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INTRODUCTION

For fifteen years it was my job to think about the natural world, and about human relationships with that world, in a way that would interest the 500,000 readers of a certain magazine. Most of those readers were people who neither knew nor cared much about the difference between a barnacle and a limpet, the difference between a meadow and a savanna, the difference between an ecosystem and “the environment” (that vague, misguided locution), or the difference between Henry Thoreau the man and Henry David Thoreau the literary icon. The magazine was Outside, an admirable publication dedicated largely to travel, adventure, and outdoor sports such as climbing, kayaking, bicycling, ski mountaineering, triathlon, sailing, spelunking, scuba diving, parachuting off tall buildings, Rollerblading through tough neighborhoods, and grappling catfish bare-handed out of Louisiana bayous. I was one of its columnists, charged with filling a space each month with an essay of roughly three thousand words that dealt, at least tenuously, with science or nature.

The column was called “Natural Acts.” It had been conceived under that title by the magazine’s founding editors and written for the first four years (1977 to 1981) by an able essayist named Janet Hopson. I took over in mid-1981, putting my own voice, perspective, and set of concerns into it for the next decade and a half. When I accepted the invitation to begin writing this column, I thought I might have ideas and energy enough to carry through one or two years. But the ideas kept coming, and the time flew.

During that period, the saintly editors of Outside (notably John Rasmus, Mark Bryant, David Schonauer, and Greg Cliburn) allowed me unimaginable freedom to explore a wide range of peculiar theories, remote places, bizarre facts, and unpopular opinions, and to depart distantly from conventional nature writing, of which I have never much cared to be either a reader or an author. The editors, for their part, didn’t want conventional nature writing either—no sensitive descriptions of wildflowers or babbling brooks, no sylvan dithyrambs, no hushed piety in the presence of Mr. Woodchuck and Mrs. Deer. They let me monger scandal about the secret life of spoon worms. They let me say tasteless things about bedbugs. They let me digress into history and culture. They let me discuss the latest scientific thinking on monogamy, earthquake prediction, and (these were three separate topics, by the way, not a logical triad) penises. They let me dabble in literary criticism, deliver eulogies when I felt moved to, rant about the end of life as we know it. They let me be silly one month and Jeremiah the next. The only stipulated requirements (well, implicitly stipulated) were that each essay, no matter how aberrant, should contain at least passing mention of an animal, a scientist, or a tree; and that I meet each monthly deadline with something. My first “Natural Acts” column, a contemplation of the redeeming merits of mosquitoes, titled “Sympathy for the Devil,” ran in June 1981. My final column, a look at the evolutionary history and minatory significance of city pigeons, titled “Superdove on 46th Street,” appeared in March 1996. (Neither of those essays is included here, since they’ve been reprinted in previous books.) Between the devil and the doves, I produced about 150 other columns. I never got two sneezes ahead of the deadline schedule, and I seldom knew more than a few days in advance what subject I would dive into next. Once a month for fifteen years I became frantic.

For a writer prone to vagrant curiosities, intrigued by verminous creatures, with a hearty appetite for library research (especially in scientific journals) and field research (especially in rainforests, swamps, mountains, and deserts) but not for the sort of telephone research (calling experts for canned quotes, ugh) that too often serves as the staple of science journalism, this column was an ideal gig. It gave me occasion to write some essays that would have been too far beyond the fringe for a freelance journalist selling work piece by piece. It also gave me a strong sense of the sacred, enriching, mutualistic relationship between writer and audience.

I mention that sense of relationship because a column is, in my opinion, different from other sorts of magazine writing. Part of a columnist’s special task is to turn oneself into an agreeable habit, yet to maintain an edge of surprise and challenge that prevents readers from letting the habit become somnolent rote. One way of doing that is to deliver outlandish material in a friendly, companionable voice. Speak to the readers as though you and they know each other—an illusion that becomes, increasingly over time, true. Although the facts and ideas change drastically from month to month, something remains constant: the relationship. I loved the particular audience to which Outside gave me access. (I still do, so long as I can address those readers at feature length, and no more than several times a year.) But eventually I wanted to break the habit, for the best interests of all concerned. I quit the column after fifteen years because I was tired, very tired, of producing such short essays month after month, and because I didn’t want to start repeating or imitating myself.

Now the audience is you. This book is an assortment of some of the more durable (I hope) and closely interrelated pieces I wrote during my latter eight years as a columnist. Unlike the three earlier books that I’ve drawn from magazine work—Natural Acts (1985), The Flight of the Iguana (1988), and Wild Thoughts from Wild Places (1998)—this one consists solely of essays that appeared in the “Natural Acts” column, with no larding of longer work done for Outside or other magazines. That self-restriction is a matter of choice, not of empty file cabinets. I wanted to make a book that reflects the range and trajectory of notions explored over time by one columnist for one set of readers. Although magazine audiences tend to be much larger than the audience any book (except a best-seller) receives, the relationship between a magazine writer and the readers tends, in most circumstances, to be fleeting and shallow. In a book, on the other hand, a reader undertakes a sustained and serious connection with the writer. And the bond that grows between a columnist and a magazine readership over a period of years, I submit, is more like the situation with a book. Themes recur. Ideas are teased at, tested by time as well as by further delving, advanced in small stages. Hobbyhorses are ridden, stabled, and trotted out again later. Characters reappear. Inevitably the columnist commits small, incremental acts of self-revelation, becoming a character too. If the columnist isn’t careful, in fact, he or she might realize after some long run of years that the installments collectively represent not just a manifesto but an autobiography. That too is part of the deal. A column can be the most conversational form of journalism, but to create the sense of a conversation with readers, the writer must consent to be a person, not just a pundit. Good writing sounds like talk, not oratory.

