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		Introduction

		NB: Readers who do not wish to learn details
			of the stories may prefer to treat the Introduction as an Epilogue.

		Like many others, I’ve looked to Edgar Allan
			Poe for a starting point. One of the great champions of the American short story, Poe
			argued that what gave a collection of tales the edge over a novel or a book of poems was
			its capacity to represent a ‘vast variety of modes or inflections of thought and
				expression’.1 Variety has certainly been one of my main aims in making this
			selection. The following pages are populated with farm labourers, artists, aunts,
			soldiers, sons, witches, drunks, ghosts, property developers and vacuum cleaner
			salesmen. There’s also a dog, a frog and a caterpillar. Their stories are, in Washington
			Irving’s phrase, all ‘short and quickly told’.2

		An anthology not only contains stories, it
			also, inevitably, tells stories. One narrative is about time, about change and
			continuity in the forms and preoccupations of an important American genre, from its
			beginnings in the early nineteenth century. Another concerns space or, more
			specifically, the ways in which the short story became a favoured mode in which to
			explore the diversity of the United States. Underlining both of these rather abstract
			emphases is the material fact that the short story is ‘normally too short to be
			published by itself’3 and so needs to find a home among other pieces – in a
			collection by a single author, in an anthology, or, to start with, most often in a
			magazine. While there have been storytellers since the earliest times, the invention and
			development of the modern short story as we recognize it is a product of the invention
			and development of magazines.

		Twenty different magazines are represented
			in this anthology (see Sources), and through them we can trace several important
				shifts. Before anyone spoke much of
			‘tales’ or ‘sketches’ – never mind ‘short stories’ – periodicals published essays.4 The essay
			tradition that developed in eighteenth-century British periodicals, and then crossed the
			Atlantic, used a wide variety of short prose forms – from the dream vision to the mock
			advertisement – and often employed a rather whimsical elderly bachelor as a continuing
			narrator. Washington Irving used the bachelor-narrator to great effect and, in 1820, his
				Sketch-Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. became America’s ‘first literary
				best-seller’.5 This collection opens with one of Crayon’s predecessors, Launcelot
			Langstaff, telling the tale of ‘The Little Man in Black’ (1807).6

		By the middle of the nineteenth century,
			locally based journals (such as the New-England Magazine, which published
			Nathaniel Hawthorne’s ‘Young Goodman Brown’ in 1835) gave way to magazines with a
			national circulation, including the Atlantic, the Ladies’ Home Journal
			and Collier’s, where Henry James’s ‘The Real Right Thing’ first appeared in
			1899. What became known as the ‘magazine story’ – to be ‘taken down with a gulp’ –
			reached a peak of popularity in the early decades of the twentieth century, although its
			usual reliance on a predictable range of characters and stock devices (such as a
			sentimental or ironic conclusion) led some to dismiss it as a typical modern ‘mechanical
				product’.7
			In response, there emerged a whole host of ‘little magazines’ that promoted an
			experimental modernism – ‘form, not plot,’ said Sherwood Anderson, whose spare and
			elusive ‘The Untold Lie’ was published in the Seven Arts in 1917.8 (The magazine
			had a circulation of just 5,000 while Collier’s, at its peak, reached nearly
			three million.) Since that time, the American short story has maintained a reputation as
			a genre that is peculiarly amenable to both commercial formula and avant-garde
			innovation. By the late twentieth century, with fewer and fewer national platforms
			available, the ‘holy grail’ for short story writers became the New Yorker; four
			of our final ten stories appeared in that magazine.9 Little magazines, many of
			which are associated with universities and creative writing programmes, nevertheless
			remain the home of most American short fiction.10 This selection closes
				with Lydia Davis’s ‘The Caterpillar’,
			which featured in a little magazine called NOON in 2006.

		Places and Voices

		The stories in this book cover a fair amount
			of ground, as do their characters. It’s perhaps appropriate then that we begin with the
			story of an immigrant – Irving’s little man in black – or rather, the story of his final
			days in an insular Hudson Valley community, which is deeply suspicious of his ‘foreign
			aspect’ and ‘outlandish tongue’.11 America is an end point too for the narrator of Jhumpa
			Lahiri’s ‘The Third and Final Continent’ (1999), but this time we hear the immigrant’s
			version of events. Set in 1969, just as the first Americans leave the planet to walk on
			the moon, the story explores the ways in which our experience of space and time expands
			and contracts. Lahiri’s narrator first travels from Calcutta to London, but he devotes a
			mere page to the five years he lived there. Nor does he elaborate on the thirty years of
			family life that he subsequently enjoyed in Massachusetts. His subject is rather the
			‘remote interlude’ of his first six weeks in a Boston lodging house kept by Mrs Croft, a
			woman born in 1866. ‘Compared to a century’, the time he spends with her ‘was no time at
			all’ and yet he measures it precisely in ‘minutes’ and ‘steps’ and the ‘eight one dollar
			bills’ of his weekly rent. The house, like Irving’s village, offers a metaphor of a
			nation coping with intrusion. Mrs Croft might be obsessed with locked doors – patrolling
			her boarders and borders – but nevertheless she welcomes travellers from India to
			America, and via the radio, travellers from America to the moon.

		The stories in this collection range all
			over the United States: from Ohio to Texas, Montana to Georgia, California to
			Mississippi. Can we distinguish a Harlem story from a Cleveland story? Is there a
			difference between a story set on a New England local train (Edith Wharton’s ‘Atrophy’)
			and a story whose action takes place on the Denver to Kansas City line, with Westerners
			and Easterners sitting side by side (O. Henry’s tale-with-a-twist, ‘Hearts and
			Hands’)?

		O.
			Henry was writing in 1903, at a time when many believed that the short story was the
			ideal form for educating one part of the population about another. Bret Harte, another
			popular story writer, even argued that what became known as ‘local color’ allowed the
			Union, ‘for the first time’, to recognize fully ‘its component parts’.12 It was a period of great
			change in the constitution of those parts. On the one hand, large waves of immigration
			meant that the United States had an increasingly diverse population; on the other hand,
			local folk traditions were thought to be under threat from modern networks of
			communication (railways, magazines and, later, the telephone). While some stories sought
			to preserve regional or ethnic ‘types’ in ethnographic case studies, others explored the
			new networks as metaphors for human connection and disconnection. In Wharton’s ‘Atrophy’
			(1927), Nora Frenway is thwarted in her attempt to visit her dying lover. His jealous
			sister only wants to discuss timetables, and, feigning anxiety that Nora will miss her
			train, sends her ‘back to the Junction’ and her life of propriety. In Dorothy Parker’s
			version of a long-distance phone call, ‘New York to Detroit’ (1928), we know that Jack
			(in Detroit) is talking about more than the crackling line when he tells Jean (in New
			York) that they’ve got ‘the damndest, lousiest connection I ever saw in my life’.

