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Foreword
ERROL MORRIS
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Ron Rosenbaum is one of the great masters of the metaphysical detective story, a nonfiction writer in the spirit of Borges, Nabokov, and Poe. Like Poe, he can take a tabloid story (the death of identical twin gynecologists, a motel suicide, a suicide doctor) and turn it into profound and nightmarish art. And like Dupin, Poe’s alter ego, he is a supreme investigator. Yet he goes Dupin one better. Poe, after all, had to disguise himself as an all-knowing detective. In his investigation of historical enigmas, Ron lays his cards on the table—his doubts about the evidence, even his doubts about himself. He appears in his own stories often perplexed, sometimes bemused, occasionally even tortured by his own investigations.
I have been reading Ron’s stories for many years, but it wasn’t until I saw his pieces assembled that a grand scheme, a master plan became evident. This is a collection in which the many parts are great, and the sum of the parts even greater. Here is a vision, an entire cosmology, or, if you prefer, an anti-cosmology. Because the central feature of Ron’s grand scheme, his master plan, is to squelch grand schemes and master plans, to defeat our natural human tendency to retreat into easy answers and bogus explanations. Many of these stories are skeptical examinations of our great need to create grand taxonomies, systems of classification that pretend to comprehensiveness. (Take Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, whose effort to provide a definitive chronology of death results in a bizarre evasion of it.) There is something immensely appealing about watching someone in combat with the world, wrestling with our attempts to understand the world, trying to talk the world into making sense of itself.
Ron provides a clue to his attitude in his metaphor of the lost safe-deposit box, a metaphor for truth that exists but that may be beyond our grasp. These are not essays about the impossibility of knowledge, they’re skeptical and hopeful. Borges cites a line from Chesterton: There is nothing more terrifying than a labyrinth without a center. Ron’s labyrinth is a labyrinth of theories, evidence, interpretations, and misconceptions—but it has a center, if not some ultimate truth then a sliver of it, a standpoint from which one can at least decide what the untruths are.
And so the reader should look for at least three Rons in these essays.

And yet he is no glib postmodernist. There is no hint of the claim that we should give up on truth and reality altogether, that we can’t possibly hope to know anything about the world when our ability to judge, to perceive, to reason, are hopelessly colored by self-interest, wishful thinking, and self-deception. His work is a powerful attempt to find a way around this dilemma. It’s an attempt to recover the world by compulsively examining and reexamining our misconceptions of it.
I remember reading one of his Hitler essays and realizing, Oh my God, he’s doing something extraordinary. He’s up to something new and unique, chronicling the way people’s interpretations of themselves (and others) shape and distort what they project onto history. This is not to say that history itself is subjective but to recognize the way it’s often driven by subjectivity.
And so, for Ron truth exists and must be sought after, even if it sometimes can’t be known with certainty. There’s a terrific moment in “Oswald’s Ghost.” It illustrates Ron’s belief that you can get so lost in a labyrinth of detail you not only lose the forest for the trees, you lose the trees as well. It’s when the Kierkegaard scholar–turned–private eye talks about the unreliability of evidence, the fact that some piece of the puzzle may forever be missing. Yet we continue to search for those elusive certainties knowing that the only place to start is us—the whole mess: the evasions, the confusions, the misconceptions. Ron has made the point better than anybody else I can think of: The proper route to an understanding of the world is an examination of our errors about it.
The great Rosenbaum line, the epigram I love more than any other, the one that repeats itself in my mind again and again, is the one about the underlying mechanism of illusion and belief in the world of unorthodox cancer cures. He’s speculating about the way false hope derived from bad science nonetheless seems to work miracles for many of these people. He’s worried that by exposing this mechanism, he’s done something terribly wrong. He’s given away the game. He’s deprived them of the one thing that could provide a cure: hope. And then he decides he can’t really kill it because, after all is said and done, “False hope springs eternal.”
Here is Ron in a nutshell. It is his version of Pandora’s box: Is the hope at the bottom of the box a good thing or a bad thing? It is that admixture of principled hopefulness and intense skepticism that characterizes what he does.
Quite simply, I love Ron’s work. I believe it will last. I want everybody to read it.
—Cambridge, Massachusetts
January 2000                      
Errol Morris’s nonfiction films include The Thin Blue Line; A Brief History of Time; Gates of Heaven; Fast, Cheap & Out of Control; and Mr. Death: The Rise and Fall of Fred A. Leuchter, Jr. Before becoming a filmmaker, he was a doctoral student of philosophy at Berkeley and a private investigator in New York.

Introduction: Ancient Mariners and Airport Motels
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The Dream of the Great Decipherment
“It is the glory of God to conceal a thing . . .”
—Proverbs 25:2
I’m not sure what to believe about God, but I do sort of like the notion of a God who takes delicious pleasure—who glories—in hiding things from us. The proverb (which was singled out for imitation by Francis Bacon) goes on to add, “and it is the honor of kings to search out a matter.”
I don’t know about the honor of kings, but the proverb does say something about the seductiveness of the hidden: the primal, almost theological, root of the hide-and-seek impulse in human beings. Whether its source is in the longing to find the hidden face—or at least the latent fingerprints—of God, or in something more secular, even sexual, there is this persistent, ineradicable conviction that the ultimate truths, the truths behind appearances, the keys to unlock the tormenting mysteries of existence, are always hidden, just beyond our grasp, or inscribed in indecipherable code.
It ain’t necessarily so, of course. It may just be consoling to believe that what is hidden could explain and perhaps diminish the terror of that which is all too apparent. Whether or not it is the glory (or the mischief) of God to hide a thing, the glory of man is to fantasize about the hidden. The search for the hidden hand, the hidden springs, the hidden handshake behind history attracts a certain kind of glory seeker, Ancient Mariner, mad scholar, Wandering Jew. And some who are all of the above.
He still haunts me, his shambling figure, the crumpled sheaf of sheet music clutched to his chest, the visionary gleam in his eyes. My first Ancient Mariner. Looking back now, I can see a way in which his figure, his story, a story I tried and failed to write, is the figure in the carpet for many of the stories I later did.
I came across him, or rather he tracked me down, not long after I published a story—it was only my second byline in a magazine—that convinced him I might be the one to tell his story, his great decipherment disclosure. The story that persuaded him of my special receptivity was entitled “Secrets of the Little Blue Box.” It was a story that took me into the world of a small cabal of blind electronics geniuses who called themselves “phone phreaks”—proto-hackers who had deciphered the musical tones the phone company used to run its electronic switching systems (a tone of 1,100 cycles per second combined with one of 700 cps would produce the signal for the digit 2, for instance). The cps numbers had been disclosed in obscure Bell Labs technical journals that were soon either stolen or removed from tech-school library shelves—but not before the secret to the codes was out and it was too late.
It was a coup that allowed the phone phreaks to hack into the phone company’s long-distance lines and make free calls all over the world with their tone-generating “blue boxes.” More important, it allowed them to set up their own secret web of conference lines, a primitive internet of blind tech wizards and their sighted acolytes that was the matrix from which hacker culture and such legendary cyber-outlaws as “Captain Crunch” as well as cyber-entrepreneurs such as Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak emerged.*
*Jobs has said that the Apple partnership began when he and Wozniak read my “blue box” story and tried to manufacture the illicit devices in their parents’ garages. Captain Crunch, I understand, has long since put his genius to lawful ends, but his legend lives on.
