“The Pigeons of Buchenau” (fiction)
 from Great River Review, spring/summer 2005 
“A community, especially if it is a rural community, is understood by its public servants as provincial, backward and benighted, unmodern, unprogressive, unlike ‘us,’ and therefore in need of whatever changes are proposed for it by outside interests (to the profit of the outside interests).  Anyone who thinks of herself or himself as a member of such a community will sooner or later see that the community is under attack morally as well as economically.  And this attack masquerades invariably as altruism: the community must be plundered, expropriated, or morally offended for its own good—but its good is invariably defined by the interest of the invader.  The community is not asked whether or not it wishes to be changed, or how it wishes to be changed, or what it wishes to be changed into.  The community is deemed to be backward and provincial, it is taught to believe and to regret that it is backward and provincial, and it is thereby taught to welcome the purposes of its invaders.”






      —Wendell Berry


“Au weia!” Ingrid exclaimed, jumping up from the table.  “Eine Taube hat auf die rote Grütze geschissen!”

The rote Grütze in question—a concoction of sugar, cornstarch and red currants picked the morning previous from bushes in the courtyard—had been scheduled as last evening’s desert, but it had not jelled properly—undercooked, Ingrid theorized—and we ate mountain-meadow blueberries in cream fresh from Fritzie’s evening milking.  Ingrid rescheduled the Grütze for today’s tea.  Ingrid had been making Grütze since honeymooning in Denmark, and she’d been coordinating meals for Buchenau Seminars for half a decade, so we were all surprised when the celebrated Grütze failed, as it were, to materialize.   Grütze had been around since Goethe.  It was a known quantity.


The pigeon which had materialized above the Grütze was not a known quantity.  We’d never seen it before, not during the first three days of seminar, not in previous years.  I personally could not remember seeing pigeons in Buchenau.  Pigeons are urban.  You see pigeons in Berlin.  Now here was a pigeon in this remote Bavarian village of four dozen year-round inhabitants, where it was as unwelcome among the geese and ducks as the postmodernists who had flown into my small Midwestern college from Baltimore, New York, and California and announced “We’re here.  We’re queer.  Get used to it.”  They were a loud bunch who, as a colleague wryly observed, brought to the table mostly attitude, anger and appetite.  One could only hope they’d gobble down not too much food, drop only a little shit in the Grütze, and fly quickly off to whatever roost they decided to foul next.   

This particular pigeon had roosted on a lamp over the doorway to the balcony of Ingrid’s vacation condo, formerly Fritzie’s stable.  The lamp was set dead center over the table at which Ingrid, when alone, took her Bavarian breakfast of cheese, würst, soft-boiled egg, coffee, and hard rolls.  At this same table she took an afternoon tea—not a Bavarian tradition—with Schrippe and butter, and in the evening at this table she drank a glass of French wine and watched the sun set over the dark, pine-covered hills of the Bayerischer Wald.  Ingrid is kind of E.G., a member of the international set.  With her condo now the center of seminar activities, a quiet tea on the small balcony was of course out of the question, so she ate inside with the others.  Besides, the table was full of refrigerator overflow: Helmut’s wine, Maria’s potato salad, blueberries Markus picked almost daily in a forest meadow where, five years ago, the pine-beetle had killed a whole stand of trees.  And the uncovered Grütze, into which the uninvited pigeon had dropped a quantity of green shit not different from the shit from its perch on the lamp.

Ingrid’s shout did not disturb the pigeon on the lamp.  Had I been thinking, I would have set a chair quietly in the doorway and, blocked from the bird’s vision by the lamp, grabbed it from below.  Then we could have sent it packing back to wherever it belonged and got on with our business.  Alas, one rarely thinks so clearly, or acts so decisively.  Instead, Erich—Ingrid’s current lover, several of whose paintings already hung on her walls—seized a broom from beside the breakfast table and took a swipe at the bird.  Erich was not thinking clearly either, because in dislodging the pigeon, he also dislodged Ingrid’s potted geranium, which fell to the cobblestones below, shattering with a crash that did chase the pigeon from its roost and send it off in the general direction of the Hirshbachhof.  


