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Explanatory Note




What follows in these pages is the story of an unusual adventure taken by my wife and me as an adjunct to my graduate studies at M.I.T. Because of the highly personal nature of much of the material and the low tolerance for publicity of the extraordinary people we lived with, their names have been changed, minor details altered, and the location kept secret. Nonetheless, although certain liberties have been taken with chronology and background circumstance, everything described in this book actually took place.

Readers have some options in how they choose to proceed. The story can be read the way stories usually are, that is, as entertainment (I hope riveting), or as food for thought on the broader human condition (I hope stimulating), or even in this case as a real-life model for practical action (I hope instructive).

For those inclined there is still another way to read the book, and that is as a sort of scientific experiment attempting to establish, among other things, the answer to a key question about technologynamely, How much is enough? I say sort of scientific because, although anyone can replicate it, the conditions will probably not be identical.
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Prologue

Taking Orders




The other day someone I know was running an errand in the outer reaches of a major city. She rarely drives, but for some reason had this day dared to hazard the maze of crowded freeways and interchanges. When rush hour came on, she quickly wearied and pined for a break. A sign for a fast-food place came up, and against her better judgment, she pulled over. Seeing no one at the drive-thru, she slid into the ordering station.

She waited three full minutes before anyone responded, even though hers was the only car in line. Then a male voice came over the microphone:

Just one moment please.

She waited another sixty seconds.

Finally the voice resumed: May I take your order?

One small French fries please.

Anything else?

No thank you.

Pull ahead.

At the window a young man who appeared well fed on fries said, Uh, were learning to use a new cash register, so itll be about a ten- to fifteen-minute wait.

Ten to fifteen minutes for one order of French fries?

There was a pause as the young man took in my friends bewilderment.


Uh, I see what you mean. But I dont know how to do it. Why dont you pull ahead to the next window.

At the next window, a slightly older female, who might have been the manager, again fielded the request. At first she gave a blank stare. Then a light went off in her head. Taking out pencil and paper, she did some arithmetic and, without any further ado, handed over the fries.

My friend drove away puzzled. Now fully revived, she began to unravel what had happened. It appeared to her that the workers were involved in a chain of command with a machine at the top. It told them what the prices were, it added them together, it cued them to their duties. They took their orders from a cash register. Only when pressured by a customer did the manager at last realize that she had the power to act of her own accord and, in a flash of recognition, overrode the mechanical spell.










    
Section I

Planting







     

One

Seeds of Discontent




I used to be as optimistic as anyone about technology. Once asked in grade school to draw a picture of what my home would look like when I grew up, I sketched, in crayon, a transparent hemisphere resting on a single pole and a little flying saucer containing me, my wife, and our many kids about to dock at it. There were exactly eight little heads (besides mine and my wifes) peeking over the rim of the craft, all identical and propagated with the help of a fertility drug.

When I reached my early teens, I never failed to watch an episode of Star Trek, and I read almost every piece of science fiction Isaac Asimov wrote. On our familys first cross-country trip, I became ecstatic when we got caught in a traffic jam on the Oakland Bay Bridge. To a midwestern boy, traffic jams were exotic events in which only special people living in modernistic cities took part.

There was always an undertow to my technological infatuation, however, which at first I was loath to acknowledge. On that trip out west, I spent most of the time carsick. A few years later, after returning to the lazy metropolis of Topeka, Kansas, I began to notice anomalies in the mechanical utopia of our modernized household. After we got an automatic dishwasher, the size of the pile of dirty plates on the countertop didnt decrease at all. If anything, it increased. My dad bought one of the first word processors ever made in the hopes of easing the time and effort of writing. He spent so much time with that machine, I almost never saw him again.


In my grade-school years, the neighborhood seemed alive with children out in the street playing stickball and hide-and-seek. But the older I grew, the more deserted the street becameexcept for the cars, of course, which had multiplied over time and made playing out-of-doors more perilous. After supper even the cars went into hibernation; the only signs of life were the faint glows cast by cathode ray tubes on living-room blinds.