Anyway, the haunted-looking figure clutching the sheaves of sheet music who tracked me down after the phone-phreaks piece came out told me he had something momentous to communicate. It, too, was a decipherment of truths encoded in musical tones, but one with far more profound implications than mere telecommunication, he said.
His name I recall as “Norman Bloom,” perhaps because his corpulent figure, jowly face, and raccoon eyes made him look more than a little like a long-lost brother of Harold Bloom, whose course in the Romantic poets at Yale—or as Bloom liked to call them, “the Visionary Company”—had attuned me to the Ancient Mariners of the world, the ones who, as Coleridge’s did, “Stoppeth one of three” to download their unbearable visionary tales. More often than not, the one in three they stoppeth turneth out to be me.
Norman Bloom’s albatross, that thick sheaf of sheet music he carried clutched to his chest, looked much like an illuminated manuscript. It was, I recall, the complete notation for Bach’s Goldberg Variations, but entwined around the staves and clefs were intricate wreaths of spidery lines: handwritten annotations and algebraic formulae that seemed to bloom and flicker around the musical notes.
It looked like an illuminated manuscript produced by a mad vision-intoxicated monk, an ecstatic Kabbalist. What it illuminated, Norman Bloom told me, what his annotations and algebraic formulae revealed was that, embedded, encrypted in the musical notations of the Goldberg Variations were messages from God transmitted through the medium of Bach.
I can’t recall now, over the distance of years, whether Norman Bloom believed Bach was aware of the messages he was transmitting or merely the unconscious medium of transmission. Nor was it clear why, after three centuries, the disclosure had been vouchsafed to one Wandering Jew in Greenwich Village. But I recall Norman Bloom telling me he had been both a mathematical and musical prodigy, and his combined talents had enabled him to decode the disclosure and appreciate both the breathtaking beauty of the web of divine intelligibility woven so skillfully into mathematical relationships between the musical notes—and the urgency of its message, which I recall had something to do with the apocalyptic prophecies of the Book of Revelations, that curse of so many overamped intellects.
I listened patiently to Norman Bloom for several hours on several occasions in several Village coffee shops, not in the belief that there was a “Bible code” embedded in the music of Bach, but rather out of a fascination with his peculiar confidence, the confidence of someone who felt he had cracked the code of Creation, deciphered the secret pattern beneath the surface of appearances. Someone with the transcendent certainty he had Figured It All Out.
It was a phenomenon I’d read about, not just the conviction of blood-simple Flannery O’Connor street preachers, but just as often the last great affliction of noble minds. John Maynard Keynes reminds us in his study of Isaac Newton’s unpublished papers that those who worship Newton as the founder of modern mathematics, of the Enlightenment itself, have always been uncomfortable with the project Newton thought was his real contribution to human knowledge, one he thought far more important than his disclosure of the secrets of gravity and the laws of motion: his “discovery” of a secret mathematical code in the Book of Revelations that Newton labored much of the latter part of his life to decipher.*
*Curiously, Isaac Newton himself believed that, as one biographer put it, “the model Pythagoras had developed for musical scales and the harmony of certain notes was in fact a metaphor or model for the universe.” Recently a Columbia University physicist, Dr. Brian Greene, suggested that intimations of the inner secrets of quantum phenomena may be found in the harmonics of Bach. And I’m told that in the latter part of his life the pianist Glenn Gould was convinced he’d decrypted coded messages of some sort in, yes, Bach’s Goldberg Variations. At any moment I expect Norman Bloom to reemerge with a best-seller, The Bach Code. Although he seems to have been preempted by Norman Podhoretz, who published, in the December 1999 issue of the British magazine Prospect, an essay entitled “Was Bach Jewish?” in which he argued that “encapsulated in the music of Bach” may be “the most convincing demonstration” of the hidden mysteries of Jewish law and faith.
I never wrote the story Norman Bloom wanted me to write. I never wrote any story at all. I was skeptical of his claims, but I lacked the requisite musical and mathematic expertise to dispute them authoritatively. I suppose I could have written a story about Norman Bloom as a Village character, an homage to Joseph Mitchell and “Joe Gould’s Secret” (the story of another Village character who had it All Figured Out), but I didn’t have the heart to hurt his feelings. I was touched in a way by his dignity and his doggedness and his trust in me. But if I didn’t write the story, in a way it inscribed itself on me, stayed with me: that image of the Wandering Jew, his disclosure, his decipherings . . . that serenity, that sense of intimacy with hidden secrets. I kept finding myself in stories and situations that brought this figure in the carpet back to life.
I thought of Norman Bloom, for instance, on a remarkable evening in Jerusalem in the courtyard garden of the American Colony Hotel when I was the recipient of an extraordinary disclosure from a pillar of the elite Dead Sea Scroll–scholar establishment, the head of Princeton Theological Seminary’s Dead Sea Scrolls publishing project. A man of great learning, great dignity, and accomplishment who, nonetheless, after a couple of White Russians prepared in the manner of Ibrahim, his favorite bartender, let down his hair sufficiently to confide his continuing wonderment at what he characterized as “The Curse of the Scrolls.”
Perhaps it was the storybook setting, the American Colony Hotel having long been a haunt of adventurers, mystics, and romantics; T. E. Lawrence, Graham Greene, and Glubb Pasha had passed through its arabesqued portals. Whatever the cause of his candor, he proceeded to spin tale after tale of how this or that brilliant scholar, this or that overpowering intellect, this or that fearsomely learned linguist or theologian had come to grief, misfortune, tragedy, self-destruction in the obsessive pursuit of the elusive truth about the Scrolls—in the attempt to decode the fragmented allegories inscribed upon those maddeningly enigmatic two-thousand-year-old documents that a Bedouin shepherd had found in a cave in the cliffs where Judaean desert meets the Dead Sea.
I had just come in that afternoon from an expedition to the Judaean desert that took me into the bat-infested caves that honeycomb those cliffs, the caves where the Scroll writers, a sect of ascetic interpreters and prophesiers, had hidden their prophetic allegories when (most likely) the Romans had sacked their monastic desert abode sometime in the century before or after the birth of Christ.
It was an expedition that I’d unwisely extended by clambering up to the top of the cliffs and wandering into the stony sterility and the brutal, baking June heat of the Judaean desert floor—110 and climbing. It was a destabilizing vista, all red rock, blazing heat-shimmer, and dust, one that helped explain why this barren landscape had often been haunted by Visions and Voices.
The Dead Sea Scroll writers had visions here, too: They thought they’d broken the code in the Bible, the one that encrypted the date and time of the apocalypse in the Book of Daniel. They thought they’d found the secret of the Evil Ones on earth, the Fallen Angels in the apocryphal Book of Enoch. Some scholars argue that these are the Jews who gave birth to Christianity. But the attempt to decipher the cryptonyms and allegories and identities of the Scroll writers was itself further complicated by the fact that certain of the Scrolls existed only in a vast array of tatters, the remnants they’d been torn into by the Bedouins who at first used them for scrap. For a half century since the 1947 discovery, some of the most brilliant, erudite, and linguistically and theologically sophisticated minds on the planet had been devoting themselves to solving this maddening jigsaw puzzle and then decrypting the result—or trying to use the decryption to solve the jigsaw puzzle.
