


Letter from the Editors

* We are proud to publish the fiftieth issue of Towers, the student

literary magazine of Northern Illinois University. Ever since the
first issue came out in January 1939, Towers has given college
writers and artists the chance to see their works in print. Named
for the spires of Altgeld Hall, the magazine has changed as the
teacher’s college developed into a university. Though its size,
design, and contents have varied over the years, Towers is com-
mitted to promoting excellence in creative writing by students.

We are grateful to Dr. E. Nelson James, who has advised the
staff of the magazine for thirty years, for his unfailing patience
and good humor. Professor Ben Mahmoud has done a fine job as
our art advisor. We thank Sigma Tau Delta, the English honor
society, for supporting Towers and providing the writing prizes.
Above all, we thank the students of Northern Illinois University,
who have appropriated funds for printing Towers through the
Student Association since 1967.

Throughout its history, the magazine has been blessed with
talented student contributors, editors, and staff, who have worked
to make it successful. We hope that the Northern Illinois University
community will continue to enjoy reading Towers for the next
fifty issues.

Cordially,

Susan Gilbert
Melodie Provencher
Gloria Wardin
Editors, Towers
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The Hunt

The sun is far and deep;

and twilight lingers. The cats
are coming down to prey

on feathers left behind,

a bloodied knife forgotten.
The wind releases the cats’
attention to the air.

In twilight skies a harsh voice
is heard; a dog resounds.

A report. A screen door fills
the growing twilight still.

Larry Smith
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A Pair of Sunglasses

She took the job at Penwrite because of the skinny elm
that stood in the center of the Student Commons and because,
being newly married, she needed the money. She could
not believe she had gotten it at all, and now that she had, like
a dog that chases cars and finally catches one, she didn’t

know what to do with it. Her hands looked stumpy and awfully’

white, growing paler, almost transparent, near the tips

where she had been pressing hard on the desk. They were going
to give her the works, she knew. It was ritual, like the initials
and badly-spelled obscenities cut into the tree. She was

ready for them in the sense that she knew her stuff; unprepared
in that she could never get used to first times at anything.

The huge clock on the wall buzzed and clicked. Its hands
leapt suddenly from quarter to, to 8:00, and she saw Them
dancing across the football field —the stragglers and
inevitable goofoffs bringing up the rear. Her heart thumped
in her chest like an animal in a hollow trunk. The last one
strode across the spill of rough green light, his long shadow cutting
a swath behind him. He wore a baseball cap turned back-
wards so it looked as if his head was askew, and mirrored
sunglasses she couldn’t see into. ““Penwrite High School —
Trojans” stuck out in red and black lettering from the shoulders
of his open jacket.

“Charming,” she thought grimly, “very cute.”

She got through the first half of the alphabet with relative
ease.

““Rizi, Ricardo,” she said carefully, still staring at her
now-bluing nails.

"Here.”

“Rodriquez, Linda.”

‘‘Here.”’

Santayana, George.”

“Who please?”

She didn’t look up, but she thought she saw a shaft of
light glance off the mirrored sunglasses. So it had begun already.

The late bell buzzed suddenly. The tiny diamond on her
left hand leapt and winked. It seemed alive and malevolent.

She waited until the bell died out, keeping the desk
like a shield between herself and Them.

““George Santayana,” she said, no louder than the first
time. ;

“George he don’t hear too good,” blurted one of the
bigger girls in the front row. “He caught romantic fever
and it had gotten in his ears.”

““Here will be sufficient. Life stories later.”

“Here.” George answered as if he’d been poked.

“Smith, uh William.”

“Here.”

“Here.”

i (o p

She glanced up, trying to catch the movement of all their
mouths at once. There was a fire. Her ring caught fire. The
sun had gained the windowsill, cleared it, and caused a
crossed shadow on the floor in front of the desk. She felt
moth-like.

Apologies began dropping like ripe apples. For the teacher.
The first was from a tall girl, very black. She said, I didn’
know you was sig . . . uh . . . callin’” Willy. Mine’s Carol.
Carol Smith.” She fell back into her seat.

The second was a shorter boy with a face as smooth
as glass, dark as the back of a mirror. He was the type that
would help clean erasers after school unasked if he thought he
could get extra credit. She had read about him. His eyes
flickered briefly at the boy in the baseball cap. “His name b . . .
is Smith William. My name is Smith Walker.”




"Who is William Smith?’ she asked impatiently,
staring at him. “You're-all-very-quick-"" she thought to
herself, “’but-you-would-have-had-to-have-been-up-
yesterday-morning-to-pull-that-old-human-wave-trick-on-me.”

