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in some tidy and impossible version of my mind 
there is an equilateral triangle that can link these 
three things:

Here, in the past, is the body of Jerzy Kosinski, 
once a lion of a literary celebrity in that norman 
Mailer way that is dying with modernism. He wears 
a tailored suit and holds a letter of introduction 
from whomever you trust the most. He’s a cad and 
a letch, a misogynist but a great lover of women. 
He alternately denies or trumpets his Jewishness. 
His greatest works of fiction were autobiography, or 
perhaps stolen from more obscure Poles, who never 
slipped past the iron curtain. or else maybe, rumor 
has it, they were pasted together from translators 
and sub-editors. He’s a neo-con and an activist. 
He’s dirt poor and filthy rich and surrounded by new 
York’s weeping elite. There’s a plastic bag over his 
head and a suicide note pinned to his lapel. it reads, “i 
am going to put myself to sleep now for a bit longer 
than usual. Call it eternity.”

The next corner of that triangle is a wall running 
to both directions of the desert horizon. This part 
is reinforced steel bolted to girders sunk deep in 
the parched soil. some sections boast horizontal 
reinforcements to stop vehicles, but others, like 
where the fence steps out into the Pacific ocean, are 
picket lines of beams like gritted teeth, with a slat 
tilted or missing here and there. Private contrac-
tors have been paid 350 million dollars to make this 
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palisade. some ranchers on the U.s. side say 
it makes them feel safe. others point to the 
rugged rock formations and riverbeds where 
the barricade putters out. one such place is 
Baboquivari mountain, where the so-called 
Great Wall of Mexico becomes a fraying 
strand of barbed wire in a landscape studded 
with palo verde and pinyon pine, with caches 
of phone cards, water bottles, bones, and 
lost hope. The crossers, say anti-immigration 
activists, can still go around the fence, 
despite the unblinking black eyes of Bor-
der Patrol cameras that pop up like robotic 
yucca blooms on forty-foot stalks. Despite 
motion detectors, drone aircraft, and legions 
of agents combing the dry steppe. Despite 
con-artists and smugglers, and the lures of 
wily coyotes who take their money and leave 
them in the desert to die. Despite also vigi-
lante Civil War enthusiasts throwing tailgate 
parties at the border, hunting humans.

Thirdly is the future itself. it is a future 
without the kind of resources we’re used to. 
For much of the world, it’s the present, and 
i think it could be arriving sooner than we 
expect. it could go a lot of ways, but here’s 
one scenario i imagine:

There is almost no oil left. new technolo-
gies and clean energy methods were promis-
ing, but without fossil fuels to run the grid, 
the industrial age is creaking to a stop. There 
aren’t enough windmills spinning to run the 
factory that makes the new windmills. You 
don’t know many people who still drive a car, 
although you know several people that live 
in broken ones. Processed food is no longer 
trucked from another state and sold in a 
store. The dead suburban halos around cities 
are filling in with farms, but it’s slow work. 
There is a lot of pavement to rip up and not 
much workable soil. no one can remember 
who put which poison where. Very few of 
us know how to farm. Most of us don’t have 
jobs the way we used to. sure, there are still 
schools, and doctors, and even some lawyers. 
Most people make or do things for trade. 
The private security sector is booming. There 
are a lot of unemployed soldiers, and even 
more overseas. They probably won’t be back. 
Depression and alcoholism are rampant, es-
pecially in middle-aged men. Water suddenly 

seems very finite. religion and weather are 
both larger and more extreme.

That’s the shape of these thoughts. But 
the corners won’t stay put and the sides are 
funny, too. They stretch out to accommodate 
other tangents, other stories, and pretty 
soon that triangle is a lopsided trapezoid and 
then some nameless shape that quavers 
and expands and folds in on itself. The 
shape begets smaller shapes within, some 
recognizable and others less so, and i try to 
pin them down with tape. i incise my own 
borders with a razor knife, struggling to fix 
them in place, and soon i have this whole 
parade of forms and colors, an unruly mob of 
shadows and spills that mark out the space 
between diverging ideas. This one here looks 
like a map of Poland, which is as good a place 
as any to start.