The results were often destabilizing: There had been sudden conversions in which Christians became Jews; Jews, Christians; atheists, believers; believers, atheists. There had been self-destruction through drink, obsession, madness. There had been personal suicide—with a pistol in a Cairo hotel room. There had been professional suicide with loony anti-Semitic remarks in one case and with the dogmatic assertion that Christianity had originated as a psychedelic-mushroom cult in another.
At one point or another, the attempt to find the fingerprints of God in torn inscriptions on tattered scraps of ancient exegesis had suddenly given birth to blazing visions in the minds of those brilliant biblical savants: an intimation of a secret pattern in the jigsaw puzzle not previously vouchsafed to others. A figure unscrolled itself in the carpet, they became possessed by the idea they’d uncovered a disclosure from God, about God, about Jesus, even about the Holocaust. (One scholar believed “The Wicked Priest” in the scroll texts was the ur-Source of the anti-Semitism that ultimately engendered Adolf Hitler.) And it drove them like the furies beyond the bounds of reason. The Curse of the Scroll scholars had turned them into Ancient Mariners.
Still, despite their unfortunate fate—or because of it—I felt myself drawn to Scroll-scholar types, to those who risked disintegration, destabilization, in the single-minded, even self-destructive devotion to the decipherment of such enigmas. There’s something thrilling about the passion, even the madness of scholars when ultimate truths are at stake. It was what drew me to Hitler scholars and theorists. Even when I disagreed, I admired their willingness to stare inexplicable horror—and the horror of inexplicability—in the face in the quest for its origins. There are more comfortable ways to spend one’s life. There may be some Norman Bloom in such scholars, but there is a tragic dimension: They are Ahabs as well.
But not all such quests must necessarily be so grim. There is some primal pleasure in the process of decipherment, in decoding and disclosing the secret parts of things. The primal pleasure of exegesis that draws Talmudists to seek to tease out the spirit beneath the letter of the Holy Book, that draws journalists to seek to tease out the subtexts in the stories in the Book of Life, that draws Shakespeare scholars to try to grasp the elusive ghost of Shakespeare’s intentions in the often-corrupt texts he left behind.
As I write these words in fact, I’ve been spending considerable time with Shakespearean scholars and textual editors and getting from them some sense of the pleasures of a life devoted to decrypting Shakespearean enigmas. Over lunch in London, one of them, Eric Sams—a brilliant, cantankerous, and controversial “independent scholar,” a specialist in German musicology whose Shakespearean conjectures, published in the TLS and elsewhere, have won the respect if not the agreement of many mainstream academics—was telling me about the origin of his passion for Shakespeare studies, for retrieving even from the corrupt “Bad Quartos” some intimation of what was and what wasn’t the true product of the Bard. Sams had been a cryptanalyst during World War II, he told me; he’d been detailed to the legendary Bletchley Park code-breaking station, the home of the famous Enigma Machine, the decoding engine that had enabled the Brits to crack the top-secret ciphers of Hitler’s high command throughout the war—and may have been responsible, as much as any single weapon or general, for winning the war.
Sams himself had been assigned the task of attempting to crack the even more formidable Japanese cipher known as MAGIC. And he wasn’t the only one, he told me: Some of the foremost Shakespearean textual scholars of the century, the elite group of initiates who’d devoted their lives to deciphering the enigma of Shakespeare’s MAGIC, had been trained as cryptanalysts during the war.*
*I wouldn’t, by the way, want anyone to confuse these textual scholars with the sad delusives who claim to have found a cipher in the secret parts of Shakespeare that “proves” the Bard was really Francis Bacon.
I thought—still think—this is a wonderful detail, and I loved the fierce joy with which Sams and his fellow Shakespeareans delve into the dramas behind the textual variants, the subtextual dramas of errant compositors, “foul papers,” “fair copies,” incidentals, and accidentals, the analysis of all of which might, after scrupulous study, yield up the decipherment of one Shakespearean variant that betrayed the author’s own revising hand—rather than a compositor’s wandering eye.
There’s a line from Hamlet that I found myself thinking about as I was rereading and selecting stories for this collection. A line that captures something about a certain kind of obsessive to be found herein and the special kind of enigmas they obsess over. A line that conjures up the special state of mind of the Ancient Mariner, the mad scholar, the Mystery Tramp radiant in rags with the ecstatic conviction that he or she has been initiated into the secret speech, the esoteric language, the secret springs of things.
It’s a line found in the second act of Hamlet, when the prince’s former schoolmates, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, show up at Elsinore and greet him with a pretense of jovial camaraderie designed to camouflage their secret mission to spy on him for the king. Hamlet asks them how they’re doing.
“As the indifferent children of the earth,” Rosencrantz replies.
“On Fortune’s cap, we are not the very button,” Guildenstern avers.
“Nor the soles of her shoe?” Hamlet hopes.
“Neither,” says Guildenstern.
“Then you live about her waist, or in the middle of her favors?” Hamlet asks.
“Faith, her privates, we,” puns Guildenstern, making the sexual allusion more explicit.
“In the secret parts of Fortune?” Hamlet responds.
The secret parts of Fortune: It seemed to me, the more closely I read the exchange, that there is more resonance to the phrase than a mere third iteration of the same sexual pun. It seems that Hamlet—almost as he says it—discovers a deeper dimension to “the secret parts of Fortune.” “In the secret parts of Fortune?” is a question, recall, one that almost reads as a meditative aside, a question he seems to ask of himself, a momentary six-word soliloquy before Hamlet returns to the railleries with his two-faced friends by denouncing Fortune as a “strumpet.” “In the secret parts of Fortune?”: The metaphor moves from the physical to the metaphysical, from the private parts of the personified goddess, Fortune, to that which the “secret parts” alludes to on another level: the secret workings of Fate, the hidden hand or the hidden plan behind history and human destiny. It suggests the secret arts of Fortune, the weaving and unweaving of destinies by will or witchcraft, the magic in the web. And it suggests the secret parts Fortune plays, the guises and disguises her actors on earth assume. Fortune as playwright: the plots she designs as the secret dramatist of our lives. Plots and designs whose decipherment is the grail of so many of the seekers herein. A grail whose possession promises that Fortune, Fate, the “divinity that shapes our ends,” will no longer seem so terrifyingly cruel and arbitrary; promises that once we have been initiated into Fortune’s secret parts, the inexplicable and the tragic will at least somehow make sense.
That’s what you hear in the tone of the Ancient Mariners, the almost leering insinuation of intimacy with the secret parts of Fortune that only an initiate can have. An initiate who sees beneath the surface appearances of chance and accident to the level where Everything Makes Sense. It’s probably no accident that Coleridge has his Ancient Mariner haunt the fringes of a wedding feast, that he lures a wedding guest from the public celebration of one kind of Eros to the private incantatory confidences of another kind of desire: the desperate desire to possess the secret parts of ultimate enigmas. And it’s probably no accident that the authors of the King James Bible (perhaps including Shakespeare himself), in choosing a euphemism for embodied Eros, selected the verb to know. Adam and Eve knew each other: They had carnal knowledge. The search for the secret parts of Fortune is, however intellectualized, still somehow carnal, no less a matter of Desire.