The boy smiled and briefly doffed his cap. His hair
looked like a sculpted shrub. She carefully penciled in the
“absent” box, thinking “‘out on first.”

She finished the “W's,” finding no fault with “T"
through “W'’s responses, but staying wary, wary. They
were quiet now. Too quiet. She backed toward the blackboard,
one hand extended behind her, until she felt the ledge. She
wondered what she should do next. “Don’t turn your
back on them” was Rulo Uno in every book she’d ever read.
She counted ten slowly, staring straight ahead but seeing
nothing, then turned quickly to the blackboard. It loomed
like a desert—vast and dark. The chalk split and cracked and
made a noise like ungreased brakes as she wrote her
name and

Western wind, when wilt thou blow?

The small rain down can rain.

Christ; that my love were in my arms

And | in my bed again!

““What is this poem about?”” she asked quietly, moving
toward Them, but gazing at the floor.

Twelve voices said different things at once.

“One at a time, please. Have some consideration for
your neighbor. Mr. Bazoni?”

“Is it about the West? Going West and all that? | mean,
like it says, Western wind?”

“Who ever taught you to answer a question with a
question?”’

“You just did,” someone mumbled.

She felt her face ignite her hair. A tiny girl with a long skirt,

.z)bviously someone else’s, stood up briskly and said politely:
“The poetry is about a girl with real little hands, please.”
She sat straight down.
““Wanting to sleep late of a Saturday!” offered a blonde
in a most seriously tight sweater. Even the bra beneath was too
small. She could not contain herself.
There was laughter like dry leaves catching fire. She
wanted to smother it, to put it to shame, to ashes.
Fourth Hour began and ended with the gravel-voiced
bell. She couldn’t get used to time’s being split up this
way. It should flow. From across the room she watched Them
scatter over the schoolgrounds for lunch like pinballs
being shot out by the flippers. She prayed they wouldn’t go to the
Commons. The tree was hers. They didn’t appreciate it;
she understood it. Why he couldn’t see the natural sequence
of things she’d never fathom. Not if it took a millennium. Of
course, he felt they had that long. He saw time as an infinite
string of boxcars. He lived his life that way and now he
was going to live hers that way. She had seen the caboose
many times. She sneered; he wouldn’t even want to see. So much
like these . . .
She watched a lean couple stroll by, arms encircling
each others’ waists. The girl was pretty, she supposed,
by magazine standards. But she had no history on her, no sense
of a past. It was as if she had just hatched. The boy was a
little better; he looked older, but had he ever contemplated his
own extinction?
She lit a cigarette before she remembered where she
was. The Commons was crowded. The students’ shrieks and
giggles echoed, making it seem as if the group was twice the size
it really was. “Who the hell is in charge here?”’ she
wondered silently. She noticed that one of the Smiths had
lounged in. It was getting near the hour to return. He elaborately



opened a book and read it in an exaggeratedly studious
manner. She was sure he knew she was there, although with
those glasses it was hard to tell how much he knew of
where he was. Was he everywhere?
“Christ-that-my-love-were-in-my-arms’’ chased round
and round her head. It was annoying, a little fly buzzing
in her room at night. She slept alone because she was
waiting for the right time. It had dignity, and if he or They
couldn’t accept that, they had T.V. and the New Morality to
thank. As she marched to the classroom, she wished she could
wash into the white walls. She purposely broke her stride
as she realized that her feet were keeping time to ““Western
Wind.”
She took the roll rapidly, wondering at the end who, if
anyone, had answered. She couldn’t bear to look. “Christ,
he is everywhere,” she thought. The crossed shadow in
front of her desk had lengthened and now stretched up the back
wall. The students seemed to reek of sunshine. She didn’t
want her mind to go where they had been. She held tight to
the volume of poems in her hand. The spring sunlight
made it so light outside that when she looked at last toward
the students she saw only outlines. Their faces were all
uniformly dark. It seemed too hot. She felt dizzy. The room
began to crawl slowly, running like old glass or rain or
heat mirage rising from a blacktop.
She took a deep breath. “What is this poem about?’” she
asked, but her voice went up like smoke. She tried again.
She had been saying this all day, why couldn’t it come out right?
“What is this poem about!”” she demanded. “Anyone!”
The room remained silent for the space of a breath; then a
kind of murmuring, like a soft breeze, ignited scattered
sparks of laughter. She trusted her feet to take her into the cave.
She looked sternly at them, feeling like Alice grown too

big, to enforce her command. She would not look out

there. She could not look out there. She was afraid to see what
she thought she perceived —a shaft of light. A pair of

mirrored glasses.