Jerzy Kosinksi’s first and most famous 
novel, The Painted Bird, is the story of a little 
Polish boy on a really shitty road trip. His 
parents, as the German army draws closer to 
their unnamed city, bribe an old crone to take 
their son in. He is shuttled from one granny 
to the next, and thus begins a series of har-
rowing experiences that stretch the defini-
tions of depravity. Unlike the bulk of Holo-
caust fiction, The Painted Bird features few 
nazis. instead it shows, in endless sequences 
of violence, the cruelty and racism inflicted by 
a people turning on each other. When times 
are tough, Kosinski implies, the tough get 
frightened. The frightened get cruel, the cruel 
get creative, and the weak ones had better 
be small, fast, and resourceful.

The structure of the book is repetitive. 
Most chapters begin with a change of scen-
ery as the boy seeks refuge in a new village. 
readers meet a host of caricatures who 
menace the boy and each other in alarming 
ways. There is a miller named Jealous who 
gouges out the eyes of his teenage servant 
with a spoon. A peasant named rainbow 
rapes to death a young Jewish girl who 
escapes from a passing train. The farmer 
Garbos and his dog Judas host a marathon 
torture session in the eleventh chapter, bru-
talizing the narrator within inches of his life. 

When the boy escapes to the nearby church 
he is set upon by the zealous mob, beaten 
until he can no longer speak, and nearly 
drowned in a pit of manure.

Chapter after chapter we are presented 
with the faint hope that our young hero 
will find salvation, and each time we’re let 
down. He never quite dies, but the violence 
we witness becomes carnivalesque in its 
immensity and breadth. By Chapter 15 the 
range of degeneracy has become hypnotic, 
but the reader is shocked anew by a long 

battle sequence of invading “Kalmuks”— eth-
nic Mongolians who had allied with the nazis 
after being ethnically purged by stalin— and 
the resulting rape and pillaging dwarfs the 
preceding chapters in its creativity and 
graphic description. The central, titular, par-
able involves the character Lekh, a simpleton 
who catches songbirds to sell at market. 
He takes the boy on as an apprentice and 
together they spend a relatively peaceful 
page-and-a-half hiking through the forest 
and relaying the ways of storks and cuckoos. 
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The meek Lekh has some emotional 
problems of his own, though, and 
he deals with these by enacting a 
ritual of catching one bird from a 
flock, painting it in garish color, and 
then releasing it. The bird, unrecog-
nizable to its kind, is then set upon 
and torn apart.

Border Patrol agents refer to ille-
gal immigrants as ‘wets,’ and some-
times ‘tonks,’ after the sound of a 
flashlight hitting a human head.

i travelled to the Arizona- Mexico 
border shortly after Chris sim-
cox and Jim Gilchrist started the 
Minutemen Civil Defense Corps, 
which is empowering a few hundred 
disgruntled Us citizens to play 
commando at night and wave flags 
by day along desolate stretches of 
southwest highway. i hitchhiked 
through Douglas, a scorched and 
sleepy city at the eastern edge of 
the sonoran desert. Douglas abuts 
the larger Mexican community of 
Agua Prieta, and the isles of the 
safeway were stocked with chili 
mango candies, tamarind sodas, 
and cans of mole sauce. The couple 
that gave me a lift up the road 
to Bisbee— a Mexican-American 
man and his Caucasian wife— said 
they had spent the day at the 
dentist over the border. “Cheaper 
than health insurance and much 
better treatment,” they said. They 
spoke about a recent controversy 
surrounding a local sheriff’s deputy 
who had come across the body of 
a young female crosser while driv-
ing far off the main road looking 
for smugglers. it seems that after 
determining the woman was dead 
he strapped the corpse to the hood 
of his patrol car, “like a deer,” said 
my escorts.