In deciding which essays to include here, I focused on one underpinning theme: How do humans, in all their variousness, regard and react to the natural world, in all its variousness? Hence the discussions of rattlesnake handlers as well as rattlesnakes, of arachnophobia as well as spiders, of fruit-bat chowder as well as fruit-bat conservation, of trilobite photography raised to an art form, of God’s and Tom Lovejoy’s fondness for beetles, and of the famous rhinoceros that Albrecht Dürer knew only by hearsay. Hence also the book’s subtitle, Nature in the Eye of the Beholder. This focus on human perceptions and attitudes isn’t airily epistemological, nor is it a cynical concession to the narcissism of audience. It’s what interests me—and, I hope, you. Even a part-time misanthrope like myself has to admit that, of all the weird species that inhabit this planet, few are more richly and horrifically fascinating than Homo sapiens. Although I believe that humanity collectively represents a ruinous ecological outbreak population of unprecedented puissance, I would never deny that as individuals we live out some compelling stories. Shakespeare said it diplomatically: What a piece of work.

In addition to that theme, I’ve touched repeatedly on two others: 1) the limits of scientific knowledge, and 2) the truth (okay, it’s a truism, but like some other truisms, it’s too often forgotten) that reality tends always to be vastly more complicated than initial impressions or assumptions would suggest. Having had many chances to study scientists as they study nature, I’ve seen that science itself is a fallible human activity, not a conceptual machine-tool, and that while accuracy and precision can be easily achieved, validity and meaning cannot. The imperfections and constraints vitiating scientific knowledge stand as a warning about the limits of other sorts of knowledge—even shakier sorts—including that based on eyewitness experience. Moral: We live in a tricky universe, and it behooves us to be just a bit provisional about our convictions. Spending so much of my working life on short-term but intense spates of research into widely various subjects, I’ve also been schooled in the lesson that additional investigation generally leads toward increased complexity, ambivalence, even confusion, not toward increased certainty. These two themes are connected, and toward the end of the book, in the essay titled “God’s Weakness for Beetles,” I bundle them into the Parable of Coleoptera: unidentified Amazon beetles as tokens that nature is vastly complex, human knowledge small. Of course I didn’t consciously choose to harp on that pair of points as I wrote my monthly miniatures—about nutmeg economics, chimpanzee genetics, lizard research in Baja, flying cats, giant faces shaped in the topography of Mars, egg ranching, bizarre tropical fruit, the whereabouts of Tyrannosaurus rex, and dark matter as viewed through binoculars—but there they are. Maybe their hold upon me represents a vestigial effect from my years of immersion in the novels of William Faulkner. The Parable of Coleoptera, after all, is not so different from the parable of Thomas Sutpen.

I should emphasize, though, that these three recurrent themes provide only a loose organizational schema for the book, not a rigid program. Many other ideas are explored, many other saws bowed, and each essay is intended to stand on its own. Also, while I’m at it, here’s another advisory: Although the sequential order of the essays is in some ways progressive, there’s no need for you to follow that order in reading them. Jump around as your whim dictates. To help guide your browsing, I’ve retained the magazine practice of supplying subtitles as well as titles.

    The “Natural Acts” column was a great opportunity in my professional life, but it’s a finished phase, and the reader-to-writer relationship that concerns me now is the one with you. Even while conducting my part of that earlier conversation, I knew that it might later yield a book. So I was writing for you, as well as for the dear climbers and cyclists and catfish grapplers who read Outside. In sifting through scores of uncollected essays and re-editing just twenty-five for inclusion here, I’ve omitted those that seemed stale, as well as those that had no place within my baggy thematic rubrics; and I’ve adjusted time references in a way that eases these twenty-five away from their original topical contexts but doesn’t pretend to bring every one up to date. They were written when they were written. (For particulars, see “First Publication”). I offer them to you now as a bestiary of wondrous creatures, a catalog of indecorous notions, and a gallery of peering human faces. I offer them as a window and a mirror.
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ROADKILL ON THE HIGHWAY OF TIME


RATTLESNAKE PASSION

On the Highway of Time in the Heart of Texas

The world is a changeful place and Texas, despite what some folks might think, is part of the world. It was seventeen years since I’d set foot inside the snake farm at New Braunfels.

All I remembered was a turnstile and a row of cages, a pit full of diamondback rattlesnakes, a fellow named John Deck, and the shriveled carcass of a two-headed monkey. Probably the two-headed monkey was a figment, I’d begun to suspect, invented by my own brain in the course of telling and retelling a good story. It was too mythic. It was too precisely the sort of detail that a person would concoct for some ludicrous, gothic piece of fiction. This two-headed monkey in my mind’s eye, this pitiful thing, was dried like a piece of jerky. And oh yes, there was also a vegetable scale—a tin pan beneath a spring gauge—hung up above the pit. I couldn’t have told you whether the vegetable scale was an artifact of imagination or of memory. Memory, imagination, whichever, as I drove back into New Braunfels on a spring day not long ago, I had no expectation of finding it. I had no expectation of seeing a two-headed monkey. Probably, I thought, the snake farm itself would be gone.