“I do not think that was a pigeon coming home to roost” Erich told us after the chaos died down and the geranium was cleaned up.  “It had a band on its leg.  I think it was a carrier pigeon.  It is truly an international pigeon, but it has lost its direction or is injured, and needs to rest, even in a place that is foreign or dangerous.  This happens sometimes to pigeons.  If they lose their way permanently they rarely adjust and usually die.”  “Is the pigeon Gesellschaft oder Gemeinschaft?” Adalbert wanted to know.  Everybody laughed.


“Gesellschaft und Gemeinschaft” was this year’s seminar topic, chosen by members of the Buchenau 75A community of Berlin expats who—having in previous seminars worked their way through such particulars of Bavarian place as water, air, food, and land—were reduced (or elevated) to philosophical speculation.  In a way, I suppose, a company of displaced Berlin intellectuals was suited more to abstractions like society and community than to concrete details of Bier, Bach and Buche.   They were the very embodiment of their subject—and I don’t mean this in a harsh or judgmental sense—outsiders who had purchased title to the land, air, and water of Buchenau with Berlin money (in my case, through mere friendship with Ingrid).  We were all outsiders, who brought to the closely knit farm community a set of social values which was urban and national, even international.  


Chief among the Buchenau 75A Gesellschaft were Helmut and Doris, whose architectural firm had made a ton of money in the early 1990s from construction projects in what used to be the no-man’s land on either side of the Berlin Wall.  Helmut had achieved international notoriety when he relocated four-story, limestone building from the late eighteenth century out of the construction zone by constructing a timber raft underneath it, cutting a canal around the raft, and floating the raft and building 350 meters through downtown Berlin to a neighborhood where, critics argued, it really didn’t belong.  In the eighties, Helmut and Doris had engineered the barn’s transformation from rustic stable to upscale condos.  The renovation was also controversial: upon seeing Helmut’s original design—which called for reducing the stable to its foundation, and constructing thereupon a Bavarian version of “Falling Water” (I have seen the drawings)—the locals pressured Fritzie to cancel the sale and get his money back.  Over a long period of negotiations, Helmut completely revised his design, retaining not only the stable’s original walls but most doors and windows as well, and adding a proper Bavarian roof of orange tiles similar the one on Fritzie’s new barn, which of course had been built and roofed with money raised from sale of the old barn.


The Buchenau barn project was financed primarily by Doris’s mother (old banking money) and her sister Lori, the wife of a shipping magnate who invented the idea of container shipping.  When not in Buchenau, she divided her time between hosting dinner parties for Berlin artists and traveling the globe on her husband’s yacht.  Ingrid and her ex-husband Johann, poor neighbors of Helmut and Doris in Berlin, bought in with a little cash and a lot of sweat equity: pitching out rotten hay and dried cow manure, bringing in loads of sand and rock, assisting on carpentry jobs.  So Lori received one fifth of the stable, Ingrid a fifth, Helmut and Doris a fifth, and the mother a fifth.  I never saw the mother in all my visits to Buchenau, but Helmut once walked me through the apartment.  It was very modern, for a woman so advanced in age, mostly Danish furniture and hand-woven carpets—Polish I suspect—on Italian tile floors.  The Great Hall was hung with German expressionist paintings, all originals, including a smaller works by Egon Schiele and Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, and a very large canvas by Ludwig Meidner.  A fifth apartment had originally been the common property of all four share-holders, used mostly for storage, but when time came to roof the building and cobblestone the inner courtyard, Ingrid was tangled up in her divorce, Lori was distracted with her domestic problems (she was seeing a painter, and everyone knew it, including her husband and children), and the mother understood that she would probably never spend more than one week a year in her Bayerischer Wald retreat.  So three years before Doris’s stroke and four years before Helmut’s death, the architects bought their partners out—probably with the mother’s money—and furnished that fifth apartment tastefully but simply as a rental for vacationers come to Buchenau to hike through forest and meadow, shop Zwiesel and Bodenmais for crystal, and take day-trips to Prague, Krumlov, or—less spectacularly—Železna Ruda, ten kilometers away in the Czech Republic.


