeared to be lateral ones, between division and division, rather than vertical ones between layer on layer of management.


The place looked like somebody’s utopia, more a model city than an actual one, and it appeared to be inhabited by the kinds of people whom architects like to place as strolling figures in the foregrounds of watercolour sketches of their projects. Wherever the eye wandered in Bellevue, it lit on another 31¾-year-old, with a master’s if not a doctorate, dressed for work in hiking shoes and chunky sweater. Thousands of these diagrammatic people were housed along I–90 in white-painted, shingled faux-New England condo blocks called ‘villages’. Lakefront Village . . . Redwood Village . . . Olde Towne Village . . . communities in which the villagers met in the evenings at neighbouring exercycles in the village health club or at a pre-breakfast tee-off on the village driving range.


Eastside Seattle was a new kind of American city, though it had a lot in common with the long-established retirement paradises of Florida and southern California. People in their twenties and thirties were now moving (as their parents had done only toward the ends of their lives) for the sake of the climate and the natural amenities of a place rather than just for the jobs on offer there. They were coming to Seattle in much the same way as people had gone to Venice, California, and Miami Beach; the difference was that they were coming at the beginnings of their careers. So they arrived, as kayakers, hikers, balloonists, birdwatchers, skiers, and mountain-bikers who also happened to have degrees in math and marketing and computer science. Their Pacific Northwest was really a civic park, roughly the same size as France, equipped with golf courses, hiking trails, rock-climbing routes, boat-launch ramps, ski lifts, campgrounds, and scenic overlooks. This great migration of open-air hobbyists (which dated from about 1980 – the early Reagan years) had won Seattle a curious niche in urban history, as the first big city to which people had fled in order to be closer to nature.


As part of the migration, I was in no position to affect a haughty tone about it, but it was tough to see one’s own bold and original move so nakedly mirrored by the Bellevue villagers in their hand-crafted Peruvian wool outfits and their radical crusades on behalf of the wolf, the whale, and the spotted owl. There was a bad smell of metropolitan imperialism in the way in which all of us, from London as from the burned-out urban hulks of Brooklyn and Queens, were moving in on this working landscape and bringing the news that its traditional rural industries must stop forthwith. Of course, it was the enlightened mission of the incomers to save the planet; of course, the loggers and mill-workers saw the mission rather differently, as an attempt by the incomers to rescue the Pacific Northwest as an unspoiled recreational site for themselves and their children.


Sixteen miles out of Seattle, the eastward march of the city was stopped in its tracks by the foothills of the Cascades. Beyond Issaquah the black cliffs of the forest began, and the social character of the road abruptly changed, as the last of the VWs melted into the last of the white condo blocks. Up till now, I’d been in the fast lane; no longer. Mud-slathered pickups with jumbo tyres charged past the Dodge, wearing angry slogans on their tailgates. JOBS BEFORE OWLS. SUPPORT THE TIMBER INDUSTRY. SAVE A LOGGER – SHOOT AN OWL. Behind the glass of a cab window, a Zippo lighter flashed in the gloaming.


Small charcoal-coloured clouds were snagged in the firs. We were climbing steadily now, the road wet, the light failing fast. At just over 3,000 feet, Snoqualmie Pass was much the lowest of the Cascade Mountain passes, but it was a long slow haul to reach it, with the highway weaving up through the contour lines, shouldering the hills aside. Each bend in the road opened on another wall of Douglas fir, the trees as dense and regularly spaced as the bristles on a broom.


This wasn’t true forest, though it had the enormous blackness of the forest of German fairy-tales; it was a ‘tree farm’ – a second- or third-growth plantation, now ready for ‘harvesting’. The terms were those of the industry, and after two years of seeing them in use, I still found myself putting quotation marks around them in my head. To me, farm and harvest meant a two-acre wheatfield in Essex, with rabbits scarpering from between the cornstalks, and the words refused to stick when I tried to attach them to a mountain range with hundred-and-fifty-foot trees, where bears and cougars ran out in place of rabbits, and twin-rotor helicopters served as baling machines. Though my perspective was altering: each time I thought of the seventeenth-century farmhouses of the Dengie marshes, their chequerboard crops neatly hedged and ditched, they looked less like farms and more like cottage gardens.


The road veered sharply left around a dripping wall of rock and disclosed a harvest. Harvest? It was like seeing a dynamited factory chimney, or a disused housing project blown to smithereens. It was magnificent. A rectangle of forest a mile square had been shaved from the face of the mountain: the straight lines of the clearcut were contemptuous of the natural bulges and fissures of the landscape; they sliced through gully and ridge as cleanly as if someone had done the job with a steel ruler and a Stanley knife. Every tree was gone.


In close-up, where the bottom edge of the clearcut grazed the next hairpin turn, one saw the mess of it: the blackened stumps and upended root systems, the yawning mud craters, their outlines softening now with a healing overgrowth of blackberry and salal, with, here and there, the green spike of a sapling fir breaking through. It looked like photos of the Flanders battlefields in 1918; a whole world of burnings, explosions, amputations, random excavations. It wanted only the tin hats of the dead to be hung on the blasted stumps. Then it was gone, this enormous combat zone between man and nature, borne away by the fast-swerving road.


Not long ago I saw the word ‘clearcutting’ in a list of wanton evils that culminated in ‘genocide’: utter abhorrence is the politically correct response to the miles of razored forest. Yet it was only yesterday afternoon that the logger was the greatest of all American folk heroes, his activities hymned as the moral triumphs of civilization over the unruly wilderness. Even now, American children are being raised on the stories of the craggy giant Paul Bunyan, with his lopsided lantern-jawed grin, whose blue ox, Babe, measured forty-two axe handles and one Star tobacco tin from eye to eye. Though I imagine that the stories are being drastically rewritten or withdrawn from circulation: Paul Bunyan, the first clearcutter, is too vulnerable on the character issue to remain for long in his position as a demigod in the American nursery.


Bunyan is the embodiment of unbridled masculine power. In Wisconsin one December he felled ‘a hundred million feet of lumber’ to find a suitably tall Christmas tree; he logged Minnesota with a saw half a mile in length. On a detour from his walk from Fargo to Seattle, he dragged a spike behind him and created the Grand Canyon. After meeting the Seattle timber barons (Paul habitually sides with the industrial bosses) he harnessed Babe to a plough and dug out Puget Sound. Tramping in the Cascades (he walked from Seattle to Minneapolis in an afternoon), he went swinging an axe with a sixteen-foot cutting blade on the end of a woven flexible handle fifty feet long. This cleared a path conveniently wide for him and his ox, and the trees fell symmetrically in a perfect corduroy.


The clearcut was a true-life Paul Bunyan story – exuberant, exaggerated, so far out of fashion that it was criminal. It stood for an American way of thinking and feeling about nature that was not easily going to be wiped out by a generation’s worth of environmentalist education. For more than four hundred years of white settlement, this was what you did with the wild – taming it with bold rectangles and straight lines. There was a stirring kind of American poetry in the rifle-shot road; the ambitiously projected grid of the infant city, its numbered streets-to-be laid out across the swamp; the single-file march of power pylons over a mountain; the rigid outline of the clearcut. This was order, reason, discipline, imposed on an adversarial and unregenerate nature. By the last quarter of the twentieth century, Americans had come within sight of the end of wild nature – but the habit of mind, bred in cold Protestant theology, was now as deeply embedded in the national character as an instinct. If I were a logger, I thought, I’d be brimming with pride at what I had done to that mountain, and I would hate with a passion the whining townies who were trying to demonize my kind. Save a logger, shoot an owl!


*     *     *


The road got darker and darker as it climbed towards the blue snowfields on the peaks. The tree farms dripped. The car’s automatic transmission kept on flubbing its gear-changes as the gradient steepened. National Public Radio, lost since Issaquah, returned, with the news, at the top of the hour, on the top of Snoqualmie Pass, that John Major had carried the motion on the Treaty of Maastricht in the House of Commons by the skin of his teeth. In England, I thought with a sudden unexpected twinge of homesickness, it was Bonfire Night.


Bowling downhill, east of the summit, I ran out of the rain into a cold dry night with a waxing lemony quarter-moon overhead. The trees began to shrink in height and there were lightsome spaces between them, for the climate of eastern Washington, in the lee of the Cascades, is arid. At one side of the state there’s a rainforest, at the other a desert, and the Cascade Ridge splits the state in two, giving a kind of geographical reality to Washington’s schizoid personality, its fierce divisions between wet liberals and dry conservatives.


At Cle Elum, down at the foot of the range, I pulled off the highway and stopped for a drink. The small town’s too-wide main street was empty of people. The air was icy. But there was a good bar: in the rancid fog of cigarette smoke, a line of broad-brimmed hats, broad bums, and red plaid jackets. Conversation, which had been brisk when I walked in, stopped dead when I hoisted myself onto the only vacant stool.