A higher desire, perhaps, but one that can burn as hot as hell. One that can take unusual forms. In W. H. Sheldon, for instance, the eccentric eugenics visionary who was the shadowy figure behind “The Great Ivy League Nude Posture Photo Scandal,” it was the conviction that the secret springs of human character and fate could be reduced to and divined from the three-digit number that expressed the body’s “somatotype.” Even more remarkable was the fact that he was able to talk scores of America’s elite colleges into letting him take pictures of tens of thousands of naked eighteen-year-old freshmen in the name of a pseudoscience with a master-race hidden agenda.
In the case of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and some of her closest followers, it took the form of a belief that all that was hidden about death could be reduced to numbers, numbered stages—a delusion that inexorably led some of them to the desire to go to bed with the dead.
It’s there in the persistent conviction of certain Hitler explainers who believe the hidden source of Hitler’s anti-Semitism must have been some occluded encounter with a Jew, an occult magus, or even the teeth of a billy goat (the apocryphal source of a secret Hitler wound). It’s there in the persistence of esoteric and occult “ancient wisdom,” “secret knowledge” imagery in contemporary American Get-Rich-Quick literature, which promises to unlock the secret path to fortunes. It’s there in the desire of conspiracy theorists to believe that the numinous Hand of Fate can be given a local habitation and a name, a name such as Skull and Bones.*
*In case anyone wonders about the image on the jacket of this book, it is yours truly hurrying away from the padlocked door to the legendary “Tomb” of the Skull and Bones secret society on the Yale campus in New Haven. (The skull, I should note, does not—as far as I know—belong to any of the members.)
It’s there in the quest for the esoteric alchemy of the cancer cell by “unorthodox” healers; it’s there in the quixotic effort to find the oxymoronic grail of “authentic” canned laughter by a descendant of America’s least funny philosopher, Ralph Waldo Emerson. It’s there in an intellect as subtle and skeptical as that of the great Murray Kempton, who disclosed to me his quest as a writer in a line from the seventeenth-century historian Clarendon about the longing to find the hidden “finger of God” in the affairs of men.
What’s behind the recurrent dream of decipherment? I thought there might be a clue in a spooky moment during my odyssey into the realm of the below-the-border “unorthodox” cancer cure clinics in Tijuana and Ensenada. A clue disclosed in a monologue delivered by a “metabolic technician” at one of the most deluxe and lucrative—and somewhat menacing—clinics. Perched on a cliff overlooking the Pacific at Ensenada, the place reminded me of one of those sinister rehab joints run by disbarred medics in Raymond Chandler’s The Long Goodbye.
In the course of describing the appallingly indiscriminate variety of treatments available—from fetal sheep–cell injections to coffee enemas—the metabolic technician began spinning a tale about one of the martyrs of the “unorthodox” cancer cure movements of the thirties, a certain Dr. Koch, who was allegedly driven to his death by the persecutions of the medical establishment. In despair, just before his death, he supposedly locked the chemical formula for his cure in a safe-deposit box somewhere in Detroit. A hiding place, the metabolic technician told us, he was trying to retrace even now—although he feared that Dr. Koch’s secret elixir, the Philosopher’s Stone of cancer cures, might be lost forever. Because even if he tracked down the safe-deposit box through the tangle of trusts that controlled it, the cure might still be beyond retrieval. You see, he told us, the martyred healer had encoded it in some matrix of numbers whose decryption might now be impossible.
Years later, I was surprised to come across a couple of instances of uncannily similar lost-safe-deposit-box legends in tracking down some loose ends of persistent Hitler apocrypha.* I’d argued, in the introduction to Explaining Hitler, that the belief in a lost encoded explanation in some safe-deposit box or other is an expression of a desperate kind of epistemological optimism. The belief that the most troubling mysteries (the malignancy of the cancer cell, the malignancy of Hitler’s mind) are ultimately explicable—even if the explanation is locked away, inaccessible—seems somehow more consoling than a vision of utter inexplicability.
*And, come to think of it, the image can be found in a number of other stories in this collection: It’s there in the enigma of the history hidden in Ben Hecht’s suitcase; it’s there in the lost trunk of Charles Portis’s fictive success guru, Dix; it’s there in the fantasies projected upon the interior of Skull and Bones, the interior of the “little blue box,” and the contents of Mary Meyer’s lost diary. And the secret parts of the Jordanian prostitutes in the exotic Scroll-smuggling fantasy of John Strugnell.
It’s akin to the longing for, the desperate belief in, Hidden Variables within the atomic nucleus (the secret parts of particles?) that made Albert Einstein, till the day he died, a dissenter from the chilling vision of randomness and uncertainty implicit in quantum theory.
Kim Philby, Danny Casolaro, and the Octopus of Paranoia
Of course, there’s a danger in believing everything is part of a Hidden Plan, that there are no accidents: the danger of finding too much intelligibility encoded in the incidentals and accidentals of life, the danger that goes by the name paranoia. The overconfident belief that one is on intimate speaking terms with the secret parts of Fortune.
There are two emblematic figures of paranoia in these pages: Kim Philby, perhaps its most clever progenitor, and Danny Casolaro, perhaps its most representative victim—if you don’t count as victim James Jesus Angleton. (Angleton was the CIA counterintelligence guru Philby drove to paranoid self-destruction.) But I didn’t know James Angleton—well, I did have one cryptic phone conversation with the legendary master spy before he died, one in which we spoke allusively about our mutual fondness for the literary criticism of William Empson, author of Seven Types of Ambiguity (an appreciation of ambiguity—the enemy of paranoia—which Angleton crucially abandoned or perverted in his mad pursuit of a Philbian mole).
But I did know Danny Casolaro, and sometimes when I envision him lying dead in a blood-streaked bathtub staring up at the concrete ceiling of a cheap motel room in West Virginia, I find myself thinking: There but for fortune. . . .
He’d been waiting, Danny told everybody, for the Final Revelation, the final proofs, decipherments, and disclosures of the conspiracy to end all conspiracies, the one he claimed to have discovered, the one he called “The Octopus.” The one Danny, in effect, strangled himself with. My phone number was found in his appointment book at the death scene; apparently, he wanted to tell me what he’d told a number of others he’d reached in the days before his death: that he’d cracked the code at last, he’d broken open the safe that held the secret parts of Fortune.
When Danny started calling me in 1990, I hadn’t heard from him in more than a decade. I’d first run into him during the latter stages of the Watergate affair, when I was researching a story for The New Republic on heretical Watergate theories. A number of conspiracy theorists on the right had cited Danny’s research (on the “Democrat trap” conspiracy theory: that the Nixon team was set up to be busted at the Watergate), although he didn’t seem to have gotten it into print anywhere under his own byline. But I was intrigued by his Gatsbyesque aura and his sideline of raising Arabian thoroughbreds in Virginia horse country—he was not the usual ink-stained investigative reporter.
