
Summer 2020 1

essays,
reflections,
and images
during the pandemic

Isolated Beginnings

ocumentarianD
the

Summer 2020



Letter from the editors
Welcome to the first issue of The
Documentarian magazine! We hope you
are all safe and healthy. These are
strange, difficult, and confusing times.
We have devoted the time we now have,
to creating this magazine dedicated to
the art of documentation. This once
small idea came to us during a visit to
the Chicago History Museum.
Somewhere between the historical
narratives presented in the museum,
both through traditional mentalities and
revisitings of recent political uprisings,
presented through photography,
topographic maps, and biographies, we
had the idea almost simultaneously.

The Documentarian was also founded
from a realization we both had of our
combined genre, which we initially called
“Artistic Documentary.” Telo’s work often
involves field recordings,
environmentally influenced – while
Mána’s work derives from a style of
documentary prose which combines
non-fiction personal essays with
documented interviews.

Journalism has always been a
fascination for us; how magazines,
newspapers, and radio stations keep up
with a constant flow of information,
interpreting, fact-checking, and
publicizing it with confidence and
integrity. In The Documentarian we aim
to blend investigative journalism with
personal reflection. Photographic and
sonic documentation with narration.
Visual mediums with individual lived
experience. We hope The Documentarian
finds its way into a unique combination
of journalism, arts writing, arts
presentation, and personal essay.

For this issue, we reached out to friends
and invited their perspectives on our
current isolating situation. Paige
Eckensberger drew the front cover. Her
drawing reminds us of lines on a map,
but also the silhouette of a body. The
tracing of lines is an act of
documentation, and the two lines

following a similar path also reminds us
social distancing. The other visual
component of this issue are photographs
by Gabriella Achadinha, a friend we met
in Berlin last fall. They feel emblematic
of our current distance from our friends,
family, and even strangers. The faces in
her photographs are blurred by strokes
of paint, reflecting the faces covered up
by masks that we encounter these days.

The writing in this issue travels on a
similar path as these visual elements.
Eric Raimondi shares an excerpt of his
Senior thesis, which addresses issues of
erased or manipulated government
archives as well as researching through
translations. Nicholas Benning and
Graham Nau were both teaching in
Spain and share their reflections on
being abroad during the outbreak.
Natasha Ayaz reflects on intimacy in a
beautiful prose, which also gives a poetic
dimension to documentation. Telo kept
an ongoing journal, recording every
Thursday since the day before President
Trump declared a “state of emergency”,
and Mána summarized post-Chernobyl
events of misinformation and delays, to
metaphorically parallel our times.

These are isolated beginnings, with
many uncertainties. We are planning for
the magazine to be published quarterly
(Summer, Fall, Winter, Spring) in print,
online, and PDF formats. We are grateful
to our contributors and encourage
anyone reading this to reach out, if you
would like to be part of this new
publication. We welcome any ideas that
you feel would fit into this conception.
Thank you for reading and supporting
us. We hope this issue will bring
comfort, perspective, and shared
experience.

-Mána and Telo
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Titles as they appear: Companions Figure, Profile, Dance

In this time of isolation and stillness I have found that focusing
on a simple gesture, the line, has allowed me to alleviate artistic
pressure and evoke the emotions I usually try to elicit in an
audience in a more simple way. My initial intent was to freely

express lines in space intertwining and following each other, but
through this process the lines have developed into

representations of emotions, relationships, and patterns. The
flowing motion of creating these works reflects my current
mindset; by allowing myself to surrender to thoughts and

anxieties, I more easily see the beauty of life within hard times.

The works begin with a selection of color - I wanted the colors to
play off each other in dramatic ways or with more subtlety

depending on the piece. Some of the pieces have almost identical
lines which represent unity - oneness. Other pieces have lines
that are joined for some stretches and eventually veer off in

separate directions. In some works I see the lines as representing
different types of human relationships: lovers, friends, strangers.
Some can encompass the entirety of that relationship - a never
ending loop of togetherness and distance - but others represent a

snapshot of a moment in time, a oneness with another or a
divergence in life.

Through this experience I have also noticed the imagery that can
be unintentionally created with line. Discoveries made

accidentally. The profile of a human head, the feminine figure,
an embrace. These symbols emerge from line because of our

associations with the visual forms. While showing these works to
colleagues in conversation more and more of these connections
were made, creating an increasingly rich collection of meanings

behind the work.

I invite the viewer to make their own connections both visually
and emotionally with these works.

- Paige Eckensberger

Letter from the Illustrator
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Chicago, April 2020

Chicago, April 2020

THURSDAY, MARCH 12, 2020

The last day I will remember
before self-isolation. News
continues to shake the world

moment by moment, updating in real-
time the details of how life is altered in
every country. The pandemic has
continued to spread widely into every
culture. I wonder if the internet will
continue to sustain our connectivity. If
we will have the money to pay for it. If
we will have the money to feed
ourselves. If we will continue to be
defined by money. If money will cease
to exist because it will all be spent
trying to keep the world from
unemployment, recession, and poverty.
If governments will collapse trying to
sustain their peoples. If people will
begin to see past money; money will no
longer be able to define their lives.