‘Hi. Mind if I—?’


I got a fishy stare for an answer. Then the man resumed the interrupted sentence he’d been speaking to his neighbour: ‘. . . like I was saying, they got some over in Wenatchee . . .’ I was caught in the crossfire of the war between the country and the city. Too late in the season to be a hiker, too early to be a skier, I was a likely member of that most despicable of all urban species, the birdwatchers.


It wasn’t so much that the spotted owlers were the direct cause of the closed sawmills, the bankrupted log-hauling companies and the rest of the miseries of the timber industry. What rankled most deeply in the depressed towns of the Cascades was the righteous triumphalism of the owlers as they rejoiced in the industry’s decline. That the owlers came (or so the timber interests surmised) from the environs of Bellevue, which appeared to grow fatter, richer and smugger by the day, was the final affront.


For Seattle had always used to be a timber town, and there had been a continuous productive intercourse between the city and its rural hinterlands. Seattle’s first industry was Henry Yesler’s sawmill (estab. 1853) on Elliott Bay at the foot of the original Skid Road; and most things that were manufactured in Seattle – paper, pulp, furniture, ships, and boats – had started life as trees. The aircraft industry had roots in the forest: William Boeing’s factory was a bankrupt boat-builder’s yard, and the first planes had boatlike skeletons constructed from local fir, pine, and Sitka spruce.


It was only lately that the economy of the city had broken free of its dependence on the countryside. The new Seattle, where babyfaced entrepreneurs from out of state trafficked in semiconductors, was as remote from the local concerns of places like Cle Elum as Tokyo itself – while for tourists from the city, the world they found on a short drive out of Seattle was as alien as that of rural Appalachia. The loggers and the urban tourists had come to regard each other with intense mutual bafflement and dislike.


Sipping without pleasure at my beer, I saw in the bar mirror the man who was sitting on my stool – a fern kisser, a prairie fairy, a water melon (green on the outside, red on the inside). A sumbitch Preservationist. The Dodge Daytona parked on the street outside was marginally in my favour, but the copy of Peterson’s Western Birds, parked on its passenger seat, was definitely not.


In a week or two, when the snow settled on the slopes, the skirmishes would begin. The preferred winter sport of the Houyhnhnms was cross-country skiing, and they came to the eastern side of the Cascades because the snow was drier here (the west side of the range was known as Slushqualmie). The Yahoos went in for snowmobiles. Astride 750cc Yamaha Vmaxes, Super Brute 440s, Thundercats, and Exciters, with psychedelic purple and silver custom paint jobs, they roared through the woods, guzzling gas and scaring the owls into Canada.


The big sleds could go at 120mph on the flat, and an enthusiastic snowmobiler could run through a hundred gallons of high-octane mix in the course of a good day. The language of snowmobiling was untainted by sissy environmentalism. Snowgoer ads were phrased in a virile prose that I thought had died in the 1960s: ‘Hammer the throttle for a split-second response and that menacing 581cc liquid-cooled snarl tells you it’s got the cc’s to take on all comers’; ‘It’s raw power. It’s pure adrenaline . . . There’s really only two things you have to remember about the SX. One, it comes from Yamaha. And two, it goes like hell.’


So family parties from Seattle would go telemarking silently through the trees with bird books and binocs – and be met by families from Roslyn and Cle Elum putting the pedal to the metal and making their banshee winter music. There were ‘incidents’ and ‘altercations’: the nature-loving townies, offended by the technology-loving country folk, came back with their own kind of machinery in the form of injunctions, ordinances, filed suits, and hitherto unnoticed regulations in the small print.


I left the bar and returned to the highway, slowing in front of the Cle Elum snowmobile dealership, a Yamaha outfit with a display of Exciters and Phazers. They had condom names and looked like cheeky cocks-and-balls, with protuberant scarlet nose cones, supported by pairs of fat pistons over abbreviated, wide-apart skis. Paul Bunyan might have been equipped with something similar.


I lacked the cojones to stay the night in Cle Elum. Half an hour down the road lay Ellensburg, the farm metropolis of central Washington. Ellensburg was one of the many cities of the far west that had had great expectations when its founders laid it out as the coming Chicago of the Yakima Valley. It had 1890-ish yellowbrick shoebox buildings with grandiloquent stucco facades. It had a college, and a branch of J. C. Penney’s, and an Italian restaurant. On Pearl Street next to the lingerie shop was Giovanni’s, and it was open.


That night, the restaurant and the lingerie shop had confusingly joined forces. Before an audience of a dozen diners, mostly men and apparently unprimed for the event, a fashion show was taking place, and what I took to be the menu was full of descriptions like ‘Jackie, last but not least, in our Lacy, Romantic, Sassy, Sexy chemise of poly-lace chiffon, $49.95’. The Chicken Cacciatore and Veal Parmigiana turned out to be on a separate sheet – though the procession of young women in intimate apparel added a note of powerful double-entendre to the sassy and romantic restaurant-English of the menu.


Giovanni himself waited on my table.


‘Sorry about the dreadful music,’ he said. ‘It’s not our usual thing at all. It’s for the fashions.’ His voice wasn’t from Italy, or Ellensburg. Giovanni was John, from Monmouthshire, between Newport and Pontypool.


Later, after I had eaten and Jackie had swirled past in her chemise to a Mantovani accompaniment, John and I talked. He was an old North America hand. He’d sailed from Liverpool to St John’s, New Brunswick in 1964, settling first in Canada, then in Seattle. Like a Hollywood Englishman, his minor-public-school accent had become more rather than less pronounced in the nearly thirty years he’d spent out here. Trim, pink, and beginning to grizzle at the edges, he was the kind of affable Britisher who put one instantly in mind of country pubs, thatch, hollyhocks, and Alastair Cooke on Masterpiece Theatre.


He had been Giovanni since the fall of ’89, when he moved from Seattle to Ellensburg to set up shop in a defunct restaurant then known as the Carriage House. I said that he seemed a strange bird to discover in an eastern Washington cattle town.


‘Oh, do you think so? I feel comfortable here. I’m getting to know people now, I’m becoming accepted, I think. Ellensburg’s a nice-sized town – a market town, really. I was getting tired of the hassle of the big city, and going to Ellensburg was sort of like a homecoming for me.’


‘But the landscape . . . I’ve been here nearly three years, but it hasn’t begun to look normal to me. I sometimes wake up in the mornings, forgetfully, and think I’m in London, and then I see the mountains and the forest, and I wonder what on earth I’m doing here. That never happens to you?’


‘I hear what you’re saying,’ John said. ‘But no, I don’t think so. We’re in quite a small valley here, with hills on both sides. And the fields are small. Relatively small. Well, I mean, compared with Texas . . . It’s restful. It’s – bucolic.’


For a moment, I saw Ellensburg as I imagined John must see it: the Cascades somewhat squashed, to about the size of the Black Mountains, the Yakima River leaking into the Usk, Pearl Street narrowed and given a dog’s-leg twist to it . . . This was how people with a real talent for expatriation organized the landscapes in which they lived. They cultivated a benign astigmatism towards all the unheimlich aspects on which I dwelled with morbid interest. When I was in Bahrain a dozen years ago, I used to drink at the British Club, whose members were all under the (to me wild) delusion that they had just dropped in for a snifter at the saloon bar of the Dog and Duck in East Molesey; and Giovanni–John had a similar knack for making himself improbably at home. Had he been placed on the lip of a crater on the moon, he would probably have said that it strongly reminded him of Wales.


‘It’s nice,’ he said. ‘I like the countryside round here. Whenever I can, I go for drives. I get in the car and take the first right, first left, first right . . . you know. And wherever I land up, that’s fine by me.’


I went on poking and prying. I wanted him to confess homesickness, alienation, something more in my line. He had tried returning permanently to Britain once, ten years ago, but it hadn’t worked out, and he had been back in Seattle after eleven months. ‘Now I’m resigned to staying here. I don’t have much to go back for, really, not now. To be frank, I can’t afford to go back. I couldn’t afford to buy a restaurant over there. Right now, I’m in the middle of buying some land here. A nice house, with a garage and a workshop, on three acres of its own land, just outside town. I’m paying seventy-six thousand dollars. That’s – what? forty . . . forty-five thousand pounds?’


‘People pay that for dinner in London now—’


‘I like it here,’ he said, with just enough emphasis to allow me room to doubt if he entirely meant it.


*     *     *


Next morning, a kindly fog filled the valley. It shrouded the outline of the Super 8 Motel, built and furnished like a low-security prison, where I had spent the night, and hid the worst of the blood-and-mustard gas-station architecture around the highway. I tucked the Dodge behind a slow-moving truck with Pennsylvania plates (I–90 is an epic; it starts in downtown Seattle and finishes at Boston Harbor) and followed it blindly into the grey.