After a checkered career in and out of print, Danny had ended up as the publisher/writer of a computer-industry newsletter when he’d suddenly been seized by the investigative impulse again. Driven by a relatively obscure eddy in the whirlpool of conspiracy theories surrounding the alleged October Surprise scandal, he went from obsessed with it to possessed by it. Possessed by conspiracy-theory fever—and led on by some sinister fantasists and enablers in conspiracy-theory culture—Danny became convinced he was on the trail of the ultimate conspiracy, the key to all mysteries (a grandiose analogue of Casaubon’s “Key to all Mythologies” in Middlemarch), the key that would disclose the links among all the spectacular and disturbing intelligence-world scandals and mysteries from the Bay of Pigs to Dallas, from Watergate and Iran-contra to the Mole War and the October Surprise. All of them—the secret parts of America’s misfortunes—Danny believed, could be explained by a single configuration, one many-tentacled figure in the carpet, a secret Skull and Bones of intelligence-world conspirators that Danny melodramatically dubbed “The Octopus.”
The problem was that the proof always seemed to be just beyond his reach. He was sure he was onto something big, but the corroboration fell short of convincing the mainstream media he hoped to get validation from. When he made those phone calls before his death—in the days before he was found in the motel bathtub with his wrists slashed by a razor blade—he let it be known that he was heading to West Virginia to rendezvous with a source who was at last going to give him the corroboration, the missing link he’d been looking for.
After his bloody corpse was found, there were many ready to believe that he had been silenced by The Octopus, whose assassins tried to make it look like suicide. Many believed he was silenced because he knew too much, was getting too close, getting in too deep. If he turned up dead, he’d told friends, don’t believe it was suicide. But after months of investigation, I came to believe that Danny’s death might have been a Gatsbyesque final gesture—a suicide he stage-managed to look like murder—to give his death (and thus his life) an ex post facto grandeur. Make it the corroboration for a conspiracy, the corroboration he couldn’t find in life. I came to believe, in other words, that Danny was not the victim of a conspiracy but rather of conspiracy theory—strangled by his own octopus.
When I say “there but for fortune,” I’m speaking of the way I was myself tempted early on by the lure of certain conspiracy-theory visions. It grew out of skepticism over the inadequacy of the official stories and a contrarian disposition—a predisposition to distrust the all-too-smug defenders of the consensus wisdom. All of which is useful, I think, for any investigator; investigative reporting is a kind of controlled flirtation with paranoia, in which hypotheses of hidden coherence have to be tested against the visible evidence. But there is a border one can cross: from challenging certainty with uncertainty to replacing one unfounded certainty with another unfounded certainty.
One sign that one has crossed that border is the adoption of a certain tone, a tone of all-knowingness, of the initiate into the secret parts of fortune condescending to a naive outsider, one who doesn’t know the secret rhetorical handshake. The last few times I spoke to Danny Casolaro, I could hear the way that tone had crept into his voice. It was a tone I’d heard from Norman Bloom, a tone I’d heard from “unorthodox” cancer cure savants, from Scroll scholars, spies, and assassination buffs. It’s not that I think there are no such things as conspiracies. History, in fact, is full of them: Julius Caesar and Abraham Lincoln died because of them. JFK, I’ve come to believe, after a long, wrenching turnaround, probably did not.* One judges each case on the merits and specifics, however, not on an abstract prejudice for or against conspiracies. My resistance to the seductions of certainty Danny fell prey to may have more to do with the great subverter of conspiracy-theory certainty: ambiguity. I was saved by Seven Types of Ambiguity. I was saved by close reading.
*The remaining, not inconsiderable JFK mystery, I believe, is not whether Oswald fired a shot but why: Who was Oswald?
Saved, really, by a couple of books that initiated me early on into the appreciation of ambiguity, into the double meanings and doubt that riddle the evidence and subvert the kind of confidence about origins and causes that characterizes grandiose theorists.
I don’t claim any special virtue for this. It was more a matter of luck that at an impressionable age instead of coming under the spell of Freud or Marx, say, I was handed Brooks and Warren. A gifted high-school teacher who knew I loved Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men (still one of the great evocations of the tragic ambiguity of political ambition) introduced me to Understanding Poetry, the anthology put together by Robert Penn Warren and Cleanth Brooks, the sophisticated teaching tool of what I later learned was known as the New Criticism. It wasn’t very new by the time I got to Yale; Warren was still teaching there, but the New Critics, those who emphasized “close reading,” were being supplanted by the postmodern theorists who claimed that close reading concealed a hidden ideological agenda (or perhaps that it didn’t share their ideological agenda).
But to me, Brooks and Warren, close reading, Empsonian ambiguity, was more than a way of looking at poetry, a way of unlocking the secret parts of great literature. It was also, later, to become my chief asset as an investigative reporter, my substitute for formal journalism-school training. I came to find that the attentiveness to ambiguity one develops in a close reading of seventeenth-century metaphysical poetry (my concentration in college) could be applied to the kinds of texts one came across as a journalist: trial transcripts, autopsy reports, congressional-hearing records, Mob wiretap pickups, and the like.
And the transcripts of face-to-face interviews: I’m always too on edge in the course of doing an interview, too busy worrying about my next question, too worried about whether the tape is running, to really hear the interview, to really listen to what’s going on, to take note of what the verbal tics, recurrent phrases, rhetorical devices, and slips of the tongue sometimes reveal. I’m always amazed to discover, on reading the transcript of an interview over for a third time, how much more emerges in some slip or tic, the shadow of some submerged truth that belies the surface intention of the words.
My other lucky break was a chance encounter in a high-school library with Murray Kempton’s remarkable memoir, Part of Our Time,* which is important in many ways, but for me it was an introduction to the close reading of history and politics, to reading for irony and paradox, courage and weakness, not just who’s right or wrong on the issues. Kempton was the master of “negative capability,” Keats’s phrase for the ability to hold in the mind conflicting, even contradictory, perceptions about a phenomenon without reducing it to singularity. To relish the contradictions rather than collapse them.
*Now at last back in print in a Modern Library edition.
Close reading doesn’t always solve mysteries, but it can sometimes unsolve them, which is often a healthy thing when the longing for “closure” results in a kind of premature certainty. Perhaps my favorite close-reading moment herein is the one in which it helped to convince a killer in Florida’s Death Row prison, one Ottis Toole, to “unsolve” a string of murders by retracting the phony confessions he’d made to help his “runnin’ buddy” Henry Lee Lucas perpetuate his grandiose serial-killer hoax.
I’m convinced it was an act of close reading—the ironic inflection I read into Toole’s words when I read back to him the published transcript of his lurid confession to killing and cannibalism—that caused him to cop to the fraud. Underneath the arson-murderer that he was, lurked a sensitive reader who knew the false tone subverted the overt content of his confessions, gave away the lie. “That whole fucking book is lies,” he finally conceded. It was the closest thing to a Perry Mason moment in my reporting career, and I owe it to Brooks and Warren.
A word here about “literary journalism,” a phrase that has been applied to a wide array of narrative nonfiction (the plainer term I prefer) and essays, including some of mine. It’s a somewhat unfortunate term, as much a curse as a compliment because it suggests highfalutin literary flourishes or highbrow slumming. It can offend hardworking reporters by suggesting they lack literary touches or provoke literary folk who feel no journalism (defined as anything that requires venturing outside the study and talking to strangers) can approach the cloud-wreathed peaks of the true literary sensibility.