The town of Železna Ruda embodies a lot of interesting Cold War social history.  Once a prosperous farming village in the heart of Bohemia, it was reduced during soviet times to a nearly abandoned outpost of empty houses and suspicious peasants, whose occupation was less farming or shop-keeping than watching for unfamiliar faces.  The old Bohemian town of Eisenstein (whose railroad station actually straddles what is now the Czech-German border) was not an open crossing before 1989, and unfamiliar faces would probably have been East Blocers hoping to wander west to freedom through the Bömischer-Bayerischer Wald, a community of trees which recognize neither national borders nor East Bloc/West Bloc politics.  Residents of Železna Ruda were specially selected for loyalty and stupidity.  With the collapse of the Soviet Union, however, the crossing between Bayerische and Ceski Eisenstein opened, and in came the Westerners.  Bömische Eisenstein has not thus far grown to more than a train station and a few shops selling cigarettes and alcohol, but Železna Ruda exploded almost immediately into a merchandise mart of homes-turned-shops, roadside stands, and makeshift mini-marts selling Czech crystal, woodcarvings, chocolate, alcohol, cigarettes and women.  Vietnamese merchants arrived as early as 1992—I don’t know what that connection was—setting up Asian shops that sell knock-off designer clothes with misspelled labels, including Live’s jeans and Stabteb NFL jackets.  More women arrived from Rumania and Bulgaria—and not unattractive ones either—to line the roadside during the day and staff the love cafes and strip joints at night. A curious community developed—Asian merchants, Czech craftsmen, whores, farmers, shopkeepers, children of all the above—which lives in tolerance if not harmony, knowing, perhaps, that its days are numbered: once the Czech Republic enters the EU, the whole circus will retreat to the Slovakian border or even further east, leaving Železna Ruda a sleepy farming village once more. 


Seminar participants, I suspect, come to 75A Buchenau as much for Železna Ruda as for anything else.  They are of two types, really: poor, left-leaning artist-intellectuals and wealthy, conservative professionals.  The group changes from one year to the next, but Adalbert the college professor, Wolfgang the musician-composer, and Reinhold the physician are regulars.  The artist-intellectuals come for ideas and a cheap vacation; the others come to eat schnitzel, walk the woods, and to rub elbows with Bohemian types, whose laid-back lifestyle they secretly covet.  Everybody drives at least once into the Czech Republic, and smokers make daily trips across the border to buy cigarettes at half of what they cost in Berlin.  Adalbert and Wolfgang lay in a full year’s supply, accompanied on their daily treks across the border by as many non-smokers as are willing to join them and bring back the daily allotment of one carton each.  I suspect that Wolfgang came initially to flirt with Ingrid, but for the past two years Ingrid has been with Erich.  This has made Erich a regular as well, although he fits neither group and is more an outsider than the pigeon on the balcony or the Vietnamese in Železna Ruda.  


Ingrid met Erich not at one of Lori’s parties, but through Adalbert.  Erich comes out of the old East Germany, for which Ingrid has undisguised contempt in all other matters, including colleagues in the newly integrated Berlin school system.  “They think East,” she says.  “You can’t get it out of them.”  The Czech Republic, she claims, “smells East,” even Prague, and she is always uncomfortable east of Eisenstein.  Erich, a true believer in an ideology now abandoned by everyone in the world except aging East Bloc holdouts and naive American professors of literature and sociology, detests on principle anyone he considers economically and politically privileged.  His position is untenable in Buchenau, where even farmers like Fritz and Markus defer—in public at least—to wealth, including the wealth of Berliners whose art and politics offend them.  Erich is not the sort of artist-intellectual Lori would have to a dinner party, and were it not for the fact that he’s sleeping with Ingrid, he’d be kicked out of the seminar in a moment.  Knowing this, he becomes a defensive drinker.  One Christmas night, drunk on Helmut’s 50DM/bottle wine, Erich called his host a stupid capitalist.  Helmut called Erich an East Bloc knock-off of every tired postmodernist in the Neue Nationalgalerie, a Mickey Mouse artist.  Erich stormed out the door and walked six kilometers through light snow to Bayerischer Eisenstein, where he slept for several hours on a bench outside of the stone railroad station before catching the first train to Prague.  Of course nobody at 75A knew where he was, and Ingrid was frantic.  “He’s killed himself,” she decided.  “He lost his direction and killed himself.”  A few days later Erich returned without explanation, bringing two Mickey Mouse coffee cups, one hand-painted with the name “Helmut” and the other painted with the name “Doris,” which he presented as belated Christmas presents.  During the year before he lost his moorings and killed himself, Helmut refused to speak to Erich.  And Erich did not attend Helmut’s funeral.  