The numbers of people who 
die trying to get into the Us from 
Mexico are difficult to estimate. in 
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2004, the year of that visit, there were 460 
documented deaths on the north side of 
the border. Most experts predict that these 
numbers reflect perhaps half of the actual 
death toll. Would-be migrants die from 
dehydration and heat exhaustion, or from 
drowning as they try to cross the rio Grande. 
Humanitarian groups, such as Tucson-based 
no More Deaths, try to distribute water in 
remote areas with high populations of ‘cross-
ers,’ but these efforts are discouraged by the 
Us Border Patrol (who arrest them for ‘litter-
ing’) and by anti-immigration vigilante groups 
like The Minutemen. That the militarisation 
of the Us-Mexico border is escalating even 
further seems not to help: As i write this in 
2010, The Arizona Daily star has confirmed 
over 200 deaths in Arizona alone by August, 
setting this year on course to break the re-
cord for both hottest and deadliest in border 
country. President obama has sent national 
Guard troops to Arizona to assist the Border 
Patrol, and the Arizona skies are filled with 
the hum of remote control aircraft, an eerie 
parallel to our war in the remote border re-
gions between Afghanistan and Pakistan.

i had started my trip with a week-long hike 
in Arizona’s Blue range Primitive Area. This 
rugged river valley abuts Arizona-new Mexi-
co’s (unfenced) border and the corresponding 
Gila Wilderness, which was made America’s 
first federally-protected Wilderness area at 
the behest of Aldo Leopold in 1924. The idea 
that management standards change across 
invisible state lines in that lonely country, 
where i spent a week without seeing another 
human, highlights the preposterous reality 
of non-natural borders. Arizona’s eastern 
boundary is a plumb line bisecting ranges 
and watersheds from Mexico to the arbitrary 
shrine that is ‘Four Corners.’ i was curious to 
see the landscape where the Us government 
was reintroducing the Mexican Gray Wolf, or 
Lobo. i didn’t really expect to see a wolf in the 
Blue range, but just to inhabit the same ter-
ritory as rare predators inspires an awe and 
humbleness that is extinct in urban spaces.

As i hiked out of the Blue range i made a 
stupid miscalculation. i missed a junction of 
some kind and wound up bushwacking up a 

narrow slot canyon, wading through a sea-
sonal creek. The rock walls closed in on me 
and the water got deeper until i was wading 
upstream with my pack held above my head. 
some stubbornness propelled me forward, 
despite the clear impassibility of the route. 
The landscape that had been so generous 
and promising in its mystery had warped 
into something that seemed insistent on my 
demise. every surface was sharp and un-
stable. The cool creek slowed my steps and 
pushed me off balance. My head throbbed 
and sweat stung my eyes. i was chest-deep 
in the water before i realized that i was ex-
periencing heat stroke. i found a spit of sand 
with a low clump of willow and hid under its 
shade. An hour later i reshouldered my pack 
and scrabbled up the canyon wall, a dizzying 
ascent that left me clutching to roots and 
hugging the rock slope. i had underestimated 
the land to a perilous degree.

The following week i hiked through the 
Huachaca range to the border with Mexico. 
This abrupt cluster of peaks is one of south-
ern Arizona’s so-called sky islands— intact 
ecosystems marooned amidst the greater 
desert below. Miller Peak rises to nine and a 
half thousand feet, and its flanks cradle soft 
canyons of oak and pine, with some of the 
best birdwatching in the country. in the Miller 
Peak Wilderness, the border fence is a pitiful 
span of barbed wire, not much different from 
the thousands of miles of rusted wire that 
litter the rest of the West. But among the 
yucca blossoms and hummingbirds is an un-
mistakable human presence. The established 
trails are bisected by evidence of people on a 
different sort of journey.

