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Ecosystems

‘Sit down,’ said Inge Lohmark, and the class sat down. She said, ‘Open the book at page one,’ and they opened the book at page one, and then they started on ecological balances, ecosystems, the interdependencies and inter­relations between species, between living creatures and their environment, the effective organisation of community and space. From the food web of mixed woodland they moved to the food chain of the field, from the rivers to the seas and finally to the desert and the tidal flats. ‘You see, no one – no animal, no human being – can live entirely for himself alone. Competition prevails between living creatures. And sometimes, too, something like cooper­ation. But that is rather rare. The most significant forms of coexistence are competition and the relationship between predator and prey.’

While Inge Lohmark drew arrows on the board, from the mosses, lichens and fungi to the earthworms and stag beetles, hedgehogs and shrews, then to the great tit, to the roe deer and the hawk, and finally one last arrow to the wolf, a pyramid gradually formed, with man at its tip alongside a few beasts of prey.

‘The fact is that there is no animal that eats eagles or lions.’

She took a step back to consider the big chalk drawing. The arrow diagram linked producers with primary, secondary and tertiary consumers as well as the inevitable decomposing micro-organisms, all connected by respir­ation, heat loss and increase in biomass. In nature everything had its place, and if perhaps not every creature had a purpose, then at least every species did: eating and being eaten. It was wonderful.

‘Copy that down in your exercise books.’

As she said, so it was done.

This was when the year began. The unease of June was long past, the time of sultry heat and bare upper arms. The sun glared through the glass façade, turning the classroom into a greenhouse. The expectation of summer germinated somewhere in the back of empty minds. The mere prospect of wasting their days in utter futility robbed the children of all their concentration. With swimming-pool eyes, greasy skin and a sweaty urge for freedom they slumped on their chairs and dozed their way towards the holidays. Some became erratic and insane. Others, because of the coming report, feigned submissiveness and deposited their biology assessments on the teacher’s desk like cats laying dead mice on the sitting-room carpet. Only to ask, at the next class, for their marks, calculators at the ready, eager to work out the improvement in their average to three decimal points.

But Inge Lohmark wasn’t one of those teachers who caved in at the end of the school year just because they were about to lose their adversaries. She wasn’t worried about slipping into insignificance as she was thrown back entirely on her own devices. Some of her colleagues, the closer the summer break approached, were afflicted with almost tender pliancy. Their teaching degenerated into a hollow form of audience participation. A dreamy glance here, a pat on the back there, ­wistful encouragement, hours of miserable film-watching. An inflation of good marks, a grievous betrayal of the A-grade. And then there was the nuisance of rounding up end-of-year marks to heave a few hopeless cases up into the next class. As if that helped anybody at all. Her colleagues simply didn’t understand that they were just damaging their own health by showing any interest in their pupils. After all, they were nothing but bloodsuckers who drained you of all your vital energy. Who fed on the teaching body, on its authority and its fear, doing harm to its responsibility. They constantly ambushed one. With nonsensical questions, meagre suggestions and distasteful familiarities. The purest vampirism.

Inge Lohmark wasn’t going to be sucked dry any more. She was well known for her ability to maintain a tight rein and a short leash, without flying into rages or throwing bunches of keys. And she was proud of it. One could still show weakness. The occasional carrot, out of nowhere.

The important thing was to set the pupils in the right direction, put blinkers on them in order to sharpen their concentration. And if chaos really did prevail, you just had to scrape your fingernails down the board or tell them about the canine tapeworm. In any case the best thing was to make the pupils constantly aware that they were at her mercy. Rather than allowing them to think they had anything to say. Her pupils had no right to speak and no opportunity to choose. No one had a choice. There were natural breeding choices and that was that.

The year started now. Even though it had begun a long time ago. For her it started today, on the first of September, which fell on a Monday this year. And it was now, in the dried-up tail-end of summer, that Inge Lohmark made her resolutions, not on gaudy New Year’s Eve. She was always glad that her school planner carried her safely over the turn of the calendar year. A simple flick of the page, with no countdown or clinking of glasses.

Inge Lohmark looked across the three rows of desks and didn’t move her head so much as an inch. She had perfected it down the years: the omnipotent, motionless gaze. According to statistics, there were always at least two in the class who were really interested in the subject. But those statistics seemed to be in jeopardy. Regardless of the rules of Gaussian distribution. How on earth had they managed to get this far? You could tell they’d been doing nothing but loaf around for six weeks. None of them had opened a single book. The big holidays. Not quite as big as they used to be. But still far too long! It would take at least a month to get them used to the school’s biorhythm again. At least she didn’t have to listen to their stories. They could tell those to Mrs Schwanneke, who organised an icebreaking game with each new class. After half an hour all the participants were entangled in skeins from a red ball of wool, and could each rattle off the names and hobbies of the child sitting next to them.

Just a few scattered seats were occupied. It was clear now how few they were. A sparse audience in her theatre of nature: twelve pupils – five boys, seven girls. The thirteenth had gone back to technical school, even though Mrs Schwanneke had intervened forcefully on his behalf. With repeated private lessons, home visits and psychological reports. Some sort of concentration problem. The things they came up with! These developmental problems they’d read about somewhere or other. First there was dyslexia, then dyscalculia. What next? An allergy to biology? Back in the old days there were just pupils who were bad at sport or music. And they had to play and sing along with everyone else anyway. It was merely a matter of willpower.

It just wasn’t worth it, dragging the weak ones along with you. They were nothing but millstones that held the rest back. Born recidivists. Parasites on the healthy body of the class. Sooner or later the dimmer bulbs would be left behind anyway. It was advisable to confront them with the truth as early as possible, rather than giving them another chance after each failure. With the truth that they simply didn’t meet the conditions required to become a fully-fledged member of society. What was the point of being hypocritical? Not everyone could do it. And why should they? There were duds in every year. With some, you could be happy if you managed to instil a few fundamental virtues. Politeness, punctuality, cleanliness. It was a shame they’d stopped giving out citizenship grades. Hard work. Cooperation. Contribution. Proof of the shortcomings of the present educational system.

The later you left getting rid of a failure, the more dangerous he became. He started harassing his fellows, and making unjustified demands: for decent school-end grades, a positive assessment, possibly even a well-paid job and a happy life. The result of many years of intense support, short-sighted benevolence and reckless generosity. Nobody who gulled the hopeless cases into believing they belonged should be surprised if they eventually came marching into school with pipe bombs and small-calibre firearms to avenge themselves for all the things that had been promised them and repeatedly withheld. And then the candlelit processions.

Lately everyone had started insisting on self-realisation. It was ridiculous. Nothing and no one was fair. Certainly not society. Only nature, perhaps. Not for nothing had the principle of selection made us what we were today: the creature with the most deeply furrowed cerebrum.

But Schwanneke, with her rage for integration, hadn’t been able to leave well alone. What could you expect from someone who formed letters out of rows







































































































































































































































































A Note on the Author
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