Then again, Erich had not attended the funeral of his friend Paul Celon.   Perhaps “acquaintance” would be a better word, for Erich once told me that Celon was an asshole . . . a term which Erich frequently used for Helmut, and for most people, including me.  Erich had mentioned that he’d known Celon, and—trying to be open and gladhanded to Ingrid’s new male friend—I’d offered him a plane ticket to the U.S. and a modest honorarium for a lecture on Celon at our little college.  One of our young postmodernists—an APR Wunderkind and a genuine asshole if ever there was one—was offering a seminar on Celon, at that time the American literary scene’s flavor of the month.  Although no great fan of Celon or the APR asshole, I figured Erich could expand one lecture into a tour of the Midwest while Ingrid stayed with us.  We’d have a great good time while Erich played the game of literary politics.  Erich turned the offer down flat.  “Schiese auf Celon,” he snapped.  “Celon war ein Arshloch.  Der war ein grosses Arshloch.”


With Erich it’s assholeism all around, because Erich is a bitter man—more bitter than Helmut or my American po-mo colleagues, and for much the same reason: envy.  In the GDR times Erich had made a small but comfortable living writing songs and poems—not socialist-realist celebrations of the “sogenannte Deutsche Demokratische Republik” but satires of large targets in the Bundesrepublik (Erich fancies himself a younger Brecht, whom he claims also to have known).  On November 11, 1989, Erich lost in one day his politics, his audience, and his state subvention.  Helmut Kohl, Gerhard Schröder, and others provided large targets, but art in a capitalist society is more about money than truth or even style.  Rather than amuse the governing class of a new Germany, Erich started writing what can only be described as an East Bloc version of language poetry.  He gravitated, perhaps inevitably, to the Deutsche Gesellschaft, a round-table society of disaffected Berliner artist-intellectuals presided over by Adalbert Adrian.  By the time Ingrid decided she was a poet and the DG would be her entrance into the literary world, Erich was in close with Adalbert.  Thus the connection which brought Erich to 75A Buchenau.


Buchenau 75A is literally the end of the road, a road at places only four meters wide, which winds north and east through the Bayerischer Wald from Zwiesel through Unterzwieselau and Pochermülle to the village of Buchenau, where it curls past a soccer field, the Gasthof Weber, the Catholic Church, the township hall, the Gasthof Zum Latchensee, and the Hirschbachhof.  The pavement actually ends at 75A, or, more accurately, at number 75, the farm operated by Fritz Müller, his wife Maria, and their son Markus.  Milking cows, geese, ducks, chickens, veal calves, a couple of slaughter pigs, and a black Newfoundland named Bär.  No pigeons.  These are the people who sold the Berliners their old stone stable, built in 1857 and abandoned in 1971 when Fritzie built his new barn on he west side of the house. Who watch the condos when owners are in Berlin.  Who arrange delivery of wood and heating oil, who supply milk, eggs, and a Christmas goose for the rich folks’ tables.  Fritz, Maria, Markus, and their relatives are tied to Buchenau by occupation, heritage, and mentality; they are Gemeinschaft, and comfortable in their place.  They know the rituals and the history.  They speak their minds freely, things like “There are too many Jews in Germany these days” and “Bayern is Deutschland; other Länder are mere colonies.”  This is the group which tends the iron crucifixes along the mountain trails and the Dead Boards posted on the road near Fritzie’s summer pasture.  In private the Berliners, both artist-intellectuals and capitalist-professionals, consider them Nazis or Nazi-sympathizers. 


