
Bored of Education

Having conquered the long-standing challenge of developing our
flowering youth into a robust and world-dominating work-force,
the nation’s Boards of Education have turned their attention
to more pressing concerns.

SALISBURY, NC — High school students will be allowed to carry
mace in the 2016-2017 school year after the Rowan-Salisbury
Board of Education agreed to remove prohibitive language and
amend its policy.

Now before we go reflexively shouting “WHAT IN THE NAME OF POO
FLINGING MONKEYS IS THAT ABOUT”, let the good burghers of
Salisbury explain.

Board member Chuck Hughes was in favor of the sprays on
campuses,  saying  that  in  his  mind,  they  were  purely
defensive. He also referenced HB2, saying that the sprays
might be useful.

“Depending on how the courts rule on the bathroom issues, it
may be a pretty valuable tool to have on the female students
if they go to the bathroom, not knowing who may come in,” he
said.

What could possibly go wrong?

The board’s lawyer, Ken Soo, said that there have been few
cases of a student using Mace against a teacher.

The  tree  of  liberty  must  be  refreshed  from  time  to  time
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with  the  tears  of  teachers  and  administrators.  Freedom,
bitches!

But stay your outrage. These sober guardians of our youth
turned  to  yet  another  sharp  concern  of  chin-stroking
importance.

Wagner then directed the discussion to razors. The board
previously  agreed  that  straight-edge  razors  should  be
prohibited,  but  felt  some  discussion  should  be  given  to
disposable razors…“To me it’s absurd for even a student not
to have a disposable razor . . . it certainly doesn’t make
sense for staff,” Wagner said.

The right to tidy your whiskers shall not be abridged.

Moving along to another hamlet that has apparently solved ALL
THE  PROBLEMS,  let’s  look  in  on  the  no-doubt-conservative-
fiscally denizens of McKinney, TX.

Voters in McKinney, Tex., have given the go ahead to build a
nearly $63 million high school football stadium after months
of contentious debate in the suburban city north of Dallas.

Since ALL THE PROBLEMS have been solved, it makes sense to
handle the other overweening, towering needs of this earnest
village of 160,000 souls.

Supporters have acknowledged that the old stadium, the 7,000-
seat Ron Poe Stadium built in 1962, has provided more than
enough room to accommodate fans, even if the parking lot is
too small.

That  parking  lot  sure  was  a  problem,  a  goddamned
embarrassment,  really.

In debates and online comment threads, opponents argued that
it represented a misplaced priority on sports over academics.
Some mentioned concerns about football-related concussions.

Namby pamby latte sipping pinheads, all. Fortunately, the good
people of McKinney were not duped by these fifth columnist
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com-symp feminizers of our nation’s young pigskin warriors.

In a vote on May 7, nearly two-thirds of McKinney residents
endorsed a $220 million school bond measure that included
plans for the stadium,

And all is right in God’s plan.

It is to despair. As soon as I stop laughing.

The Wheel Turns

At  the  end  of  the  Civil  War,  the  United  States  assumed
ownership of Robert E. Lee’s family plantation, high on a hill
in Arlington, just across the river from the Nation’s – the
unified nation’s – capitol. The family home remains, but the
grounds of that plantation, a place where hundreds of slaves
worked and died, became the final resting place for more than
15,000 dead Union soldiers.<fn>This ranks among the finest and
most appropriate nose-rubbings in American history, and dog
knows we have a history nose-rubbings both noble and ig.</fn>
One hundred fifty years later, the body count approaches half
a  million.<fn>It  is  a  bitter  pill  that,  as  the  cemetery
expanded to fit all the fallen, a large community or freedmen
was evicted to make room for more corpses.</fn>

The  first  memory  I  have  of  Arlington  is  a  Spring
Break trip there with my Dad to visit the memorial marker for
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his younger brother, a Top Gun pilot who died in a training
run in 1964. This visit was c. 1973, near the end of the
Vietnam War. There was something about the way the geometry of
all the grave sites shifted as you moved down the road that
made it look infinite. And it occurred to my callow self, all
of 14 years old, that every white dot was a dead soldier. A
guy just like my dead uncle. And somehow the horror that I had
never registered through years of watching Vietnam carnage on
teevee  landed  with  a  careening  thud.  And  I  remember  this
horrific, engulfing sadness, mingled with a concern that I was
going to start crying, sobbing – in front of my dad! – and how
could I possibly save myself from such embarrassment, so my
horror and fear mixed into this massive spaghetti ball of
empathy for the victims and fear of shame for myself, which I
managed to escape by stuffing my feelings down the way well
raised males of a certain age know all too well.

