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Larchmoor
Is Not
the World

In the winter the glassed arcade between Thornton and Gil-
lespie Halls was filled with potted flowers so it smelled and
looked like a greenhouse. Last night’s storm, blowing in across
the athletic fields of the Northwest campus, had left a shape of
frozen snow like a white boomerang in the corner of each pane
behind the rows of geraniums and ferns.

The first time Dr. Cameron walked through the arcade on this
particular day, he stopped to point with his pipestem at the
ranked greenery so slightly and perilously separated from the
outside cold. “There,” he rumbled to Mr. Wilks of History, “is
your symbol for this young women’s seminary. There is your
Larchmoor girl cut off by a pane of glass from the blast of your
elements. A visible defiance of the nature of things, made pos-
sible by a corrupt technology.”
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Mr. Wilks grimaced and chuckled, weighed this illustration of
their common attitude toward the college in which they taught,
finally amended, “The glass is wrong. Glass they could see
through. See the world in which they don’tlive, eventhough . . .”
His thought trailed off in a giggle. At Larchmoor, Mr. Wilks
seemed to spend most of his energy looking behind him to see if
he had been overheard.

“True,” Dr. Cameron said. As they loitered through the ar-
cade the music and the rumble of the student lounge rose to
them from the floor below. It rose, mixed inextricably with the
smell of baked goods from the dining hall and the moist smell of
steam from laboring radiators. Now and then a cry, barbaric,
probably happy but otherwise meaningless, punctuated the
noise. “The analogy breaks down, true. Listen to them down
there. One gets to be like an animal trainer. Sensitive to their
noises. If [ had no calendar I could tell by their tone that Christ-
mas vacation started this afternoon.”

“Then there’s an identifying noise that distinguishes Christ-
mas vacation from the beginning of—say—spring vacation?”

“Hmm. Yes, that’s right. In seven years my ear has become
acutely attuned to it. You'll pick it up eventually. Unhappily, in
learning their mass sound you’ll become unable to distinguish
one of them from the others. Compensation at work. They will
seem to you one single enormous female juvenile named Shirley
or whatever the name would happen to be of the child movie
star ascendant in the year of their birth.” Dr. Cameron’s baby-
pink face grew almost radiant. “Tomorrow,” he said, “the sons
of bitches will all be gone home and we’ll have three weeks of
peace. Shantih.”

The second time he went through the arcade that day he met
Sandra White, dressed for her journey with high heels now and
a fur coat, looking like the ads in the fashion magazines with the
good sharp empty Nordic shape of her head an appurtenance to
the excellent clothes—looking five years older than she had
looked that'morning in his American Literature class. Her man-
ner, too, had been changed with her clothes, so that she spoke
to him as a young matron patronizing an old and crotchety,
really lovable duck who had “made his lah-eef out of literature.”

“Dr. Cameron. Thank you for the list of books,” she said. “I
don't think I'll give any presents this Christmas except books
and . ..” Yet because this was so obviously a statement coined
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to please him, both became momentarily embarrassed. It was
the girl who first recovered and went on, “I think I'll get Daddy
the Dos Passos” USA.”

“Hmmm.” He chewed his pipestem and stared at the glass
roof of the arcade, then smiled.

“Well,” she said in defense, “Daddy is really searching . . .
for . . . that kind of Americanism. He’s not just a businessman.
He’s really—"

“Yes,” he said. “I understand you to say you wanted this list
of books for yourself, not just for presents.”

“Oh. I'm going to ask for the Yeats for myself,” she said. Her
tone, demanding that this would please him, produced from the
efficient catalog of his memory the image of her eyes becoming
feminine-dramatic in that class hour a week before when he had
quoted, “An aged man is but a paltry thing . . . unless soul clap
its hands and sing and louder sing for every tatter in its mortal
dress.” Well, the quotation had been an indulgence for him and
not intended for the class at all. It had been a parade before their
innocent minds of a conscious expression of his own dilemma.
He had spoken the lines to his class with the motives that lead a
man to confess to his dog the sentiments for which he has no
human confidant. But this little female, Sandra, whatever those
words may have meant to her, had caught something of their im-
portance to him and trapped him now into paying for the indul-
gence with a compliment to her taste.