I envisioned it long since foreclosed upon or lost in the pot of a poker game, fallen derelict, a sad nightmare of broken windows and ragged chickenwire and fading signs, done in by shifting values and new fashions in entertainment. I pictured it haunted by dozens of snakes that had suffered terminal neglect in their cages, left to starve so slowly that even they didn’t notice the exact moment of death, dried by the Texas heat into pretzel shapes more pitifully macabre than even a two-headed monkey. I remembered it in vivid but unreal colors, like a fever dream or a horror-flick sequence shot in queasy sepia. I had to remind myself that there had indeed been a snake farm beside the highway at New Braunfels, Texas, and I had indeed spent time inside. Most likely, by now, it had been bulldozed to clear the lot. Most likely it had transmogrified into a Mini Mart or a video store. The world is a changeful place. Back in 1973, when I first stepped through the turnstile, a person could make a living of sorts, evidently, from a serpent menagerie on a dust-blown roadside. What’s the scale for? I had asked John Deck.

Weighing rattlesnakes, he had told me. We buy them by the pound.

John Deck was a young man with a particular attitude toward snakes. In Texas, where venomous serpents still outnumber humans and cows and Japanese automobiles, you find quite a sampling of particular attitudes toward snakes. Some folks just plain hate them. With purblind passion they detest the poor animals from the depths of their tiny, sour hearts. The diamondback rattlesnake, Crotalus atrox, being common and large and modestly dangerous, is the bête noire of these people. Snake-haters kill diamondbacks for fun. They kill diamondbacks with a righteous zeal that they’d like to believe is somehow religious or patriotic or, at least, neighborly. They kill diamondbacks from habit. These people gather together annually in great civic festivals of cartoonish abuse, and slaughter, and ecstatic adolescent loathing, that go by the label of rattlesnake roundups. Often as not, for such an event, the local Jaycees serve as sponsor. Diamondback rattlesnakes are bought by the pound. Typically there’s a cash prize for the longest snake; a prize for the most rattles; and a prize for the weightiest total delivery of snake flesh. Admission is charged, crowds gather, Coke and Dr Pepper and gobbets of fried diamondback are available at concession stands. Of course it’s all high-minded and innocent, on the surface. It’s a way to raise money for the hospital or the fire truck. Deeper down it’s a pageant of hatred, wonderfully medieval, reflecting the same dire élan that might have stirred a Bavarian village during the early days of the Black Death. March is the favored month for such doings, notwithstanding what T. S. Eliot said about April. In March the snakes are still groggy from winter, they’re loafing in underground dens, from which they can be conveniently flushed with infusions of gasoline. By April, they’ve likely dispersed. Or they might defend themselves.

Other people, a smaller minority of contrasting disposition, are what you might call snake fanciers. Snake fanciers buy and sell, they trade and collect. They view snakes as precious and transcendent commodities—same way another person, hardly more sane, might dote upon canceled stamps or antique Packards or the Pete Rose rookie baseball card. Snake fanciers know the blue-book value of any species at any given moment. The Mexican milk snake, Lampropeltis triangulum annulata, is smallish and nonvenomous but beautifully banded in yellow and red and black, a close mimic of the coral snake, and therefore it’s highly prized. The Western coachwhip is a big matinee-idol of a snake, but too common to interest a fancier. The California kingsnake, not native to Texas, might go for fifty bucks as a hatchling. And amid fanciers, as amid roundups: Diamondback rattlesnakes are wholesaled by the pound. It’s a matter of supply and demand.
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    JOHN DECK was a snake fancier. He had only been rattler-bit a few times. At an early age he’d had his own pit full of diamondbacks, a plywood affair out near the garage. Some of the snakes would scootch themselves up vertically along the boards and John, cocky lad, used to knock them back down with his own quick right hand, delivering a light tap to the back of a rattler’s head, until one day he presumed against a snake that was readier than he was, and caught a palmload of fangs. At the end of his grunt time in Vietnam, he came back from over there with a bag full of cobras, which he’d collected while walking patrol, using the butt of his M-16 for a pinning stick. When I met John, he was a full-time professional attendant at the New Braunfels snake farm—like a boy’s dream of the perfect job, yes?—and still snake-hunting on his own time to fill out his private collection. I was fascinated. Sure, he told me, come along if you want. We’ll go on down there to Terrell County.

Terrell County was not chosen at random. This was the place to go, this was the scene, if you were a serious fancier of the Texas herpetofauna. Diamondbacks could be had anywhere, but down in the rolling hills and gullies of Terrell County you might find a mottled rock rattler, or a Mojave rattler, or a trans-Pecos copperhead, or that exceptionally prized rarity, a Blair’s kingsnake. So we drove in John’s pickup, all through one hot afternoon and warm evening, to reach this Elysian desert on the far side of the Pecos River, just northwest of a border town called Langtry. We provisioned ourselves with sardines and Vienna sausages from the Langtry store. We cruised up and down the dirt roads by night, scanning the shoulders with high beams, on the lookout for nocturnal snakes, and then, after a few hours’ sleep, by daylight we climbed through the gullies.

