


the post s trade. If  we doubt this character, we d notice that, as 
he searched year after year for islands hiding copper deposits, 
as he moved around that lake, taking what samples he could 
find, enough islands and inlets and harbors turned up for the 
purpose o f  assigning the place names that honored his partners 
and superiors. If  we want to believe in his honest mistake, 
however, w ed instead remember that he spent much time out 
there, on his boat, in those vast waters, looking.

It’s possible too that the Ojibwe— referred to in the 
record simply as “the Indians” or “local Indians”— simply 
needed to find ways of making the burden of possessing native 
information more rewarding, reciprocal in some way. And so, 
having known for a long time that some o f  Lake Superior s 
islands contained copper, someone told a rapt La Ronde, on 
the verge of boarding his new vessel, about a ghost woman 
living on a large island in the middle of those deep waters. This, 
the informant told La Ronde, was a wom an with a bosom so 
large, so significant, so laden with the copper she formed into 
medallions, that the clanking layers o f  her colossal necklace—  
the size o f  seven men— actually reflected every beaming ray o f  
the sun, thus draping this mysterious island o f  treasure in great 
darkness. Then, maybe, under the clear light o f  that day, on a 
beach with buttered popcorn provided for all, they sat to watch 
him set sail.

Another possibility is that the island decided one day 
to subsume itself, out o f  grief, or out o f  the simple but exquisite 
irritation at never being found, at a game o f  hide-and-seek that 
never showed any mercy.

Another possibility is that the island’s still there, 
swirling away from the scrutiny o f  satellite images, or 
permanently ensconced in a rare system o f  fog so thorough in 
its efforts to cloud all sense o f  direction it can actually render 
itself, not to mention the land over which it hovers, a fiction.
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The trouble is that for most Americans the Mid- West, like other regional 
identities, is less a place on the map than a state o f mind.
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John Denver’s “Take Me H om e, C o u n try  Roads” takes 

a loose hold o f  the airwaves, filling the car with its nasal desire 

for place, this one called West Virginia: “l  ake me home, country  

roads/ Take me home, now country  roads/ fake me home, now 
country  roads”. The n o rthbound  highway looks dry and hot, the 
windows have rolled themselves down, and— be still, traveler 

heart— appearing before us is a sum m er day and a state o f  mind, a 
m om en t lending itself well to rounding off fictions, to the finding 

o f  false islands.
The air from the window waxes poetic, making a 

masterpiece o f  each free tendril o f  hair and we decide, in that 
m om en t o f  freedom, that it’s time to ready our messages. We’ve 

worked hard on the words we’d like to leave behind by way o f  

explanation, both  for the media who, in a yawning way, might 

one day a ttem pt to track us, trying to pin this whole story down, 

as well as for the writers o f  dictionaries, those abstract persons 

we love to fret over, praying they’ll be meticulous in transcribing 

our work. We pull in close to fast food chains and gas stations 

and place shiny acrylic stickers on exterior walls, gas pumps, and 

bathrooms doors.

W H ICH WAY TO TH E MIDWEST?
MIDDLING WEST AND LOVING IT.
SEEKING TH E CARTOGRAPHIC TRUTH.

The thrill comes, w ithou t a doubt, from pulling away in a 

clamor o f  haste, the rubber o f  the tires peeling off the road, the car 

squawking, the driver unable to suppress a fist pum p. Soon after, 
there’s little bu t  the mechanical hum  o f  the car moving forward 

plus the pregnant quiet o f  passengers, explorers who inadvertently 
dam pen maps with the grip o f  excited hands, explorers whose 

eyes land on the outside in long and sideways looks, minds on 
the m apped contours of Isle Philippeaux once again.
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The ghost o f that island has even written us letters. You are 
welcome any time, she writes in perfect script, dorit call beforehand, 
just drop by, I  make apple pies at the drop o f a hat! And so our 
m ouths water as we imagine the im prom ptu making o f pies that 
will commence when finally we find her, when, with great effort, 
we pull our wooden canoe up onto the pebbled beach and climb 
out, stretching through the smiles and yawns that anticipate, 
already, the island’s great gratitude, the host o f secrets to be served 
up to us on coppery plates.

We’re aware o f our foolishness, aware we might be 
disappointed, aware that the Midwest, like many o f the earth’s 
places, tilts toward under-imagined and overly caricatured, that it 
might not be a definite place at all, let alone a concrete navigational 
direction. And yet we go, hoping we might find something, even 
imagining for a m om ent what the signage on the island might 
look like: ‘M iddle West Passage Ib is  Way,’’ the largest arrow will 
point. Or, “Welcome, Friends, to The Magnetic M idwest.” Or, 
underneath that one, “Site o f The Original John Denver Wax 
M useum.’’

And so we keep the car rolling. And so we go anyway, 
since we can and because we feel that we must, taking with us the 
maps that we’ve made as well as the irreverence needed to wander 
over them lost. In us we keep a tight hold o f the desire to scuff that 
map’s straight lines, to mark them momentarily with the traveling 
imprints o f our left foot wonder and our right foot doubt. In the 
end, it’s the map’s captives, islands made but never seen, that keep 
us moving, middling, as they say, west.
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