What I didn’t know is that my dad took my picture while this
internal riot was raging. It has hung in his (every) home ever
since. Did he know?

Every time I’ve visited since then, the massive horror of the
place envelops me. I am angry. I see the grand monuments of
the generals and admirals, the ostentatious stones and crosses
planted for the men who sent the rest of that half-million
mostly forgotten horde to mostly senseless slaughter. I am no
fan of war, no admirer of military “might”. Much of what the
National  Cemetery  represents  is  senseless  waste,  cock-
strutting  ego.  It  is  evidence  of  a  madness  that  is
evidently  irresistible  to  many  who  gain  power.

But somehow, there is always an overwhelming sense of awe and
serenity, a presence of commitment and memoriam that I’ve
experienced only a handful of times.

Nothing rings that bell more than the Tomb of the Unknowns.

Today found me – 43 years after my father brought me to



Arlington  for  the  first  time  –  bringing  my  own  son  to
Arlington. It’s our first day of a Spring Break romp through
American History, a subject that we both enjoy. As we walked
into the grounds, I felt the tingle. This place just gets to
me. We wandered past the Kennedy flame and on up the hill to
the historic Lee home. Every few minutes, a thundering boom of
commemorative cannon fire or the crack of rifle shots broke
the  silence.  Apparently,  there  are  upwards  of  two  dozen
interments every week day. The gravedigger’s job is never
finished.

We had time to stroll. The markers were often unintentionally
funny. Many higher-ranking officers had their wives buried
next to them, their stone reading simply “wife”. This “wife”
had a name, that one didn’t. Best monument of all: a Navy
Admiral whose stone specified “And His Second Wife”, a last
gasp middle-finger extended from the beyond toward wife #1,
who must have really been a piece of work to deserve such an
enduring “ah fanabla”.

Clouds of gunpowder smoke hung over the hills. And despite the
fact  that  there  was  a  considerable  crowd  of  all-American
event-attenders, there was none of the antic quality tourist
crowds bring to almost every other “point of interest”. Even
the kids we’d watched using the Metro hang straps like monkeys
somehow knew to dial it down.

As we approached the Tomb, the silence grew deeper. It was
crowded. One small child was crying, but his Dad – a Marine by
the looks of his t-shirt and hat – lifted him gently and
carried him out. A few minutes later, both were back. Quiet.

The Honor Guard upheld the ritual that has been played out
thousands of times. Twenty-one steps to the south. Heel click.
Twenty-one second pause. Turn to the east. Click. Twenty-one
second  pause.  Turn  north.  Click.  Twenty-one  second  pause.
Shift  rifle  from  the  east  shoulder  to  the  west  shoulder.
Twenty-one steps north. Click. Turn to the east. Repeat.



There  is  an  honor  guard  on  duty  365/24/7.  Whatever  the
weather. Last time I was there, it was New Year’s day c. 1992
or 3. It was very cold, like skin cracking cold. Because my
Dad has a family pass, we were able to drive directly to the
Tomb. We were the only people there aside from the guard. It
was grey, damp, windy. We lasted about 20 minutes, just long
enough to watch the Changing of the Guard. It was a solemn,
precise ritual. There was no audience for this aside from
three of us. It didn’t matter. They do this in the rain, the
snow,  in  the  dead  of  night.  Twenty-one  steps,  twenty-one
seconds. Over and over.

Ritual. Commitment. Memoriam.

So as the Changing ritual began today, we – like everyone who
witnesses it – we rose to our feet. We held our hands over our
hearts whenever active military would offer a full salute. The
Changing was immutable, constant, reliable. A few cannon shot
echoed from another ceremony.

And then, through no good planning on our part, we found
ourselves witnessing an expanded ceremony, this one a wreath-
laying ritual with an extra guard and musician. Four high
school students “helped” the guard place a new wreath in front
of the tomb. Another guard laid the previous wreath at the
base of the Tomb.

All  this  was  happening  under  the  stern  command  of  Master
Sergeant Calderon, a truly formidable presence with a voice
that demanded attention. But where we stood, we heard the
other side: a gentle man, a gentleman, who softly explained to
the teens exactly what to do and when to do it. The modulation
from fierce to tender was precise and – really, the only word
I can call up – genuine.