I had always been on the bashful side, so I went more or less the way of the trend, retreating as determinedly as everyone else to the altar of TV. But lest I surrender utterly to The Void, I applied myself diligently at the piano, practicing several hours a day. To survive socially in a place dominated by the automobile, of course, you had to drive; so I also made an attempt to earn money to buy a car by working at McDonalds. But soon I saw the futility and the irony: in a town whose borders motor vehicles had pushed to the horizons (with a population of 120,000, Topeka covered 50 square miles), the only sensible way to get to my job was by automobile. Until I could afford one, I had to bike the six-mile round trip on busy roads with no shoulders or sidewalks, and I arrived dripping wet. Had I stayed on, I calculated that, like the other workers, I would be working mostly in order to pay for my transportation to work.

What had begun as car sickness in boyhood had developed, by adolescence, into a deeper case of cultural indigestion. It was only when I got to college that I began the attempt to put a name to this, but already the symptoms of the maladyburdensome material inconvenience and social isolationhad become too acute to ignore.

Luckily, my musical diligence paid off, and I got into a good university. There it was exciting to meet other people of similar interests who lived within walking distance. I threw out the sheet music and threw myself into the life of the campus. I joined debating groups. I took up rowing. I made new friends. I dabbled in religion. And in my academic pursuits, I tried to gain some understanding of what was going wrong in Oz.

On a hunch, I signed up for a course in the history of technology. It was an eye-opener. The young professor, Eda Kranakis, capably surveyed the development of wind- and water mills, steam engines, and railroads, and tossed in a graphic description of the inhuman working conditions in nineteenth century factories. She related the tragic tale of the British land enclosure movement, inspired by scientific farming, which uprooted countless laborers from their hereditary commons in the country and flung them into the cities, where they formed an easily exploited labor pool.

As illuminating as the class was, though, it raised more questions than it answered. Hadnt American society moved beyond the barbarities of Dickensian England (or at least hadnt it subcontracted the dirty work to countries like Mexico)? What was technologys role in the present age? Problems hadnt disappeared; they were just different. But the exponents of public policy remained about as starry-eyed as I had been in grade school. Even the leaders of my elite university accorded every latest gizmo a virtual heros welcome. Appalled by this mindlessness, I engaged in many heated discussions with classmates. And I wrote an extended research paper for Kranakis, describing the unhealthy side effects associated with sedentary stress and the use of ordinary automated devices. Kranakis liked the paper and encouraged me to develop my ideas.

The conviction was growing in me that the besetting problem was our cultures blindness to the distinction between the tool and the automatic machine. Everyone tended to treat them alike, as neutral agents of human intention. But machines clearly were not neutral or inert objects. They were complex fuel-consuming entities with certain definite proclivities and needs. Besides often depriving their users of skills and physical exercise, they created new and artificial demandsfor fuel, space, money, and time. These in turn crowded out other important human pursuits, like involvement in family and community, or even the process of thinking itself. The very act of accepting the machine was becoming automatic.

By the time I graduated from college, my original orientation had become completely reversed: once an overawed vassal, I now burned with the desire to rise up and battle the technological dragon that, in my view, held society hostage. I found out about a new course at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology that was intended to provide a critical overview of the social effects of machines on human life. It was called Science, Technology, and Society. I applied and was accepted.

And I found myself in the very den of the beast. Life was never so ticklish. On the one hand, the fledgling S.T.S. graduate program lured me with the promise of free-ranging discussion of all things technological, pro and con. On the other hand, S.T.S. depended on M.I.T. for its existence. There were certain unspoken limits to the discussion, certain subjects not to be broached. The dragon I hoped to slay held me in its palm. I tried to respect my position, but I was not always as cautious as I might have been. The tongue would slip. The papers I wrote would poke a bit too hard.



The trouble may have begun when I signed up for a political philosophy course taught by a young professor from India named Uday Mehta. He showed how our modern Western legal system favored the development of technology: In the seventeenth century the mathematician Ren Descartes revolutionized philosophy by reconceiving the human being as a machine. Fifty years later the political theorist John Locke handed the latter rights. Locke, arguably the greatest single influence on the writers of the United States Constitution, expounded a novel notion of property. By snipping apart the complex social obligations of the past, he created a discrete personal domain of freedom, or individual right. This space he called property, whether it referred to a person or to a thing the person owned. A hereditary commons available for a mixture of uses and livelihoods had little place in Lockes thinking. His idea was to make the human individual and possessions inviolable. But since property was now synonymous with the person, the two became legally akin. By this innovation the machine got a toehold; it gained stature tantamount to that of its owner, even as the owner descended to the plane of the machine. The machine had acquired citizenship.