At some point we shanghaied a tarantula, which John locked away in a brown paper bag and which cost me sleep in the back of the pickup (we shared the truck bed, that spider and I, while John slept on the ground among scorpions) with its tireless scratching for freedom. In the privacy of the cab, as we cruised, John gossiped with other snakers over the CB. He talked guardedly to me about Vietnam, a delightful country if you happened to like deadly snakes. He told me some rattlesnake stories—the one about getting bit on the palm, the more elaborately comical one about the excitable emergency-room nurse who ran and tripped and broke her arm when he walked in for help and spoke the word snakebite, though that particular bite turned out to be empty of venom and he was less badly hurt than she was. He explained which species were scarce, highly prized, and which weren’t. At another moment John mashed the brakes and dove out to grab a yellowbelly racer, Coluber constrictor flaviventris, a nonvenomous species and probably one of the more common in Texas. Notwithstanding the rarity theory of value, this racer was big and pretty and he wanted it; too eager to use a pinning stick, he nearly got chewed on before subduing it clumsily by covering its head with his hat. John Deck had an unheedful passion for snakes, almost any snakes, that an ecology-minded person just couldn’t sanction and a generous-minded person just couldn’t hate.

He didn’t kill them. He didn’t fry them. He didn’t abuse them before crowds to prove the octane of his testosterone. He kidnapped them out of their habitat, yes. Sometimes he sold them or traded them, yes. Mainly he just fancied them.

In his company I enjoyed two days of vivid lunacy. And our quest for herpetological jewels was rewarded. We caught a nice little specimen of mottled rock rattler. We caught a trans-Pecos copperhead, elegant with its russet and tan bands. In those days this foolishness was legal. It even seemed like a good idea. The Blair’s kingsnake, happy to say, eluded us.

A month later I left Texas. Too dry and too hot, I decided, with not nearly enough trout. I never saw John Deck again. But who could forget him?
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    SOME OF the things you can witness at a rattlesnake roundup in Texas or Oklahoma:

You can see thousands of pounds of diamondback rattlesnakes being measured and weighed. “We had 5,000 pounds of snakes turned in before noon the first morning,” a snake-weigher at the Sweetwater Rattlesnake Roundup told a reporter from Time after the 1988 event. “They’re brought in U-Hauls so they don’t freeze. We don’t buy dead snakes.” The total at Sweetwater that year was 11,709 pounds, and Sweetwater is just one roundup among dozens. Although dead snakes aren’t bought, dying snakes are, and if you looked closely you might see that many are not in the pink of health. Some have suffered broken necks from rough handling with tongs. Some are starved and dehydrated, having been captured months earlier and stockpiled in anticipation of roundup day. One Texas herpetologist reckons that 95 percent of the rattlesnakes turned in at a given roundup have not been collected that weekend or in that vicinity. So much for the traditional notion of roundups—as festive occasions for desnaking the local countryside.

You can see an arts-and-crafts show. Among the items on sale, you’re liable to find snakeskin belts, snakeskin gimme hats, plastic paperweights containing diamondback heads, earrings made from rattles, and perhaps the ultimate, a toilet seat of clear plastic within which are embedded baby diamondbacks. Whether the toilet seat (retail, around seventy-five dollars) qualifies in these towns as a piece of art, or merely a craft, is a question I’m not in position to answer.

You might see children, whole families, being photographed holding live diamondbacks—squeamish but grinning folks, secure in the knowledge that these particular animals have had their mouths sewn shut. You might see parents paying five dollars to buy a child the privilege of decapitating a rattlesnake with a hatchet. You can certainly see a sacking competition, wherein contestants race against a stopwatch to stuff ten diamondbacks into a sack, with a five-second penalty added each time the sacker gets bitten. The world rattlesnake-sacking record has been intermittently held by a Texan named Cotton Dillard—at least, that’s the claim made by Mr. Dillard. He posted a time of 18.6 seconds at the town of Taylor in 1984. In a more recent year, Mr. Dillard slipped to 34 seconds, after a penalty.

You can see a club of dauntless fellows who call themselves the Heart of Texas Snake Handlers, based in Waco but on the road during roundup season, performing vainglorious antics in their matching T-shirts. You can see them do the Kung Fu Walk of Death, strutting barefoot down a gauntlet of diamondbacks and kicking the snakes aside. You can see them stack coiled diamondbacks on their heads. You can see them lie still in sleeping bags filled with rattlesnakes, purportedly to make an educational point about safe camping. Some guys have motorcycles; some guys have golf; some guys get drunk and beat people up with cue sticks on Friday night; the Heart of Texas Snake Handlers have snakes. You can see that these boys possess, in their own right, a very particular attitude.

Confession: Though I’ve snaked my way across Terrell County with John Deck, I’ve never attended a roundup. Occasionally over the years I’ve threatened myself with the notion, as a journalistic enterprise, but I was reluctant to contribute further to the atmosphere of manic, media-hungry persecution. Much of my information about them comes from a Texan named A. J. Seippel, a mild-mannered computer executive and amateur herpetologist, who has an attitude of his own. “If this were rabbits, or any other animal, it would have been stopped a long time ago,” Seippel says. He and others are working to stop it now.

Sign-carrying and leaflet-distributing protesters, including Jim Seippel, have laid siege to the roundups. Conservationists, animal-rights groups, Earth First!ers, Humane Society chapters, reputable herpetological clubs—more than two dozen organizations have united to raise the long-overdue cry that rattlesnake roundups are retrograde and indecent. Jim Seippel is a persuasive spokesman. In dry tones tinged only slightly with outrage and sarcasm, he tells me about the stockpiling, the Kung Fu Walk of Death, the sewing-shut of mouths, the decapitations for fun (“What they’re teaching kids is that wildlife can be abused”), and the lucrative harvest of gallbladders, which get pickled in whiskey and shipped to the Orient as aphrodisiacs. “Most of these people are really not interested in snakes,” he says damningly. “They’re interested in profit from them.”