She felt Them now, silent, studying her. Snatching a name,
she blurted, almost pleading, “’Mr. Smith, what is your
interpretation of this poem?"”

The spinning slowed a little as somebody stood up.

Bright light surrounded his head. A male voice began:

"My interpertation of this poem is this.” There was a
small pause, during which everyone seemed to hold their breath.
“The anony . . . mous . . . anonymous nar-rate-ur, employing
imagine . ..im...ag...ery assosh . . . assoshiated with
natural fin . . . fin-ony-men rain . . . wind . . .

“That’s fine,” she called from the front of the room,

““uh, someone else?”’

“It's a love poem,” said a female voice softly from
the front row, ““about being lonely.”

“etc. . .sets amood of longing . . . renewal of life after an event
left purr . . .

“You will please sit down!” She backed toward the
wall until she felt the ledge of the blackboard. She clung to it and
turned to stare up at the poem. ““Christ,” she thought. Her
legs were rubber. There was nothing written on the board.

It looked vast, towering over her solicitously, wrapping
her up. She was swimming in space.

... posely am-am . ..big...ooh ...us.” The voice
stopped. The situation had assumed the movement of a
dance, perhaps the dance of the black widow before she
consumes her mate.

“It is all about DEATH,” she shouted. She gestured
wildly, sweeping her arm with the movement of a shell-shocked
gunner. “You and you and you . . . you are all dying right




at this moment. Dying and r-r-rotting and . . . and fading away.
You think it's about love you don’t even know love you
can’t even think love. The metaphysicals used to say the sexual
climax was the same as dying. This poem is about sex . . .
and...and...DEATH!”

It seemed as if years passed before she could squeeze her eyes
open. Somebody had turned on the lights and the room
was still. Chairs were strewn about the narrow room. An
ocean of youth in bright colors surged past the windows
as the last bell squalled. Their high bright shoes seemed to spark
against the pulsing green. Shrill voices and staccato cadences,
like mourning doves and sparrows all together rose to her
head with the sound a jug makes filling. ““Christ that my
love were in my arms,” she thought without thinking.

Gay Davidson
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Lovers

Each to each an instrument
of the other’s voice.

Cedar slabs in the hands
of the aged violin maker,

smiling among wood curls
delicate as harmonics.

Each to each a musician,
releasing

the warbler in the wood.

Monica Heilbronn




Professor Spencer On His Bike

Could cover miles in a sentence,
turn a corner on a twopence,

try new terrain,

scatter pebbles, burn the rain
with words.

A student found a poet

to teach her how to ride it.

The wheels’ rhyme and pedals’ rhythm
spoke with the professoi’s precision:
“risk and fall.”

So veering round the bend,

she sensed the end of gliding high,

and scraped the concrete with her thigh.
She lay tangled in the dust

as any new rider on any old bike

Must.

Monica Heilbronn




The Dump

old soured friendship

hangs limbo.

over, over, over,

dropped.

heaped on top of others,

rusted and wrecked friendships.
another twisted mass of metal.
all over my face, hands, body
are scars

from the accident of our meeting,
knowing each other too well
crashing head on.

another twisted mass of metal.
grey-winged bird

on shattered window

nests.

mourning the loss

not the death.

12 Steven August Papa
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Trout Fishing: The Central Metaphor of Trout Fishing in America

Trout Fishing in America, as Richard Brautigan himself
has said, is ““a vision of America.”’! If this is true, then Trout
Fishing in America may be considered also to be Brautigan’s
formula for escaping from the ideal America to the real
America. Some critics have pointed out that the work is
firmly rooted in the American tradition of Twain and
Hemingway, of works whose theme is that man’s only salvation
lies in escaping from the complexities of city life into the
tranquility of the country. However, while Huck Finn could
“light out for the Territory” and Nick Adams could find
peace in the Michigan woods, Brautigan’s narrator discovers
that escape to the wilderness is no longer so simple.
Instead of natural forests, he finds campgrounds so overcrowded
that only the death of one of the campers makes the campsite
available. The problem, of course, is that in an urbanized
America the wilderness has become so diminished that
the small traces of it which remain are overrun by crowds of
people trying to escape from the city, if only for a while.
Nevertheless, if literal, physical escape from the wilderness
has become impossible in contemporary America, the
imaginative escape is still possible. Hence, Brautigan explores
the gap between ideal and real America as he continually
contrasts temporal and geographic America with a timeless
America that is “often only a place in the mind."”2