The Nazi connections of Hirschbachhof offer grounds for legitimate suspicion. Ingrid’s ex-husband once gave me some background on the castle, but in my head it remained the subject of vague speculation and imaginings.  It sits uphill from the village, distanced from village society, a wall around its garden, its front door perpetually closed.  I had never seen anyone enter or exit the Schloss, and I had never seen a car arrive at or depart from its garage.  A bell in the cupola which marks each quarter hour of the day and night was its only interaction with the community.  I knew only that the building was under the care and ownership of two old women, the former secretary and the cook to its former owners, who had died without heirs.  These old women I also never saw, not even looking out of a window.  Then one winter when I was visiting for Christmas or Thanksgiving, Ingrid received a phone call from the Schloss inviting her and her American visitor to afternoon tea at the castle.  The woman on the telephone understood that the American was a professor, and she had a shirttail relative teaching at some American university—at least this was the pretense under which the invitation was extended and accepted.  I later came to suspect that the cook and secretary, having fallen on hard times, hoped to make a tourist attraction of this castle at the end of a road to nowhere, and wanted to test its possibilities on the visiting American.  Instead of tea we received a tour, followed by a sales pitch of sorts . . . and a history of the castle which has come to emblemize, for me, the vanity of human dreams.  


Condensed, the castle’s history is a lesson in the flow of wealth from one hand to another, through circumstances unforeseeable and therefore usually ironic.  Alt Hirshbachhof was built in the mid-nineteenth century by the first Graf von Poschinger, who had made a small fortune exploiting workers in the glass-blowing industry which was Buchenau’s initial reason for existence.  He built also a guest house (now Zum Latchensee, owned by a 28-year-old descendant of the original proprietor and his Philippino wife) and one, later two, buildings to house workers (these also remain, rehabed as Ferienwohnungen).  The second Graf von Poschinger married a Pomeranian, more accustomed to light than Bavarian darkness, and for her he remodeled the Hof into its present neo-Elizabethan style.  But this princess was interested less in beer and business than in art and music . . . and the only son she managed to conceive and bear.  Ignored by his neurotic wife and his neurotic son, the Graf took his business to neighborhood girls, on whom he fathered enough progeny that the local Gemeinschaft was almost as much one blood as it was one mind.  The wife ultimately returned to Pomerania; the son rebelled against both father and mother by joining the Bolsheviks and living on tea, toast and ideas in Moscow.  What, really, did the Graf care?  He had his Bavarian dumplings and his other Bavarian dumplings.  The glass works was established enough to win an award at the Chicago Columbia Exposition in 1893: “To Ferdinand von Poschinger, Germany, Buchenau in Bayern.  Exhibit: Hollow Ware and Cathedral Glass.”  


Then came World War I, and the Buchenau glass factory—although not, apparently, the castle—was wrecked.  After the war, the glass works reopened with borrowed money, but post-war Germany was almost as much of a smash as wartime Germany.  The Graf ended his days in Nürnberg in 1921, bereft of property, wife, son and village lovelies; by 1930 his wife had run the glass works 10,000,000 marks into debt.  The communist son got as close to home as Železna Ruda, but he was not allowed inside of Germany.  Finally state of Bavaria bought the estate, mainly for the forest.  One group of bankers claimed factory and property, while another group of bankers carted the furnishings off to Munich.  But the bankers had barely foreclosed on the Graf when Hitler’s Nazis foreclosed on the bankers.  They went one place, their possessions went . . . elsewhere.  The estate was cut into two farms, given to local sympathizers (one being Fritzie’s father), and the unfurnished castle was deeded to a Munich archeologist and his wife, Erna Horn, the Betty Crocker of Germany.  They were not properly Nazis, although they were certainly sympathetic to the cause.  The couple stocked it with antiques, china, silver, and paintings appropriated, like the castle itself, from nobles who met their end in World War I, and from persons who probably met their end at Auschwitz, including, possibly, the very bankers who had foreclosed on the Graf’s wife.  One especially striking renaissance-style table came from a royal wedding that never happened, having been sold with other furniture by a Wittelsbacher prince to Horn’s mother when he lost his estates—and his income—in 1918.