As the road climbed and the fog turned shallow and silvery, bits and pieces of the landscape started to show through: outcrops of shale, balding rye grass, chainlink fencing, a stationary group of beige-coloured cattle. It wasn’t nymph-and-shepherd country, the ‘bucolic’ pastoral of Giovanni–John’s Cwmbran-on-the-Yakima; it was an irrigated desert, tan not green, stony, a congenial habitat for the rattlesnake and the coyote.


The last rags of fog faded into the air and suddenly one could see for miles: a huge tract of unrelieved ochre under an empty ice-blue sky. At Vantage, the road crossed the mile-wide Columbia River, yet even here there was no vegetation to speak of. The river, bigger even than my memory of the Mississippi, ran through a cutting of frost-crumbled rock. Furrowed by a wind I hadn’t noticed until I saw the water, the Columbia was breaking like a sea. Until that moment, I had thought that some day I’d like to ride a boat down the thirteen-hundred-mile-long river; an ambition cancelled on sight. It was the most inhospitable-looking stretch of inland water I’d ever seen – no shading trees, no riverside bars, no islands; nothing but wind and shale, and between the two an enormous and bad-tempered black canal.


The bluffs on the east side of the river had the texture and colour of a cracked Cheddar cheese after the mice had been at it. From a short distance, they looked quite bare; close-to, they turned out to have a thin covering of sagebrush. It was not much of a vegetable. More dead than alive, its twiggy, burned-out stalks shivered in the wind.


I left the highway for a blacktop road, straight as a compass bearing, that led across the plateau to Ephrata and Odessa. On the car radio, the airwaves seemed to be drying out in sympathy with the landscape. National Public Radio had drifted into a tindery crackle miles ago. Then I found a country music station, with an early-period Merle Haggard song: ‘. . . Fever caused my momma’s loss of hearing/And Daddy Frank was born without his sight . . .’ But that went too after I’d crossed the Columbia. I tried the AM band, and got a phone-in exorcism programme. The exorcist, who sounded as if he was moonlighting from a regular job of promoting sales of cars at unbeatable giveaway prices, was casting out the evil spirit that had taken possession of a female caller. She wept and moaned down the line. The exorcist ordered the spirit to speak its name – and got an answer, from a ventriloquist’s bogeyman-voice, halfway between a chuckle and a screech.


‘I can’t hear you. Say it again!’


‘My – name – is – Satan—’


I switched off. I’d run into this show before, and it was the kind of thing that I used to find amusing in the United States before I lived here but was hard to bear as part of the everyday furniture of home.


The plateau was dead level from horizon to horizon; the road tapered evenly to a dot in the middle distance. Half a dozen small farms went by. Although this land was parched, its soil was rich. It had been a desert until the 1940s, when the building of the Grand Coulee Dam on the Columbia enabled a network of water pipes and irrigation ditches to spread across eastern Washington, and homesteaders moved in on the unlikely, monochrome terrain.


I kept on driving past the same farm: same trailer home parked on the same dusty plot; same Chevy pickup; same chained yellow dog; same great tilted silver satellite dish collecting messages from the heavens. The best-kept farms announced themselves from several miles off with a lone poplar tree, four times as tall as the telephone poles that were otherwise the most commanding feature of the landscape. The plateau was dotted with these flagstaff-poplars, each one a signal of someone’s long-standing residence and patient husbandry.


It was a big thing, to raise a tree here, where nothing grew naturally except stunted sagebrush. A Seattle friend, who had been visiting eastern Washington since his childhood in the 1940s, told me how the tree was known on these farms as the Tree; whenever the dishes were washed or a bath was taken, the dirty water was carried out and fed tenderly to the Tree, whose inch by inch growth was monitored like a child’s.


Rusty ‘walking johnnies’ littered the landscape; quarter-mile-long water sprinklers on wheels. Permanently tethered at one end to a spigot, the walking johnny would have its free end attached to a tractor and be trundled over the ground, making a disc of wetted soil. I’d noticed these circular fields from the window of an overflying 747; they were dark and granular, like treacle tarts randomly scattered in the desert.


It seemed an extraordinarily grim way of farming. Every sprig of green on the plateau represented an elaborate circumvention of nature by technology and labour. In a summer heatwave or a winter wind, this would be a horrible place to spend time in the vintage trailer homes that passed for farmhouses. Nobody seemed to be making a fortune out of the struggle. Schafer . . . Reiser . . . Krupp . . . Weber . . . the names on the map matched the names on the mailboxes. Where, I wondered, had these German subsistence-farmers been before, that they could see this dry butte as hospitable and promising?


On a road so straight, through a landscape so flat, distance dissolves into time and time decelerates to the speed of a watched kettle. The farms seemed to come to a standstill as the car got stuck beside the same telephone pole. Looking down to find the radio on/off button, I noticed that the speedometer needle was securely lodged between 105 and 110. I lifted my foot from the gas pedal and watched the needle drop slowly through the numbers: at 55, the next mailbox appeared to be slightly receding, as if the car were failing to keep up with the rotation of the earth.


At the next townlet (a straggle of prefabricated bungalows along the side of the road, with six poplars together constituting a civic park), I stopped at Somebody’s Chuckwagon Diner – Eddie’s, or Bill’s, or Kurt’s. I was the only customer, and I hadn’t finished seating myself at the counter before the woman in charge had started to argue with me.


‘And another thing he’s for . . .’ she said, glaring at me from behind big lavender-tinted spectacles, ‘. . . is Family Leave. And that’s going to do the most tremendous amount of harm to small businesses.’


I didn’t know what my problem was. Perhaps I was wearing a liberal Democrat shirt. At any rate, I wasn’t prepared to ride to the defence of the new President-elect before breakfast. I nodded and smiled and muttered that I liked my eggs over easy. The woman stared through me. Her permed silver curls were wound as tightly as springs, and her lips were rouged in a cherry-red Cupid’s bow. Her whole demeanour was about order, control, the smack of firm government. I had somehow managed to locate the Margaret Thatcher of the western plains.


She stood over the griddle, cracking eggs as if they were the pates of noodle-headed lefties. Splat. Splat. Her head swivelled briefly round in my direction. ‘You know they’ve got more Christian mandates now in Japan than what we have here? That’s what this country’s coming to.’


For a moment, the irrigated flatlands of eastern Washington merged with the irrigated flatlands of Thatcher’s native Lincolnshire, another hardline, subjugated landscape where nature had to be dominated for humans to live in it.


She overcooked the eggs and petrified the bacon.


‘Catch up!’ she snapped.


‘Sorry?’


‘Ketchup?’


It was not a happy meal. I ate one egg, like a dried-up scone, and paid the check. Turning, I saw that there was another late-breakfaster in the diner; a very small old man with a shrunken jaw was in the booth behind me, hiding behind the Spokane morning paper. He wore a faded Oro-Wheat baseball cap, and looked inoffensive enough, but must have been the notorious tax-and-spend bleeding-heart socialist of Grant County.


*     *     *


This was the landscape of the Christian Right. In the 1988 primary season, east-of-the-Cascades Republicans had made the televangelist Pat Robertson their first-choice Presidential candidate (Washington was the only one of the United States to back Robertson). In the small towns I was passing through – in Stratford and Wilson Creek, Odessa, Harrington, Lamona – the smartest, most important buildings were the churches of the Adventists and the Assembly of Godders. White-painted, picket-fenced, and made of breezeblocks, with late-model parish minibuses in their parking lots, these bunkers of Christian fundamentalism looked as efficient and well capitalized as the software outfits of Bellevue.


Religion was in the air here. The FM band was packed with local gospel stations, and the satellite dish in everyone’s yard could bring in hellfire preachers from Chattanooga to Seoul.




And the desolate land shall be tilled, whereas it lay desolate in the sight of all that passed by. And they shall say, This land that was desolate is become like the garden of Eden; and the waste and desolate and ruined cities are become fenced and are inhabited. Then the heathen that are left round about you shall know that I the LORD build the ruined places, and plant that that was desolate: I the LORD have spoken it, and I will do it. Thus saith the Lord GOD . . .




Ezekiel, chapter 36, verses 34–37. The land itself, a miracle in its own way, was sufficient testament to the piety of the homesteaders. It was no wonder that the farm families of eastern Washington were inclined to see themselves as an army of light, marching to the beat of God’s own drum.