I wrote a paper for Mehta suggesting it be revoked.

Historians Merritt Roe Smith and Pauline Maier, in another course, unfolded the practical impact of technology on our society, weaving small-scale studies of traditional communities into the larger fabric of the young American republic. It was interesting to find that technology did not always receive the ecstatic greeting it does today. In the early nineteenth century there were uprisings against its encroaching domination, both here and abroad. Smith pointed out the unrest, leading, for instance, to violence against management at the Harpers Ferry armory after new technology was imposed on skilled gun makers. If there was one moment when the scales tipped irrevocably in favor of machinery in the English-speaking world, however, it was probably back in 1817, when the legendary Ned Ludd and his followers were hanged for vandalizing the power looms that were ruining their livelihoods. At that moment came the fulfillment of Lockes novel definition of rights: destroying a machine became legally tantamount to murder. The plea of self-defense counted for nothing, and opposition to technological advances has ever since been informally stigmatized as Luddism.

I wrote a paper for Smith expressing my sympathiesfor Ludd.



Midway through the semester, I made an appointment to speak with the S.T.S. program director about my academic progress. Professor Keniston, lanky and affable, was a psychologist by training. For the time I had known him, he had patted my ego in an avuncular way. The rigors of academic life were taking their toll, and I hoped the meeting would help revive me.

Shortly after I walked in his office, however, I sensed a chill. Eric, Keniston asked with a frown, do you really want to eliminate laborsaving devices? The question came out of the blue. It had nothing to do with why I had come to talk to him.

I was stunned and for a split second couldnt speak. I finally murmured a denial. The director went on.

I just came back from my summer home in Maine. I was trying to move some heavy rocks in the backyard. That pretty well did me in. Took me three days. And Im not about to do it again soon. Next time Ill use a backhoe.

I shuffled back to my graduate stall in a daze. Keniston had got me all wrong. It wasnt technology per se that I was after so much as an attitude of indiscriminate license, a bias in favor of machines over the interest of human beings. But this was M.I.T., after all. In the future, Id watch my step.


Still, even Keniston had given manual labor a try, and that was partly why I was in trouble. His misadventure helped me to clarify the purpose of my quest: not to rid the world of technology but to ascertain more carefully how muchor how littletechnology was needed. Was there some baseline of minimal machinery needed for human convenience, comfort, and sociabilitya line below which physical effort was too demanding and above which machines began to create their own demands? Or if there was no such absolute midpoint, was there perhaps a rule of thumb or a formula for arriving at practical compromise in varied circumstances?

In Kenistons sentiment, too, I divined a hint of the source of the homage (to which I myself had once been prone) that technology widely summoned: the fear that reducing it at all would send us backwards to the way things were before technologyto a nasty, brutish struggle for sheer survival. Technologys very success in certain tasks incited a broader dread at its absence. All the more reason to clarify the terms of moderation, the only alternative to limitless increase and blind veneration.

Still, I was at a loss. Having framed the question in this way, I faced another problem. Until now my effort had been waged solely in the realm of ideas. But as Kenistons travail showed, the real test of the matter lay in a concrete demonstrationa real-life experiment. It was probably not something I could carry out at an institute of technology.

The architecture of M.I.T. did little to endear me to its purposes. Most designs seemed to have taken their inspiration from the Pentagon. Newer buildings were as faceless and angular as the older ones. Even the neoclassical centerpiece of campus, the majestically domed edifice at 77 Massachusetts Avenue, somehow brought to my mind a nuclear reactor. Behind the facades the classrooms were sterile and the hallways straight and seemingly unendingone was actually nicknamed the infinite corridor. As a metaphor for the whole, the description fita means without an end.

In one of the few humane recesses of this vast impersonal complex, a remote corner of the S.T.S. student-faculty lounge, I found an old piano. No one ever used the room, so I could run through Chopins Barcarolle or Fantasie-Impromptu, or toss in a boogie-woogie rendition of The Flight of the Bumble-Bee, without being overheard. The passions flew free, and I savored a sense of sweet melancholy of the Polish master. After a session in this mood-venting chamber, I felt something like wine flowing through my extremities, as if my life-blood were being restored.