I spend the mornings of the last week
overly following the developments of
the coronavirus spreading across the
Earth. On Thursday afternoon, my
partner and I meet friends at a bowling
alley. The televisions of the bowling
alley on and buzzing; the NBA cancels
its season. ESPN is the only channel
until Governor Pritzker began his daily
press briefing. The briefing is projected
on the wall above bowling pins, muted,
with no subtitles.

A few other die-hards are here, aiming
for strikes that will be the last for a
while. The bar is still open, a small
bottle of hand sanitizer hiding next to
the taps. People are eating chicken
wings with messy fingers. The news
continues to roll in, as I hear
employees laugh about “corona.”

Even this last outing seems risky. The
bowling balls might have the virus on
them! Friends and I order a pitcher of
beer. I discover my new found anxiety
of watching the bartender pour the

beer, wondering if her hands touch the
rim, if she has coughed or sneezed.

A hand-sanitizer dispenser at the
arcade bar greets our entrance a 5pm.
A friendly bouncer checks our I.D.’s
and we continue into the empty bar. We
play air hockey, car racing, and pac-
man. Normally these games are taken
up by enthusiastic arcade players.

Despite the odd time of day, the
transitioning world has already created
emptiness in the arcade.

The coronavirus sends us all inside
indefinitely. I wonder how every human
being is affected. I pour across the
news, looking for the effects of COVID-
19 in Burkina Faso, Singapore, Seattle,
New Mexico, Iceland, Illinois, New York.
It reunites our humanity into a global
struggle, while continuing to underline
our divides; how each human uniquely
struggles with the disease. Our moral
instincts are turned upside down when
going to the grocery store could mean
life or death. Perhaps these

interconnected discrepancies have
always existed and “corona” only helps
define them.

Since that day, March 12, 2020, the
world outside is quiet, yet only slightly.
The streets and skies are more fully
empty – absent of their usual plane/car
sonic clutter. Simultaneously, sidewalks
are still full, the working-from-

home’ers take their walking breaks
throughout the day. We are locked
down with an unlocked door. Images
from Paris, Italy, and Spain circulate
the internet, of European city streets
ghostly empty. Chicago contains a
different reality, of citizens confined to
a neighborhood, but not to a home.
Will this be enough to contain the
coronavirus? The question everyone
wants answered – along with, “when
can we go back to normal?” I’m
uncertain each time I encounter city
sidewalks with their usual filled
capacity.

THURSDAY, MARCH 26, 2020

Two weeks confined inside. The amber
alert appeared yesterday afternoon, the
Lake Front is closed. More extreme
measures of social distancing are
required. The previous day, Wednesday,
we bike along the lake front with
thousands of others, congregating.
Hopping police DO NOT CROSS
barricades to continue their bike rides
on the warm day of sun. We follow, hop

the concrete barrier, protecting the
eroded path from walkers and bikers.
The police nearby don’t stop us. They
are huddled in a group circle, all within
two feet of each other, not six. We bike

South, towards downtown. The flashing
lights behind us appear, we try hard to
listen to the loudspeaker. “Please
continue moving!” – “I think that’s what
they said?" We continue South, then
turn around shortly thereafter. The
undercover cars with blue flashing
lights continue towards us, slowly. We
go North, past them. I stop, attempting
a few photographs. The lighting is
bright and flat; difficult to capture the
sea of people attempting to get their

vitamin D despite the dire need for
social distancing. Further North, we
reach the first barrier POLICE LINE DO
NOT CROSS. An officer is present, “turn

around folks, the path is closed.” We
continue North, back to the house.

The next day I go for a run on the path,
except this time heading North, then
South. I notice a squad car circling the
small roads near the lake. I notice the
orange cones, then more squad cars
making their way towards the
entrances of the lake front, then park
crews putting up barricades. They’ve
closed the lake front.

THURSDAY, APRIL 2, 2020

New routines become accepted now.
We’ve been in this new era for about a
month. Today, walking in the bright
foggy 8am sunlight, the neighborhood
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feels alive. Inhabitants are outside,
roaming, starting their day. Nothing
has changed and everything has
changed. It’s hard to tangibly notice.
Inside we live a life plugged in, wireless
frequencies connecting us globally –
non-physically – the virus has denied
us that. Outside, we wander with a
force-field of 6-feet on all sides. I
remember the advice to hold my breath
when passing by another person.
Seriously? I wonder, but yes, it’s a good
idea.

The difficultly of waking up fades.
Before, I feel the dread, sadness, of the
world in pandemic as I wake. Now I’ve
normalized this feeling – despite the
continued stories of individuals in
much more dire circumstances than
myself. This week’s Chicago Reader has
the title: “Staying home may not be
heroic, but it is.” Last week there was no
printed version. This week there is, we
wonder if touching it to read is safe, yet
I am desperate to read something off
the computer screen.