Seippel wears a blue pinstripe suit. He is stealing moments from work in order to meet with me, a generous act, since his group at IBM is debuting a new family of products this week. We’re seated over spinach salads at a yuppie restaurant in Austin. Times have changed.
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    JIM SEIPPEL was the focus of my visit but of course I have to go back to New Braunfels. For company I recruit my sweet and respectable older sister, who has raised two toddlers to college age and begun a computer career herself since the last time I made this drive. Lo, the snake farm is still there. EXCITING EDUCATIONAL ENTERTAINING, says the sign. Open for business, though it turns out that we are the only customers. We pay, and pass by the counter where the dried snake heads and scorpion paperweights and snakeskin wallets are on sale. My sister browses the cages, while I struggle to steady myself in the space-time continuum.

“John Deck still work here, by any chance?”

No. The current attendant doesn’t know John Deck. This attendant is an amiable, heavyset old boy in jeans and a white T-shirt. I admit to him that, long ago, Deck and I made an expedition to Terrell County.

“You still hunt?” he asks me.

“Uh. No. Not anymore.”

I mention that we had been on the lookout for a Blair’s kingsnake. Then again, I say, probably anyone who goes down to Terrell County is on the lookout for a Blair’s. He informs me that the Blair’s kingsnake no longer bears that name; “gray-banded kingsnake” is what the field guides now say. And here in one of the glass cages is a specimen, a gorgeous little snake banded with black and orange and white and gray, hiding shyly behind its water dish. “Those gray-bands, they’re up to three hundred dollar now,” says the attendant. “Me, I just can’t get into the same ballpark as that myself.” In central Texas, as anywhere, inflation is pricing the working stiff out of the luxury-goods market.

“What’d you catch, down there in Terrell?” he asks. “You and old Deck.” Oh, we got a trans-Pecos copperhead, I say, and a little bitty rock rattler. I don’t bother to wonder why I should remember such tiny details, after almost twenty years. Memory is memory and, like love, it knows no logic.

“Now, both of those snakes,” he says. “They’re just out of sight now. Very highly prized.”

Maybe he thinks I’m a potential buyer for some precious creature he’s got stashed out back. Maybe he thinks I’m an undercover man for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, trying to entrap him into dealing a protected species. Most likely he’s just an innocent, unsuspecting guy who’s happy to chat snakes. Leaving my sister to carry the conversation, I wander off. I look for the big rattlesnake pit but find no sign of it. Could be that I imagined that part. No sign of a vegetable scale, either.

Turning down the back row of cages, I admire this world-class collection of unpopular beasts. There is an Ottoman viper, an emperor scorpion, an orange-kneed tarantula, a blue krait. There is a hefty arthropod identified only as a “bird-eating spider,” presumably from some vine-draped Amazonian glade. There is an albino monocled cobra. A trans-Pecos rat snake, a Mexican kingsnake, a blacktail rattler. A speckled rattler, a Panamint rattler. A Sonoran sidewinder, which is also of course a rattlesnake. I find it hard to fathom how anyone could loathe and abuse such lovely animals. Surely that kind of twisted passion went out with the Black Death. Suddenly I raise my eyes to a dusty bell jar resting before me on a shelf.

Inside is the carcass of a two-headed monkey, dry as jerky. When things change, it’s always surprising. And when they remain unchanged, it’s astonishing.


THE NARCOTIC OF EMPIRE

Nutmeg Economics and the Bargain of Breda

The seascape of the southern Moluccas is big and dreamy and warm. The sunsets are epic, reflected in pink and peach tints across high cirrus canopies, and the dawns tend to be spooky and still. Islands are many and far between. Each one looks idyllic in its own characteristic way, and so a person tends to take notice. I had admired those islands before, from a low-flying plane, but now I was seeing them from a more traditional perspective—the deck of a Dutch-owned ship. About midmorning of our second day out of port, I spotted a small nub of land on the starboard horizon. It was distant and green, low as a pancake, garnished with palm forest, and at this range showed no sign of human presence. It was an island called Run. I had heard of it.

In all the long sorry annals of national hubris and imperial greed, otherwise known as political history, this Run occupies a special small place. Geographically, it lies toward the remote eastern end of what we now call Indonesia. Most proximally, it belongs to the Banda group, a tiny archipelago amid the deep Banda Sea, just west of New Guinea, just south of Seram, a day’s boat journey north of nothing whatsoever. The Bandas, including Run, together with a few other lumps of exceptionally fertile terrain (notably Ternate, Tidore, and Ambon) in the Moluccan region, were known to earlier chroniclers as the Spice Islands. Christopher Columbus had made them his destination, only to be road-blocked by America. Magellan’s expedition had circled the world in order to find them. They were as widely famed and mooned over, in those years, as wild little places could be. And Run itself, among the littlest of the little, held significance out of all proportion to its size. As an icon of international commerce and contention, it belongs to a select class of backwater sites that have assumed frontwater import on the strength of strategic resources—Joachimsthal in Czechoslovakia with its uranium mines, Rjukan in Norway with its heavy water, and the oil fields of Kuwait come to mind. On the island of Run, the resource at issue was nutmeg.

Nutmeg? Yes, but it’s a fact that makes sense only within its historical and economic context. The geographical context is essential too—and that happened to be the context into which I had just sailed.