I was feeling misty-eyed, taken by all the sadness and beauty
of 150 years worth of dead children – because truly, most of
the  bodies  here  never  saw  two  dozen  winters.  A  bugler



presented. A robin – the first of the spring? – flew from left
to right across the Tomb site. And the first notes of Taps, a
crystalline tone borne on angel’s breath, took me. Flow my
tears.

In the distance, a formation of fighter jets were coming up
the river. I thought it a nice coincidence, here they come,
nice coincidence, hey they’re flying right over us and there
goes the third jet, peeling away from the formation up into
the sky until the clouds swallowed it and it was gone, the
traditional tribute to the missing man. I don’t think any of
us were even breathing at this point. And then, the extra
players  marched  away,  leaving  the  lone  guard  with  his
incessant  count  of  twenty-one,  twenty-one.

It turned out the flyover was for another ceremony on the
grounds. Life and death go on. Some of the dead are sent away
with cannon shot. Some get rifles hoisted and fired. And some,
no doubt grandees of military renown, still have the juice to
garner a quick flyover of four billion dollar airplanes.

(Ed Note: Pal of i2b DD points out that the flyover was more
likely for a deceased pilot, perhaps even a Top Gun like mon
oncle, and not (his words) “some brass monkey”. Duly noted.)

As we walked away from the Tomb, we saw a horse-drawn hearse
roll by. We followed it for a bit, then realized it had
already  discharged  its  coffin  load,  so  we  wandered  back
towards the exit, across the Memorial Bridge that leads to the
Lincoln Memorial, a bridge that aspirationally exemplifies the
rapprochement of Union and Confederacy that, somehow, remains
as salient a divide today as it was that day at Appomattox.
Son stopped at one point and wondered if the President might
sometimes  visit  this  place  after  closing,  just  to  get  a
reminder of the awesome power he holds. All these lives. The
weight of responsibility must be – one can only hope – truly
terrifying.



We crossed the river and wandered to the front of the Lincoln,
one of my favorite places, with the idea that we would read
the Gettysburg Address and add some resonance to the day’s
experience. But the steps were mobbed with event-attenders in
full flight, and Son refused to climb the steps, refused to
even look up at the statue of Abe, preferring to wait for a
chance to see it when the proper reverence was at play. Smart
boy. We’ll go back after dark one night.

The Boy, Considering: I sent this pic to my Dad. My guess
is that it made him misty-eyed. Whaddya gonna do?
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The Monsters Are Due On Maple
Street

UPDATED 11/23: Correcting one grammar error that allows me to
add  a  gratuitous  Trump  insult;  correcting  one  misplaced
footnote that made Gwen Graham look worse than she is; and
adding one detail that makes Trump look worse, but not quite
all the way as bad as he is.

There be dragons, and they’re coming to get you. Hide! Be
afraid!

Many nights I wake up,  between 2.30 and 3.30, and endure an
hour or so of free floating terror. I’ll never again write a
good sentence or play the guitar well. Maybe I’m completely
out of ideas. I’ll never get hired again. Or if I am working,
they’ll hate what I’m doing and they’ll never hire me again.
My  children  will  starve,  my  wife  and  I  will  live  in  a
refrigerator box under a bridge. My dog will die. My dog will
get sick, and because I don’t have enough work, I won’t have
the money for treatment, and she will die. My kids will….

So you get the idea. After an hour or so, I’m so exhausted
with worry and fear that I fall asleep for a couple more
hours. Then I wake up, pull on my pants, and set out to find
work, do good work, attempt creativity, strive. It’s not that
I forget the various terrors that plague me, but I still try.
It ain’t over til you quit.

And so, Paris.
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People are terrified that it will happen here. A reasonable
fear, but one that has been ginned up by various actors who
stand to profit from our fears.

Be afraid. And CNN/Fox/MSNBC will be here around the clock to
be sure you stay that way.

Be afraid. Only the stalwart leadership of {insert name here}
can keep you safe. That other guy is going to let the evil-
doers kill you in your sleep. Stalwart leader will keep them
out! If only he can figure out how to tell the difference
between a good guy and a bad guy.

Be afraid. Buy guns, more guns, and carry them everywhere,
because you never know when you need to be a good guy with a
gun who needs to stop a bad guy with a gun. As long as
everyone can figure out how to tell the difference between a
good guy and a bad guy.

Be afraid. Go ahead and assume that everyone is a bad guy
until proven otherwise. Stand your ground! Ban everyone who
looks/thinks/comes-from-somewhere different. Open fire if you
feel threatened by someone who fits your idea of what a threat
looks like. Sort out the bodies later. You can’t make an
omelet…

And so, Paris. They could come here next! They might be here
already! You know that they hate us for our freedoms, so how
about you give up a bunch of those freedoms so we can keep you
safe.