“Fine,” he said, “that’s fine.”

With a still doubtful look she said, “Merry Christmas,” and
let him go on to his office.

Here was the sanctuary which he had been seven years in
building. A desk barred off one corner of the room. When
students came in he sat behind it like a magistrate at the bar.
Three walls, excepting door and window spaces, were lined to
the ceiling with books. “I bought them,” he once told Wilks,
“but only for insulation and display. It’s fatuous to assume that
anybody can own books. [ think that President Herman is pleased
to find them there when he brings down parents and the pro-
spective customers to exhibit me as a mechanism of the English
department.”

His swivel chair took most of the space behind the desk. It
made of the corner an efficient nest, for he could swing to any of
the cabinets and drawers in which he filed themes. Also within
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reach were the two material items he needed for his intellectual
life. One was a bolt tied on a length of wrapping cord that he
sometimes swung as a pendulum. The other was a motto that he
had lettered painstakingly on colored paper. Originally it had
come from an examination paper handed in to him during his
first year at Larchmoor. “Shelley’s main purpose was to write a
lot of poems,” it said. “This it came easy for him to do.” Some-
times, when he was alone, he would place the inscription before
him on his desk and sit laughing crazily at it until all the stains of
teaching at Larchmoor were washed away. Then purified, with-
out moving except to throw his shoulders back, he would watch
that fraction of the campus where the pendulum of seasons ap-
peared before his window.

This afternoon, the sunlight was a strange and clamorous
orange that moved on the black tree trunks and the snow. Here
nature dramatized the quality of a Beckmann painting—Black
Cedars over Water, it might have been, or such a landscape as the
horns in Sibelius presented with not so much art as longing,
such a landscape as might contain a golden mute princess called
out by Death, that central myth that all the Romantics had
exploiied.

The embroidered, death-bidden, golden will-o’-the-wisp (and
Sandra White now drifted on his mind’s screen in a role that
would have surprised her. Not as an intellect that shared his
understanding of poetry but, wrapped in a rich cocoon of fur,
wool, and silk that protected her delicacies from the blowing
cold, as the image itself which the poets had conceived and de-
sired—the figure on the Grecian urn, the witchlady on the mead,
or that which Malraux’s Dutchman saw on the Shanghai side-
walks, proud and strutting beyond the reach of the proletariat’s
desire), like Shelley’s Beatrice, must be the fairest, youngest,
purest of flesh to satisfy the snowy mouth of the Death the Ro-
mantics had imagined.

The peacefulness of snow is pure commercial folklore, he
speculated, and in art the cold North always somehow emerges
as the symbol of hungry frenzy—Ilike the gelid and perfect tyr-
anny which Plato described as the worst disaster of all that so-
ciety can manage. The disorder of cold which had wrought the
counter disorder of Northern art—the wind-whipped fires in
the snowfield—with its load of desire protesting too much.

If Dr. Cameron had moved closer to his window, he would
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necessarily have seen more than this private landscape of a few
trees, snow, and sun in which his mind pursued the lost girl. He
would have seen more than twenty Larchmoor girls standing in
the slush in front of the Kampus Kabin while they waited for
taxis. They bounced, giggled, sang (“a woman, a woman, a
woman without a man, teedlededum, bumph”), chewed gum,
shifted packages or suitcases from hand to hand, stamped their
fur-topped boots in the muck of the road. He knew they were
there, not five degrees outside the arc of vision which the win-
dow gave him. “But I have the right not to look.”