I caught the attention of Piet, a Dutch-born artist latterly resettled in Bali, whose unenviable task as tour guide on this ship entailed nurse-maiding me and my fellow passengers across a great loop of Moluccan ocean. Pointing over the starboard rail, I asked Piet for an identification of the low green nub.

Ya ya, that’s Run, he confirmed. Yellow-haired and lanky, Piet lives a hermetic life during the off-season and paints handsome abstract acrylics on silk. Though he seemed tirelessly amiable on shipboard, I suspected him of counting the hours to the off-season.

Are we going there? I wanted to know.

Maybe he was lost in artistic meditation, or maybe he was rehearsing in his mind the day’s regimen of manic tourism, which he’d recently chalked onto the briefing board in the galley, as he would each morning throughout this endless voyage. Snorkeling. Beach picnic. Port call at Bandaneira, followed by ceremonial canoe races, native dancing, and souvenir-buying opportunities. Followed by snorkeling. Who could blame Piet, amid three weeks of such nonsense, for a moment’s blurry addlement?

Going where? he asked.

To the island of Run, I said. That place. Right over there. I might have added: to the world’s most inconspicuous yet eloquent symbol of changing commodity values and myopic diplomacy. I had been reading about Run in a guidebook titled Spice Islands: Exotic Eastern Indonesia, by Kal Muller. According to Muller: “In the 1667 Treaty of Breda, the formerly British-held island of Run was ceded to the Dutch in exchange for a Dutch-held island on the other side of the globe—Manhattan.” Run happened to be crucial to Holland’s foreign policy, which entailed cornering the world nutmeg market, and that other island in the trade packet didn’t seem nearly so promising or precious. New Amsterdam, as it then styled itself, was just a chilly slab of granite near the mouth of a turbid river, unlikely to yield even a good crop of potatoes.

No, said Piet. Why would we go to Run? It’s just a tiny wooded island with a couple of fishing villages. There’s no exceptional snorkeling, no carvings or trinkets to be bought, no quaint native rituals obligingly reenacted. Why would we go there?

For me it was obvious: to see the mercantile equivalent of the Borough of Manhattan as measured in nutmeg, of course. But I guess the idea didn’t translate.
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    THE NUTMEG tree, Myristica fragrans, is endemic to the Moluccas, and until about two hundred years ago it was found nowhere else. It’s a broadleaf evergreen that favors wet lowland areas in the tropics, thriving best on the rich volcanic soils of equatorial islands. It grows about forty feet tall and produces a pendulous fruit, roughly the shape of an avocado, with apricot-colored pulp. The pulp doesn’t ripen palatably and it isn’t harvested commercially, though it can be cooked into an interesting jelly, tasting faintly like A.1 steak sauce. At the core of the fruit is a brown pit the size of a quail’s egg, around which is wrapped a sinuous scarlet aril, like an octopus hugging a football. The aril constitutes mace, one of the twofer set of spices that this tree produces. Within the pit’s thin outer shell is a single seed: the nutmeg.

A whole nutmeg seems hard and woody, but anyone who has ever seasoned a cup of eggnog knows that it surrenders easily to a grater. In cross section it shows the network of dark veins, like worm tracks, holding the volatile oil that gives it aroma and flavor—and that in an earlier age gave it geopolitical importance. Among the factors that allowed nutmeg to achieve its global appeal, no doubt, was this accident of natural packaging. In the whole-seed form, it traveled well while remaining fresh. It came in its own convenient, preservative dispenser. In the days before canning, shrink-wrapping, and freezers, it could ride for hundreds of miles on the back of a camel and for thousands in the hull of a ship. It was almost as useful as money.

No wonder it had the power to cause trouble.

Today we think of nutmeg as a sweet, cloying, decidedly minor spice, seldom pulled off the shelf except for a Thanksgiving or Christmas dessert. In earlier times, its utility was more broad. At the end of the twelfth century, for instance, when Emperor Henry VI entered Rome before his coronation, the streets of the city were fumigated with nutmeg. Chaucer mentioned it in The Canterbury Tales as a seasoning for ale, and a fifteenth-century cookbook includes nutmeg (as well as saffron, cinnamon, pepper, and cloves, which were other precious imports from the Indies) in recipes for rabbit and chicken. The Middle Ages were a spice-hungry era, more given to excess than to subtlety, at least in the kitchens of the gentry and clergy. A social historian named Wolfgang Schivelbusch has written that banquet dishes “were virtually buried under spices; food was little more than a vehicle for condiments which were used in combinations we nowadays would consider quite bizarre.” Furthermore, a spice platter was sometimes passed down the table like a relish tray. “Guests helped themselves, adding spices as desired to the already seasoned dish, or they used the tray as a cheese or dessert platter. They consumed pepper, cinnamon, and nutmeg as we nowadays might partake of a delicacy, a glass of sherry, or a cup of coffee.” Schivelbusch was tiptoeing at the edge of a larger issue with his mention of sherry and coffee, because evidence also exists that nutmeg in such dosage serves as a drug.