Lock the doors! Pull up the ladder. You can’t give a 100%
guarantee that you can screen out evil-doers? Don’t let anyone
in. That’ll fix everything.

Some  of  the  pandering  is  not  so  extreme.  Some  of  it  is
“moderate”. Maybe let in only the refugees who can prove they
are Christian. That way we’ll be safe, because Christians
never use violence to achieve a goal. Or maybe, as one pundit



suggested, only let in the women and children. That’s the
compassionate approach, to break up families.

But then we hear from Uber Panders who not only think letting
women in would be unsafe (they blow themselves up, too!), but
that letting in “orphans under the age of five” is also too
risky. You can’t be too careful.

Round ’em up and ship ’em back. Build fences. Bomb the whole
dang  shebang.<fn>”Trump:  “I  would  bomb  the  shit  out  of
them.”</fn> All under the guise of “keeping us safe”.

Lots  of  terrible  ideas  are  floating  around,  and  the
goatfuckers  of  ISIS  are  laughing  their  asses  off.

Paris. Now we are supposed to be afraid of going to a great
city, or to Europe overall. Cafes and concerts? Jesus, a guy
could get killed there. Swarthy immigrants who may or may not
believe in the god of our fathers? Round em up and ship em
back. You can’t be too careful, amirite?

Now  we  are  supposed  to  refuse  basic  humanitarian
considerations, to abandon our purported national ideals and
values. We are asked, in the name of fear, to do exactly what
the  terrorists  hope  for:  overreaction,  cruelty,  inchoate
violence.

We keep hearing about ISIS being an “existential threat”. It’s
a stupid phrase, but people who speak it seem to believe it
affords gravitas, a seriousness of purpose. But it’s bullshit.
There is no threat to our existence from a ragtag army of
lunatics. Sure, they can disrupt, sow fear. And then they rely
on us to lose our collective shit. If history is any guide,
they will not be disappointed.

ISIS cannot destroy our civilization, our “way of life”, much
as they might wish otherwise. But we certainly have the means
to do it. They need us to do the dirty work of abandoning the
very elements of our society that make it worth protecting. On



Saturday, “[a]bout a dozen protesters — most carrying long
guns, some masked and one with his mother” marched outside a
mosque  in  Irving,  TX.  Calling  themselves  the  Bureau  of
American  Islamic  Relations,  these  brave  protectors  of  the
Fatherland  insisted  their  guns  were  not  to  threaten,  but
merely  a  means  of  protecting  themselves  from  the  evil
musselman  within.

Also  on  Saturday,  at  a  rally  in  Birmingham  for  the
increasingly  inexcusable  Donald  Trump,  Tribble  Top
declared, “I want surveillance of certain mosques if that’s
OK. We’ve had it before.” A week earlier he had called for
shutting  down  mosques,  so  perhaps  this  is  Trump  being
‘moderate’.

We won’t shut ya down, but we’ve got our eyes on you. And
maybe  a  few  yahoos  with  hunting  rifles  patrolling  the
perimeter.

(Also  at  that  rally,  a  Black  Lives  Matter  protester  was
beaten, knocked down, and kicked as their Fearless Leader
shouted, “get him the hell out of here”, followed by Trump
mocking  the  man  as  “a  loser.”  Just  another  conveniently
identifiable other.) UPDATE: In a interview the following day,
Trump said the guy deserved to “get roughed up”. Very mid-
century retro, nein?

The news is full of stories like these. They all have one, or
both,  of  the  key  ingredients:  ill-informed  (and  perhaps
sincere) people engaging in dangerous and counter-productive
behaviors and/or the demagogues using the fear to enhance
their own personae and power.

As Winston Churchill said, “Never let a good crisis go to
waste.”

As usual, the things we end up freaking out about (ebola,
immigrants from wherever, terrorism, bacon fat) are typically
not that big a threat in the scheme of things. We are all more
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likely to experience injury or death in these United States
due to reckless driving (our own or someone else’s) or falls
in  the  bathtub  (around  50,000  deaths  or  hospital-level
injuries per year). Texting while driving claims 6000 lives
per year. Shit, 450 people die each year from falling out of
bed. Even sleeping in you own bed is more likely to do you in
than a terrorist attack.

But there’s no political upside in making you afraid to take a
shower or a nap.