Then the compliments came. To my surprise, faculty and staff had begun leaving their doors slightly ajar in order to catch snatches of lyricism wafting through the corridors. Those hard bare walls had one advantage after all: their very emptiness opened up a resounding cavity that could be filled by what they lackedsoul, passion, spontaneity, or at least a musical distillate of these.



Between semesters, when money permitted, I traveled back to Kansas, and on one of these journeys I decided to take the bus. It wasnt any cheaper than the plane, thanks to an airfare war, but I guess I thought if I were ever going to try out more rudimentary technology, I might as well do so now.

It wasnt as bad as I thought it might be. The weather was nice, the scenery beautiful. There was plenty of time to unwind and relax and forget. The only tedious moments were the rest stopsuntil Pittsburgh. There I noticed a man getting on the bus with a full dark beard and wide-brimmed black hat. He looked Amish. I eyed him wistfullyand warily. I had once visited Lancaster County in hopes of finding a patch of human culture unravished by machines. At first I was taken in by the lush cornfields, immaculate white barns, two-hundred-year-old houses, old-fashioned buggies, and traditional costumes. Then I found out something odd: the yeomen had loopholes in their rules. They didnt own cars, but they could lease them. Telephones were off limits in the house, but not in booths outside. Appliances were verboten if they ran on electricity, but not if on pressurized air, propane, or gasoline. Retired farmers often moved to Florida and congregated in special Amish condominiums. Locally they commuted to work from new subdivisions in hired motor vehicles. They even manned the crews that built the subdivisions. They did almost everything everyone else did, using a substitute device. What was the point?


Admittedly not all of them had gone hog wild on machinery; some upheld the spirit of their rules and perpetuated lively practices of reciprocal aid and traditional agrarian labors. But they were fast becoming a minority. Hence my ambivalence when I spied the black-hatted man.

During a rest stop a few hours later, I noticed him standing beside the bus by himself. He looked a little lonely, so I sidled over to him. He seemed glad for the company. His features were fairly strikinghis brows jet-black, his eyes alive and fiery. You could tell English was not his first language from the way he clipped his syllables and sometimes groped for a word. Though he was a bit equivocal about his origins, it seemed safe to assume he was Amish.

But he was not from Lancaster County. This man and his neighbors inhabited an area far from the dense human throngs of the eastern seaboard. Somewhere deep in Americas heartland, they lived the life the Lancaster Amish had mostly discarded. They brought in the sheaves over their shoulders and hauled them to their barns by horse-drawn wagon. They husked corn by hand, loaded hay loose, and cut firewood with bucksaws. They got by without electricity, telephones, and motor vehicles. And, he said, they observed a rule prohibiting all motors. This was a stricter standard than even the most conservative Amish usually upheld. My curiosity was piqued. Was he Amish or not? He hesitated. You can say so if you like, he said. He shrugged his shoulders as if, for all he knew, the scythe might well be taken up again by farmers everywhere.

A thought came to me, and my heart began to beat faster. I mustered some will, then made him a proposal. He grew silent. Shortly the twinkle returned to his eye, and he gave me his address.

Once having taken the bus, I was really getting carried away.



It was odd how my journey into the heart of technology detoured so readily to these untechnological yeomen. It was even odder how it led to my discovery of a research assistant.

I had one more semester of classes to complete, and as I did so I continued bicycling back and forth to school from my apartment off-campus. As I became more familiar with the route, a pattern of carelessness caught up with me.


It was a gray and drizzly day, and the car was gray too. It had the right of way, but I didnt see it coming. There was an impact, and the next thing I knew I was on the pavement.

I ended up in the emergency room of the Cambridge City Hospital, and after three hours waiting, I was told nothing was wrong with me. The doctor was puzzled about the intensity of my pain. He guessed it came from a deep bruise, close to the bone in my upper left leg. He handed me a pair of crutches, and I left the hospital.

When I got home I was famished. It had been difficult enough crawling in and out of the taxicab. Now I had to balance on one leg while wielding pots and pans. In desperation I called a woman I had taken on a couple of casual dates. When she heard what had happened, she came right over.