		Voices have always been important to the
			American short story. Many borrow the form of the dramatic monologue – think of Poe’s
			walled-up narrator in ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ (1843), desperate to confess, or of Aunt
			Hetty lecturing her nieces about marriage in Fanny Fern’s sketch ‘Aunt Hetty on
			Matrimony’ (1851). Others present a scene of dialogue. In ‘Starving Again’ (1990),
			Lorrie Moore stages an interrogation of romance, 1980s-style, in a macrobiotic
			restaurant. Her hungry-for-love protagonists might not get much sustenance from the
			miso, but conversation is another matter. Whether the back and forth takes place across
			a cornfield (Anderson’s ‘The Untold Lie’) or a city street (Zora Neale Hurston’s ‘Now
			You Cookin’ with Gas’) or the living-room couch (John Updike’s ‘Sunday Teasing’), or
			even (in Parker’s case) across a continent, in many cases the conversation is
			the story.

		The
			clash between voices and points of view, fundamental to all exchanges, is further
			emphasized when the speakers use different dialects. Many humorous stories of the early
			to mid-nineteenth century rely on a gap between a sophisticated Eastern narrator and an
			uneducated ‘regional’ speaker.13 By 1865, however, when Samuel L. Clemens launched his career
			(under the name Mark Twain), the balance of power between the recorder of the tale and
			its teller had become less straightforward. Twain fiddled endlessly with ‘Jim Smiley and
			His Jumping Frog’. The version included here, his third go, takes the form of a letter
			addressed to ‘A. Ward’.14 Twain relates how he was sent by a friend to inquire after a
			minister called Smiley but instead found himself listening to ‘garrulous’ Simon
			Wheeler’s ‘infernal reminiscence’ about a gambler called Smiley. Eventually,
			‘good-naturedly’, he walked away.15 Was the joke on him? Had the
			seemingly earnest Wheeler been playing him for a fool all along? Is Twain’s own rather
			pompous deadpan for real? We can’t tell. ‘Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog’ is as much a
			story about the complicated games and performances involved in storytelling as a tall
			tale about a frog.

		While Twain used the frame tale to play the
			wiliness of the Southwest against the expectations of his New York Saturday
				Press readers, Joel Chandler Harris attempted a post-Civil War rehabilitation
			of plantation life. Uncle Remus has ‘nothing but pleasant memories of the discipline of
				slavery’.16
			Remus’s intimacy with Miss Sally’s seven-year-old boy – not entirely dissimilar to the
			alliance of Twain’s Huck and Jim – appealed to readers looking for an escape from
			complicated modernity and to those determined to revive the ‘natural’ race relations of
			the antebellum era. And yet the tales told by Remus – originating in the African-derived
			tales Harris had heard in his own childhood17 – invariably undercut that
			cosy picture. ‘The Wonderful Tar-Baby Story’ (1880), for example, isn’t about harmony
			and co-operation but sticky and violent entanglement. Characteristically, Uncle Remus
			leaves the ending open – ‘dat’s all de fur de tale goes’ – and Miss Sally’s boy in
				suspense.18
			The teller, once more, is in control of the tale.

		Charles W. Chesnutt was Harris’s
			contemporary and the first African-American writer to ‘find a substantial white
			readership’ through his publication in the
				Atlantic.19 His first book, The Conjure Woman (1899), involved
			another ex-slave ‘uncle’ (Julius MacAdoo) telling stories of plantation life; in this
			case to the white Yankee couple who buy the plantation. But Chesnutt soon rejected the
			stereotypical restrictions of the ‘dialect tale’ in favour of fictions that tackled the
			complexities of black urban bourgeois existence. ‘The Wife of His Youth’ (1898), the
			title story of his second collection, directly addresses the relationship between that
			middle-class professional world and the ‘old plantation life’. Charles Ryder is a
			light-skinned ‘refined type’, fond of Tennyson’s ‘fair maidens’, and a believer in the
			‘upward process of absorption’ of his race. One day, his party preparations are
			interrupted by the arrival of a ‘very black’ and elderly-looking woman called Liza Jane.
			It is as if his past has been ‘summoned up’ by the ‘wave of a magician’s wand’. Ryder
			listens as she relates her life story and later repeats the tale to his guests, before
			revealing that, twenty-nine years earlier, she had been his wife. We are told that Ryder
			uses the ‘same soft dialect’ as Liza Jane did, but the narrative provides a report in
			Standard English. The past must be acknowledged, Chesnutt suggests, but so too must its
			pastness.

		If the ‘dialect tale’ had had its day, the
			richness of vernacular speech continued to inspire American writers. Zora Neale Hurston,
			in particular, was adamant that folklore was ‘not a thing of the past’ but, in the
			1930s, very much ‘still in the making’.20 She believed that language
			(or, at least, what she called ‘Negro Expression’) came alive in a kind of everyday
			‘acting out’ in ‘little plays by strolling players … in a dozen streets in a thousand
				cities’.21
			‘No one’ on those dozen streets, she said, ‘ever mistakes the meaning.’ ‘Now You Cookin’
			with Gas’ (1942), about two men from the South who meet in Harlem to brag, argue and
			share their homesickness, opens as if the reader is there on the street corner too.
			‘Wait till I light my coal-pot,’ the narrator says, ‘and I’ll tell you about this
			Zigaboo called Jelly.’ But since the readers of the American Mercury might
			mistake the meaning, the narrative then moves between Harlem ‘slanguage’, Standard
			English and, as a kind of compromise, free indirect style. A glossary further helped the
			reader not to ‘mistake the meaning’.22 Some have
			read ‘Now You Cookin’ with Gas’ as a demonstration of Hurston’s mastery of the
			‘spy-glass of Anthropology’, arguing that it is ‘less fiction than a linguistic study’,
			but this is too simple.23 The story does not simply use jive talk; it’s about jive
			talk. Unable to make a successful deal in either sex or money, Jelly and Sweet Back take
			pleasure in exchanging words. ‘Boogerbooing’, ‘bullskating’, ‘confidencing’ and ‘beating
			up’ their gums is what they mostly do.