Last week, the GOP house – the same group of bedwetters who
passed a cruel and useless bill to make it harder for refugees
to come to America – attached two riders to the new budget
bill that would cut the CDC’s anti-smoking budget in half.
Nobody<fn>I  think  even  the  tobacco  companies  have  quit
fighting this.</fn> disputes the carnage caused by tobacco.
Tobacco deaths in the US each year outnumber terrorist related
deaths worldwide by a factor of about fifteen. In 2014, almost
a half-million people died in the US – more than 40,000 from
secondhand smoke. Terror-related deaths in 2014 totaled around
33,000, up from around 18,000 in 2013. That’s a lot of death,
and the rising toll is something to be concerned about. But.

Most of those terror deaths occurred in places like Kenya and
Mali and other places that most Americans don’t care about. No
demagogue worth his salt is going to try to gin up the rubes
over a place like that.

But  Paris  is  different.  Western.  White.  So  it’s  easy  to
conflate fear of terrorists with generalized fear of dark
skin. It also makes them easy to target, to separate them from
the core. It’s why we imprisoned Japanese-Americans during
WWII,  and  not  German-Americans  and  other  overt  Nazi
sympathizers like Charles Lindbergh.<fn>Or Prescott Bush.</fn>

It’s an easy fissure point for a clever communicator like
Trump. In the mouths of less-skilled demagogues, maybe not so



much;  the  execrable  David  Vitter  tried  to  salvage  his
gubernatorial campaign over the past weeks with blatant fear
mongering and lies<fn>He even threw Catholic Charities under
the bus; his wife is their General Counsel. Nice guy.</fn>,
but got thumped anyway. But here’s the thing: his loss was
because of his other “qualities”, not because he played the
racist/terror card. I’m frankly surprised it didn’t work out
for him. After all, what are a few tawdry prostitute scandals
compared to the good old boogity boogity?

Some  of  our  political  figures  are  keeping  their  heads  on
straight in all this. Obama is demonstrating an admirable
resolve to not let the hysteria drive his policy over the
refugees. (The decision to send more troops back into the
desert shitshow is more troublesome, as is the flow of arms we
keep pumping into the Middle East.) As far as the vote in the
House last week to punish refugees – because reasons – I guess
I  should  be  happy  that  only  47  Dems<fn>Just  a  few  dozen
quisling  Democrats  like  our  local  congresscritter,  Gwen
Graham.</fn>  joined  the  wannabe  revanchists,  especially
compared to the cowardice on display post-9/11.

Locally, our Governor has predictably pandered to his bible
banger base of rubes. In response, our Mayor was asked his
thoughts on the refugees, and he admirably said that we should
welcome them with open arms. This naturally led the comments
section of our local fishwrapper to explode in a veritable
orgy of fantasy hypotheticals and nativist bigotry more-or-
less openly expressed. It is to weep.

This  is  not  going  to  get  better  any  time  soon.  Recall
post-9/11, how every rumor led to panic led to changes in the
color-coded  oh-my-god-we’re-fucking-doomed  Official  Terror
Alert system. It’s back. Last time, it led us into a war that
has  still  not  ended.  And  with  a  dozen-plus  power  hungry
nitwits  trying  to  win  the  Republican  nomination  (not  to
mention all the House/Senate numbnuts up for re-election), the
calls  for  extremist  reaction  are  not  going  to  slow  down.



Because, as always, they’re only selling what they know people
will buy.

I might crawl under the bed myself. It’s not the terrorists
that scare me. It’s us.

 

The Atticus of My Life
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In the book of love’s own dreams
Where all the print is blood
Where all the pages are my days
And all my lights grow old
— Attics of My Life, by Robert Hunter

THIS POST IS FULL OF SPOILERS:
If you hate spoilers and plan to read Go Set a Watchman, skip

this post for now.
But please, come back when you’re done.

A piece of free advice:
If you have not read To Kill a Mockingbird recently, read it

before you read
Go Set a Watchman. You’ll be glad you did.

I’m  one  of  those  peculiar  people  who  take  literature  too
seriously. I’ve never doubted the power of a good writer to
create worlds that are as real as our own and, at the same
time,  to  conjure  reflections  and  echoes  of  a  reality  we
haven’t quite earned yet.

Characters in books become as real to me as my friends and
family, my banes and enemies. I grant that this is a sign of
deficient mental health, but I hope I’m not the only one who,
for example, bursts into tears when Gavroche Thénardier dies
on the barricade or when Edgar Derby is executed for pocketing
that damned teapot he found in the rubble. I guess most times
for most people, characters remain on the page where they
belong and don’t much interfere in our day to day. Lucky them?

