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The Road 

There's a beginning to this way 
an end, where the tree splits 
on this long tongue road. 
There are voices in the morning: 
a sparrow falls from white ash 
dying. 
Listen, the hollQ.W of my heel. 
I breathe deep to fill that space 
with sparrow songs. 

Catherine Allen 
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Tracing an Artist 

My hand tastes like yours, 
salt with turpentine. 
Each finger curls a paint stroke. 
Wrinkles cross the palm 
where fists sleep, 
where books and flowers still open. 
The sound of your hand 
is sharper than shells. 
And turning my door, 
those blue nails tick. 

Ward Smith 
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Stillwell Hotel 

Swinging beef run 
pulling forty thousand pounds 
of dead cows hanging on chains 
and if that trailer rushes out 
well there they go and you got 
a hellofa lotta hamburg on your back 

Dead skunk under clear sky 
hundred and five miles out 
And it gets scary everything 
burning up orange pouring 
silver electricity over night shadows 
poking out behind the corn and alder trees 

Where Kansas wind stops 
after days of sweeping south on 69 
between Fort Scott and Joplin 

I didn't have a chance 
last November in the Stillwell Hotet 
Don't do well in the cold and 
forget what I mean to say 
trying to keep warm 

Into southern Missouri 
from Chicago and Springfield 
and the highway through Illinois 

I'm a thirty-nine dollar paint job 
over rusting fenders 
when I meet you for coffee 

Late in August the morning is steam on the windows of the cab 
Red pools in the shade of the pastures 

Steve Dolgin 
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Through the Stations 
(Candlelight Meditation at St. Mary's) 

Last whips cut the dark 
bone, bleed thin 
as my flame-still 
you rise, shadowy 
as a sea=-breaktnq 
these sandcolored walls­ 
you, who are 
indelible as a birthmark, 
the scar in my skin. 

In wood and cloth, 
you, the bruise; 
bound tighter than your 
brother for Auschwitz, 
climb by the same 
guard-eye- a sharp shelJ, 
dried in a changeless face: 
i bear its mark. 

The glass is flowing 
stained with saints' 
frozen eyes- 
in swirled colors, 
robes brimming 
full as rivers, 
even they 
bear the mark. 
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In these fourteen 
crimson deaths, 
i am thinking 
how we deepen, 
and how you shimmer 
melting bright, 
our hard faces 
in the Shroud. 

• 

A. Jozefiak 



Paradise Lost: 
Richard Brautigan's In Watermelon Sugar 
Dennis Lynch 

Richard Brautigan's In Watermelon Sugar has been the 
most misunderstood of his many works. The misreadings of 
this novel have contributed as much as any other single 
factor to the-widely held notion that Brautigan is a naive 
flower child, one who simplistically believes, as Johnathan 
Yardley suggests, that "happiness is a warm hippie."' But a 
close reading of In Watermelon Sugar reveals that the author 
is doing much more than merely heralding some organic mil­ 
lennium. Instead, as in Trout Fishing in America, Brautigan 
offers a profoundly disturbing view of a dream become a 
nightmare. 

It should not be too surprising that In Watermelon Sugar 
lends itself to misinterpretations. On first reading it is a 
difficult book to understand; even trying to determine the 
setting of the story, when and where it takes place, causes 
problems. The action occurs at some undetermined time in 
the future. No books have been written in the past thirty-five 
years and only twenty-four in the last 171 years.2 A total of 375 
people, we are told, live in the place called in watermelon 
sugar, a place that includes a town, some shacks, and a kind 
of commune called iDEATH where the main characters live. 
Other action occurs at the Forgotten Works, an incredibly 
huge rubbish heap that just goes "on and on and on and on 
and on and on and on and on and on," a place where "there 
were no plants growing and no animals living ... There was 
not even so much as a blade of grass in there, and the birds 
refused to fly over the place" (86). Though the narrator has no 
idea as to what caused the Forgotten Works, we might 
surmise that it is the rubble of a civilization destroyed in a 
nuclear holocaust, a holocaust, incidentally, that Brautigan 
himself feels is inevitable. Perhaps, too, whatever trauma 
that destroyed the Forgotten Works is responsible, too, for 
some of the other oddities of in watermelon sugar: the talking 
tigers, the sun that shines a different color every day, the 
stars that are always red, the rain that always comes on 
October twelfth. The people of in watermelon sugar lead an 
almost agrarian life, living in modest shacks, tending the 
trout hatchery, and processing the strange watermelon sugar 
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out of which they "carefully construct" (1) everything from 
clocks to wooden planks to their lives. 