The archeologist and his wife did not lose their estate or their lives in 1945, as did so many other Germans, especially Berliners who, as Ingrid and Adalbert never tired of reminding us, suffered more than any other German state for the sins of the man they loved less than any other German state.  Unaccused if not uninvolved, he and his wife lived through the fifties and into the sixties, converting the palace into a culinary center which published and marketed cookbooks all over post-war Germany.  Their library of cookbooks was the largest in Europe, containing books dating back to the 1300s.  Horn died childless in 1981 and willed the castle to her faithful cook and secretary, one of whom had, by the time I met her, gone completely blind, the other of whom was senile.  The cook and secretary sold the library to a man who invented tour buses with roll-away beds below the coach seats (for long-distance trips).  


The cook and secretary were both childless.   After the unification, they had hired a young couple from Leipzig to become their own custodians, in part because the Leipzigers— accustomed to poverty, narrow quarters, and limited food rations—came cheap and recognized fruit ripe for the plucking.  Although the suspicious Bavarians considered them Saxon swine as well as GDR socialists, they managed to charm the old cook and secretary into giving them power of attorney and naming them heirs to the estate of the former Nazi archeologist.  Then one day a party interested in purchasing the Schloss telephoned, and instead of a Leipzig caretaker got the blind secretary, who told him the castle was not for sale.  When the voice on the other end of the telephone read the sale advertisement from his newspaper, the blind secretary realized that the Buchenau Gemeindschaft had known what it was talking about regarding these Leipzig interlopers.  The Saxon swine disappeared overnight.  The cook and secretary revoked their wills and ordered an investigation which found the couple’s apartment emptied, and the palace floors bare of oriental rugs.  Silver and china was gone from cabinets; empty spaces on the walls marked missing paintings.  Of course the treasures of Hirshbachhof, purloined by Nazis from bankers who had themselves purloined them from bankrupt princes, had never been properly inventoried, so nobody will ever know how much the Leipzigers carried off.  Certainly their booty included all the estate’s silver and the set of Limoges porcelain on which the Nazi and his wife had served formal dinners in their cookbook days.  And the courts, my villager-guide gave me to understand, might use the old cook and secretary’s senility to void their rescission of their wills, thus making these carpetbagging socialists legitimate heirs, and thus we see how difficult it is to reverse a bad decision! 


The carpetbagging socialists in my own college, I had to admit, were the result of a series of bad decisions, some related to my department, others endemic in American high education.  I myself accept responsibility, early on as a member of the sixties generation which campaigned for the contemporary, the egalitarian, and the “relevant,” and later as an Old One who had moved perhaps too soon from sowing to reaping, from ward politics to writing books, leaving curriculum and hiring to the New Ones.  What that failure to take care of business brings, let me tell you, is a quick collapse of Gemeinschaft and a pile of poop in the sweet Grütze of life.   My visit to Buchenau was a kind of R and R escape from wars at home which, I would like to think, began in profound intellectual issues like Gesellschaft and Gemeinschaft but degenerated quickly into academic politics when, in a leap of imagination remarkable even for a postmodernist, two of the Young Ones filed a formal complaint “nonsexual harassment” with the Human Rights Office.  In circulating throughout the college a published review dismissing the recently published book of one postmodernist as “trivial, obscene, perverse, and lunatic fringe” and in criticizing the young head of the Women’s Studies Program for lacking a work ethic (“Slackage and Sewage University” was the phrase I had coined), a group of Old Ones had violated the university’s Zero Tolerance of Workplace Violence Policy.  The postmodernist found the review, coupled with the suggestion that he might not receive tenure, to be “demeaning, threatening and interfering with work”; it was a form of “theoretical verbal violence” which—although not based on race, class, or sexual preference—was actionable under a policy which defined “violence” as “the abusive or unjust exercise of power, intimidation, harassment and/or the threatened or actual use of force which results in or has a high likelihood of causing hurt, dear, injury, suffering, or death.”   The investigation was run like a sexual harassment investigation: vague threats of discipline “up to and including loss of job,” no legal representation, no cross-examination of witnesses, whose identity was “protected.”  E-mails and U.S. mail were intercepted, opened, and duplicated.  My own office was rifled and, as I discovered by having one of my students install a “mole,” my internet use was monitored.   At the opening of my own interview I was presented a “Tennessen Warning” which informed me that whatever I said may be shared with a long list of supervisors, agencies and lawyers, and although I could not be compelled to provide this data, my failure to provide the information requested, including any evasiveness or failure to comply with any of the instructions given in connection with this investigation, might lead the investigating officer to “consider any allegations against you or other persons as unchallenged or unrefuted.”  Of course we received no support from the union which had both shaped the policy and framed this particular application of the policy.  I declined any comment, citing First Amendment rights, and went straight to a lawyer . . . with whose guidance the Human Rights Officer concluded that while criticism did not violate the Policy Against Violence in the Workplace, it was “unprofessional,” and thus unacceptable behavior which might, if continued, result in punishment up to and including loss of employment.  Off-the-record she suggested, “Just say nice things, and you’ll be okay.”  Naturally both the po-mo and the feminist received tenure and promotion unchallenged.  I concluded that postmodernists—having reduced ethical systems through their various deconstructions to mere counters, to be played when and as necessary—are not by definition ethical people, and that a postmodern society was not something I wished to be a part of.  But what were the options?  The feminist was a prime candidate for department chair, an election which awaited me on my return to campus.  I concluded that a virtually dysfunctional faculty would split 60-40, and that she had the 60, including her own vote and that of the Paul Celon asshole.  