		Secrets and Silences

		One group of stories in this book explores
			the consolations and vitality of language, another seems to suggest that it’s better,
			and truer, not to say too much. ‘Whatever I told him would have been a lie,’ concludes
			Anderson’s Ray Pearson in ‘The Untold Lie’, keeping schtum. Anderson’s protégé Ernest
			Hemingway went on to form a theory of not telling or, as he put it, ‘omission’.24 ‘Out of
			Season’ (1923), his first experiment in this mode, is made up of fragments of
			conversations and actions, leaving many ‘mysterious’ gaps in information and time. The
			reader’s inevitable disorientation reflects that of the story’s ‘young gentleman’ and
			‘his wife’ who always seem to be either late or early, strangers in a strange land, but
			misunderstanding each other as much as they do the German and Italian speakers of the
			Dolomites. The point of the story is not to explain but rather to create what Carlos
			Baker called a ‘metaphorical confluence of emotional atmospheres’.25 A similar effect is created
			by John Updike’s ‘Sunday Teasing’ (1956), although its articulate discussions may seem a
			world away from Hemingway’s cryptic, stylized exchanges. Here, though, the very volume
			of talk – about St Paul and Benny Goodman, Henry Green and Scarlatti, the New York
				Times and Garbo in Camille – serves only to indicate what hasn’t been,
			and can’t be, said. While washing the dishes at the end of the day, the protagonist has
			a ‘perfect and luminous thought: You don’t know anything.’

		Secrets have always been the great
			motivators of fiction. If nineteenth-century works often presented confession as a great
				relief – certainly in the case of
			Poe’s ‘very, very dreadfully nervous’ murderer, and Mary Wilkins Freeman’s devoted ‘Two
			Friends’ (1887), each of whom is ‘keepin’ something’ from the other – the modernist
			story suggested that secrecy was almost a condition of life. The moral of Henry James’s
			‘The Real Right Thing’ might be ‘Don’t pry’. A great writer dies and his wife hires a
			biographer. But while initially believing that the writer’s ghost has appeared to guide
			him in ‘an intercourse closer than that of life’, the biographer is finally forced to
			accept that the ghost’s intention is not to reveal but rather to continue to conceal and
			thus ‘save His Life’.26

		The best one could hope for, it seemed, was
			the momentary exposure of a ‘real self’ behind the ‘automaton’ of convention (as Wharton
			put it in ‘Atrophy’). Fiction’s capacity for inner exposure made it preferable to
			photography, maintained Eudora Welty, who worked in both forms. Only stories could ‘part
			the veil between people’ and show ‘what comes from inside’.27 The revelation of the
			private real self was more likely to come from actions than from words. Jason and Sara
			Morton, the protagonists of Welty’s ‘The Whistle’ (1938), are ‘no more communicative in
			their misery than a pair of window shutters beaten by a storm’. They once owned a farm
			in Mississippi but the ravages of the Depression forced them to sell it to a Mr Perkins,
			and now their lives are governed by his ‘great whistle’ – calling them out in the night
			to protect the tomato plants from frost with their own clothes. One evening Jason does a
			‘rare, strange thing’ and sets fire to every piece of wood in their cabin. He gives his
			wife a ‘wonderful’ moment of ‘extravagant warmth’, but the intimate consolation of their
			silent communion is broken by the return of the whistle, ‘as though it would extract
			something further from their lives’.


		Short-Story Time

		Those who prefer novels sometimes say that
			the short story ignores history. While it’s certainly true that a detailed chronicle of
			the Civil War or the Great Depression or the immigrant experience can’t be fitted into ten or twenty pages, short stories have
			a lot to say about these events and, more generally, about the ways in which time is
			experienced.

		The modern short story often stages moments
			of crisis or transformation; moments which, at the very least, provide ‘some point of
			vantage, from which past and future are equally visible’.28 A classic example is
			Flannery O’Connor’s ‘A Late Encounter with the Enemy’ (1953), in which George Poker Sash
			experiences a fatal stroke at his 63-year-old granddaughter’s college graduation, while
			sitting on stage dressed as a Confederate general. Sash is 104 but he can’t recall the
			Civil War ‘at all’, nor the Spanish-American War in which he lost a son. In fact his
			most vivid memory is of the premiere of Gone with the Wind when he also wore a
			fake general’s outfit and was surrounded by pretty girls. If Sash seems to represent the
			South’s willing commodification of history – his corpse is left by a Coca-Cola machine –
			his final moments suggest the possibility of another perspective. When the ‘little hole
			in his head’ opens, images of his family and the names of Civil War battle sites rush in
			– the ‘entire’ and genuine past – ‘as if the past were the only future now and he had to
			endure it’.

		Death might offer the ultimate (if
			late-arriving) vantage point, but night – in particular, what Poe calls the ‘dead hour’
			of midnight – often serves an adequate educative purpose. The problem is that the
			adventure of just ‘one night’ is often more than a ‘mere interlude in the main business
			of life’; it changes that life for ever.29 Did Goodman Brown witness a
			‘witch-meeting’ in the forest or was it just a ‘wild dream’? Either way, he returns to
			village life, and his waiting wife, a stern, sad and no longer young man.

		Since Hawthorne’s day, the American woods
			have seen their fair share of initiations into awareness of sex and evil and limitation.
			In Alice Walker’s ‘The Flowers’ (1973), ten-year-old Myop is skipping along a woodland
			path, where ‘nothing existed for her but her song’. Until, that is, a few hundred words
			later, when she stumbles upon the corpse of a lynched man and summer is ‘over’. A more
			complicated initiation takes place for the sixteen-year-old protagonist of Richard
			Ford’s ‘Communist’ (1985). Twenty-five years
			later, he’s still not sure what exactly he learnt from the day in November 1961 when he
			went hunting on the lake with his mother and her boyfriend, a paranoid veteran of 1950s
			CIA operations in Vietnam. The tension exists on both a personal and a national level
			between what ‘I knew … even then’ and ‘what is clear to me now’.

		Of course, the forest is not the only place
			in which fissures in lives are made and felt. Twentieth-century fiction was more likely
			to make use of the temporary hiatus of a hotel (Hemingway), a lodging house (Lahiri), or
			a railway station. In John Cheever’s mordantly funny ‘Reunion’ (1962) a teenaged boy,
			‘between trains’, meets his father for an hour and a half, and for the last time, at
			Grand Central Station. But that’s all the time he needs to realize that he has seen his
			‘future’ and his ‘doom’. The narrator of Grace Paley’s ‘Wants’ (1971), meanwhile, meets
			her ex-husband on the steps of the public library. Her books are overdue, but if the
			librarian is happy to wipe ‘the record clean’, the ex wants to pinpoint, to the hour,
			the end of the marriage. The story both suggests the absurdity of this ‘want’ and
			acknowledges that big changes can come of small decisions, albeit in a rather haphazard
			fashion.