On both sides of the Cascade Ridge, the ultramontanes were regarded as forces of darkness – as the battalions of the Devil, or of ignorant bigotry, depending on whether you saw things from the eastern or the western point of view. Much of Washington state politics consisted of the angry exchange of ballot initiatives between both sides of the mountains. From the urban corridor of western Washington, one of the great liberal enclaves of the nation, came measures to protect gay rights, the right to choose and the right of the terminally ill to die. The east responded with initiatives designed to combat ‘homosexuality’, to ban abortion, to rid the syllabus of blasphemous and immoral teaching materials and to promote creationist lecturers in high schools. The west of the state tried to apply a brake to the ethical authoritarianism of the east, while the east saw it as its mission to curb the ungodly and licentious tendencies of Seattle and its fellow-travelling cities.


Politicians who attempted to represent the interests of the whole state had to fudge. The House Speaker, Tom Foley, was a Democrat who stood for an eastern Washington congressional district (his power base lay in the city of Spokane, but he needed a proportion of the farm vote). On most issues, he was thought of as a generally liberal figure, but on gun control he was a live-free-or-die National Rifle Association man. Washington had a death penalty, and used it – but there was an odd twist to the law in the state. Sentenced to die, you were accorded the right to choose the means of your execution. Death by hanging, or by lethal injection? Take your pick.


*     *     *


A little short of Spokane, the farm road was fed back onto I–90, and the car sailed over the top of the city on a viaduct, past a sixth-floor roofscape of billboards, clocks, and the shell-like aluminium cowls of air-conditioning systems. Spokane, on the hinge between the plain and the Rocky Mountains, was a dense five-minute metropolis, and it was already gone by the time that I made up my mind to stop for it.


In 1883, a rich lode of silver was found at Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, and Spokane Falls, fifty miles to the west, was the nearest railroad terminus. Spokane boomed, burned down and boomed again. Unlike the loggers and farmers who settled most of the Northwest, the silver-miners, along with their attendant mineral-brokers, engineers, assayers, and lawyers, were predominantly urban people with raffish big-city tastes. Finding themselves far out in the sticks, fresh from San Francisco, St Louis or New York, and flush with ready money, they brought to the wilderness a Sodom-and-Gomorrah style of plush velvet, gilt, and crystal chandeliers.


From Spokane on, the highway wound through old mining country. Each crevice in the hills had a small gothic-brick town squatting in it. Smelterville. Silverton. The pretty name of Coeur d’Alene was high-rolling French for drill-bit (as I found out later with the help of a dictionary). After the fundamentalist white rectangles of the plain, the Idaho hill towns were happily jumbled, full of nooks and crannies and powerfully redolent of that disreputable culture of the assay office, the dance hall, the saloon, the whorehouse-hotel, and the player piano. Where the farming communities were founded on abstemious virtue and steadfast labour, the mining towns were founded on luck – on a thin blue streak in a knob of rough quartz. The Bible was full of awful warnings about silver: ‘Howl, ye inhabitants of Maktesh,’ said Zephaniah, ‘for all the merchant people are cut down; all they that bear silver are cut off.’ Hard on Zephaniah’s heels came Zechariah: ‘And Tyrus did build herself a stronghold, and heaped up silver as the dust . . . Behold, the Lord will cast her out, and he will smite her power in the sea; and she shall be devoured with fire.’


The road climbed again into pine forest, with shaven patches where the harvesters had been; and on an exposed bend the car filled with the familiar, unwholesome stench of a pulp mill, like a malfunctioning chemical toilet. The snow level was dropping steadily until, all of a sudden, it had slipped below the highway, and the road surface was a mess of yellow slush. At Lookout Pass, just under 5,000 feet up, the white trees had icicles dripping from their branch-ends, and the windshield was spotted with the asterisks of singleton snowflakes melting as they hit the glass.


*     *     *


The Idaho–Montana state line crossed the pass, and it was nice to enter a state whose licence plate honoured a distinguished local novelist. Montana – The Big Sky Country was a salute to A. B. Guthrie Jr.’s The Big Sky, published in 1947; and every logger’s pickup now advertised the work of a lyrical and indignant conservationist. Guthrie, born in 1901, had lived in the small town of Choteau until his death in 1991 – and through the 1980s, in his eighties, he had denounced the timber industry for its careless demolition of his native landscape. It must have given Guthrie some waspish pleasure to see his many enemies driving round the state with plates blazoning The Big Sky, in a huge unwitting fan club.


For more than a hundred miles, I–90 ran up the back side of the Bitterroot range, to Missoula. It looped round crags, skirted shale-falls, switched promiscuously from river-course to river-course in its search for the low ground. As dusk settled, the hills dissolved into clouds of swirling soot. Light spilled over the wet road from the Dodge’s headlamps, making driving a tense and headachy business. The car ploughed through the dazzle at a breakneck forty-five. Trucks rolled past like speeding ships, leaving the Dodge floundering in their wake. I ate the remains of a cellophane-wrapped ham sandwich, bought before the beginning of Idaho, and counted the miles down to the safe haven of Missoula.


It took a long time coming. Then it was there – a sackful of lights scattered over a broad flat valley-bottom below the highway. I was tired and roadshocked, and it seemed that there was something not quite right about the place. As soon as the car passed under the railroad bridge that marked the beginning of the town, one could taste the complex industrial flavour of carbons in the air. The streetlamps all wore smoggy haloes and the dark brick architecture was slightly out of focus. Expecting a winter resort town – something along the lines of Aspen, Colorado – I had the powerful impression that I had driven deep into the Rocky Mountains and somehow arrived in Rotherham or Barnsley.


Berthed in a motel room, with a finger of Teacher’s in a tooth glass, I called home. The five-hundred-mile distance between Seattle and Missoula felt as long as if we were talking across a continent. We were in different time zones. The temperature here was in the twenties; on Queen Anne Hill it was in the fifties and there was still a tomato-red sunset over Puget Sound. I was saying The mountains! The desert! The Christians! like any traveller in a foreign land, and it was disconcerting to discover that my wife Jean seemed to think that I was just around the corner.


‘If you’re coming back through Portland, can you stop by at Powell’s?’


Pick up a pint of milk at the shop on your way home, will you?


For in the expansive terms of American regional geography, Missoula was well within our neighbourhood. The industry that I knew best reflected that. Publishers’ reps, based in Seattle and given the Northwest as their beat, went at least as far east as the Continental Divide (which I–90 crossed a hundred miles further on down the road, at Elk Park Pass); and there was a lot of to-ing and fro-ing between Seattle and Missoula, with Montana writers showing up regularly in Seattle to give readings and decorate parties, and Seattle writers hitting the road for expenses-paid weekends in Montana. As the book trade travelled, so, presumably, did the rest of the commercial world. Driving to Missoula, an adventure for me, was for a true Westerner no more than a routine commute.


I dialled the number of one of the Missoula writers whom I’d met at a Seattle lunch, the Montana-born novelist Deirdre McNamer. She was out, teaching a writing class at a university in Ohio (how these people moved); but her husband, Bryan Di Salvatore, New Yorker essayist, was in, was stumped for his next sentence, and was keen to come out.


We suppered at a barnlike restaurant with a roaring clientele.


How, I wanted to know, had Missoula, this mountain mill town of forty-three thousand people (about half the size of Barnsley), managed to establish itself as a national literary asylum?


‘When Montana divided up the stakes, Helena got the capital, Deer Lodge got the prison and Missoula got the university.’ Di Salvatore lit a cigarette and wagged it at a particularly loud gang of fellow-diners. ‘Missoula got the flakes. This is the wobbliest, the strangest, town in the state.’


Di Salvatore was tousled and burly, with a mighty Grover Cleveland moustache somewhat improbably attached to an outdoor face that had begun to set along its laughter lines. When William Shawn edited the New Yorker, he appointed Di Salvatore as the magazine’s man in the social wilds. He wrote, at length and affectionately, about long-distance truckers, bears, dynamite-blasters, country singers – and in each of these subjects one could see a portion of Di Salvatore himself . . . a sort of singing grizzly bear, with a taste for travel and big bangs.


‘People come here for the university – some as students, some to teach. They stay because it’s cheap and it’s addictive. If Jim Crumley was here, he’d say it was because writers need to live in deep smelly places. Missoula’s on the bottom of a prehistoric lake that used to go all the way to Spokane. You’re down in the sediment here. In the ooze—’ He looked out of the window at the haloed streetlamps. ‘You can see clear across the street tonight, which is unusual for Missoula, this time of year. When the fog’s down, it’s easy to stay home and write.’


We talked about the writing that had come out of Missoula, from Norman Maclean’s A River Runs Through It and the poems of Richard Hugo, to the work of Richard Ford (who moved to Missoula in 1983 but left in 1990) and current residents like William Kittredge, James Crumley and James Welch. People wrote fondly about Missoula in a way that struck me as odd. The usual fate of the small industrial town in literature is to be abused and escaped (rather as Malamud abused and escaped Corvallis). But it was the fate of Missoula to be loved half to death. A line in A River Runs Through It set the prevailing tone: ‘. . . my brother and I soon discovered [that the world outside was] full of bastards, the number increasing rapidly the farther one gets from Missoula, Montana’. Foggy-bottomed Missoula was the small town as womb.