But some characters escape the page and grow larger than life,
become icons. Some, like Atticus Finch, become moral exemplars
and  redeemers  of  collective  wrongdoing.  And  if  there’s
anything we can’t stand, it’s for someone to reveal the flawed
man behind the myth.<fn>See also, Huxtable, Cliff.</fn>

So let’s cut to the chase. Atticus Finch is a standard issue



Southern gentleman – a man I recognize well in several of my
Deep South forbears – a genteel fellow of manners and decency
who also happens to hold racist views that are extreme enough
to make the daughter who once idolized her Perfect Father
literally throw up when she discovers his true nature.

It’s easy to see why so many long-time Harper Lee fans are
outraged.

In To Kill a Mockingbird, Lee created the Great White Father,
the man of infinite patience, rectitude, and sense of fairness
who could redeem our (White folks, that is) sense of guilt and
discomfort over racial injustice. In Go Set a Watchman, she
pulls the curtain back to reveal that Atticus, the Great and
Powerful, is just another worn out, cranky uncle forwarding
conspiracy emails and ranting about Those People.  Once again,
hero worship turns out to be a sucker play.

At the end of Mockingbird, we were given permission to tut-tut
the horror of Tom Robinson’s predicament and to feel joy at
the progress we’ve made, pass the chicken please. The white
trash Ewells excelled in the Judas role in this passion play,
lowly creatures who took welfare and kept their kids out of
school and couldn’t be bothered to shift for themselves. Our
own  hands  were  never  dirtied  like  the  coarse  and
common Ewells. They were the evil in our midst, and if only
we better whites could follow the shining example of Atticus
Finch, the world would be our Nirvana, and hallelujah, pass
the gravy, if it’s not too much trouble.

Watchman‘s  Chapter  17  is  one  of  the  most  painful  reading
experiences I’ve ever suffered. Even knowing ahead of time
that Lee was going to reveal a “dark side” of Atticus, I was
unprepared for the casual, genteel, typically Southern bigotry
coming out of his mouth. And Lee wrote this exchange with no
wiggle room: Atticus is basically a disgusting racist. He
laughs  at  Jean  Louise’s  arguments,  he  taunts  her  for  her
naivete.



There’s no turning away: the Great White Father is a son of a
bitch. The revelation of Atticus’s repellent attitudes hits as
hard  as  if  a  sequel  to  the  gospels  revealed  that  Jesus
and Judas were the same character. Everything you know is
wrong.

A few days before GSAW hit the stores, I re-read Mockingbird
for the first time in years. I was surprised at the extent to
which  the  movie  depiction  replaced  the  book  itself  in  my
memory.<fn>Like  I  said:  re-read  TKAM  before  you  read
GSAW.</fn> Mockingbird the movie revolves around the trial of
Tom Robinson; everything else that happens travels in orbit
around that event. In the book, the trial is critical, but the
book as a whole explores the curve of small-town childhood in
the South with fondness and wit. (White children, naturally.)
As with so many movies/books/tv shows about race, actual black
folks are pretty much in the margins.<fn>With the notable and
long overdue exception of the movie Selma, though it too has
its own issues of Great Father drama and hagiography.</fn> And
this gets to one of the key problems with Mockingbird – on the
one hand, it asks us to empathize with the ‘poor, poor Negro’,
even while bestowing upon us a glimmering savior to make us
all feel okay again. That nice (hell, impossibly perfect)
Atticus washes our sins away.

While  theories  abound  as
to Watchman’s origin, I readily accept that this was an early
shot at Lee’s Maycomb chronicle; after reading Watchman, Lee’s
editor told her go back and tell the tale from Young Scout’s
perspective. It took her two years to re-write, and the result
was the structurally and stylistically superior Mockingbird.
The  Watchman  version  is  clearly  unfinished;  it  lacks  the
cohesion  that  extended  editing  and  re-writing  would  have
instilled.<fn>It is also unmistakably the work of Harper Lee.
This is no hoax, and it sure as hell is not Capote.</fn> But I
can  also  see  how  this  might  have  become,  later  on,  an
effective sequel. In fact, it takes great effort to read this



as  anything  other  than  a  sequel  or  amplification  of  the
original: the same characters, 15 years later on the fictional
timeline, in a book published 50+ years later. It’s of a
piece, and it provides an essential corrective element that
turns the saga into something other than a happy fairy tale,
albeit one where that poor Tom Robinson &c., pass the black
eyed peas.