I have mixed feelings about it. Perhaps the best compressed way to describe it is “journalism that asks the questions literature asks.” In my work anyway, it has meant an increasing preoccupation with the questions of theodicy, the subdiscipline of theology devoted to the problems of reconciling the persistence of evil and injustice with the belief in an all-powerful God or an intelligible moral order. Questions of theodicy are at the heart of the obsession of the original Dead Sea Scroll writers, who drove themselves to explicatory frenzies trying to decode or divine an explanation in the prophetic books for the way they felt God had hidden His face from His most faithful. Those same questions are there in the debate among post-Holocaust theologians and philosophers attempting to explain Hitler—and they are there, haunting the survivors, in Isaac Bashevis Singer’s Shadows on the Hudson.
A kind of displaced theodicy lurks privily, I’d suggest, in the obsession with J. D. Salinger’s silence: How dare a writer, a creator, someone we’ve endowed with the power to give us Answers, hide his face from us? It’s there in Murray Kempton’s citation from Clarendon about finding the hidden finger of God in the affairs of men. It’s something I was surprised to find surfacing in my work as early as my inquiry into the curious ministry of Reverend Willard Fuller, dental faith healer, who claimed that, with his intercession, God turns decaying teeth to gold. I don’t know if I, or anyone, can ever satisfactorily answer the mysteries of theodicy other than the fictive solution I refer to at the close of the dental-faith-healer story:
Just what is God doing filling teeth in a HoJo’s banquet room when there are bellies to fill in Bangladesh? I think He owes us an explanation. The only one I can think of is the one offered in Stanley Elkin’s remarkable novel of life in Hell, The Living End. At the end of The Living End, Elkin’s tormented hero finally gets to confront God and ask Him to explain His behavior; why He lets people suffer, why history seems so madly unjust, why human life is so weird. “Because,” Elkin’s God answers, “it makes a better story.”
But literary journalism can also mean applying a kind of journalistic inquisitiveness to literary questions. To see works of literature offering mysteries to investigate that are as recalcitrant and resonant as the mysteries of the human heart. Looking back over my New York Observer columns, I was struck by how many involved unresolved literary enigmas, and how many of those I returned to over and over again, however resistant they were to final resolution. I’ve devoted no less than four columns to the identity of the unreliable narrator in Nabokov’s Pale Fire, his novel in the form of a mad scholar’s footnotes. Three to the alleged Shakespeare “Funeral Elegy” question (was the long-ignored sententious six-hundred-line poem by “W.S.” a late work of Shakespeare?). I devoted three to the mysterious physics and metaphysics of love in De rerum natura, the epic poem on the nature of the universe by the Roman visionary Lucretius. Three to Jorge Luis Borges’s curious recurrent attempt to refute the existence of Time.
Asking these sorts of questions—looking for the secret subtexts of genius, I guess—can, I believe, often tell us just as many important and unfamiliar things about the human project as the investigation of more conventional targets does. The revelation that a politician is corrupt shouldn’t surprise us anymore or cause us to revise our estimation of human nature. Nor should it surprise us to learn, in well-wrought narratives of extreme survival, Everest tragedies, and maritime disasters, that nature is cruel and treacherous. But it seems to me there are Everests of human nature, peaks of creation, works whose contours have yet to be fully mapped, that can tell us something new about the extreme reaches of the imagination we hadn’t imagined before. I feel that way trying to map out the terra incognita to be found in Nabokov and Shakespeare: This is not just literature, this is news! Certainly as revelatory as anything likely to be found in the footnotes to the Warren Report.
Still, I’ve always been a student of footnotes. Footnotes in more than the strict sense of appendages to a text signaled by asterisks, daggers, or superscript numerals. I also mean footnotes in the sense of small, discrete, often overlooked details, apparent appendages of the main body not just of a book but of some extratextual phenomenon as well. Often they manifest themselves as “conspicuous irrelevancies,” as the New Critics called them, in the sense that they only seem at first to be irrelevant but turn out to reflect unexpected truths about the whole. Footnotes in the larger sense can be the universe in a grain of sand, the trapdoor to Wonderland, the secret parts that often turn out to be the secret heart of the matter.*
*Footnote on footnotes: It’s probably no accident some of my favorite fiction (Pale Fire) and my favorite nonfiction (The Anatomy of Melancholy; “Shipping Out,” David Foster Wallace’s brilliant exegesis of his “five-star luxury cruise” experience) is footnote riddled. It’s probably no accident that a defining image of Adolf Hitler, “the laughing Hitler,” emerged in my examination of a remarkable page-long footnote on Hitler’s “slips” in Lucy S. Dawidowicz’s valuable work The War Against the Jews. (By the way, I have added a number of updating and explicating footnotes, indicated with asterisks, to the pieces herein.)
I think my favorite footnote moment in these stories may be “The War of Kissinger’s Footnote,” chronicled in “The Subterranean World of the Bomb.” It’s an illustration of what the war-gamers called “the esoteric strategy,” the way the grand—and potentially apocalyptic—game of nuclear feint and bluff was played in that remarkable and not necessarily unrepeatable era, when world-destroying thermonuclear arsenals were targeted on each other. It was a moment when a single potentially explosive footnote, one that first was appended, then withdrawn, and then restored to the printed text of a Henry Kissinger speech threatened to put hundreds of thousands of megatons of nuclear-tipped missiles on “hair trigger launch status.”
What drew me first into the deliciously convoluted Angleton-Philby Mole War was a provocative footnote in Thomas Powers’s biography of CIA chief Richard Helms (The Man Who Kept the Secrets). It was a footnote that explicated another footnote in another Mole War chronicle, one that suggested the CIA’s James Angleton was playing a “deep game”—that he was running Philby, that he, Angleton, was the real puppet master of the Ultimate Mole. What was the real “deep game” going on? Was the “deep game” footnote part of a deeper game, as Powers speculated: an Angleton-planted “black valentine” designed to cause paranoia about Philby in the mind of his KGB bosses? It’s extremely convoluted, yes, and it could be taken as an indication that they’re all, the Mole War obsessives, quite mad. But in this case, I think a close reading of the footnote-on-the-footnote** was justified; it dramatically embodied the “wilderness of mirrors” Angleton’s Philby paranoia had created. A wilderness with real consequences for the secret history of our time and how we interpret it.
**Footnote on the “footnote-on-the-footnote” (sorry, can’t resist): As late as 1994 in London, certain aging spies from MI6 were still trying to convince me that it was all a deep game: that Philby was not a double but an unwitting triple agent, working for them. False hope springs eternal.
Edgy Enthusiasms
Sometimes I think that I write and report only as a way of giving myself a rationale to read—or to keep reading alone from consuming me entirely. One of the things I love about my New York Observer column has been that it affords me a return to the pure pleasures of close reading—not just of literature but of texts tossed up by the culture, such as the Zagat guide, or the Lucent “Big O” logo.
I’d like to mention the circumstances that gave rise to many of these essays, the “Edgy Enthusiast” column in the Observer. It began when I declined an offer from Peter Kaplan and his then deputy, Eric Etheridge, to become one of the Observer’s “diarist” columnists. I didn’t want to write about myself in isolation, but I did have another idea for a different kind of column: all praise all the time. I had this idea that it might be healthy, immersed as I had been for nearly a decade in the dark side of human nature (working on the Hitler book), to devote myself to writing about things I thought were beautiful, brilliant, redemptive—books, films, music, whatever. But only praise. The perfect place to finally live up to both my grandmothers’ advice: If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.