‘It’s a hard-drinking raucous town. Sexist, but getting less sexist than it was—’ said Bryan Di Salvatore, himself a transplant from southern California. ‘It’s a blue-collar town, a very traditional town. A narrative town. Go to a party with a bunch of writers in Missoula: people get shitfaced and tell stories. They laugh. You get good jokes here. It’s very unpretentious. People don’t talk literary theory in Missoula.’


I said: ‘Seattle’s a theory city. There are deconstructionists in town. You can get into fights over Paul de Man. Last week I had to read two post-modernist novels in manuscript. Not novels, texts.’


‘There’s none of that stuff here. Missoula people go to Seattle for football games. We pretend we haven’t heard of Paul de Man.’


*     *     *


Missoula’s genius loci – at least in the writing line – was Richard Hugo. Hugo grew up in West Seattle, in the working-class suburb of White Center. Born in 1923, he served with the USAAF in Europe during World War Two, then studied at the University of Washington under Theodore Roethke.


Teacher and student, fifteen years apart, were eerily alike. Photos of Roethke and Hugo, taken when each was in his forties, show the same jowly fat man with the blurred features of the dedicated drinker. Each has the same anxious How am I doing? smile and the same weepy eyes. Each owns a car of the same make – a Buick – and writes poems about driving dangerously through the landscape of the Northwest.


Hugo’s early poems, written when he was working at Boeing as a technical writer, read like first-draft Roethke. He had learned from Roethke how to describe the rough terrain of the self by seeing it as a place much like Seattle and the surrounding countryside. His tumbling salmon rivers, running free through jungle green, are relatively shallow tributaries of Roethke’s Oyster River. The poems most his own are the ones set in the city, in abandoned rooming houses and rundown immigrant neighbourhoods; an urban landscape of loss and defeat in which the solitary drunk weaving down the street is Hugo’s double.


In 1964, a year after Roethke’s death, Hugo went to the University of Montana at Missoula to teach writing, his marriage at an end and his drinking out of control. He found a home and an office in the Milltown Union Bar. In another university and another town, Hugo would probably have had his salary stopped at the end of the first month, but Missoula took to this warm, unbuttoned, gregarious man. When he was too depressed and drunk to teach, his departmental colleagues filled in for him and his salary kept coming. Very much as Roethke had been protected at the University of Washington, Hugo was protected at the University of Montana, as a precious civic asset, like a picturesque ruin. (Though in 1964, Hugo, with no teaching experience, had published only one book and had no great literary reputation.)


He was a beloved drinking buddy and fishing buddy; an accessible teacher who showed by example that the most ramshackle life was fit material for poetry. Given sanctuary by Missoula, he wrote more freely and intimately than he had ever done in Seattle. He abandoned the gestures of elevated lyricism that he had picked up from Roethke and wrote with increasing plainness about bars and bartenders, fishing trips, mountain drives, the deserted homesteads and down-on-their-luck towns of rural Montana. He wrote about being shitfaced and he told stories.


In a prose piece, he described an old man met in the Milltown Union Bar:




Like many Montanans, the man, who had never seen me before, immediately started talking about his personal life. In Montana, many people assume that with the scarce population, 735,000 people in a state bigger in area than any except California, Texas and Alaska, loneliness is the norm and when you meet someone else you have license to speak intimately simply because you are two people in a lonely, nearly uninhabited landscape.




That was exactly Hugo’s own manner in his writing. In his worst poems he is the man on the next bar stool, muttering half to himself and half to you, trading on your indulgence and on the reasonable certainty that your life is as much a mess as his (why else would you be in this bar? why else would you be reading this poem?):




Once more you’ve degraded yourself on the road.


The freeway turned you back in on yourself


and you found nothing, not even a good false name.


The waitress mocked you and you paid your bill


sweating in her glare. You tried to tell her


how many lovers you’ve had. Only a croak came out.


Your hand shook when she put hot coins in it.


Your face was hot and you ran face down to the car.




His best poems are candid, but soberly so; disciplined by metre and the close observation of externals. In Philipsburg, a depopulated silver-mining town south-east of Missoula, Hugo found a mirror to his own condition:




You might come here Sunday on a whim.


Say your life broke down. The last good kiss


you had was years ago. You walk these streets


laid out by the insane, past hotels


that didn’t last, bars that did, the tortured try


of local drivers to accelerate their lives.


Only churches are kept up. The jail


turned 70 this year. The only prisoner


is always in, not knowing what he’s done.


The principal supporting business now


is rage . . .




By the time he died, in 1982, Hugo had mapped a large chunk of Montana in his poems and named it Vancouver-style after his own desolation; a sad, dark landscape, brightened, at long intervals, by the welcoming lights of bars. Yet the tenor of Hugo’s life in Missoula was jollier than his poems might lead one to think. He attracted a convivial crew of colleagues (some of them his ex-students) to the writing course and gave the University of Montana a great name for the interdisciplinary study of fishing and drinking and poetry. He made a happy second marriage. A photograph of him in June 1982, four months before his death from leukaemia, shows him capped and gowned, receiving an honorary doctorate at Montana State University: laughing, rubicund, and puckish, he looks like the Pilsbury dough man.


*     *     *


Next morning the air was clear and thin; seen in cold sunshine, the buildings of Missoula seemed to have drifted apart during the night. The huge spaces of the Montana landscape had infected the architecture of the town: courthouse, bank, department store were like lonely mountain peaks, with low-lying plains between them, while the snow-dusted sides of real mountains rose almost sheer above Missoula, boxing it in around the Clark Fork River. The overall effect was oddly unsettling: the streets were too open for comfort, the town too closed-in, inducing mild claustrophobia and agoraphobia at the same time.


The river that ran through it was quick and trouty. It spilled noisily over boulders and the trunks of fallen trees, baffling the sound of the traffic in the streets. I sat on a rock and read the beginning of James Crumley’s The Last Good Kiss, in which Richard Hugo appears under the nom de guerre of Abraham Trahearne, poet and drinker.




When I called Trahearne’s ex-wife, she told me that she had received a postcard from him, a picture of the Golden Gate and a cryptic couplet. Dogs, they say, are man’s best friend, but their pants have no pockets, their thirst no end. ‘Trahearne has this odd affinity for bar dogs,’ she told me, ‘particularly those who drink as well as do tricks. Once he spent three weeks in Frenchtown, Montana, drinking with a mutt who wore a tiny officer’s cap, sunglasses, and a corncob pipe. Trahearne said they discussed the Pacific campaign over shots of blackberry brandy . . .’




It was easy to imagine Hugo–Trahearne being happy in Missoula: it was a place where odds and ends naturally collected and cohered. On the far bank of the Clark Fork lay the pleasantly nondescript campus of the university that had taken Hugo in – a mosaic of oddly assorted pieces of ‘collegiate’ architecture. There was a bit of Oriel College, Oxford – a bit of Harvard Yard – quite a lot of 60s New Brutalist – a touch of corrugated eggbox – and something that might, from a distance, have been taken for an ivory tower. More formal-minded cities would have turned up their noses at this scruffy gang of buildings, but they’d found acceptance in liberal-hearted Missoula, and they looked as if they belonged.


The same principle held for human oddments. The walkway along the river bank was busy with promenading hobos. Men with bedrolls and sun-bleached beards strolled in ones and twos, reclined full-length on public benches and studied the river with the narrowed eyes of anglers watching for the pewtery underwater wink of a feeding fish. The gravel shore was littered with the remains of small neat driftwood fires.


The hobos rode in on the boxcars of the Northern Pacific railroad, drawn to Missoula by its reputation as a kindly town. A hot meal, a shower, a bed for the night could be had at the Poverello Centre on Wyman. Word had gone around that transients could find work here. Other Montana towns, like Butte and Helena, were said to be sewn up tight by the labour unions, but Missoula was still ‘open’, and so the hopefuls kept on showing up, despite the fact that homelessness and unemployment were now endemic in Missoula. Winter was coming, and I wouldn’t like to be caught with a backpack and a bedroll in a place where the January temperature was likely to sink to twenty below or worse. Yet famously kindly towns are few and far between in the United States now, and the presence of these shambling, amiable men said a lot for Missoula as a place to which you could still take your misfortunes and have a sporting chance of redeeming them.


It had all the useful amenities that go with low wages and hard times: cafes with coffee for 25¢ (refills free); thrift stores on every corner, with J. C. Penney business suits at $7.50 a throw; a dozen pawn shops, stacked to their ceilings with accordions, farm tools, fob watches and stereophonic junk. Standing in front of one of these dusty treasure houses, eyeing an elderly Bausch & Lomb microscope and trying not to give in to the impulse to rescue it, I was joined at the window by a hobo. He looked like a man with nothing to pawn and no money to buy. Maybe he was making a sentimental visit to one of his own old possessions. Together we stared wordlessly into the window until the silence seemed rude.