Mockingbird gave us a feel-good fantasy. Watchman fills in the
blanks and gives us a truth that does not encourage happy
mealtime discussion.

Mockingbird is still a great novel. Lee’s depictions of the
rhythms and rhymes and smells of Southern life are as good as
anybody  else,  Faulkner,  O’Connor,  Percy,  you  name  your
favorite. But Harper Lee is not a great novelist.<fn> For the
same reason the John Kennedy Toole and Joseph Heller are not;
the  body  of  work  is  just  not  there  to  justify  such  a
judgement.</fn>  She  spread  a  dusting  of  fiction  over  the
people she knew growing up, the place she knew. She had a
story worth telling, and perhaps even recognized that the time
had come for white southerners to address race in a different
way. But she had one good story, told it, and went silent.
Wondering whether she could have become a great novelist is no
better  than  a  parlor  game  along  the  lines  of  could  Wilt
Chamberlain outplay Michael Jordan and such.

While Watchman is not a great novel by any stretch, it’s
probably not fair to judge it too harshly given that it never
even made it to galleys until its rediscovery. But it is an
important piece of work for two key reasons. First off, it
sheds light on the author’s struggle, the process of taking a
work from idea to paper to woodshed to completion. This alone
would make GSAW a worthy curiosity for literary scholars and a
fun  what-if  exercise  for  Mockingbird  devotees.  But  more
important than this: Watchman uses the Freudian/Oedipal device
of kill the father to allow Jean Louise to become an adult in
her own right. And in so doing, Lee strips the mask from a



false  idol  that  has  captivated  her  fans  for  several
generations.  And  that  shit  comes  with  some  heavy  dues.

So first: The similarities between TKAM and GSAW are evident
and plenty, with several paragraphs that describe Maycomb life
appearing in both without so much as a comma’s difference. But
the divergences are where we get a glimpse at the evolution of
a book that has been read by millions of people over the past
half century.

Famously, Tom Robinson is convicted and then killed trying to
escape prison; everybody knows that. But in Watchman, the
“trial”  is  dealt  with  in  a  paragraph  or  two,  with  the
throwaway  reference  that  Tom  was  acquitted.<fn>And  a  more
disturbing suggestion that Atticus fought hard for Tom only to
sustain  the  fiction  of  equality  under  the  law.  More
later.</fn> In the retelling, the “trial” transformed from a
mere trifle to the centerpiece of one of the nation’s great
moral fables.

Then  there’s  the  fiance  in  GSAW,  Henry,  who  Jean  Louise
describes as her oldest and dearest friend, a boy who lived
across  the  street  at  the  same  time  the  trial  and  the
adventures  with  Jem  and  Dill  and  Boo  played  out.  This
character does not exist in Mockingbird. Perhaps even more
revealing, Boo Radley does not exist in the Watchman universe,
and there is no mention of Bob Ewell’s attack on Jem and
Scout, the event that provides the bookend beginning/ending of
the entire Mockingbird narrative.

And of course, there is Jean Louise’s discovery and outrage
that the Father and her fiance are, if not card carriers, at
the  very  least  fellow  travellers  of  the  White  Citizens
Councils who made damned well and sure that Jim Crow remained
the law of the land and kept Those People from getting above
their station. Not to be outdone, Jean Louise reveals herself
to  be  a  states  rights  fanatic  of  the  first  degree,  and
declared herself angry and outraged that the Supreme Court



would force people to do the right thing when they would
certainly get around to it in their own good time and why are
they rushing things so. Between the two of them, you have the
complete package of racial oppression. And they’re both so
damned reasonable about it.

The heart of Watchman‘s ultimate importance lies in that last
disparity between what might be viewed as the canon of TKAM
and the heresy of GSA, lies in Harper Lee’s forcing us to
squarely face the myth of the Great Father, to see the truth
of the complexity and the ugliness and duplicity, and to, well
basically, grow the fuck up. Look, she says – you worshipped
this False Idol, you used him to absolve your sins, and you’ve
been a dupe the whole time. And by the way, your stand-in
Scout ain’t all that either, what with her love of states
rights and eventual acceptance of the way things are.<fn>To be
sure, the ending of the book feels hurried and undeveloped,
something  I  feel  would  have  been  addressed  in  re-
write/editing. But Lee said publish it warts and all, so this
is the text we have to unpack, to use a term that I hate but
why not at this point, my god, the world is in tatters and
the Great Father is dead. Cut me some slack.</fn>

Lee created the Perfect Father, the man who could resolve any
argument, cure any scratch or scrape. And Gregory Peck made
that character flesh. Go ahead, try to imagine any other actor
of the past 100 years in that role. None of them will stick.
One stupid internet poll after another has put Atticus near
the top of the “perfect father” sweepstakes. People name their
children after Atticus. He’s a goddamned monument.