		Because sometimes the event that should
			change everything doesn’t. Written seventy years before Paley’s story, in 1899, Stephen
			Crane’s ‘An Episode of War’ exemplifies, and to some extent paved the way towards, the
			modern short story’s emphasis on the arbitrary and inexplicable. While engaged in the
			banal ritual of dividing the company’s coffee ration during the Civil War, an unnamed
			Union lieutenant suffers a gunshot wound that will lead to another division – the
			amputation of his arm from his body. The soldiers, who are ‘spectators’ to both events,
			can’t comprehend how one minute all was well and then, the next, a bullet appeared from
			a nearby forest: ‘the men in silence stared at the wood, then at the departing
			lieutenant – then at the wood, then at the lieutenant’. This is a story of many gaps –
			in bodies, in knowledge and also in our understanding of the importance of bodies and
				knowledge.30
			How much does the loss of an arm matter? What happens after time has been broken?

		The conceit of waking up to find the world ‘strange and incomprehensible’ has a long
			pedigree in the American short story, beginning with Washington Irving’s ‘Rip Van
			Winkle’ (1819), whose eponymous hero sleeps through the Revolution.31 F. Scott Fitzgerald updates
			the conceit in ‘The Lost Decade’ (1939), in which a man who spent the Depression
			‘every-which-way drunk’ emerges onto the streets of Manhattan ten years on, and has to
			learn again ‘how people walk and what their clothes and shoes and hats are made of’.
			Like ‘An Episode of War’, these stories suggest that, however difficult, rupture can be
			overcome.

		But the short story is not only about
			turning points, or points that refuse to turn. Isolating an episode can merely confirm a
			sense of time’s relentlessness. Like Chesnutt’s tale, Bernard Malamud’s ‘The First Seven
			Years’ (1950) is about a man whose ‘dreams of a better life’ are threatened by the
			embodiment of an ‘ugly’ past he had tried to forget. A Jewish shoemaker in New York,
			Feld wants his daughter to marry a go-getting Horatio Alger type, but she’s in love with
			his assistant, Sobel – a bald and tearful Holocaust survivor with scholarly tendencies.
			This is a story less about the past than about the future – about ‘wants’, and the
			delays and disappointments that accompany them. In the tradition of the Talmudic Midrash
			(an explication of a piece of scripture), it is also an ironic retelling of the Genesis
			story of Jacob’s labour to win Rachel as his wife. Jacob’s first seven years of labour
			end when he is deceived by her father Laban; another seven will follow.32

		Malamud’s story ends as it began, with the
			sound of Sobel ‘pounding leather for his love’. Such temporal reminders – and attempts
			to resist them – are not uncommon in this anthology. Poe writes about a murder
			undertaken to quieten an old man’s thumping heart. But after the man is dead, the thump
			then emanates from the murderer’s own chest, his ‘tell-tale heart’ an unceasing echo of
			the tick of his watch. Violent action also fails to make a full stop in William
			Faulkner’s ‘Barn Burning’ (1939) – the unhyphenated title of which ambiguously suggests
			both a discrete event and a continuing process. It’s a story about a man trapped in the
			economic paralysis of Southern sharecropping
			who moves from one place to another in a cycle of humiliation and barn burning, his ‘one
			weapon for the preservation of integrity’. But fire’s angry heat – here, as in Welty’s
			‘The Whistle’ – doesn’t change anything. Faulkner’s story ends at midnight, the ‘dead
			hour’, as the man’s ten-year-old son leaves barn-burning behind, turning ‘his face
			toward the dark woods’ of an uncertain future.


		Small Things

		Not the least thing a short story can do is
			take heed of small things and impart an ‘air of consequence’ to the seemingly
				inconsequential.33 The pleasure of reading does not always stem from ‘high
			excitements’ or ‘ramified implications’ or what Lorrie Moore calls the ‘makeshift
			construction of holiness’.34 Short stories can be about what happens when you finally get
			around to returning your library books, or watch the precious minutes of a rare
			encounter dwindle away in bar-room bickering.

		The very form of the short story – the way
			it refuses to go on for very long – seems to debunk grandiosity, and deflation can also
			be its tone or theme. Fanny Fern’s Aunt Hetty issues a warning to her nieces on the
			pitfalls of matrimony, although she knows before she begins that ‘every one of you’ll
			try it, the first chance you get!’ ‘What’s the use of talking?’ she concludes after less
			than a page. And it’s not just stories featuring lecturing aunts or other kinds of
			storytellers that reflect on their own practice. In ‘I Bought a Little City’ (1974),
			Donald Barthelme presents a portrait of the artist as real estate developer.35 The speaker
			recalls the time he took possession of the ‘nice little city’ of Galveston, Texas. ‘It
			suited me fine so I started to change it,’ he says, as if that made perfect sense. After
			killing 6,000 dogs, creating a housing complex that from the sky looks like a jigsaw of
			the Mona Lisa, and issuing all kinds of orders, ‘just out of meanness’, he
			realizes that no one is happy, not even himself. What’s the use of ‘big changes’ when
			you’re in love with a woman who only loves you a ‘little bit’? When it
				comes to ruining lives, God clearly
			has a better imagination than he does, so he gives up and sells the city.

		If it’s a bad idea to be ‘too imaginative’
			with the little cities of ordinary life, it’s fatal not to make any space at all for
			art. Washington Irving wrote about a community that won’t even accept a ‘little man’
			within its ‘narrow limits’. What most annoys the villagers about the stranger is that he
			doesn’t work – ‘nor even seemed ambitious of earning a farthing’ – but prefers to sit
			and read his ‘large’ book.36 The artist-as-loafer is a figure who would recur in many
			classic works of American fiction, including Irving’s own ‘Rip Van Winkle’ and, more
			recently, Raymond Carver’s ‘Collectors’ (1975). Carver’s story is about an ‘out of work’
			man who invites a vacuum cleaner salesman into his house and watches him going ‘about
			his business’ – ‘sweeping, sweeping’, collecting ‘material’ and ‘stuff’. That’s all that
			happens. And yet, partly through its title, the story also wants to suggest that
			observation is itself a kind of work and a kind of art. As if looking for a counterpoint
			to Barthelme’s God-playing town planner, Carver presents the artist as accumulator, a
			methodical gatherer of human bits and pieces, such as the ring on the salesman’s scalp,
			where his hat had been, or the fat that ‘hung over his belt’. Vacuuming up details like
			this, and instructing us to do the same, short story writers are ‘moralists at heart’.
			‘You!’ shouts the short story. ‘You’re not paying attention to your life, parcelled out
			as it is in increments smaller and more significant than you seem aware of.’37

		But even paying attention to your life has
			its limits – something every short story, and anthology, must acknowledge. The final
			piece, by Lydia Davis, features a woman who wakes to find a caterpillar in her bed. She
			tries to look after the creature but soon loses him. How ‘far’ will she go for this
			‘tiny thing’, no bigger than a ‘splinter of wood or a thick piece of thread’? It doesn’t
			take very long for her to decide that ‘he is simply too small, really, for me to go on
			thinking about him’. And so she stops.