I said lamely: ‘Whole lot of pawn shops in this town . . .’


‘Yup,’ he said. ‘You want to buy an old guitar or a gun, Missoula’s the place to be.’


*     *     *


Over the river, past the university, a dirt road led up a smooth and snowy hillside that had once formed the bank of the great emptied lake. A red-tailed hawk (the bird book was back in play again) was crouched on top of a telephone pole, looking down into Missoula, waiting for a rat to break cover on the lake floor. I opened the car door as gently as I could, but the hawk took fright. It scrambled untidily off its perch and sailed away on braced-flat chestnut wings. Minutes later, it was still in sight, quartering the air over the town in patient circles, ready to drop like a thunderbolt out of the sky on the next thing that moved.


From up here, Missoula looked more like an oversize trailer park than a city, with a few thousand little pastel-coloured houses loosely strewn across the valley. A minor tremor in the local geology – a slight resettling of the crust, a rise of a few feet in the level of the river – would be enough to wipe Missoula clean off the map. Above and behind the town, mountains climbed on mountains’ backs in a succession of shelving snowfields and walls of black rock – and these enormous fractures and upheavals looked dangerously raw, as if there might be more of them later today or early tomorrow morning. I thought: if I lived in Missoula, I’d lie awake at night listening to the earth creak.


The valley trended westwards. After a couple of miles or so, the squat buildings of Missoula petered out, and then there was just the intermittent glint of the river, like a twist of wire, running into haze and distance. It was a long, long way down there to Seattle. Yet Seattle was Missoula’s big city. If you needed the London papers (two days old) or a bone-marrow transplant, if you wanted to see a major-league baseball game or eat dinner in a French restaurant, you had to make the journey to Seattle. Its nearest rival was Minneapolis, a thousand miles back over the Rockies and in another regional world.


People went. They took the plane or skipped a night’s sleep to make the drive. They went for the Seahawks, the Mariners, the Sonics; for the Seattle Symphony, the Rep, the Pacific Northwest Ballet. Every big city is sustained by its hinterland: it offers services that are too specialized and expensive for even a concentrated metropolitan population to support on its own. Seattle had a gigantic hinterland for such a small big city. It was the provincial capital of places like Missoula, as of all the charmless one-gas-station towns and lonely farms halfway up mountainsides that lay in between; and, in their turn, the places like Missoula strongly coloured Seattle with their own expectations and daydreams of what a big city ought to be.


Squinting into the haze at the far end of the valley, one could almost see Seattle – at least, one could sense the faint but definite magnetic tug of the city. And from this distance I got the point of Seattle’s habit of grandiloquent self-advertisement, its preoccupation (which I had taken to be merely neurotic) with structures that were the biggest, or just the damnedest, things of their kind ‘west of the Mississippi’, in the cant phrase. Its romance with the monumental had begun with the timber-baron Roman Empire style of the downtown architecture; with the now-dainty office building that had once been the tallest building w. of the M.; with the absurdly haughty expressions of the terracotta walruses, who condescended from the facade of the Arctic Club. It was a city of bizarre novelties and grandiose follies. Its sports stadium, the Kingdome, was famous for defying the laws of physics and the canons of good taste. Its most arresting landmark, put up for the 1962 World’s Fair, was the Space Needle – a stout radio mast whimsically surmounted by an intergalactic flying saucer, drawn from a 1950s sci-fi comic. Living with the Space Needle on the other side of Queen Anne Hill was rather like having to put up with a black-velvet portrait of Jesus on one’s living room wall; but here on this hillside, five hundred miles off, I thought I understood what the Space Needle was for. It was designed to beam the message of Seattle’s capital status across the hinterland – and for the message to reach out to Missoula, the signal had to be inordinately strong.


*     *     *


It turned out that Missoula people were a lot less worried by the prospect of their town being swallowed by the Rocky Mountains than they were by the arrival of the dentist from San Diego.


Everybody knew somebody who’d met him, though not everybody agreed that he was from San Diego. Several people swore he came from Santa Barbara and one or two clung obstinately to the opinion that he came from Beverly Hills. He had first shown up in Missoula nearly a year before. He and his wife had been observed dining at the Depot one Saturday night; they washed their meal down with two large bottles of mineral water. He was next seen the following weekend, aboard a mountain bike and wearing skin-tight orange Lycra shorts. The weekend after that he was in a new Jeep Wrangler, with fishing rods (lightweight carbon-fibre flycasters) piled in the back. He was dressed out of a Patagonia catalogue.


The dentist had bought a house out at Hillview Heights, on one of the ‘-view’ streets – Mainview, Skyview, Grandview, Cloudview, Clearview, or Longview. He’d paid two hundred and eighty-nine thousand for the property. The guy paid the asking price.


Every Friday night, he was on the Delta flight that got into Missoula at 10:40, and every Monday morning he was out on the 7:00 plane. Sometimes he was with his wife (if she was his wife); sometimes he came alone; lately, he had been coming with two buddies in tow, and the buddies had been sighted in the company of a prominent Missoula realtor.


The dentist was bad news. The buddies were worse. They were going to send house prices in Missoula through the roof, and as house prices went up, so would property taxes. Ten more dentists from San Diego, and the entire character of Missoula would be spoiled. Until now, the town had been a famously out-of-the-way place: its cheapness and its liberalism, its amiably scruffy air, its renown as a shelter for such misfits as tramps and writers, were dependent on its geographical remoteness. But nowhere was truly out-of-the-way any more. The dentist’s itinerary was proof of that. At 7 a.m. on Monday he flew from Missoula to Salt Lake City, where he changed planes. Crossing from Mountain to Pacific time, he gained a useful hour, and touched down in San Diego at a quarter of ten. By 10:30 he was in his surgery, masking-up for a root-canal job.


I tried to track him down. In the Old Post Pub that evening, Bryan Di Salvatore introduced me to a woman whose hairdresser had a customer who’d done work on his house, ‘. . . and he’s not a dentist. He’s an eye-doctor.’


The phantom dentist was real enough. The fact that he was possible was altering things in Missoula. The town was beginning to think differently about itself, as any place must that is only a zip away from San Diego.


*     *     *


A windey dark raney disagreeable morning. The wind and rain lashed at the fast-food pagodas and bunting-hung car dealerships of suburban Missoula and flung around the overhead stoplights on their wires. With a full tank, a pint of gas-station coffee and a Merle Haggard tape to ward off the FM evangelists, I drove out of town on US 93. The swish and slap of the windshield wipers kept good time with the banjos as Haggard and his combo sang lachrymose patriotic songs in exaggerated stereo. Both weather and music seemed right for a day on which I meant to follow the route taken by Lewis and Clark on their journey from the Continental Divide to the Columbia River in the fall of 1805.


The Lewis and Clark expedition was the crowning detail of Jefferson’s grand design for the westward expansion of the US. Though Jefferson himself never got much further west than Staunton, Virginia on the edge of the Appalachians, he devised the western landscape in which I now lived. He wrote the original draft of the Land Ordinance of 1785 – the document that was responsible for the chequerboard rectangularity of the western states. Jefferson drew the grid.


It was a construction typical of Jefferson’s rationalist, Enlightenment-philosophe habits of thought. No one yet knew how the land lay beyond the Mississippi. Jefferson believed that North America was probably made up of two matching halves, like a spatchcocked hen split open around the breastbone of the Mississippi basin. So there should be a range of mountains in the western territories much like the Alleghenies in the east – up to about 5,000 feet high, with a narrow watershed, a short portage, between the rivers that ran into the Gulf of Mexico and those that ran into the Pacific. This was Jefferson’s imagined West, but his grid could cope with any topographical eventuality since it was grounded in a magnificent disregard for empirical geography.


It started at an arbitrary point on the north bank of the Ohio River on the western edge of Pennsylvania, on the river’s high-water line. From here, Jefferson projected a north–south meridian and a westward-running baseline as the master axes of the grid. He then spread over the undiscovered country a ghostly reticule of six-mile squares named ‘townships’. They stretched away across an infinity of western space, imposing a tight social order on what had been (until the passage of the Ordinance through Congress on 20 May 1785) a speculative void. Every township was subdivided into thirty-six ‘sections’ or ‘lots’, each a mile square, or 640 acres, and the lots were numbered from No. 1 in the north-east corner of the township to No. 36 in the south-east. Lot No. 16 (the north-westerly of the four central squares) was reserved for the building of a school or college, and Lots Nos. 8, 11, 26, and 29 were set aside for agencies of the US government. The remaining lots were to be sold by auction at not less than $1.00 an acre in hard-money currency, and the 640-acre section was to be the smallest land-unit sold by the government.