Louis Alberto Urrea’s 2004 book The Devil’s 
Highway recounts a disastrous attempt by 
26 immigrants to cross the sonoran desert. 
Their careless young coyotes become lost 
and lead them in circles as they run out 
of water. 14 of the Mexicans died before 
Border Patrol trackers found the survivors. 
As i hiked from the shaded gulch of ramsey 
Canyon, the force of the sun was sudden and 
fierce. i looked out at the expansive desert 
below, patched with ranches and sprouting 
the antennae-like surveillance cameras of 
the Border Patrol. A skirt of dust bloomed 

behind a white patrol truck. i lifted up my 
gallon water jug to notice that a cactus spine 
had pierced a hole in the bottom. My water 
leaked out in a steady spout. This is not 
friendly country, not forgiving.

in The Painted Bird, wild places are pockets 
of relative safety, but not rest, and the natu-
ral world exhibits a tendency for indifference 
that frames the cruelty of the Polish peas-
ants. in addition to the bird-lynching episode 
and Judas the dog, there is a close call with 

some hungry ravens and a man eaten alive 
by rats. Chapter Three begins with a flight 
into a marsh, and the narrator informs us 
that the two things necessary for survival 
without human help are “...knowledge of 
plants and animals,” and a “comet,” a small 
tin can filled with embers for cooking and 
light, and for warding off animals. Although 
descriptions of his journeys between towns 
are rife with thorns and brambles, two of the 
book’s few sympathetic characters— the bird 
catcher Lekh and his mistress Ludmila— are 
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social outcasts whose knowledge 
of the natural world makes them 
subjects of fear and fascination 
for the townspeople. one of the 
book’s most nauseating sequences 
involves the lynching of Ludmila by 
jealous village women, who exact 
a chilling type of revenge on the 
outcast.

i’m troubled by the very premise 
of borders, by their toll on people 
and land. The scars that the edges 
of nations carve across ecosystems 
seem arbitrary and short-sighted. 
Aerial views of the Us- Mexico 
border show sprawling shanty 
towns (usually makeshift housing 
for workers at the maquiladora fac-
tories) abutting the iron fence, and 
open dirt or pastures on the Us side 
denoting vast expanses of range. it 
is land sculpted, on both sides, with 
little regard to its character or ecol-
ogy. on the north, the dry sonora 
is tamed by irrigation and cattle 
barons. on the south, transnational 
electronics factories squat just out 
of reach of Us labor and environ-
mental regulations. They employ 
Mexicans at pitiful wages, but lurk 
close enough to pass their wares 
to the markets of the north. During 
the desert flash floods the factories 
release their toxic waste into the 
creeks, pretending their poisons will 
be masked by the rainfall.

Perhaps borders wouldn’t be 
so bad if they were more perme-
able, but bring up the notion of 
unrestricted human migration 
and you are likely to be scoffed at. 
even liberal thinkers tend to find 
the idea somehow unthinkable or 
far-fetched. But only by pushing an 
issue into the light can we hone it 
to feasibility. Jonathon W. Moses’ 
treatise International Migration: 
Globalization’s Last Frontier makes 
a measured, methodical case for 
allowing immigration and emigra-
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tion between all nations. After relating the 
historical perspective that closed borders are 
a relatively new phenomenon, Moses breaks 
down his thesis into a few chief compo-
nents. Firstly, he makes a moral argument 
that mobility should be a universal human 
right, especially in light of the inequalities 
produced by the current (globalized) politi-
cal and economic systems. if rich states are 
unwilling to remedy the injustices inflicted on 
the individual inhabitants of poorer nations, 
should not the victims have a right to seek a 
better life?