All praise all the time and no peg! That was my other understanding with the Observer. The peg—for those blessedly unfamiliar with this innocentlooking but insidious little magazine-jargon word—is shorthand for the topical rationale for assigning or running a piece. Most often, lately anyway, shorthand for what about-to-be-released movie does this story tie into, and can we get the piece before the movie’s release date because we won’t care about it afterward.
The peg is, I believe, the bane, the self-destruction of magazine journalism. I’m not against topicality per se; I’ve done pieces that have pegs. I’m just against the doctrine that insists on only the topical and defines topical in the most obvious way—the way most attached to the timetables of the publicity-industrial complex. I prefer things that become topical because some obsessed writer cares about it enough to compel attention to it.
So that’s what I proposed to Kaplan and Etheridge, and I’ll always be grateful for their support for what certainly looked at first like an unusual, even unpromising experiment. In my earliest weekly columns I produced only about five hundred words divided up into brief, numbered encomiums. And in the beginning I made them defiantly obscure, beyond the reach of any possible peg, preferring on principle books that were out of print (such as The Anatomy of Melancholy, one of my favorite idiosyncratic masterpieces;* still, a thousand-page seventeenth-century treatise on the definition and cure of melancholy as found in thousands of forgotten writers of antiquity was gratifyingly peg-challenged).
*Now back in print, albeit in an extremely expensive four-volume Oxford University Press scholarly edition, although my deeply erudite friend Jesse Sheidlower, now with the Oxford English Dictionary, tells me that an affordable photo-reprint of the 1836 edition (reprinted from the revised 1651 folio, he insists I add) is sometimes available from Thornton’s Bookstore in Oxford (ISBN 085-455-0224). No home should be without it!
What I found most gratifying, though, was the response of the Observer readership: The absence of a peg didn’t seem to trouble them; in fact, there seemed to be an appetite for reading about works that hadn’t been published just that week or even that millennium. When I wrote about Lucretius’s first-century B.C.creation poem, say, or Wilkie Collins’s Armadale (a lesser known nine-hundred-page novel by Dickens’s dark doppelgänger, the author of The Woman in White), or my theory of Austen archetypes (how you could classify readers’ personality types on the basis of what they named as their favorite Jane Austen novel),* I got thoughtful letters from readers who really seemed to care about these questions. I felt I’d found a secret society of readers who shared the belief that certain writers and certain works are their own ever-valid pegs.
*Emma the choice of witty control freaks; Mansfield Park the choice of kinky or repressed sensualists; Pride and Prejudice often an indicator of conventionality; Persuasion the choice of hopeless romantics like myself who know that the original unhappy ending is the more authentic one.
It meant a lot to me to be able to champion writers I thought had not been given their due and, in the case of Charles Portis, for instance (whose works I praised first in the Observer and then in the Esquire column reprinted here), to succeed in convincing a smart publisher to bring his best work back into print.
There did come a time when something other than praise began to intrude itself into the enthusiasm. In one sense it had always been there: Often, my way of praising some work I admired entailed irritable preliminary remarks about those who failed to see the light. In order to praise Dickens, for instance, I felt the need to rail with mock bitterness against anti-Dickens snobbery among what I called “half-bright intellectuals.” (In fact, I’d initially wanted to call the column “The Irritable Enthusiast,” and I still want to make clear that the “Edgy” in “Edgy Enthusiast” is not used in the fashionable recent sense of “cutting edge”—although I think Lucretius, who wrote two millennia ago about the double-edged nature of love in the person of the goddess Venus, deserves cutting-edge status far more than Mars-Venus promoter John Gray, say.)** I mean edgy in the sense of ill at ease.
**I haven’t reprinted my attack on Mr. Mars-and-Venus, but I wanted to mention it in a footnote mainly because I’m fond of the tag line: “Go Back to Uranus, John Gray.”
Still, I was managing my edginess within the framework of enthusiasm for more than two years; the turning point came when I happened upon a published excerpt from Bill Gates’s first book, one that contained Gates’s titanically clueless description of his high-tech dream house—a childish vision of a nightmarish virtual prison—a house that was greeted with gee-whiz wonder by much of the media. It was enough to break through the enthusiasm barrier, and it was one step from there to moments of pure edginess, occasional anger.
You won’t find all of those here for a number of reasons: By now, everyone loathes Starbucks’ Orwellian New Age Culture.* (I consider the fact that the Austin Powers sequel made Starbucks the official headquarters of the very evil “Dr. Evil” sufficient vindication for my long-running battle with the smug Seattle chain.) And by now, many have come to agree with me about how wildly overhyped Seinfeld was. And I guess it makes me too sad to recapitulate my quixotic campaign to save the late, lamented Books & Co., the bookstore as work of art, the one that the Philistines of the Whitney Museum of American Art strangled in order to speculate in real estate.**
*Although I believe no other writer can claim the distinction of having been actually banned from a Starbucks.
**I should add that a couple of my quixotic crusades were more successful: I helped keep the brilliant movie-satire show Mystery Science Theater 3000 on the air for a couple of years more after a threat of cancellation. And I convinced the new owners of the Chrysler Building to keep their beautiful spire lights lit all night long instead of shutting them off at 2 A.M. So if you’re out late some night in Manhattan, please gaze upon them and think of me.
And I suppose my celebration of the Barneys bankruptcy as “The Death of Fabulousness” (which blamed the “Four Designers of the Apocalypse” for threatening to restore communist rule in Russia by provoking populist outrage against a gangster plutocracy, thus setting the stage for nuclear annihilation) was, if true metaphorically, a bit overstated.
There’s only one shamelessly angry piece here, one that I don’t feel any need to apologize for, because I’m still just as angry as when I wrote it: the one on Charlie Chaplin and Roberto Benigni. I have also included a few shamelessly personal pieces, memoirs, and pleas—most notably my admittedly hyperbolic cats and dogs argument (“Stumpy versus Lucille: The Great Pet Debate”) and my “(Modest) Proposal to Rosanne Cash.”
I worry that some may miss the humor or the tongue-in-cheek hyperbole of some of these pieces. When I dedicated one of my books to my father, a lovely guy with a wonderful sense of humor, I used as a tribute to him the line from Rafael Sabatini’s picaresque thriller Scaramouche: “He was born with the gift of laughter and the sense that the world was mad.” My father bequeathed me a spirit of mischief, let’s call it, but some people seem to find something amiss in it. Recently, at the close of an interview about Explaining Hitler, a very serious-minded radio talk-show host asked me, as if he were framing an indictment: “How do you reconcile writing about these subjects [Hitler and the Holocaust], and then in the Observer you write a marriage proposal to Rosanne Cash?” What I replied was that, like many people, I had a serious side and a less serious, even playful side. I don’t see the problem.