Though the setting of this story is astounding, the plot is 
fairly simple: the nameless narrator has a girlfriend, 
Margaret, who becomes more and more fascinated by the 
Forgotten Works and by a gang of toughs led by someone 
named inBOIL. After inBOIL and his gang mutilate and kill 
themselves, the narrator drops Margaret for their mutual 
friend Pauline. Margaret then kills herself, is buried by the 
commune in an elaborate ceremony, and the book ends. 

From this plot, many critics have deduced that Brautigan is 
holding iDEATH up to be an ideal society. There is no 
question that the narrator likes iDEATH. "It is beautiful," he 
says. "There is a delicate balance in iDEATH. It suits us" (1). 
He adds, "I have a gentle life" (2). Echoing these thoughts, 
one reviewer called iDEATH an "egoless world of vision and 
imagination" where "all is watermelon-sugar sweet."3 
Another wrote that Brautigan created "a backwater 
civilization reminiscent of Tolkien, a fragile world of polite 
chitchat, talking tigers and multicolored suns.": Harvey 
Leavitt calls the setting of the book a "regained Paradise" 
and calls the work a "utopian novel" in which Brautigan 
offers "the utopian dream for the post-industrial age of af­ 
tluence.:" Tony Tanner calls the setting a "happy commune" 
and the book "a pastoral dream."6 Likewise, Terence Malley 
calls iDEATH "idyllic" and sees the lives of its inhabitants as 
"serene, gentle, uncomplicated."7 Summing up the book's 
commercial success, Patricia Hernlund suggests that most 
readers view the book as a "lyric description of a successful 
counterculture" and she adds that In Watermelon Sugar "has 
become a fad book popular in college classes because 
students have heard that it describes 'their' way of life."8 
To some, the book's view of this so called idyllic life is too 

simple. A review of Brautigan's book in the Times Literary 
Supplement began thus: "To older generations, one of the 
more baffling aspects of the hippie protest movement is in its 
cult of simplicity. The hard-line hippie has no time for all the 
laborious qualifications that older folk might want to append 
to words like 'peace' and 'love.' This in turn leaves the older 
folks wondering whether the hippie might not have more hair 
than brains.:" In a similar vein, Tony Tanner concludes that In 
Watermelon Sugar "is a charming and original work with 
touches of magic, but it is perhaps too obvious in its 
parabolic form. It suggests a commitment to a rather too 



simple-minded version of things which the previous novels 
avold.':" Finally, one critic argues, "In Watermelon Sugar has 
the charm of the fairy story it almost is. But it has neither the 
emotional complexity, nor the imaginative ingenuity, nor the 
implicit historical and cultural awareness of Trout Fishing in 
America. In important respects it really is more sentimental, 
less radical. In fact, many of the insights of the one book 
undercut the sugary values of the other.':" 