I had originally met Mary, as it happened, because of a comment I made on the dance floor about my interest in the Amish. Over the din of the amplified music she had cried, Ive always wanted to live on a farm! She had an impish twinkle in her eye and a shimmer in her movements that I found irresistible. She had the physique of an elf. She was five feet four inches tall and weighed 105 poundsa weight, I found out later, that hadnt varied in ten years. But she never dieted. In fact, for dinner she prepared three pork chops, and when I passed up the third, she happily ate it herself. What a rare combination of elfin grace and amazonian metabolism.

But what most attracted me was her sparkle. It wasnt just in her eyesher whole slender being seemed to shimmer and twinkle, beckoning to me like a waving banner.

I never planned it like this, nor would it have happened if I had. For someone who never had found it easy meeting eligible women, the accident provided a remarkable opportunity to get to know one in the most natural way, without any effort or contrivance. For Marys part, the arrangement was also less nuisance than it might have seemed; she told me it was hardly more difficult cooking two plates of food rather than one, or doing two loads of laundry instead of one (one thing led to another). A beautiful human relationship had flowered despite all the technology surrounding usor, rather, precisely because of mechanical breakdown.


Mary hadnt been kidding, either, when she said she wanted to live on a farm. But her idea of one was a three-acre lot in Ayer, the second-to-last town on the Boston westerly commuter line. (The train did closely skirt Walden Pond.) She had been house-hunting there in hopes of putting as much distance as she could between her home and her joba job she disliked but needed in order to pay for the house. As a number cruncher by day, she wore a mouthpiece by night to keep from grinding her teeth. Most of her work consisted in transferring the contents of ledger sheets to ever-changing computer programs, by which she managed larger and larger accounting client pools.

It took a while for my proposition to sink in: a nonelectric hiatus, a telephoneless exile, a life that could pay its own way

But how do you wash the clothes? she inquired.

When she asked this, she had been washing my clothes using an electric washing machine for several weeks already. My recovery was coming very slowly



One day I reached in my mail slot and, under the pile of bills and advertisements, found the letter I had been waiting for. It was all set up. In careful, almost childish handwriting, mention was made of accommodations large enough for two.

Her reservations about clothes-washing notwithstanding, Mary was on the spot. Our relationship had heated up well beyond the level of friendship. Fortunately for me, she had never been emotionally attached to her job, and the potted plant in her office simply did not satisfy her hankering for the country. On the other hand, she had a list of unanswered questions: How heavy was the work? How long were the hours? What about refrigeration? What about food preparation? When I pointed out that people have been living without modern gadgetry for thousands of years, she finally gave in, brimming with curiosity to see how they did it.

We tied the knot at St. Pauls Church ten days before the scheduled arrival at our new home. To live in close quarters with a group like this, you had to be properly married. It would be premature to say, however, whether ours was a marriage of convenience.

We decided to shoot for an expedition of eighteen monthsenough time to experience a full change of season. Mary agreed to go along on one condition: that she would get the deciding vote in the decision of where to live after we finished our fieldwork.

And so, svelte assistant at my side, I set out in the general direction of a still-mysterious clique of manual laborers, imbued with one lone hope: that they might lend me a hand in my experiment. How hard and time-consuming was this life without laborsaving machines? And was it one Mary and I would consider leading ourselves? I dearly hoped the exercise would not amount to a sheer test of endurance. What I really wanted to discover was a balance between too much machinery and too little, or better yet, how to arrive at it wherever one found oneself. This knowledge was what modern society lacked and what I hoped my yet-unknown neighbors would provide some clue to.







    

Two

Paring Back




After honeymooning in Maine for ten days, we swung west in Marys red Escort, moving slowly and savoring the sights along our itinerary. But to reveal what they were or how far we traveled would give clues about the destination, which I have agreed not to disclose.

Amish groups relish public scrutiny little, but the settlement I approached was unusually well cloaked. Even though I knew where it was, I still did not know what it was, or whether it was really even Amish. One university researcher I consulted, a professional linguist who had been raised Amish and kept abreast of Amish doings, knew nothing of the group. Another insider, Omer Stahl, director of the Mennonite Information Center of Lancaster County, cautioned me not to raise my hopes. Many would-be writers, he warned, had sought to live with and learn from Amish(-like) people and failed. Be sure to do what youre told, he said. Dont ask too many questions. And be prepared to get up at four oclock in the morning to milk the cows.