The form of the novel alows Brautigan great range in
exploring his main theme of ideal America versus real
America. Trout Fishing as a symbol is metamorphic but at the
same time constant in representing an ideal —the continuing
historical appeal that America has for the human imagination as a
place where all good things are possible. As Kenneth
Seib says: “Trout Fishing in America suggests the myth of
America itself, a land of vast open spaces, of unlimited
resources and opportunities, and of streams into which one only

has to toss a bent pin in order to pull out fish of astonishing
sizes.”’3 Essentially, Trout Fishing in America is a yardstick
by which Brautigan measures contemporary America;

and the kinds of measurements vary amazingly.

In the opening chapters, Brautigan introduces his theme and
his perspective on his materials, as well as expressing his
major assumption that a mythical Golden Age, from which we
have fallen, once existed in America. Brautigan draws a
contrast in the opening chapter, “The Cover for Trout
Fishing in America,” between the statue of Benjamin
Franklin, significantly located in Washington Square, and the
poor who gather for free sandwiches every afternoon.

The statue, holding out a seemingly generous fourfold
“WELCOME" to the poor, parodies the Statue of Liberty and
its command to “Give me your tired, your poor, your
huddled masses.” We immediately learn from this that
America promises much but delivers little. The worthless
spinachleaf sandwich given to the narrator’s friend seems to echo
the philanthropic tradition associated with Franklin. Kafka’s
knowledge of Franklin’s autobiography casts a perspective
on the foregoing scene that holds for the entire novel.

The weird sandwich and the strange little scene prepare us
for later bizarre, grotesque and incongruous items and
incidents—trout steel, a wooden staircase that appears

to be a waterfall —all detailing the metamorphosis of Trout
Fishing in America into Trout Fishing in America Shorty.

When Trout Fishing fondly recalls in the second chapter
"people with three cornered hats fishing in the dawn” (5), he
obviously alludes to America’s Founding Fathers and to the
link ofideals, values and beliefs associated with them or
projected upon them. Here Brautigan does as many American
writers have done; he views the mystical past with the
inward eye of the imagination, assuming that an age of innocence,



hopefulness and harmony existed during the nation’s
beginning and everything since went downhill. Instead of
fishing for a new promise for men, later Americans fish for
natural resources to exploit—''Maybe trout steel”’ (4).
Franklin becomes Carnegie; the way to wealth becomes the truth
of wealth. The narrator returns to the statue of Franklin, who
represents the Colonial giant and archetypal American,

many times as if he is seeking to recover somehow the lost
paradise through some communion with the statue. Indeed, it
may be said that the vast number of statues, monuments,
gravestones, and inscriptions dwelt upon suggest that
Brautigan’s passion is to coerce these relics of Trout Fishing
in America back to life. However, Franklin remains mute, and
the narrator encounters only winos, the defeated, the
hopeless, the criminal, and of course, Shorty. At one point,
the narrator even says that Shorty should be buried next to the
Franklin statue and a monument erected to him which is

an explicit juxtaposition of ideal America and real America
which measures the distance between them.

As Brautigan uses trout fishing to trace the downward
historical journey through the contrasts and ironies of the
various episodes, he reinforces his theme by carefully
placing most episodes in specific time contexts: times of day,
seasons of the year, ages of the narrator and characters. As
times, seasons, and ages are linked into the framework
of Brautigan’s record of America, he as well as Alonso Hagen
keeps a diary of Trout Fishing in America.

To illustrate, most of the moments of profound
disillusionment in the novel occur on spring mornings during
the narrator’s childhood. The innocence and expectancy
of childhood, the renewal and hope of spring, and the possibilities
and creativity of morning deepens the felt sense of loss. On
one morning in spring, for example, the narrator discovers

that an apparent waterfall is in reality a flight of wooden

stairs, and his response conveys his pain: “I stood there

for a long time, looking up and looking down, following the

stairs with my eyes, having trouble believing” (8). On

another April morning the narrator and his friends are inspired to

take chalk and write “Trout Fishing in America” on the

backs of the first graders. When the principal checks to

see what they are doing, the joy of spring becomes the

melancholy of autumn: “/But after a few more days trout

fishing in America disappeared altogether as it was destined to

from its very beginning, and a kind of autumn fell over the

first grade” (62). The narrator's comment here clearly

refers to more than what happened to the first grade; the

episode is a parable of America. Yet again, it is ““one spring day”