The evidence was summarized in an article titled “Nutmeg as a Narcotic,” by Andrew T. Weil, which appeared in the journal Economic Botany three decades ago. Besides describing its narcotic effects and uses, Weil offered a scholarly survey of nutmeg’s repute as a folk remedy—in India, in the Arab world, and in Europe until the nineteenth century. He cited a sixty-page dissertation on nutmeg pharmacology that was published in 1681, and a nine-hundred-page treatise on nutmeg that tumbled off the presses a generation later. That tome prescribed nutmeg for treating no fewer than 138 diseases. One explanation for this former medicinal popularity is that, whether or not a large dose of nutmeg actually cured a particular condition—palsy or gas or eczema or worms or asthma or impotence or tuberculosis, as variously claimed—it probably did console the patient with a narcotic high. It achieved this, most likely, by way of an organic compound called myrisiticin, one of the active ingredients of nutmeg oil. After quoting a number of case reports, Weil concluded: “The seeds and arils of M. fragrans”—that is, both mace and nutmeg—“have powerful narcotic properties. In man, they have frequently caused serious but almost never fatal intoxications.”

A less rigorously scientific source, published in 1969, expressed it differently: “In an attempt to escape from reality at ‘nutmeg parties,’ beatniks and hippies sometimes eat two or three tablespoonfuls of powdered nutmeg as a hallucinogenic drug for ‘kicks.’” Just another of the elemental Sixties experiences that I seem to have missed while I was irremediably distracted by reality.
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    AMONG the great mercantile empires that emerged in the wake of Magellan, the one that most jealously fastened upon M. fragrans was the Dutch. It began in 1599, when Jacob van Neck’s expedition reached the Bandas and took on a lucrative load of nutmegs. Van Neck probably called at the central island of the group, with its trading village, Bandaneira, and its good anchorage. The histories I’ve seen don’t say whether he got to the island of Run.

Early spice cargoes were sold in Amsterdam at as much as 32,000 percent markup, and so the Dutch burghers who had financed those expeditions moved quickly to corner the trade. To eliminate competition among themselves, they united in 1602 as the Dutch East India Company. To eliminate international competition, they began nudging aside the Portuguese, who had reached the Moluccas first; the Spanish, who had gained a regional foothold in the Philippines; and the British, who had established an East India Company of their own. The Dutch focused on the Bandas, where the other colonial powers had no prior commanding presence, and in 1611 they built a fort on the slope above Bandaneira. Meanwhile the British had established a more modest trading post on Run, just a few miles eastward. The British, if Muller’s book can be trusted, offered better prices for nutmeg than the Dutch. And the Dutch company made itself still more unpopular with the Bandanese people by demanding a monopoly concession. This led to rebellion, murder, reprisal, and war—between the Dutch and the Bandanese, between the Dutch and the British. At one early stage, the Dutch tortured and beheaded eighteen (or eight, depending on which source you believe) British subjects for conspiring to subvert Dutch colonial authority. That caused a stink back in England, but the Bandanese fared even worse.

The Dutch company officials were truculent, firm, and purblind, as imperialists of all flags usually are. Beginning in 1621, under a fierce governor-general named Jan Pieterszoon Coen, they began killing off the Bandanese population. Another measure was equally barbaric, though less bloody: They also killed nutmeg trees. They did their best to extirpate M. fragrans from most of its range—everywhere but on those few islands where the Dutch hegemony was absolute, namely Ambon and the larger Bandas. The smaller outliers of Banda, according to Muller, weren’t secure enough to be spared: “Because the eastern islands of Run and Ai were less tightly controlled by the Dutch, they exterminated all nutmeg trees there.” Within a few decades, three-fourths of the nutmeg trees in the Moluccas (and therefore in the world) had been destroyed, so as to preserve the monopoly and keep prices artificially high.

When most of the Bandanese population had been murdered or driven into exile, Jan Pieterszoon Coen set to remaking the system of nutmeg agriculture. He divided the good land into dozens of perken, three-acre parcels, and allotted them to licensed Dutch planters, who came to be known as perkeniers. All the perken together encompassed maybe a half-million trees. “Since there were no Bandanese to work them,” Muller reports, “slaves were brought in.” The company made huge profits, while the perkeniers were paid just a minuscule fraction of the sale value of nutmeg in Europe. But rural luxury came cheaply in the Moluccas, and the perkeniers presumably lived the same sort of comfortable, halcyon lives as did slave-owning colonial growers of other places and times—such as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson in Virginia. For almost two centuries, people everywhere bought nutmeg from the Dutch East India Company or not at all. And when the supply threatened to sate the demand, the company willfully destroyed tons of its own nutmeg in order to reinflate prices.

As a mercantile strategy it worked, but not forever. By the end of the eighteenth century, the monopoly had been broken and the Dutch East India Company was dead. What had killed it? One factor was smuggling. Adventuresome Frenchmen had managed to sneak nutmeg plants out of the Moluccas and establish thriving plantations on other tropical islands, in the Indian Ocean. A second factor was rising British sea power—a blockade of Dutch ports in the East Indies, followed by outright usurpation of Dutch colonies. The British were assembling an empire of their own. A third factor is mentioned in historical sources, with no evidence given, and some recent authors find this one implausible: that fruit pigeons had been swallowing nutmeg seeds and voiding them (either by regurgitation or defecation) onto other islands, where the seeds managed to germinate without Dutch permission.