If it was one thing to theorize about doing with less technology in a classroom, it was another to ponder doing with less in real life. As we drove, the discomfort of uncertainty grew in my gut. The very lack of information seemed to confirm darker intimations. A picture began to form in my head; I tried to suppress it, but it kept swimming in the back of my mind. It was almost too ghastly to articulate: bent-over figures laboring in the muck, adhering to the customs of their ancestors, warding off modernity with hexes and chanting.


Shaking the picture from my head, I reminded myself, They allowed you to come, allowed an outsider to enter their inner circle. They cannot be so backward. Then I thought of the real reason they had taken me in and my throat went dry: the rowing team. In my letter, as an ingratiating gesture, I had described the endless weight circuits and painful back bending of my chosen sport. No wonder they had agreed. They thought I was one of them.

I braced myself for the inspection. It had been two years since I had last rowed. My center of gravity had shifted from my chest to my waist. Would I be repulsed as a fraud? Or would they simply allow my corpulence to serve as its own punishment, bringing me my just deserts? How would I be brought back to civilization? In an ambulance? In a wagon filled with dung?

Beside me sat my new wife, innocent of what was to come. Where was I leading her? What would become of us?

Isnt it pretty, she said.

I rustled from my daydreams. The terrain around us was green, misty, and rolling. Farmhouses peeked through the trees, permitting glimpses of steeply angled roofs, fat porches, and muted colors. Homesteads were arranged in a pleasing contrapuntal series alongside the creek that rippled and twisted its way among them, flanked by small rich strips of bottomland. I could see faint green lines in the dirt, shoots of corn or sorghum starting to grow. From what I had read, the land indeed seemed suitable to Amish settlement: hills could not easily be farmed using large-scale mechanization, and the ample woods, besides providing privacy, were a source of heating fuel and wild game.

Something bothered me about the scene, but I couldnt put my finger on it at first. Then I realized what it was: There were no automobiles or pickup trucks in the driveways. There were no power lines connected to the houses. There werent even any peopleIt had rained earlier; the road was still damp in places. The inhabitants must have been indoors, out of the weather.

The quiet, the mist, the emptiness, the absence of signs of modern life, began to fill me with a sense of desolation. It was as if I were viewing the Earth after some great holocaust had pruned back the population and left the survivors bereft of any modern technology whatsoever. Was I actually getting what I asked for?

Mary and I topped a crest. The curling road bobbed down into a wooded hollow, rising again to a small tumbledown shack on the left. Around the next bend, we came to a large gray home with a steep pitched roof and shutterless windows, set back behind an enormous vegetable garden. For all the vegetation, the lack of a human presence was disconcerting. After curving and bobbing past many similar unpeopled dwellings, we finally found the mailbox number we were looking for. Our hearts quickened.

The house sat about fifty feet from the road; it was a white, sharply gabled bungalow. Though modest of size and design, it had a wide front porch and was set off by colorful flower beds and a broad, lush lawn. Sizable trees provided a canopy of shade, and tuneful song-birds concealed in the bower fluted melodiously. With shafts of sunlight breaking through the clouds, the whole scene shimmered and twinkled as if it were enchanted. Out of the gloom had arisen a fairy-tale cottage.

These were the living quarters on which our whole experiment depended, the chance on which it hinged. Mr. Miller, the owner, who lived nearby on land presumably adjacent to and in back of this piece, had heard about us from the local church bishop, who in turn had taken over the role of go-between from the man on the bus. (Soon after passing on my name, this helpful messenger had moved to another community in search of a spouse.) Miller had recently bought the property in order to hold it until one of his grown children was ready to move in. In the meantime, he needed to rent it out. The right place was available at the right time.

The circumstance was a piece of astonishing good fortune and made our entire stay here possible. It also eased another potential difficulty. As Catholics we belonged to a religion theologically divided from the Amish and other Anabaptist groups. Long ago the priest Menno Simons had left the Church of Rome in search of a simpler, more personal spirituality. His followers, the Mennonites, gave rise to another even more minimalist offshoot, led by the stern Jacob Ammann, dubbed the Amish. Among Mennos grievances with Catholicism was its practice of infant baptism, which he believed engendered lukewarm religious conformity. As a remedy he baptized adults only after they had made conscious assent to Biblical precepts, even if they had been baptized before (hence the word Anabaptist, or Re-Baptizer). Mary and I had both been baptized as infants, once and for all (albeit I as a Lutheran before later switching denominations). It was probably fair to say that on most other matters of Christian form or liturgy, Mennos spiritual heirs still defined their positions as antitheses to Catholic ones.