		Kasia Boddy, 2011
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		The Little Man
			in Black

		
			by Launcelot Langstaff, Fsq.
		

		WASHINGTON IRVING

		The following story has been handed down by
			family tradition for more than a century. It is one on which my cousin Christopher
			dwells with more than usual prolixity; and, being in some measure connected with a
			personage often quoted in our work, I have thought it worthy of being laid before my
			readers.

		Soon after my grandfather, Mr Lemuel
			Cockloft, had quietly settled himself at the hall, and just about the time that the
			gossips of the neighbourhood, tired of prying into his affairs, were anxious for some
			new tea-table topick, the busy community of our little village was thrown into a grand
			turmoil of curiosity and conjecture; (a situation very common to little gossiping
			villages) by the sudden and unaccountable appearance of a mysterious individual.

		The object of this solicitude was a little
			black looking man of a foreign aspect, who took possession of an old building, which
			having long had the reputation of being haunted, was in a state of ruinous desolation,
			and an object of fear to all true believers in ghosts. He usually wore a high sugar-loaf
				hat,1 with a narrow
			brim, and a little black cloak, which, short as he was, scarcely reached below his
			knees. He sought no intimacy or acquaintance with any one; appeared to take no interest
			in the pleasures or the little broils of the village, nor ever talked; except sometimes
			to himself in an outlandish tongue. He commonly carried a large book, covered with
			sheepskin, under his arm; appeared always to be lost in meditation, and was often met by
			the peasantry, sometimes watching the dawning of day, sometimes at noon seated under a
			tree poring over his volume, and sometimes at
			evening, gazing with a look of sober tranquility at the sun as it gradually sunk below
			the horizon.

		The good people of the vicinity beheld
			something prodigiously singular in all this – a profound mystery seemed to hang about
			the stranger, which, with all their sagacity they could not penetrate, and in the excess
			of worldly charity they pronounced it a sure sign ‘that he was no better than he should
			be’ – a phrase innocent enough in itself, but which, as applied in common, signifies
			nearly every thing that is bad. The young people thought him a gloomy misanthrope,
			because he never joined in their sports – the old men thought still more hardly of him,
			because he followed no trade, nor even seemed ambitious of earning a farthing – and as
			to the old gossips, baffled by the inflexible taciturnity of the stranger, they
			unanimously decreed that a man who could not or would not talk, was no better than a
			dumb beast. The little man in black, careless of their opinions, seemed resolved to
			maintain the liberty of keeping his own secret; and the consequence was that, in a
			little while, the whole village was in an uproar – for in little communities of this
			description, the members have always the privilege of being thoroughly versed, and even
			of meddling in all the affairs of each other.

		A confidential conference was held one
			Sunday morning after sermon, at the door of the village church, and the character of the
			unknown fully investigated. The schoolmaster gave as his opinion that he was the
			wandering Jew – the sexton was certain that he must be a free-mason from his silence – a
			third maintained, with great obstinacy, that he was a high german doctor, and that the
			book which he carried about with him, contained the secrets of the black art; but the
			most prevailing opinion seemed to be that he was a witch – a race of beings at
			that time abounding in those parts; and a sagacious old matron from Connecticut proposed
			to ascertain the fact by sousing him into a kettle of hot water.

		Suspicion, when once afloat, goes with wind
			and tide, and soon becomes certainty. Many a stormy night was the little man in black
			seen by the flashes of lightning, frisking and curveting in the air upon a broomstick;
			and it was always observed that at those times the
			storm did more mischief than at any other. The old lady in particular, who suggested the
			humane ordeal of the boiling kettle, lost on one of these occasions a fine brindled cow;
			which accident was entirely ascribed to the vengeance of the little man in black. If
			ever a mischievous hireling rode his master’s favourite horse to a distant frolick, and
			the animal was observed to be lame and jaded in the morning – the little man in black
			was sure to be at the bottom of the affair, nor could a high wind howl through the
			village at night, but the old women shrugged up their shoulders and observed ‘the little
			man in black was in his tantrums.’ In short he became the bugbear of every
			house, and was as effectual in frightening little children into obedience and
			hystericks, as the redoubtable Raw-head-and-bloody-bones himself;2 nor could a house-wife of the
			village sleep in peace, except under the guardianship of a horse-shoe nailed to the
			door.

		The object of these direful suspicions
			remained for some time totally ignorant of the wonderful quandary he had occasioned, but
			he was soon doomed to feel its effects. An individual who is once so unfortunate as to
			incur the odium of a village, is in a great measure outlawed and proscribed; and becomes
			a mark for injury and insult – particularly if he has not the power or the disposition
			to recriminate. The little venomous passions, which in the great world are dissipated
			and weakened by being widely diffused, act in the narrow limits of a country town with
			collected vigour, and become rancorous in proportion as they are confined in their
			sphere of action. The little man in black experienced the truth of this – every
			mischievous urchin returning from school, had full liberty to break his windows; and
			this was considered as a most daring exploit, for, in such awe did they stand of him,
			that the most adventurous schoolboy was never seen to approach his threshold, and at
			night would prefer going round by the cross-roads, where a traveller had been murdered
			by the indians, rather than pass by the door of his forlorn habitation.