(133) when as “just a kid” (129), the narrator happens

across “The Trout Fishing Diary of Alonso Hagen,”” which

was a tedious and depressing chronicle of frustration and

failure: ““I have never even gotten my hands on a trout” (137).
Furthermore, a great deal of the novel is composed of

the narrator’s search for trout over a long summer. Brautigan

stresses the summer’s heat with its overtones of desert and

hell. Every stream has some flaw: Grider Creek is inaccessible

(21); Tom Martin Creek “turned out to be a real son-of-a-bitch”’

(28); Graveyard Creek suggests its own limitations (31);

Hayman Creek seems cursed (40); Salt Creek has cyanide

capsules along its banks (83). Even the good fishing in Lake

Josephus goes bad when the baby gets sick (126). Much like the

streams, the people encountered prove equally obstinate:

the shepherd who resembles a “young, skinny Adolf

Hitler” (52); ““the original silent old farmer” (88); the bitter

surgeon fuming about “bad debts” (114). When the store clerk

calls the narrator a “Commie bastard,” he ruefully comments: I

didn’t learn anything about fishing in that store” (96). He,
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in fact, does not learn from any of these people. Finally, on a
hot July day, the narrator learns of the death of a fellow
angler, Hemingway, and sees Trout Fishing in America for the
last time. Directly after that, the narrator ends his journey —
“I've come home from Trout Fishing in America” (149).

With the waning of the year comes the autumn, the season
belonging to Trout Fishing in America Shorty: “He was
the turning of the earth; the bad wind that blows off sugar”
(69). The autumn that “fell over the first grade’ in the spring
is made flesh in the pathetic, middle-aged wino and
cripple, Shorty, with his garish “’chrome-plated steel wheelchair.”
Although Shorty personifies contemporary American
reality, he continually appeals to children as if wishfully
longing to recover vicariously a second chance. However, the
children wisely avoid him: “After a while the children would
run and hide when they saw Trout Fishing in America
Shorty coming” (70). Then, in “The Last Mention of Trout
Fishing in America Shorty,” the narrator’s baby daughter decides
between real America and ideal America:

“Come here, kid,” he said. ““Come over and see old
Trout Fishing in America Shorty.”

Just then the Benjamin Franklin statue turned green like
atraffic light, and the baby noticed the sandbox at the
other end of the park.

The sandbox suddenly looked better to her than Trout
Fishing in America Shorty. She didn’t care about his
sausages any more either.

She decided to take advantage of the green light, and she
crossed over to the sandbox (157-58).

The child instinctively chooses Franklin’s green light over
Shorty’s brown sausage, not that the choice is so hopeful as it
appears. After all, she is a child and a child will eventually
experience the same disillusionment as her father; she

is lured only by a sandbox—a miniature wasteland.

This same novel that begins in February also ends in a winter’s
atmosphere of depression, gloom, and death. But what
does Brautigan do when it is a “funky winter day in rainy San
Francisco” (175) after abandoning his quest for Trout
Fishing in America? How can he bridge the widening river
between real and ideal America? He responds the only way
possible—through a transformative and inventive act of -
the imagination, which is an act of redemption and transcendence.
The narrator’s vision of da Vinci “inventing a new spinning
lure for trout fishing in America” (175), thereby regenerating
and revitalizing America, is a vivid expression of Brautigan’s
“vision of America.”

The central metaphor of the novel, trout fishing,
implies through its associations and abundance, the richness,
the good life that is every American’s supposed birthright, and the
achievement of which is every American’s dream. But
Brautigan’s view is from underneath; it is that of a person
who spends his days at San Francisco’s Walden Pond for Winos
and finds consolation in fantasy, art, and the pleasure of
mere circulating. He has discovered what Alonso Hagen
found almost seventy years before. Trout Fishing in America is a
fraud; at best it is a chronicle of loss, frustration, and
despair. All in all Brautigan points out that through imagination
one still can achieve an escape to the wilderness and a
salvation from the anxieties of the city-—even a mechanized,
urban America from which literal escape and salvation have
become increasingly harder to attain.

Mae Thomas




1 Richard Brautigan, “The Lost Chapters of Trout Fishing
in America,”” Esquire, 74 (October, 1970), 153.
2 Richard Brautigan. Trout Fishing in America (New York: Dell
Publishing Company, Inc., 1972), p. 116. All
subsequent references are to this edition.
3 Kenneth Seib, ““Trout Fishing in America: Brautigan'’s
Funky Fishing Yarn,” Critique, 13, 2 (1971), 64.
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