Even then, even on the frontier, 640 acres was a big parcel, and few settlers could raise the $640 minimum to buy a lot. To Jefferson, who farmed 10,000 acres of prime land in Virginia, both the size and price of the lots must have seemed paltry. America was destined to be socially as well as geographically symmetrical: beyond the mirror-Alleghenies, Jefferson could see a mirror-Virginia populated by gentleman-farmers of means like himself.


Deserts, mountains, swamps, and prairies, as yet unknown to white explorers, turned into a patchwork of shadowy townships, each with its unbuilt school on Lot 16, adjacent to the unbuilt Post Office on Lot 11. Years before the first covered wagon came bumping over the sagebrush, the town was already there, lying in wait for its founding citizens.


Jefferson’s majestic style of Platonism in regard to the West quickly rubbed off on the American real-estate business. In Martin Chuzzlewit, Dickens has Martin purchase a fine lot from the offices of the New Eden Settlement, where he is shown a detailed plan of the city:




. . . A flourishing city, too! An architectural city! There were banks, churches, cathedrals, market-places, factories, hotels, stores, mansions, wharves; an exchange, a theatre; public buildings of all kinds, down to the office of the Eden Stinger, a daily journal; all faithfully depicted in the view before them.


‘Dear me! It’s really a most important place!’ cried Martin, turning round.


‘Oh! It’s very important,’ observed the agent.


‘But I am afraid,’ said Martin, glancing again at the Public Buildings, ‘that there’s nothing left for me to do.’


‘Well! It ain’t all built,’ replied the agent. ‘Not quite.’


This was a great relief.


‘The market-place, now,’ said Martin. ‘Is that built?’


‘That?’ said the agent . . . ‘Let me see. No: that ain’t built.’




When Martin goes to New Eden to take possession of his property, he finds that the city consists of a few log cabins scattered over a mosquito-ridden marsh on the edge of the Ohio River.


By 1800, when Jefferson was elected President, the Rectangular Survey was moving steadily over the ground, with townships and lots staked out as far west as the Ohio–Indiana line and south into the Mississippi Territory. The far West was now a habitable idea. What it lacked was contour lines, weather, soil, flora, mineral deposits, birds, animals, and Indian nations. In June 1803, Jefferson commissioned Lewis and Clark to furnish the West with credible detail as they sounded out the best route from St Louis to the Columbia River.


Jefferson was the West’s idealist architect; Lewis and Clark were its pioneering realists. The Rockies were not like the Alleghenies. They were so horribly unlike that the travellers could hardly believe their eyes at the loom of the distant mountains over the Missouri valley. There was no narrow watershed, no short portage. Lewis and Clark had boils, dysentery, septic cuts, skin eruptions, and sore feet. Men on the expedition suffered from syphilis and doses of clap. They dragged their tons of gear up the headwaters of the Missouri and over the Continental Divide at Lemhi Pass. On 9 September 1805, they camped at a place they named Travelers Rest, ten miles south of Missoula.


*     *     *


The name Travelers Rest hadn’t stuck. It was Lolo now, with a conspicuous gas station for the truckers on US 93. When I looked in, the truckers were working intently on a line of Vegas-style slot machines, and there was a counter display of a dozen rival brands of stay-awake pill. I threw out the coloured Missoula water with which I’d started and replaced it with a pint of black and bitter truckers’ coffee.


Across from the gas station, US 12, the Lewis and Clark route, branched off from the highway – a narrow blacktop road on a straight-arrow course through a bedraggled landscape of sawn-off stumps and sapling firs. Mine was the only car in sight. In ten miles I met one logging truck and, with my thoughts elsewhere, was startled by the disapproving myopic glare of its headlights in the rain. The road began to wind and climb on its way up to Lolo Pass through the Bitterroot Range.


4 miles assend a Steep ruged mountain passing over high Stoney knobs maney parts bare of timber [the Indians] having burnt it down. None of the early white visitors to the Northwest were struck by the Indians’ special reverence for their environment; on the contrary, they were impressed by the amount of damage that the Indians, despite their limited numbers, had managed to inflict on it. On Puget Sound, George Vancouver watched ‘eighty or one hundred men, women, and children . . . busily engaged like swine, rooting up this beautiful verdant meadow in quest of a species of wild onion’. James G. Swan, a mid-nineteenth-century settler on the Olympic Peninsula, wrote that coastal navigation in late summer and early fall was made extremely difficult by the pall of smoke that lay over the water from the Columbia to Nootka Sound, caused by Indian forest-fires that had run out of control. Driving through the slash-and-burn operations of the timber industry, I found myself clinging to the fact that even in 1805 this was not virgin forest. When William Clark rounded this bend in the trail, he saw opening ahead an acrid wasteland of black stumps and sodden ash. My view exactly.


The road steepened. Rain turned to snow and the dark landscape paled and turned white as the altitude increased. There were no tracks on the road except for those in the Dodge’s rear-view mirror, and it was exhilarating to have this gaunt and haunted route to myself, with the box of tyre chains in the back seat, in case. Though it was hard to keep securely in touch with the ghosts: our time scales were so far out of kilter. The coffee bought in Lolo was still warm. Four long days in the lives of Lewis and Clark had slipped past in the last twenty-five minutes. In this undignified, fast-forward mode, the explorers shot up hill and down dale, jabbering in chipmunk voices, while the Dodge trundled comfortably through soft snow at a steady 15 mph.


Emince Dificuelt Knobs Stones much falling timber and emencely Steep . . . Several horses Sliped and roled down Steep hills which hurt them verry much . . . The crossing of Lolo Pass was even tougher than the crossing of the Continental Divide. The climate was much colder then than now: in mid-September the snow was already deep here. . . . we are continually covered with Snow, I have been as wet and as cold in every part as I ever was in my life, indeed I was at one time fearfull my feet would freeze in the thin mockersons which I wore . . .


Beyond the summit, I pulled into a broad paved overlook, a Lewis and Clark rest-area with a brown metal historic marker. Though the road was empty and hardly wider than a lane, it was punctuated with these huge rest-areas, each big enough, in summer, to take a couple of tour buses and a dozen cars at a time. Their size was a measure of how Lewis and Clark had been granted heroic status in the highly selective pantheon of American popular culture.


Of course their journey was important – it made the West real; but there was more to it than that. No other figures in American history were as endearing as Lewis and Clark. Partly it was their language, which jumped off the page with its undated plainspokenness. You could imagine bumping into Lewis and Clark at a bar, and getting on with them – where George Vancouver, say, would strike you as a very weird old windbag with an accent. Most of all, though, it was the relationship between them that put them so easily within reach. Lewis and Clark were America’s foremost male couple. Before Queequeg & Ishmael, before Buck & Jim, there were Lewis & Clark.


When Lewis asked Clark to join him as joint commander of the expedition, he phrased the invitation like a proposal: ‘If therefore there is anything under those circumstances, in this enterprise, which would induce you to participate with me in it’s fatiegues, it’s dangers and it’s honors, believe me there is no man on earth with whom I should feel equal pleasure in sharing them as with yourself’. Clark accepted him: ‘My friend I do assure that no man lives whith whome I would perfur to undertake Such a Trip’.


Their joint command was an extraordinary success. There seems never to have been a cross word between them. When one fell ill, the other solicitously nursed him back to health. Sometimes Lewis fussed over Clark (‘Capt Clark is . . . still very languid and complains of a general soarness in all his limbs. I prevailed on him to take the barks which he has done and eate tolerably freely of our good venison’); sometimes Clark fussed over Lewis (‘Capt Lewis out all night, we arrived at his Camp to brackfast, he was without a blanket’).


Each was protective of the other’s weakness. Lewis, who’d served as Jefferson’s aide, was the brainy one, Clark the better woodsman. Lewis had a smattering of formal natural history and liked to turn a fine phrase on occasion. When they named a Montana river after the President, Lewis wrote:




We . . . determined that the middle fork was that which ought of right to bear the name we had given to the lower portion or River Jefferson and called the bold rapid and clear stream Wisdom, and the more mild and placid one which flows in from the S.E. Philanthropy, in commemoration of two of those cardinal virtues, which have so eminently marked that deservedly selibrated character through life.




Clark, an enthusiastic cartographer, could draw a beautiful map, but that kind of thing was way beyond the reach of his literary skills. When it came to writing, he was all fists. He couldn’t spell, and the grammar of the simplest sentence had a habit of ravelling itself up on him in a birds-nest tangle. So he got help from Lewis. Where the two journals run in daily parallel, one can see exactly how they were composed. Lewis wrote his entry first, then passed the elkskin-bound notebook to Clark, who copied what was written there into his own journal. Even when Clark disagreed with Lewis, he borrowed Lewis’s vocabulary and grammar to phrase his own dissent.