		The only living creature that seemed to have
			any care or affection for this deserted being, was an old turnspit3 – the companion of his lonely
			mansion and his solitary wanderings – the sharer of his scanty meals, and, sorry am I to say it – the sharer of his persecutions. The
			turnspit, like his master, was peaceable and inoffensive; never known to bark at a
			horse, to growl at a traveller, or to quarrel with the dogs of the neighbourhood. He
			followed close at his master’s heels when he went out, and when he returned stretched
			himself in the sunbeams at the door, demeaning himself in all things like a civil and
			well disposed turnspit. But notwithstanding his exemplary deportment he fell likewise
			under the ill report of the village, as being the familiar4 of the little man in black, and the
			evil spirit that presided at his incantations. The old hovel was considered as the scene
			of their unhallowed rites, and its harmless tenants regarded with a detestation, which
			their inoffensive conduct never merited. Though pelted and jeered at by the brats of the
			village, and frequently abused by their parents, the little man in black never turned to
			rebuke them, and

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		Chronology

		1000 Leif Ericsson lands in
			Vinland, the modern Newfoundland.

		1492 Christopher Columbus,
			financed by Spain, makes the first of four voyages to the New World.

		1565 The first Spanish
			missions in what is now Florida begin soon after the Jesuit foundation of St
			Augustine.

		1584 Sir Walter Raleigh
			sends a reconnaissance fleet to what is now North Carolina. In the following year, he
			authorizes a colonizing expedition to Roanoke Island, naming the new territory Virginia
			for the ‘Virgin Queen’, Elizabeth I. The colonists return to England eleven months
			later.

		1607 Jamestown, the first
			permanent English settlement, is established in Virginia by the London Company.

		1614 A Dutch trading post
			(New Amsterdam) is set up on the lower end of Manhattan Island.

		1618–19 Smallpox wipes out
			90 per cent of Native Americans in Massachusetts Bay. Imported disease would become a
			major cause of the devastation of the indigenous population.

		1619 Twenty African
			indentured servants are brought to Jamestown.

		1620 The Plymouth colony is
			established in Massachusetts by a group of separatists from the Church of England. The
			rules of the community are established by the ‘Mayflower Compact’ and signed by the
			forty-one men who travelled on the ship of that name.

		1624 John Smith publishes
				The General History of Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles.

		1630 John Winthrop’s sermon ‘A Model of Christian Charity’, published in
			1638, describes the Puritan vision of the ‘City upon a Hill’. The Massachusetts Bay
			Company is founded.

		1682 Mary Rowlandson’s
			narrative of her three-month captivity by Algonquin Indians during King Philip’s War
			(1675–8) becomes one of America’s first bestsellers.

		1692 Witchcraft trials are
			held in Salem, Massachusetts.

		1704 The Boston
				News-Letter is the first American newspaper.

		1733 Benjamin Franklin
			begins publishing Poor Richard’s Almanac.

		1741 Jonathan Edwards’
			sermon ‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God’ is a key work in the period of intense
			religious fervour known as the First Great Awakening.

		1770 The Boston Massacre, in
			which five men are shot by British soldiers. One is an escaped slave called Crispus
			Attucks.

		1773 The Boston Tea Party. A
			group of colonists, disguised as Mohawk Indians, board three ships in Boston Harbor and
			throw more than 300 crates overboard as a protest against the British tea tax.

		1775–83 The Revolutionary
			Wars are fought between the British and the thirteen colonies of the eastern seaboard of
			North America.

		1776 Thomas Paine publishes
				Common Sense. The Continental Congress adopts the Declaration of
			Independence on 4 July and names the new country the United States two months later.

		1782 J. Hector St John de
			Crèvecoeur publishes Letters from an American Farmer.

		1783 American independence
			is formally recognized by the British in the Treaty of Paris. Slavery is abolished in
			Massachusetts, with several other Northern states following suit over the next few
			years.

		1787 Publication of the
			first of the Federalist Papers: a series of essays by James Madison, Alexander
			Hamilton and John Jay promoting the ratification of the Constitution.

		1789 The US Constitution is
			ratified and goes into effect. George Washington is elected the country’s first
			President. A national day of Thanksgiving (26 November) is proclaimed. Publication in
			England of The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by
			Himself.

		1790 The Naturalization Act
			is passed, ruling that only ‘free white persons’ are allowed to become citizens. The
			first census records a population of four million, of which 700,000 are slaves.

		1791 The first ten
			amendments to the Constitution, known as the Bill of Rights, are ratified.

		1794 Eli Whitney patents the
			cotton gin, an invention which, over the next sixty years, contributes to the massive
			expansion of the cotton industry and plantation slavery in the South. Susanna Haswell
			Rowson’s Charlotte Temple (published first in London and then in Philadelphia)
			becomes the first American novel to be a bestseller.

		1800 The census records a US
			population of approximately 5.3 million.

		1803 The geographical area
			of the US nearly doubles in size following the Louisiana Purchase from France.

		1804–6 President Thomas
			Jefferson sponsors Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s expedition to explore the West
			and find a route to the Pacific Ocean.

		1806 Noah Webster publishes
			his Compendious Dictionary of the English Language.

		1808 The Atlantic slave
			trade is abolished.

		1812–14 War with Britain
			over the effects of restrictions on US trade and westward expansion. After witnessing a
			bombardment by the British Navy, Francis Scott Key writes ‘The Defence of Fort McHenry’,
			which, under the title ‘The Star Spangled Banner’, is officially adopted as the US
			National Anthem in 1931.

		1815 Thomas Jefferson sells
			his personal library to the government; it forms the basis of the Library of
			Congress.

		1818 Publication of the
			first part of The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin.

		1825 Thomas Cole establishes
			the Hudson Valley school of landscape painting. Completion of the Erie Canal connecting
			the Great Lakes to New York City.

		1826 Completion of the first
			(three-mile) railroad in Quincy, Massachusetts.

		1827 John James Audubon publishes the first volume of The
				Birds of America.

		1830 President Andrew
			Jackson’s Indian Removal Act is passed, allowing the displacement of five tribes – the
			Cherokee, Seminole, Creeks, Chickasaw and Choctaw – from various desirable territories
			to ‘Indian Territory’ in Oklahoma. In 1838, about 15,000 Cherokees begin the 800-mile
			journey from the South-east, on what becomes known as the Trail of Tears. Four thousand
			die on the journey.

		1831 Nat Turner’s slave
			revolt results in the death of more than fifty whites. William Garrison founds the
			abolitionist newspaper The Liberator.

		1837 Samuel F. B. Morse
			patents his idea for a telegraph, sending the message ‘What hath God wrought?’ from
			Washington to Baltimore in 1844.

		1838 Transatlantic steamship
			service begins.

		1840 The Transcendentalist
			Club, founded in 1836, begins to publish The Dial.

		1841 Ralph Waldo Emerson
			publishes Essays – Series One, including ‘Self Reliance’.

		1845 Publication of the
				Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass and Margaret Fuller’s Woman
				in the Nineteenth Century. John O’Sullivan, a New York newspaper editor, writes
			of ‘our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free
			development of our yearly multiplying millions’.