Personally, I find the third factor both plausible and appealing. Its plausibility rests on Ducula concinna, a handsome pigeon that’s native to Banda, known to eat nutmegs, and capable of crossing from one island to another. Its appeal rests on this: an empire thwarted by bird poop.
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    AT BANDANEIRA, when I went ashore with Piet and the others, the stigmata of history were still visible. Each lamppost on the main street rose from a base of sculpted concrete in the shape of a nutmeg fruit. I saw a young Bandanese boy wearing a T-shirt that read I [image: Images] NUTMEG MACE. Near the waterfront was a decrepit warehouse with a sign saying THE BANDA NUTMEG AGRICULTURE COMPANY in Indonesian. The Dutch fort on the slope above town had lately been restored for the edification of tourists, and even with ghosts for a garrison, it cast a stern presence. Then we visited a half-derelict nutmeg plantation at the edge of the forest, where an aging Dutch-Moluccan man told us feelingly in Dutch: “Nutmeg on Banda is a lousy business.”

The man’s name was Mr. van der Broeke. He had a few pounds of mace spread out to dry in flat baskets. He called himself “the last perkenier.”

We also made an excursion to an old Dutch church, built about the same time as the fort. It was a stark little building with a rickety belfry, a hand-rung brass bell not much bigger than a dinner bell, and a few rows of roughly planed pews. The altar was bare. No crucifix, no statues, no candelabra; obviously not a Catholic mission. In the churchyard, overgrown by weedy vines, were gravestones. One of them marked the remains of a certain Heer van der Broeke, who until his death in 1754 had been—like his descendant two centuries later—a perkenier. Stepping among these graves, I talked with Annelies and Max, two of my fellow passengers, whom I’d discovered as blessedly good company for a slow-boat cruise to wherever.

Max is a distinguished Dutch novelist. Annelies is a tough-minded woman with a sparkle of mischievous humor. Quietly, as we hung at the fringe of the group, Annelies told me that she felt very uncomfortable doing the tourist waddle through this scene of her national guilt. She mentioned the thousands of dead Bandanese, slaughtered by Dutch imperialists to make the world safe for overpriced nutmeg. Max, hearing our murmurs, agreed. The Dutch had been horribly vicious during their imperial era out here, he said. More vicious than the Portuguese during theirs, or the Spanish during theirs? Yes indeed, more. Why? Because we didn’t take priests with us, he said, so there was no mitigating influence by men who at least professed to value holiness and mercy. Holland was already Protestant, and colonialism was just a business enterprise, without pretense of missionary purpose. The Dutch were in it strictly for cash. Consequently our sins of empire, Max asserted, were worse.

I followed his logic, I respected his judgment and his contrition. But I wasn’t convinced that the Dutch empire in its day had been utterly different from the Portuguese empire, or the Spanish, or the British—or for that matter from the Akkadian, the Egyptian, the Hittite, the Assyrian, the Persian, the Macedonian, the Parthian, the Roman, the Mogul, the Napoleonic, the Czarist, the Soviet, or the American.
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    NEXT DAY I split from the group and chartered my own boat for a trip back to the island of Run. I was still intrigued by the Bargain of Breda, and I wanted to see just what it was that the Dutch negotiators had valued more highly than Manhattan. My boat jockey, a young Moluccan employee of a Bandaneira hotel, put me ashore in a cove at the north of the island, fronting a village, and then roared away. He saw no reason to linger, but he promised to come back.

A handful of one-masted praus stood at anchor in the cove, but not a single boat with a motor. There was no dock and, beyond the beach, no road. There seemed to be no internal combustion engine of any sort on the island. A lane of hard clay, packed smooth by centuries of barefoot pedestrians, led through the village. Attended by a swarm of curious children, I followed that lane between tin-roofed houses of stucco and thatch, set neatly behind fences of split bamboo. The children dinned me cheerily with their two words of English—“Hallo meester!”—over and over, and I responded in my moronic, elementary Indonesian. My initial impression was that this place was cleaner and friendlier than Manhattan. No doubt safer too.

I nodded politely to the women in doorways, who stared back, some smiling and some blank-faced, all of them wondering who the devil I was and why I had come. “Dimana?” the children hollered—Where are you going?—to which I had no sensible answer. I couldn’t put “I’ve simply come to wander and gawk” into their language. I passed a large half-built boat, propped in a dry-dock scaffold near the beach. The boat’s planking was adze-cut from logs, but its overall lines were graceful. Walking along, I exchanged greetings with a man in a yard, and then stopped when I saw that the ground beside him was covered with small brown ovoids. I recognized those ovoids.

Flattered by my interest, the man invited me through the fence. Splayed fish lay drying on a rack. A photoelectric panel stood on saw-horses, and an extension cord led incongruously in through the window of his house. I was curious what the cord might be feeding. Electric lights? A refrigerator? A Macintosh? A dialysis machine? But I was more interested in the ovoids. The man cracked one obligingly with his teeth and showed me the seed. “Pala,” he said. “Nutmeg?” I translated, expecting him to confirm what I knew. No sign of recognition. He’d never heard the word. “Pala,” he repeated pedagogically.

“Ada banyak?” I asked. Is there much of it hereabouts?

“Ya. Banyak.” He gestured up toward the forested hillside above the village. He was pleased to assure me: “Ada banyak.”

Clearly this was a place of great riches. I wondered in passing whether it had been the Dutch who brought in those trees, reestablishing orchards of M. fragrans amid the palm forest after having solidified their claim at Breda. Or was it the enterprising Runians, the indigenous survivors (if there were any) who outlasted the Dutch? Maybe the ancestors of this very man? Or was it the pigeons, who care nothing for human borders, or treaties, or mercantile schemes, and who shit on the dreams of empire?

There may be no biological evidence, but history tells us, I think, to bet on the pigeons.
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