Given all this potential friction, our landlords short-term financial interest may have oiled things considerably. At the same time, our theological distance granted us a certain objectivity. Any success that might arise from this venture would be the result of the change in our material conditions and technological approaches, not a prior religious affinity.

In the garden behind our cottage, we spied what appeared to be our own green field, with long faint rows of what I suspected were corn, potatoes, beans, and tomato plants, starting to sprout. I had offered to pay Mr. Miller to have one of his children plant a few vegetables for us before we arrived (it was now June 4), but I hadnt expected a full garden.

The front door of the house was open, and we entered. The interior was almost as refreshing as the exterior. From the moment we walked in, I could see Mary was already enjoying her new home. She looked radiant. The three downstairs rooms were spacious and airy and freshly painted. Front and back porches made them seem even more expansive. And the rooms were furnished. I had been told the house would be empty, so we had expected to spend our first days scouring junk stores and yard sales. But all was supplied. This was a true favor. Catholic though we were, our landlord had gone out of his way to make our arrival comfortable.

As I moved out the back door and around the corner, I almost fell over him. At first I thought it was an elf. He was slender, a bit short, somewhat aged. He wore a wide-brimmed straw hat, blue denim broad-fall pants, and suspenders. His beard flowed thickly in gray and charcoal streaks from his face, and he seemed to stoop from its weight. From under his straw hat, he gazed up at me keenly.


His wife, following behind, half again his size, wore a long blue apron over her ankle-length blue dress and a round black traveling bonnet over her hair. There was a hint of mirth in her eyes, a hint of a quiver in her plumpness. When I looked closer at her clothing, I saw, faintly outlined on it, a rectilinear patchwork, squares of cloth so various and artfully stitched together that it was hard to tell what was original and what was added. These were quilts she was wearing.

Mrs. Miller was the first to open her mouth. We came over to finish cleaning the house, she said rapidly. But now that youre here I guess you can do it yourself. With that she gave a little chortle. The Pennsylvania Dutch woman clipped her English and sputtered her sentences like the man at the Greyhound stop.

Ohhh, it looks fine.

Mr. Miller was peering at me warmly. Have a nice trip? he inquired. He talked slower than his wife and seemed genuinely interested in our answer.

Hit a little rain coming in.

Yeah, it was raining here too.

Though small and lithe, he bore himself with a certain gravity. After hearing a few more of his carefully chosen words, I no longer thought of him as elfin. The talk was small, but each word had weight; there seemed to be a profundity of interest concentrated in his steady gaze, a wealth of deliberation in his slow speech.

Smiles now and then seemed about to form in the corners of their mouths, and then the lips smoothed out again. I supposed since we were strangersand Catholics no lessthey could not show approval too openly. Or was there something else? Did they see humor in the situation? Did they know something we didnt? Merely everything, of course. That was why we were here.

Before long, the Millers turned to leave. But as he stepped aboard the buggy (which they had pulled up quietly to a backyard bush while we had toured the house), Mr. Miller turned back and admonished me: Youll be expected to mow the lawn.

The command fell like a brick. My stomach did a somersault. Had the arduous physical regimen already begun? I sighed and chuckled to myself. Too little to go on yet, of course. Perhaps I needed to wait at least to see what sort of lawn mower I would be using.

I remembered that I had not yet given Mr. Miller the rent check, and strode over to him with it$150 for the first month. I handed him $50 more for starting the garden. He tried to decline it, but after an awkward moments insistence, he took the money. I hoped I hadnt insulted him. The buggy spun about and they were gone.


We had no formal relationship with the Millers except as tenants. Still, we clung to the hope that living next door would provide informal occasions to learn from them, to put us into the thick of their customs and habits. From my brief communication so far, I knew only the scantest about what those customs were: no electricity, no telephones, no motors, no motor vehicles. We of course expected to abide at least by the same restrictions. It was time to take a technological inventory:

The recently purchased house was still equipped with electricity because Mr. Miller had intended to rent to outsiders. But he hadnt counted on us. We would have the current switched off. As we went through our belongings, we uncovered two kerosene lampsgifts from our wedding.