The society at 75A was also split about 60-40. Gemeinschafters (federalists at their most liberal) included myself, Reinhold, a businessman and his wife from Kiel, and a school teacher from somewhere near Stuttgart. Gesellschafters (nationalists at least, probably internationalists) were the artist-intellectuals and their patrons: Doris, Lori, Ingrid, Adalbert and his wife Sigried, Helmut the musician, and of course Erich.  Doris probably belongs to neither group, since she has had no real mind of her own since her stroke, but you can put her down as a Gesellschafter for sure, Ingrid told me.  The parties split along lines familiar to academic politics: one side preached family, place and community bound by geography; the other promoted philosophy and the international society of artists and thinkers (laborers were not mentioned).  I don’t think either side really understood the other.  Each day individuals gave formal, dispassionate presentations on German philosophers and writers (Stifter was the only one with a local connection); the presentations crossed but never connected.  Each night, over beer and wine, discussion generated more heat but no more light.  Family, Erich told Reinhold, was the seed bed of fascism.  Ingrid suggested, rather insightfully I thought, that talk of international Gesellschaft was just a cover for imperialism and exploitation.  I paraphrased from memory Wendell Berry: “A community, when it is alive and well, is centered on the household—the family place and economy—and the household is centered on marriage.  A public, when it is working in the best way—that is, as a political body intent on justice—is centered on the individual. . . . The problem is that—unlike a married couple, a household, or a community—one individual represents no fecundity, no continuity, and no harmony.  The individual life implies no standard of behavior or responsibility.”  No, Adalbert argued; community was an illusion.  On the contrary, Reinhold told Adalbert, poetry was an illusion, mere words.  And intellectuals were parasites who traded theory for schnitzel and preached estheticism while swilling down expensive wine, giving out mostly shit in return.  Like the pigeon on the balcony.


The pigeon had returned to Ingrid’s balcony after the rote Grütze episode: he was sitting there in morning.  Ingrid shuddered as she opened the door and looked up, then Erich chased him off with the broom, and I wrapped a plastic bag around the lamp.  “He won’t sit on the plastic bag,” I predicted, and he did not.  He settled in next door, on the white globe of the light over Doris’s balcony.  Erich proposed bagging that lamp as well, but the businessman’s wife said that the pigeon had as much right to shit on a Berliner’s balcony as carpetbagging artists from Berlin had to shit on the Buchenau community.  Questioned, Doris indicated as best she could that she didn’t mind the pigeon’s presence, and Fritz would take care of the mess after it left.  So the pigeon stayed.