With the arrival of each Christmas vacation since he had come
to Larchmoor, he had discovered himself confronted with a par-
ticular crisis of fatigue and depression. The beginning of yet an-
other school year and the first exacting months hollowed him
emotionally, and the pleasures of intellect had lost their recre-
ational power. While the girls went off to whatever indulgences
the society provided for its most expensive and pampered stock,
he went to his bachelor rooms to read and smoke incessantly
and consider how he might get a job elsewhere until always,
with the passing of the actual and figurative solstice, the change
of renewal occurred. What was compounded of hatred and con-
tempt for Larchmoor led him first to review the other places he
had taught—the two big universities where the younger as-
sistants whinnied like mares around the head of the depart-
ment, and the religious college where he had been forbidden to
smoke on campus and was required to attend chapel daily—
then led through a couple of drinking bouts with some one of
his friends, like Mr. Wilks. There had always been younger men
like Mr. Wilks coming and going as Larchmoor instructors. Just
out of graduate school, they regarded Larchmoor as a stepping
stone to bigger schools, but while they stayed—one or two each
year succeeding those who had gone—they formed a fit audi-
ence though few for such occasions as the Christmas drunks.
Those times gave him the chance to elaborate with perverse bril-
liance on the attractions Larchmoor had for him.

They would be sitting in the easy chairs of his rooms with a
litter of crackers and cheese on a card table between them, the
black windows frosting over, and in the late hours the mono-
logue would pause only when one or another went unsteadily to
the bathroom. “Do you remember reading about that Jap general
on Iwo Jima . . . said, ‘I will die here’ . . . the component of all
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the forces of his life . . . so that even the melodrama was right
for the bandy-legged little bastard. Fitting. The answer is a kind
of balance—not balance—but that second in the pendulum’s
swing when all the forces are composed so there must be an in-
stant of harmony that the eye isn’t quick enough to catch when
one reasons that there must be no motion. Still . . . the effort of
the mind to perpetuate that second by selection out of all the
comic and vicious flux in us and around us is the same as the
slave’s impulse to throw off his ropes. . . . Larchmoor locks up
kids that should be out and doing things. Their bad luck is good
for me. There are different ages, and for me freedom doesn’t
exist in the world. It’s an asylum growth. . . . I've got my office
for asylum like a rat’s nest in the corner of a busy house. I
don’t huddle there because I'm interested in the house. Nobody
but a damn fool would be concerned with Larchmoor as Larch-
moor. . . . It gives me a stable place to sit and watch the ‘pis-
mires’”—here he smiled—"‘and the stars.” And don’t you know,
Wilks, that a man has to actually utter his ideas? Your gloomy
newspapers tell you that. It's such an undeniable premise of
the search for freedom. Here I can say whatever I please to my
classes. Elsewhere, in these days, I might be quickly appre-
hended as a Communist or an atheist, but when I say something
to my girls they put it in their notebooks and there’s an end to it.
Oh, I have my disguises here. On another level I can talk to the
vermin Herman”—Larchmoor’s president—"the same way. As
far as that goes. When he asked me what I thought of the new
dormitory with the air-conditioned bedsprings, I made some
trivial remark about painting ‘our outward walls so costly gay.’
And he thought it was my stamp of approval, yes he did. . . .
And then we mustn’t fool ourselves. Where else could I go? I'm
not a scholar in the sense that I've ever felt a mission to get my
name in PMLA, or write a book on Chaucer’s cook’s marmal. I'm
a reader, that’s ail I amount to. ‘Whatever games are played with
us, we must play no games with ourselves, but deal in our pri-
vacy with the last honesty and truth.” Larchmoor not only lets
but forces me to be honest with myself. The games it plays with
me are not much bother. To them I'm just an old gaffer that talks
like Bartlett's quotations. I have a place here. They pay me as a
fixture. . . . The girls are pretty. Like old David’s, my bones
need the warmth provided by a moderate proximity of young fe-
male flesh. My disguises . . . I look too old to notice them. I am