So Lewis, the more adventuresome eater, wrote:




our party from necessaty having been obliged to subsist some lenth of time on dogs have now become extreemly fond of their flesh; it is worthy of remark that while we lived principally on the flesh of this anamal we were much more healthy strong and more fleshey than we had been since we left the Buffaloe country, for my own part I have become so perfectly reconciled to the dog that I think it an agreeable food and would prefer it vastly to lean Venison or Elk.




He finished the entry and handed it to Clark. Clark, who felt squeamish about eating dog (and must have thought that Lewis’s last sentence went right over the top), wrote:




our party from necescity have been obliged to Subsist Some length of time on dogs have now become extreamly fond of their flesh; it is worthey of remark that while we lived principally on the flesh of this animal we wer much more helthy Strong and more fleshey than we have been Sence we left the Buffalow Country, as for my own part I have not become reconsiled to the taste of this animal as yet.




Lewis and Clark set the exemplary pattern for friendship in the western wilderness – a landscape in which male friendship took on an intense, sometimes overheated importance. Almost everything difficult and dangerous in the business of clearing and settling the land was done by men working in couples; like the pairs of ‘fallers’ who managed the long saws from a position high above the ground on the trunks of the firs, and formed year-in, year-out partnerships that were as close as marriages. The term ‘pard’ or ‘pardner’ is still used in the West as a term of man-to-man intimacy. I used to think it was merely jocular – Tex Ritter, ‘howdy pardner’ talk from low-budget Westerns; but it’s not. To call someone ‘pardner’ is to make the significant announcement that you are on close tutoyer terms – and the first and best of pardners were Lewis and Clark.


*     *     *


In Idaho now, the road began to tumble through the forest like the river whose course it followed, swerving away at the last moment from vertical chimneys of grey rock, eddying out and doubling back. My ears popped as the car lost height. The river grew – like everything else here – prodigiously. One minute, it was a crack of light in the rocks beside the road; the next, its white-water rapids were louder than the Dodge’s engine; the next, it swirled darkly from deep pool to deep pool, dimpling over sunken boulders, its surface scored with lines of current, like pen-knife doodles in the wax polish of a tabletop.


Clark had a bad time here. For a frontiersman, he had an unduly sensitive stomach, and the combination of broiled dog and unspecified ‘roots’ got from the Indians was too much for him. I am verry Sick to day and puke which relive me. Lewis, raking the trees with his spy glass, found a strange bird:




of a blue shining colour with a very high tuft of feathers on the head a long tale, it feeds on flesh the beak and feet black, it’s note is cha-ah, cha-ah. it is about the size of a pigeon; and in shape and action resembles the jay bird.




. . . a Steller’s jay – the same bird that perched on a dead branch of the madrona tree outside my study window. Lewis was a careful birdwatcher. He was a poor hand at describing the landscape (though Jefferson had asked him to report on ‘the face of the country’, its ‘volcanic appearances’ and ‘mineral productions’); it was perhaps simply too big and strange to find words for. So Lewis concentrated on details that were within the range of his descriptive powers. Faced with the bewildering novelty of the West, Lewis dealt with it by focusing in close-up on western birds. Several of the birds he described, like the Steller’s jay and the varied thrush, were new to science. He gave his own name to one species – Lewis’s woodpecker – and it was Lewis not Clark who first saw a Clark’s nutcracker.


I eate much & am sick in the evening, Clark wrote.


The road levelled as it entered Nez Perce Indian country. The river grew broad and placid enough to float a ship on. Fir gave way to stands of ash and maple in soggy, unkempt meadows by the water’s edge. The most prominent building in many miles was a sky-blue shack, padlocked for the winter, with Wild BillS FireworKS painted on it in careful four-foot-high letters, each i dotted with a circle like a halo. Standing alone in the deep sticks of Idaho, the blue shack looked like a gesture of crazy hopefulness on Wild Bill’s part. The grass and thistles surrounding it were untrodden: no one had yet beaten a path to its door.


All over the Northwest, Indians exploited their separate-nation status by dealing on reservations in goods and services that were prohibited to their white neighbours. Where the reservations were near big towns or abutted on major highways, there were Indian casinos and bingo halls and pungent open-air firework markets, each called Boom City. You could buy only the most puny rockets and Catherine wheels from the state-licensed white dealers, but at a Boom City you could get fifty-foot strings of firecrackers and three-inch-mortar skyrockets that would climb 2,000 feet before going off like something out of the Gulf War.


This reservation, though, was seventy miles from the nearest city, US 12 was hardly a major highway, and bingo and the firework trade, both good moneymaking stunts for suburban Indians, would be of little avail here. A bend in the road past Wild Bill’s, I ran into Kooskia, a muddy, one-storey brick village with a rail siding and a lumber mill. Its fringe of Indian homes – peeling prefabs, old trailers, huts knocked together from sheetrock and pieces of two-by-four – was grim even by the unexacting standards set by the reservations on the outskirts of Seattle. It looked like a TV picture of one of the poorer quarters of Soweto, without the mollifying sunshine. I ate lunch at a slovenly diner. The burger might as well have been made of dog.


Jefferson to Lewis: In all your intercourse with the natives, treat them in the most friendly & conciliatory manner . . . allay all jealousies as to the object of your journey, satisfy them of it’s innocence, make them acquainted with . . . our wish to be neighborly, friendly & useful to them. For Lewis and Clark, the West was an unexplored wilderness and they were full of the novelty and drama of their own first footsteps in the landscape; yet wherever they went they were moving across a grid whose lines, though wavier and more irregular, were far more substantial than those of Jefferson’s projected chequerboard.


As Lewis and Clark passed from one national territory to the next, they changed guides at each frontier. Even on the roughest passages, they were led, or directed, along paths which they referred to in their journals as ‘roads’. I found great difficulty in finding the road in the evining as the Snow had fallen, wrote Clark, on his way down the budding track of US 12; road bad as usial. There is a big difference between a country with poor roads and a country with no roads at all; in Lewis and Clark’s Northwest, the roads were bad but they were definitely there.


At Lolo Pass, the explorers crossed from Flathead to Nez Perce territory and met a band of Nez Perce men who were looking for stolen horses. Clark gave the Indians fish-hooks and tied a coloured ribbon in each man’s hair, which appeared to please them verry much. Lewis gave them a Steel & a little Powder to make fire. In dumbshow, the Indians explained that they lived in a village in a valley to the west, ‘five sleeps’ away; a six-day hike. (This was the original of the shanty- and trailer-town at Kooskia.) From there, the men said, they had convenient access to the Columbia, which was safely navigable to the Pacific.


Lewis blew his nose, and the Indians were excited by the sight of his handkerchief. It was, they said, almost exactly like the handkerchiefs given to some relatives of theirs by an old white man who was camping on an ocean beach near the mouth of the Columbia.


This talk of handkerchiefs took place four hundred and eighty miles as the crow flies – more than six hundred miles by crooked trails and looping river courses – from the Pacific, and it takes some thinking about. Who in, say, Oxfordshire, in 1805, would have been able to gossip knowledgeably about someone seen in Genoa or Turin? Yet Lewis in his journal doesn’t seem to be overly impressed by his conversation with the Indians; he records it without comment before going on to describe the men as being of large stature and comely form.


Lewis and Clark had arrived in a country that was already well mapped and travelled. Goods and news were transmitted across an immense geographical space and over a large number of heavily policed tribal boundaries. When the caravan of trinket-bearing white men came stumbling down the main road from the mountains, no one seems to have been much surprised: since 1792, at least, the Indians had been getting increasingly used to the presence of eccentric tourists with designs on their homelands.


*     *     *


I put my foot down.


The Dodge Daytona was a measure of my shaky grasp of the basic grammar of American life. Leaving London, I’d sold my two-year-old VW on my way to Heathrow, and bought the Dodge in Seattle the next day. It was black; it started smoothly; the stereo worked; I liked its bucket seats and the flip-up eyelids on its headlights. I didn’t think about it from a semiotic point of view until too late. That evening, I was talking on the phone to a Seattle woman whom I’d met on my first visit.


‘You bought a car already? What make?’


‘A Dodge Daytona.’


She laughed, and not kindly.


‘What does it say?’


‘Uh, uh; midlife crisis—’


‘So who drives them?’


‘Kids. Black teenagers. Gang members. They like to total them on Alki Beach.’


After a couple of years in my hands, the car developed a malevolent scowl when its offside eyelid got stuck permanently open. Unwashed, with a missing wheel trim and some bad scars on its paintwork, the one-eyed Dodge looked as if it should be doing time in some automobile correctional facility; but it had the knack (vital in a narrative vehicle) of being able to render large tracts of landscape as an undifferentiated green blur.
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