Since the water supply depended on electricity, we also needed a substitute for the kitchen faucet. Outside the house, an old pitcher pump sat on a square wooden stand above a cistern, which received the water like a sink. Mary was soon cranking the handle and testing the devices capabilities.

The cistern was good for dish-washing and bathing water. For drinking water we looked to the spring that lay back over the hill. The Millers offered to bring us a container of spring water every two days when they went to fetch their own.

In all of these adaptations, we were conforming to the consequences of turning off the electricity. This also meant there would be no electric stove, much less a microwave oven. Mrs. Miller had hinted that she had a kerosene range to spare, which we could place on the screened back porch for good ventilation.

I lifted my bicycle from the hatchback of the Escort. We hoped to buy another one in the nearest town, so we could travel together. We didnt feel ready to get rid of the car just yet and expected to garage it in the back shed in case it was ever needed, until and if we were able to purchase a horse and buggy.

Mr. Miller stopped by later to drop off the mower. It was a cutting cylinder, two wheels and a handle. I remembered how my grandfather panted as he pushed one like this at his home in Hutchinson, Minnesota, when I was a child. The moment had arrived. I felt a few nervous flutters. The grass was green and tall and still wet in places. Here, it seemed, was the task that would set our whole fate turning: push (wheeze)! push (wheeze)! push (wheeze)!


The whole yard took about an hour and a half to mow. The grass could have been a little shorter and less damp. I had to do some of the thicker rows twice, and to overlap widely on each pass. Pushing took effort in the chest muscles, lower back, and legs. My shirt was soaked with sweat. And yet I was not exhausted. Nor can I say the task was unpleasant. There was something delicious in the feeling of hand mowing through thick turf. As the spiraling blades transmitted my own power into cuttingsnick, snickthe sense of sinking my own teeth into that chore was palpable, as if to say I had bit off something I could chew. Later I learned that lawn mowing was considered a womans chore here, and not a very heavy one at that; nine-year-old girls often did it. But for now I felt a small, smug sense of satisfaction.

The next morning Mr. Miller appeared at our doorstep and asked if I could help him carry something. On the back of his wagon sat an old white appliance, a circular washing machine with a crank handle in the center. We brought it into the house, and Mr. Miller left us alone. Mary gazed at the thing in astonishment. I helped her heat the water on the kerosene stove Mrs. Miller had lent us, and she gathered the other ingredients. In went the water. In went the clothes. In went the biodegradable detergent. Mary took hold of the crank and began to turn.

We have since learned that among hand-operated washing machines, the ones with back-and-forth handles work best. A swinging motion, as technological historian Lynn White Jr. has noted, is far more amenable to the physiologies of earthly beings than is a circular motion, which can be seen in nature only in the stars. That is why we later purchased, from a local Amish craftsman, a custom-designed swing-handled machine.

Still, for now the crank-handled machine offered Mary surprisingly little resistance. Having received the tip that two hundred strokes completes a load, she stopped turning after about three minutes. The load was clean. She pulled each sopping item through the rubber ringer and dropped it in a basket.

What a novelty it was. Actually washing clothesnot just pushing a button and hearing a hum, but washing your own clothes without the mediation of distant power suppliers disgorging pollutants into the biosphere. It was really rather cathartic for both of us. We were cleaner in more ways than one. And whenever Mary did the laundry again, I sensed more than willingness in her cranking movements; I sensed zest. This was productive. Thought and action coincided. It was the upper body workout she never had time for on her lunch break, yielding a meaningful end-product. Mary had come down from her counting tower and added body to soul. I liked the sum I saw. When she was done with that first load, we grinned at each other, each knowing what the other was thinking, and I helped her hang up the clothes.

[image: ]

But not too much could be concluded from a little hand mowing and bit of hand-washing. The greater part of the manual labors still lay in store. No grant funded this experiment. If I couldnt get food on the table, there was no financial cushion to fall back on. About $1,500 remained from my first years fellowship money, not even enough to pay the rent for eighteen months. Mary had savings, but these I deemed sacrosanct; they were held in reserve for the day her turn came to choose our adventureunless she returned to the city single. Now that our technological moorings were severed, we were in the same boat as our neighbors. We had to pull our own weight.

I sat down to go over some self-help books we had bought, used, in Boston
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