The ramifications of a borderless world 
are daunting to politicians, who are wont to 
play on xenophobic fears to satisfy constitu-
ents. By Moses’ reasoning, the right to exit 
or threaten to exit a state allows occupants 
to wield more direct and truly democratic 
political power, forcing states “to become 
more responsive to the citizen.” He goes 
on to present evidence of the significant 
economic gains created by human migration. 
Because migrants relocate from a position of 
less production in favor of more production, 
there is little evidence against the idea that 
they are a boon to wealth creation. Despite 
the myth that immigrants drain the welfare 
state, we find that most migrants work at 
jobs that legal citizens don’t want, have taxes 
deducted from their wages, and (often due 
to fear of being deported) do not seek social 
services or tax returns. The sending coun-
tries also benefit, as migrants tend to send 
remittances to their home communities. in 
an open border scenario, both sending and 
receiving countries have the additional ben-
efit of not spending billions of dollars trying 
to restrict immigration and militarize their 
borders. They can focus instead on looking 
for actual criminals which, if human smug-
glers were suddenly out of work, would be a 
very diminished population.

so migrants are, counter to popular opinion, 
wealth creators. The benefits of migration, it 
seems, are often only glimpsed in hindsight 
and over long durations, which is why sud-
den and immense migrations like the ones 
triggered by war and natural disasters strain 
the social fabric of receiving communities. 
Migrants who are not integrated continue to 

inspire the fear of their longer-settled neigh-
bors. rising temperatures and sea levels, 
and more extreme weather pose the biggest 
threat for heavily populated communities in 
the developing world. Places like Bangladesh, 
where a one meter rise in sea level would 
flood ten-percent of the country, are time 
bombs. i can’t help but worry that those of 
us in developed countries, the perpetrators 
of global warming, are going to stand by 
and watch as Katrina-like scenarios happen 
across the world. When billions await evacu-
ation, will we make a place for the lifeboats 
to land? or will we build our border walls still 
higher, trying to dam the flood of refugees?

The climate forecast for the next century 
is, by a very rough conservative estimate, 
one degree hotter (mean Fahrenheit tem-
perature) per decade. our world has seen 
dramatic climate change before, but this 
will be the first time humans are around to 
record a shift of this magnitude. A species-
wide mobilization to stifle fossil fuels would 
lesson the severity of global warming, but 
that looks unlikely, and much of the damage 
is already set in motion. There are a couple of 
darkly humorous shades to this catastrophe. 
Firstly, if we were miraculously able to cease 
driving and flying and blowing leaves and 
burning coal, the global temperature would 
actually skyrocket, due to the removal of 
the shield of pollution that helps blanket us 
from the sun. The second cruel twist is the 
increasing evidence that world oil reserves 
will be mostly depleted just as we’ve driven 
the nail in the coffin. it’s arguable that, by the 
time we have the societal momentum and 
market incentive, we will lack the fossil fuels 
necessary to create the vast green power 
network that would be required to sustain 
the kind of energy our industrialized world 
depends on. This is romantic in an abstract 
way (candles and acoustic string bands). 
But realize that the end of abundant, cheap 
energy means hospitals without power, food 
without transportation, and scarce refrigera-
tion.

Try to imagine the misery that might be 
inflicted from the clashes over scarcity of 
oil and water alongside the displacement 
of billions due to climate change, and these 

scenarios veer into the flatness of apocalyp-
ticism. But then— slow down a minute— it 
looks like much of the global south is living in 
the midst of these factors right now. When 
epic floods and tsunamis, oil and water wars 
and pipeline sabotage fill the news, the only 
explanation for my knack to locate these 
horrors in the future is that here, in the First 
World, i am sheltered enough to consider 
them as abstract nightmares, a frightening 
hypothetical hell, or a cartoonish painting of 
a half-familiar world.

The boy narrator of The Painted Bird is 
targeted for having dark, ‘Gypsy or Jewish’ 

features. The Holocaust of the Jews is well 
documented, but the nazis and their allies 
also murdered an about 300,000 roma in 
the name of racial purity. romani scholar ian 
Hancock estimates that the roma popula-
tion in prewar Croatia alone was 28,500, and 
that the fascist Ustase regime annihilated at 
least 28,000— a virtual extinction. The roma 
were denied Holocaust reparations on the 
basis that they were justly persecuted for a 
“criminal and antisocial record.” Hate crimes 
against roma have been erupting again in 
contemporary europe, as high unemploy-
ment foments nativist rhetoric. it is hard not 
to see parallels between anti-immigration 
sentiment in europe and that in the U.s. 
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our hope lies perhaps in creating a cultural 
awareness that we are a nation of immi-
grants, but we seem to have a short national 
memory. i worry also that a belated shift to 
regionalist identities will bolster xenophobia, 
as occupants construct attitudes of owner-
ship and origin within the more vaunted 
communities.