All of these readings utterly miss the point of the b_9ok. All 
is not watermelon-sugar-sweet and gentle in the world 
Brautigan creates. It is no idyll, but is instead a place of death 
and betrayal. In Watermelon Sugar is not a utopia but a 
distopia; not a picture of Paradise regained, but a picture of 
Paradise lost once more; not a pastoral dream, but a pastoral 
nightmare. True, the narrator does embrace the values of 
iDEATH and endorses them. But we readers make a.terrible 
mistake if we confuse the narrator with Brautigan. Terence 
Malley, among others, does exactly this when he writes, 
"Based on the little that Brautigan has chosen to tell about 
himself, and without straining our inferences too much, we 
can say (for what it's worth) that this narrator is an .. 
autobiographical projection of the author, reflecting more or 
less directly, Brautigan's point of view, perceptions, 
values.":" This is utter nonsense. Brautigan himself has 
remarked that the narrator of In Watermelon Sugar, "like 
many of my narrators, including the narrators of A Con­ 
federate General from Big Sur and The Abortion, is a jerk."'3 If 
critics, like many college students, continue to associate 
Brautigan with his simple-minded narrators, it will be no sur­ 
prise if they continue to dismiss his work. But Brautigan, 
unlike some of his narrators, is no naive flower child; he is, in­ 
stead, a writer of amazing depth. Moreover, In Watermelon 
Sugar is in no way undercut by Trout Fishing in America. In­ 
stead, both works reinforce each other, for both are searingly 
ironic portraits of the human condition. 

The misreadings of In Watermelon Sugar extend to the 
mispronunciation of the setting itself. "About eighty per cent 
of the people who talk to me about the book pronounce 
'iDEATH' as they do the word 'Edith,'" says Brautigan. "It's 
astounding and misses my point entirely. It's pronounced 
'iDEATH'-'I' followed by 'death."' Harvey Leavitt has missed 
the point when he writes, "In Watermelon Sugar takes us 
back to the beginning, for this is Eden, with its syllabic and 
accented soul mate iDEATH reconstructeo.v= However, In 

Watermelon Sugar is much more about death than it is about 
Eden. In Book One of this "gentle," "idyllic" story, the nar­ 
rator's parents are eaten by tigers; in Book Two inBOIL and 
his gang grotesquely kill themselves; and in Book Three 
Margaret commits suicide. Death, then, is central in iDEATH. 
What is especially curious-and telling-is the narrator's 

lack of emotional response to any of these deaths. After his 
parents are gobbled up before his very eyes, the narrator 
simply asks the tigers to help him with his arithmetic (39) and 
then thanks them. When inBOIL and his gang slay 
themselves, the commune merely says "That's that" (115) and 
cleans up the mess. When the narrator sees in the Statue of 
Mirrors that Margaret has killed herself, he calmly notifies 
Fred, who then in turn handles all of the arrangements for her 
funeral. The funeral itself is rather festive: "Everyone seemed 
to be in fairly good spirits" (166), and there is a dance after­ 
wards. This utter lack of emotion and human feeling cannot 
help but trouble any sensitive reader. In the land of iDEATH, 
though, what happens to people no longer really matters. The 
"I,'' an individual's own life, has been reduced to an "l," 
something of little importance. What is of importance in this 
world is the commune; this, above all, must survive. 
Brautigan privately has expressed a distrust of any move­ 
ment that places an idea above individuality. "I belong to no 
political party, no clubs, no groups, no causes. People are im­ 
portant, not movements." In iDEATH, though, the "iDEA" 
always comes first. 
Anything that would upset the "delicate balance" of 

iDEATH is viewed as a threat. Though the narrator says that 
iDEATH is "always changing. It's for the best" (18), the en­ 
vironment in fact changes very little. The sun is always gold 
on Tuesdays, always gray on Wednesdays, and so on; the 
first rain of every year always comes on October twelfth. In 
this stasis the people over the commune find comfort. 
However, Margaret and inBOILS's fascination with the 
Forgotten Works is a major threat. The Forgotten Works 
represents all of the knowledge of the previous, now lost, 
civilization. If iDEATH is an ironic Eden, the Forgotten Works 
is its Tree of Knowledge. Most of the members of the com­ 
mune avoid the Forgotten Works. Because it is likely that a 
misuse of knowledge led to the holocaust that destroyed the 
Forgotten Works, the unwillingness of most of the characters 
to learn about the place is understandable. However, just as 
understandable is the desire of Margaret and inBOIL to visit 
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