		1846–8 The annexation of
			Texas in 1845 leads to the Mexican War, in which the US captures additional territory
			including New Mexico and California.

		1848 The Seneca Falls
			convention on women’s rights. Gold is found at Sutter’s Mill in Coloma, California. By
			1849 word has spread across the country, bringing around 90,000 ‘forty-niners’ to
			California. Before the Gold Rush ends in 1855, some 300,000 people have tried their
			luck.

		1850 The Fugitive Slave Law
			comes into effect. The census collects information about national origin for the first
			time. Nathaniel Hawthorne publishes The Scarlet Letter.

		1851 Herman Melville publishes Moby Dick. The initial
			print run of 3,000 copies is not sold in his lifetime.

		1852 Harriet Beecher Stowe
			publishes Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which sells a million copies in the following
			year.

		1853 William Wells Brown’s
				Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter is the first novel by an African
			American to be published – in England.

		1854 Opponents of slavery –
			abolitionists – set up the Republican Party. Henry David Thoreau publishes
				Walden.

		1855 Walt Whitman publishes
				Leaves of Grass.

		1857 A slave called Dred
			Scott sues for his freedom. The case reaches the Supreme Court, which rules that slaves
			and their descendants are not citizens but chattels and hence cannot sue in court. The
				Atlantic Monthly is launched.

		1860–61 The Republican
			candidate Abraham Lincoln is elected President. Eleven pro-slavery states secede from
			the Union to form the Confederate States of America. War breaks out with an attack on
			Fort Sumter.

		1863 Lincoln issues the
			Emancipation Proclamation which declares that slaves in the Confederate States are
			free.

		1865 The Civil War ends with
			the defeat of the Confederates and slavery is abolished under the Thirteenth Amendment.
			Abraham Lincoln is assassinated. Six Confederate veterans from Tennessee form the Ku
			Klux Klan.

		1866 A telegraph cable is
			successfully laid across the Atlantic Ocean. The Civil Rights Act extends citizenship to
			African Americans.

		1867 About 35,000 Texan
			longhorn cattle first follow the Chisholm Trail (mapped by Jesse Chisholm) to the
			railhead at Abilene, Kansas.

		1868 Louisa May Alcott
			publishes Little Women.

		1869 The Union
			Pacific–Central Pacific transcontinental railroad is completed when the two lines meet
			at Promontory Point, Utah.

		1876 Sioux Indians defeat US
			troops at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. In Boston Alexander Graham Bell uses a
			telephone to transmit speech (‘Mr Watson, come here! I want to see
				you!’). The first transcontinental telephone
			call, between New York and San Francisco, takes place in 1915.

		1881 Booker T. Washington
			founds the Tuskegee Normal School for Colored Teachers – one of many such institutions
			established after the Civil War. Henry James publishes The Portrait of a
			Lady.

		1883 Opening of the Brooklyn
			Bridge, then the world’s longest suspension bridge.

		1884 Mark Twain publishes
				The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Work begins on the first ‘skyscraper’ –
			the ten-storey Home Insurance Building in Chicago. George Eastman patents a flexible
			roll of film. The first Kodak box cameras are sold in 1888.

		1886 The Statue of Liberty,
			a gift from France, is dedicated in New York Harbor. In 1903, a plaque is attached
			bearing Emma Lazarus’s 1883 sonnet ‘The New Colossus’, including the much quoted lines:
			‘Give me your tired, your poor/Your huddled masses yearning to be free’.

		1890 US Troops defeat the
			Sioux Indians at Wounded Knee. The census reports that the West has been settled, the
			frontier is closed, and that the Native American population is less than 225,000.
			Fifteen per cent of the population is foreign-born.

		1891 The International
			Copyright Act is passed, meaning that, for the first time, it becomes more profitable
			for American publishers to print the work of local authors. Thomas Edison patents the
			kinetoscope, having patented the phonograph in 1877.

		1893 Frederick Jackson
			Turner delivers his address, ‘The Significance of the Frontier in American History’.

		1896 In the case of
				Plessey v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court rules that a Louisiana law mandating
			‘separate but equal’ accommodation for black and white passengers on interstate
			railroads is constitutional.

		1898 The US gains Puerto
			Rico, Guam and the Philippines following the Spanish-American War. Spain renounces any
			claim to Cuba, which becomes formally independent in 1902 (although the US retains the right to intervene in its affairs). Hawaii is
			annexed.

		1900 More than 6,000 people
			die after a hurricane hits the city of Galveston on the Gulf of Mexico. Theodore Dreiser
			publishes Sister Carrie.

		1901 Oil discovered in
			Texas. The first transatlantic radio signal is received.

		1906 More than 3,000 people
			die in the San Francisco earthquake and resulting fire. Upton Sinclair’s novel The
				Jungle exposes corruption in the meat-packing industry.

		1908 Henry Ford introduces
			the Model T car. His factories adopt assembly-line technology in 1913.

		1909 W. E. B. DuBois founds
			the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Bakelite, the
			first wholly synthetic plastic, is patented.

		1910–30 About 2 million
			African Americans move from the rural South to the urban North to escape poverty and
			racial violence in what becomes known as the Great Migration.

		1913 The Armory Show in
			Manhattan introduces modern European art to the US. Opening of the Lincoln Highway,
			which runs 3,389 miles from Times Square in New York to Lincoln Park in San
			Francisco.

		1915 Re-emergence of the Ku
			Klux Klan, whose membership reaches a peak of over 4 million in the mid-1920s. Release
			of D. W. Griffiths’ film about the 1870s Klan, The Birth of a Nation. The
				Lusitania is sunk by a German U-boat.

		1917 The United States
			enters the First World War. Selective Service draft is introduced.

		1918 At least 675,000
			Americans die in the influenza pandemic.

		1919 The Eighteenth
			Amendment to the Constitution is ratified, prohibiting the manufacture, sale and
			transport of alcohol. Prohibition is repealed in 1933.

		1920 Women gain voting
			rights under the Nineteenth Amendment.

		1922 T. S. Eliot publishes
				The Waste Land.

		1924 The Indian Citizenship
			Act is passed. The Immigration Act limits the number of immigrants from any country to 2
				per cent of the number of people from that
			country already living in the US in 1890. The aim is to restrict immigration by eastern
			and southern Europeans; immigration from East Asia is prohibited.

		1925 The New Yorker
			is founded. F. Scott Fitzgerald publishes The Great Gatsby.

		1927
			The Jazz Singer is released as the first talking picture. Charles Lindbergh
			flies from New York to Paris.

		1929 Between 24 October and
			13 November, $30 million is lost in devalued stocks on Wall Street. In the ‘Great
			Depression’ that follows millions lose their jobs.