When Kosinski emigrated from Poland 
to new York in 1957, he concocted a fable 
of daring escape, forged visas, and penni-
less circumstances. His life was full of such 
fabrications, spun as facts to charm new 
acquaintances. These fictions would later 
haunt Kosinski, as when The Village Voice 
ran an exposé in 1982 alleging that he had 
essentially assembled the bulk of his writing 
from the work of translators and poorly-paid 
‘editors.’ The article was the beginning of 
Kosinski’s fall from grace, and others jumped 
on the bandwagon, including the critic eliot 
Weinberger, who charged that Kosinski 
had not authored The Painted Bird, and the 
poet George reavey (one of Kosinski’s many 
translators), who claimed to have written 
the book himself. Kosinski’s later years were 
plagued by bad reviews and by his status 
as a fervent anti-communist, which fed 
rumors that he had taken funds from the 
CiA. Amidst reagan-era politics the literary 
community distanced itself from Kosinski 
and his neoconservative stance. in light of 
the accusations of plagiarism and fakery his 
entire career—his entire life—began to seem 
like a hollow sham.

Upon reading The Painted Bird for the first 
time, my automatic thought was, “What kind 
of person would want to put something like 
this into the world?” But i knew. i can sym-
pathize with the need to quantify, to mete 
out the violence that cuts its way through 
ordinary people to become history. The 
daily paper is an abstract parade of miser-
ies, but behind the captions are spilt blood 
on heirloom furniture, childhoods erased by 
other children, and ordinary people who do 
unspeakable things to other people. And so i 
dwelt on Kosinski— or on the masks he wore 
that became Kosinski— jettisoned to exile, 
but thirsty for reinvention, mining his home 

landscape for a chilling and visceral depic-
tion of the outcast’s experience.

What kind of myths will we create for 
ourselves to explain the man-made scorch-
ing of the earth? There is little precedence 
for admitting that our ancestors fucked up 
(original sin being a strange but noteworthy 
exception). But these days we cling to a nar-
rative of progress and imagine ourselves at 
the cusp of that legacy, forging into the mist 
of the unknown. Will the memories of what 
we’re forced to live without be passed down 
the generations? Will this time be considered 
a golden age or an era of incomprehensible 
gluttony?

if we reshape our climate to the extremes 
that scientists predict, our species will be 
embarking on a collective and self-imposed 
exile. The “weather of the future,” suggests 
climatologist Heidi Cullen in her book of 
the same title, is a litany of droughts, fierce 
hurricanes, and sudden floods. Coral reefs 
will be bleached and dead, and the glaciers 
of the world’s highest mountains will melt 
to feed rising water levels. Arctic sea ice 
will part, leading to mineral exploration in 
Greenland and quick shipping routes through 
the northwest Passage. Will we attempt to 
recapture the landscape of memory or, like 
Kosinski, reinvent our past?

novelist John Gardner famously suggested 
that there are only two stories in fiction: a 
stranger comes to town, or someone goes on 
a long journey. Climate Change presents both 
plots at once, introducing a mysterious and 
harmful presence into our planetary commu-
nity and, i fear, forcing millions to uproot and 
embark on a tragic journey. i don’t imagine 
that many will find open arms or safety 
so much as the looming walls of fortress 
nations that rot from within as they try to 
stave off invasion. Those borders engraved 
into land and maps—erected as deliberately 
as i cut away the silhouettes of the images 
i paint, or as inchoate as the tangents of 
thought tangled here—are the gravest bar-
riers to social justice in the worlds of today 
and tomorrow.
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