Actually, Erich left before the pigeon, after a night of heavy drinking and assholeism all around.  I forget what triggered the blow-up, but I do recall being called a bourgeois disguised as an intellectual, and therefore an asshole.  In sucking up to the high-rollers who funded his Berlin Writers Forum, Adalbert had prostituted his muse to the governing classes, and was therefore also an asshole. The businessmen and professionals were assholes a priori, and Helmut was an asshole as proven by the fact that he had walked into a lake the year previous.  When Ingrid told Erich to temper his drinking and his tongue, she was a controlling asshole who wanted to mother everyone, including her grown son . . . who was especially an asshole.  Reinhold told Erich his paintings were worse than his poetry, self-indulgent individualism with neither Gemeinschaft or Gesellschaft.  Someone dropped the German equivalent of “Cultural Pluralism,” which led to my oft-rehearsed, seldom-delivered speech about Cultural Diversity being a contradiction in terms.  Asshole Erich told me I was bigoted and narrow-minded.  I pointed out that even he had not eaten the Grütze diversified with pigeon shit.  Adalbert said that all manner of art must be supported, because no great artist was truly appreciated in his own time.  Reinhold said that public funding of art that couldn’t make it in the marketplace was like betting on the race horse with the worst chance of winning, just because nobody else would.  Erich told Reinhold that artists were not horses.  Reinhold told Erich that many artists painted like horses, and Erich told Reinhold he was too bourgeois to appreciate anything beyond landscape with cattle.   Then Reinhold “improved” one of Erich’s paintings (a canvas titled “I am Free”) with a glob of mustard and a spoonful of second-generation Grütze.  In making for “that shitting pigeon” Reinhold, Erich tripped over the snout of a boar’s skin rug . . . which made Ingrid a Bayerischer bourgeois asshole, decorating her floor with dead animal skins and skulls.  Ingrid slapped Erich, who stormed out of the great hall, for bed we thought.  All of us were so relieved that nobody followed him upstairs. 


But he had not gone upstairs, he’d gone out once again into the Buchenau darkness, leaving a note: “This time is final.  These are my final words: you have been my death.”  


Ingrid discovered the death letter when we broke up around midnight, and of course the seminar dissolved into phone calls, psychoanalysis, and therapy.  Ingrid and I drove to the train stations in Eisenstein and Zelezna Ruda, watching the road for shadowy figures (we saw only the Rumanian and Bulgarian women); then we made a similar trip to the train station in Zwiesel.  “He is dead in the woods,” Ingrid told me; “I know it.  I had this same feeling when Helmut disappeared.  There is something about the words.”  “If he’s not dead now, I’ll kill him when I see him,” I promised; “you’re better off without him anyway.  All he did was cause trouble.  With the group, with your son, with you.”  “Some people feel so alienated, all there is for them is a walk into the lake or the dark,” she answered.  We returned to Buchenau after 3:00 a.m.  The others were asleep.  I joined them, leaving Ingrid to sit on her balcony smoking cigarettes, drinking coffee, and staring at the white light, with its plastic bag.  In the morning, figuring that Erich would have had time to go wherever he was going, we started phoning: family, friends in Berlin, the Prague connection.  Finally we phoned the police.  At Adalbert’s suggestion, Fritzie, Ingrid and I went for a short walk, around the lower woods and pasture, back to our little place.  Fritzie meditated aloud that whatever Erich’s fate, he deserved it for being such a trouble-causing asshole.  “There is good shit and there is bad shit,” he told Ingrid, pointing toward the pasture.  “Those cows there.  They take in grass, which they will process into shit, which will fertilize the pasture and grow more grass.  Each day they produce some milk.  Once a year they get pregnant and have a calf.  This is a good system; it has been going on for years.  That’s why cows don’t go walking into lakes.  At night they lie down and sleep until morning.”


When we got back to 75A it was late morning.  Reinhold and his wife had left, and Adalbert was packing.  He thought Erich was probably back in Berlin . . . which is where Erich turned out to be.  For the rest of my stay in Buchenau, Ingrid and Erich did not communicate.  Then I returned to the States, to my little college with its little politics.  Ingrid returned to Berlin and to Erich, leaving 75A to Fritz and Maria and the Buchenau Gemeinschaft.  Another seminar is planned for next year, this on air and ideas.  By then we’ll have a new department chair; Doris will probably be in some care facility and her condo may be owned by a stranger; the Hirschbachhof may or may not be open to tourism; the whores and traders may or may not have moved from Železna Ruda further east.  The pigeon, which disappeared along with Erich, may or may not be back.    