		1933 President Franklin D.
			Roosevelt launches his ‘New Deal’ recovery programme, which includes major public works
			to tackle unemployment and stimulate the economy.

		1936 Margaret Mitchell
			publishes Gone with the Wind and William Faulkner publishes Absalom,
				Absalom!

		1937 Zora Neale Hurston
			publishes Their Eyes Were Watching God.

		1940 Release of Orson
			Welles’s film, Citizen Kane. Richard Wright’s Native Son is the first
			book by an African American to be chosen for the Book-of-the-Month Club.

		1941 The US declares war on
			Japan after Japanese warplanes attack the US fleet at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. Germany
			then declares war on the US, which subsequently intervenes decisively in the Second
			World War.

		1945 Germany surrenders in
			May; in August the US drops atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and Japan
			surrenders.

		1946 President Harry S.
			Truman establishes the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). The art critic Robert Coates
			coins the term ‘abstract expressionism’.

		1947 The announcement of the
			Truman Doctrine – a policy of providing aid for nations threatened by communism –
			signals the start of the Cold War with the Soviet Union. Jackie Robinson signs for the
			Brooklyn Dodgers, becoming the first African American to play for a major league
			baseball team. A Streetcar Named Desire, by Tennessee Williams, opens on
			Broadway.

		1948 The Marshall Plan to revive ailing European economies is
			announced. Over the next four years, $13 billion is disbursed.

		1949 Arthur Miller’s play
				Death of a Salesman opens on Broadway.

		1950–53 US forces play a
			leading role against North Korean and Chinese armies in the Korean War.

		1950–54 Senator Joseph
			McCarthy carries out a crusade against alleged communists in government and public
			life.

		1951 Launch of
			transcontinental television. J. D. Salinger publishes The Catcher in the
			Rye.

		1952 Ralph Ellison publishes
				Invisible Man.

		1953 Saul Bellow publishes
				The Adventures of Augie March. Ethel and Julius Rosenberg are executed for
			espionage. Playboy magazine is launched.

		1954
			Plessey v. Ferguson (1896) is overturned when, in Brown v. Board of
				Education, the Supreme Court rules that racial segregation in schools is
			unconstitutional. This decision marks the start of a concerted campaign to secure civil
			rights for African Americans.

		1955 The first McDonald’s
			restaurant opens in Illinois.

		1956 Allen Ginsberg
			publishes Howl and Other Poems.

		1957 The Civil Rights Act.
			The USSR launches Sputnik 1, initiating the Space Race: the US follows four
			months later with Explorer 1. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration
			(NASA) is established in 1958.

		1961 Cuban exiles, organized
			and financed by the US government, make an unsuccessful attempt to invade Cuba’s Bahía
			de Cochinos (Bay of Pigs).

		1962 The US compels the
			Soviet Union to withdraw nuclear weapons from Cuba in what becomes known as the Cuban
			Missile Crisis.

		1963 President John F.
			Kennedy is assassinated.

		1964 The US intensifies its
			military intervention in Vietnam. The Civil Rights Act becomes law.

		1965 The Immigration and
			Nationality Act abolishes quotas based on national origin. Preference is now given to
			those who have relatives in the US. The civil rights leader Malcolm X is
			assassinated.

		1966 Truman Capote publishes In Cold Blood.

		1967 The population of the
			US reaches 200 million.

		1968 Civil rights leader
			Martin Luther King and Presidential candidate Robert Kennedy are assassinated in
			separate incidents. Anti-war protests intensify, marked by violent demonstrations,
			particularly at Columbia University in New York and the Democratic Convention in
			Chicago. Norman Mailer publishes The Armies of the Night.

		1969 US astronaut Neil
			Armstrong is the first person to walk on the moon. Philip Roth publishes Portnoy’s
				Complaint and Mario Puzo publishes The Godfather.

		1970 The foreign-born
			population is 4.7 per cent, having fallen from 11.6 per cent in 1930 and 6.9 per cent in
			1950.

		1973 US military involvement
			in Vietnam ends in August. The war continues until April 1975 when the North Vietnamese
			army captures Saigon.

		1974 President Richard Nixon
			resigns in the wake of the Watergate scandal over a 1972 break-in at the Democratic
			Party headquarters. The first of three Cohen–Boyer recombinant DNA cloning patents is
			granted, leading to the beginnings of the biotechnology industry.

		1976 Alex Haley publishes
				Roots.

		1979 Radical students seize
			the US Embassy in Tehran, Iran. The hostages are released 444 days later.

		1981 First reports of
			acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS), a disease caused by the human
			immunodeficiency virus (HIV). The disease is not named until 1982.

		1986 The Iran–Contra scandal
			reveals that proceeds from secret US arms deals to Iran were used illegally to fund
			anti-government rebels in Nicaragua.

		1987 Toni Morrison publishes
				Beloved.

		1989 US troops invade
			Panama, oust its government and arrest its leader, one-time CIA informant General Manuel
			Noriega, on drug-trafficking charges.

		1990 The first McDonald’s
			restaurant opens in Moscow.

		1991 US forces play a
			dominant role in the war triggered by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and ending with the
			expulsion of Iraqi troops.

		1992 US President George W.
			Bush and Russian President Boris Yeltsin declare a formal end to the Cold War.

		1994 The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), between
			the United States, Canada and Mexico, creates the largest free trade zone in the
			world.

		1999 The US plays a leading
			role in the NATO bombardment of Yugoslavia as a response to Serb violence against ethnic
			Albanians in the province of Kosovo.

		2000 The census reports that
			the foreign-born population is 11 per cent, the highest proportion since 1930. The Human
			Genome Project publishes the first draft of the genome; President Bill Clinton announces
			that it cannot be patented. The sequence of Chromosome 1, the largest of the human
			chromosomes, is published in 2006.

		2001 More than 3,000 people
			die when a terrorist attack on 11 September destroys the World Trade Center in Manhattan
			and damages the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia.

		2003 The bombing of Baghdad
			marks the start of a US-led campaign to overthrow the Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein.

		2005 Hundreds of people die
			when Hurricane Katrina strikes New Orleans.

		2006 The population of the
			US reaches 300 million. About 0.8 per cent are of Native American descent.

		2008 Millions of dollars are
			wiped out in bad loans and several financial institutions collapse. The US faces its
			worst financial crisis since the Great Depression.

		2009 Barack Obama is sworn
			in as the 44th President. He is the first African American to hold the post.
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