This book is organized by decades, but I’m not sure if it should be read chronologically. I hope readers will skip around. And I’m not sure the decade changes are as pronounced as one that has been taking place irrespective of decade lines: an increasing willingness to write more explicitly about ideas. I shied away from explicit discussion of ideas in many of my early stories because it seemed to me so much writing about ideas was windy, abstract, agenda-bound special pleading. I wanted to tell stories. And I was influenced by a belief that narrative alone, if you shaped and toned it right, could evoke or disclose the ideas implicit in one’s thinking about the story one was telling. There are problems with that.* I recall once returning from a magazine assignment to cover a Super Bowl in Houston and filing a first draft that virtually ignored the game and consisted, its whole central section anyway, of a long and detailed third-person account of a convention going on at the Astrodome the week before the Super Bowl. A convention, an exposition of artificial cattle-insemination technology manufacturers, featuring fearsome-looking liquid nitrogen–cooled semen canisters and . . . well, I don’t want to go into some of the receptor apparatus here (the secret parts of cattle fortunes). Although I did at great length in this draft until my editor (Jon Larsen at New Times) asked, “Um, Ron, do we need the bull semen–extraction section?”
*One problem is that the seeming omniscience of seamless third-person narrative can often sweep under the rug of its self-assurance the doubts, conflicts, and contradictions in the evidence; can subtly conceal its point of view and manipulate the reader’s without obviously seeming to. While the often more awkward first-person interpolation at least lets the reader in on the narrator’s questions and more candidly communicates his point of view.
“But don’t you understand,” I protested, “it’s a way of talking about the way the Super Bowl is marketing masculinity.”
“Well, if that’s true,” he said (very sagely, I now realize), “couldn’t you just come out and say that somehow?”
I don’t know. I think it’s important that journalists investigate ideas as thoroughly as they do politics and crime (ideas often engender political crimes).** Nonetheless, I still prefer to write about ideas as they emerge from the labyrinth of particulars, as they emerge from stories. I still need a nudge now and then to make the implicit explicit. For instance, I’m grateful to Jack Rosenthal (at The New York Times Magazine) for encouraging me to make explicit what I thought the whole nude-posture-photo scandal said about our infatuation with science and the desperate longing to reduce the mystery of human behavior to a number.
**Another way of saying this is that ideas are too important to be left to intellectuals alone. The watchword of post-Watergate investigative journalism, “follow the money,” while still invaluable, needs to be supplemented these days by “follow the ideas.” The investigation of political corruption needs to be accompanied by closer scrutiny of the more subtle forms of intellectual and ideological corruption; hidden agendas are just as important to expose as hidden bank accounts. An example: the smart, skeptical investigation of ideas one can find in Lingua Franca.
Unsolving mysteries often does the opposite: multiplies and deepens uncertainties rather than reduces them to a number. (I’d once thought of calling this book—as an homage to my beloved Anatomy of Melancholy—“The Anatomy of Uncertainty.” Okay, as a title it’s not Gone with the Wind, but still. . . .) Nonetheless, there are pleasures and rewards to deepening rather than resolving enigmas. Take Nabokov’s butterfly studies, his exquisitely attentive, lifelong close reading of the minute variations in butterfly wing markings and the differential morphology of lepidoptera genitalia (the secret parts of butterflies).
What was he really looking for? I found myself poring over a remarkable object, the handmade, one-of-a-kind book Nabokov had constructed by binding together his scientific papers on butterflies and illustrating them with his pastel pencil drawings of his favorite specimens. It was a gift to his beloved wife, Véra, that turned up in the archive of their personal library after her death.
I loved that book, loved the way it showed the hand of its creator, loved the way in which it was Nabokov’s attempt to read the palm of a rival Creator: Nabokov trying to decrypt the secret language of biological creation inscribed in the markings on butterfly wings, the grammar of beauty, sex, and identity disclosed in the shifting shapes and patterns. He was reading the butterfly wings like a Scroll!
In a way, Nabokov was looking for something similar to what Norman Bloom was looking for in Bach. But for Nabokov, decoding the esoteric language didn’t end the mystery, it deepened his sense of awe at what remained hidden: the nature of the Design or the Designer behind the decrypts.
The Airport Motels of Literature
I hope this doesn’t sound unforgivably sentimental but what I kept thinking about as I was rereading some of these stories were the parts left out, the parts left unwritten, the parts having to do with the journeys between stations. Not crucial facts so much as the experience of spending months, sometimes years wandering all over the map, often at a loss—on many levels—trying to figure them out. All the detours, the doublings back, the apparently useless digressions and dead ends, the long drives listening to the late-night clear-channel stations pour into the dashboard radio. Maybe because they mirror the mental journey, the meandering path of the train of thought as it chugs all over the landscape.
I’m writing this now, this section, at an airport motel, the Little Rock Airport Holiday Inn, where the view of the rain-swept runways out my window is partly obscured by the neon o in Holiday. I’m writing this at the end of a long, digressive road trip through the Deep South. One that began in an airport Holiday Inn in Birmingham, Alabama, took me south and west to Tuscaloosa (home of the Dreamland Barbecue Shack), where I interviewed a Shakespeare scholar at the University of Alabama, then north to Oxford, Mississippi, a town I came to love when I covered the semi-ridiculous Elvis scholars’ conference there. Then up to Memphis and west across the Mississippi Delta to Little Rock, where I was hoping to meet up with the reclusive author Charles Portis, who had refused me an interview but had agreed to meet me at a Waffle House for breakfast.
In any case, in the course of this drive, I was thinking of all the other long drives that were left out of the stories herein and the ways in which they often supply the missing or hidden pieces of the jigsaw puzzles—or the perspective to see the pictures emerging. All the motels I holed up in while waiting around for someone to show up, or agree to talk to me. Some extremely sad motels as well. The Holiday Inn at Huntsville, Texas, perhaps the saddest, least appropriately named Holiday Inn of them all, the one where the relatives of Death Row convicts and their victims come to wait out the hours before an execution date. The Travelodge in Gila Bend, Arizona, where I found, in the room of suicidal Gatsby-wannabe David Whiting, the Gideon Bible in which he’d inscribed the last hopeless traces of his devotion to his Daisy. The bleak motel room where another writer, Danny Casolaro, inscribed his last lines on his wrists, in blood.
Writing these concluding words in an airport Holiday Inn, I feel like I’ve come full circle in a way. When I first started out as a reporter, I came to love Holiday Inns, in part for their predictability as an observation base in unfamiliar territory at a time when just about everywhere was unfamiliar territory for me. But this place, where I’m drafting this coda, it’s more than just a Holiday Inn; it’s an airport Holiday Inn, and there’s an especially intensified sense of transience—and urgency—about airport motels. The sense you get over the years from arguments and assignations overheard in elevators and through thin plaster and drywall, from the stories told by the Ancient Mariners who buttonhole you in airport-motel bars while they wait out the weather that canceled their flights. A sense of risk and flight, of people running away or running toward, some life-changing fate. Airport motels, Charles Portis told me at our breakfast at the Waffle House, are the spiritual successors to the railway-terminal hotels in medium-size cities. Those temples of transience that often used to be somewhat unfortunately but often accurately named the Terminal Hotel. Although airport motels more often conjure up eros rather than death. One scholar coined the phrase the erotics of transience about the motel-punctuated driving experience.
I’m not alone in feeling this way about motels, I think. (Nabokov was there first, of course.) I always loved that passage in the introduction to Slouching Towards
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