And this is exactly where Watchman delivers the blow that
makes  it  an  important  contribution  to  this  corner  of  the
literary world: Lee shows us that our Savior is a fraud, tells
us to wake up and be adults in our own right. Lee shows us the
essential error of putting our faith in mythical heroes and
asks us to stand on our own. Sure, it’s tough when we discover
that the pleasing fairy tales of our childhoods are fictions



that cover up a more complex and disappointing set of truths.
Step up and deal.

Watchman comes along at a particularly fraught moment in our
400  year  struggle  with  the  wages  of  America’s  original
sin. Any pretense to having arrived at a post-racial moment
withers with the first serious investigation. No matter how
“good”  we  whites  think  ourselves,  no  matter  how  much  we
congratulate ourselves on how far we’ve come<fn> Guilty as
charged. Mea culpa.</fn> – the fact remains that we live in a
segregated  society,  and  it  is  primarily  White
America’s obligation to ensure that the structural changes
necessary to allow this issue to reach resolution are squarely
in our own laps. (Like it or not, Blacks have no obligation to
make things better; we shit this bed and it’s ours to clean.)
Unlike TKAM, Watchman does not offer any bromides to make that
pill  any  less  bitter.  In  fact,  by  making  Atticus’  noble
defense  of  Tom  Robinson  an  act  of  expedience  rather  than
principle, Lee drives home a disturbing and cynical point:
good deeds may not quite be what they appear. Even your own,
so stay awake and question, question, question.

Another heartbreaker in Watchman: Jean Louise pays a visit to
Calpurnia, the Negro woman who essentially raised her and Jem.
In TKAM, Calpurnia was for all intents the only Mother Jem and
Scout knew. Now long since retired and removed from the White
world,  Calpurnia  barely  acknowledges  Jean  Louise,  and
certainly display no affection. Jean Louise is deeply hurt,
but also outraged: how dare she not remember me, how dare she
turn her back on how good we were to her, how we treated
her as though she were just like family, etc. Jean Louise has
not found the maturity to accept her own complicity in racial
oppression. It’s too much for her to take. In this, she is the
perfect representation of too many “enlightened” whites on the
question of race, with our plaintive whines of “can’t they see
how much we/I have done for them already?”, largely blind to
the overwhelming privilege we claim as our birthright without
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even recognizing it even exists.

In  the  end,  I  find  myself  at  this:  despite  the  fact
that Mockingbird is likely to remain the preferred version of
Lee’s Maycomb tales, it is dishonest to ignore the details
of Watchman in our overall view of what Maycomb means in its
literary context. Memories are imperfect, and stories told
over time shift and morph to reflect new experiences, changed
attitudes, or something as simple as wish fulfillment. When
Lee  wrote  Watchman,  she  told  a  story  of  a  young  woman’s
disillusionment  about  her  once  revered  father;  when
she rewrote the story from the young Scout perspective, she
transformed Atticus into the perfect father, the perfect man.

This  is  not  necessarily  a  contradiction.  But  the  fuller
portrait that emerges from the combined tellings – even though
it  is  a  real  heartbreaker  –  brings  us  closer  to  an
understanding that is probably more useful and true in the
long run: we are none of us perfect – even/especially the
people you’ve placed on a pedestal – and you can bet there’s a
dark side to your own character that needs serious work, some
whining cling to privilege that we mostly don’t even see. And
there is no Great Father who can fix everything for us; it
all  depends  on  our  own  imperfect  efforts.  It  is  surely
impossible to bear, to go on without our Great Father; but the
alternative – giving up and throwing in the towel – is even
worse.

I’m not sure Harper Lee intended anything of the sort. It may
be that she truly felt the story delivered in Mockingbird is
the “way it is”, and I’ve no doubt many will hold to that
reading. But I’ll hold to this one: Harper Lee knew what was
in the earlier manuscript, and she allowed its publication as
a favor to us all. Watchman delivers a harsh but necessary
message: Give up the fantasy and face the world as it is.
Shit’s too damned serious for anything else.

 