The heroism of doing nothing is a new
way of thinking, forcefully imposed
over the last weeks. It goes against our
previous philosophies. How can we help
others if we stay home? How can we be
human without face-to-face
interaction? I still run in the mornings,
trying to keep my distance while feeling
cruel for skirting other humans. A man
says “good morning” while from a
distance, another apologizes for his
dog barking, “she’s stir crazy these
days.” I respond, “me too”, under my
breath.

Vital interactions, even from a distance.
The spontaneity creates humanness,
community, joy. I fear that the
pandemic will push us further along
the path of digitization, virtuality,
impersonality. If our worlds become
more and more a stream of ideas
catered to our individualities, how do
we change? On the other hand, I hope
that this social experiment will remind
us of the value human interaction. We
cannot live without it.

We FaceTime with friends for the first
time today. It feels like a hangout, yet
the silences in the call remind us of the
awkwardness of a silent phone call.
Thursdays are the days of progressed
events. Today the world hit one million
cases. It was bound to happen. We talk
with friends who live only a 20-minute
walk away. They are drinking, enjoying
themselves. How do we continue to
socialize? Can we call this socializing?
We discuss those less fortunate than
us, without safety nets in place. The
times we wake up and routines we
strive for vary. I feel like a workaholic
in comparison, but it keeps me sane. A
routine, early morning for no specific
reason.

THURSDAY, APRIL 9, 2020

Today was quieter than past Thursdays.
A good friend celebrated his birthday,
over digital pixels. A sleepy morning
rise. I clicked on my new bookmark; a
map of coronavirus cases. Deaths
worldwide today look close to 100,000.
The world has adjusted. The news has
slowed, there are less new stories on
the virus. While new perspectives lurk
under the surface of state and federal
press briefings. Stories of grocery and
pharmacy workers working without
protection, physically or financially,
gain intensity. Continued attempts to
project the total deaths, total cases, an
end point. The radio broadcasts from
home studios.

I’m worried about next week; the
Thursday progression. We hear that
Illinois virus cases may peak on April
16; another Thursday.D

Telo Hoy is a composer/percussionist
and photographer from Santa Fe, NM
based in Chicago, IL. He is also the co-
founder and an editor of The
Documentarian.

The light in the room is dimly dying: a dusky-gold dream falling onto
my fingers and the folds in my silk dress. I lie with my knees up and
long brown hands on my scarlet, shadowed belly – watching the
ceiling, which pulses with penumbra. In the dark, colors are rendered
obsolete and things, losing their names, are reduced to pure shape.
The blanket of sameness tranquilizes me. There is this warmth of
silence in the space, like a big cat’s breath. He comes back and lays
himself over me. Sometimes I lie on his chest and hear his heartbeat:
a form of protection, keeping vigil on a beautiful beat. Earlier, I felt his
pulse through his square fingertips. My eyelids waver and I sink into
the privilege of sleepiness shared. I think about how every breath that
fills my ribcage pushes him higher and lower, how he rides the
current of my body, how every move we make impacts each other. I
think about how we all might feel this amber-red ache in our chests. A
hot trickle from the full, full soul. Juice bursting from the palm pit
plum with every bite.

Do you feel the night outside your window?

Beside where we lie, a cool stream of evening licks my face. His head
on my red, silk belly. Dark, wet curls and the changing wind, silver
breeze through the splitting blinds. I’m careening through the world so
fast while lying so still, and I know many things will happen to me. I
step toward them like a captive sailor on a wooden plank: still alive
with dream light, still love-swathed and silk-slipping. It’s doom but it’s
lovely doom and we all share some certainty, in simple terms, of death.
Sand through a sieve. The human term for the fact of our need for
hands-in-hands and fingers-on-faces and eyes-drowning-in-eyes. An
appreciation for the soft-belly-glow while it lasts. An open ear to the
whistle of wind outside our nighttime havens. The whistle of a
changing current and life despite. The falling leaves and falling sun
and life despite. Love, love, love, and life despite.D

Natasha Ayaz is a fiction writer and graduate of
Bard College, where she studied Written Arts and
Literature. After completing her undergraduate
studies, she moved back home to Boston where she
is currently working on a collection of short
stories. Her writing has previously appeared in
The Louisville Review and is forthcoming in
Narrative Magazine.

Sand Through a Sieve
by Natasha Ayaz



April 26, 1986 text and photograph byMána Hjörleifsdóttir Taylor

The concept itself of safety
was not commonly spoken about.
The government denied their own
lack of knowledge of the disaster.
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On April 26, 1986, more than
forty years after the end of the
Second World War, another

catastrophe devastated Ukraine and
Belarus, part of the former Soviet
republic. The explosion of the fourth
reactor of the Chernobyl Nuclear Power
Plant led to the radioactive
contamination of most of the area. The
land became uninhabitable, the
formerly fertile soils could no longer
be used for agriculture, and those
living in the area were made to
evacuate. This was an unprecedented
disaster because of the scope of
contamination and the population’s
unpreparedness for it. In the Soviet
Union, nuclear technologies were still
new. Hailed as an excellent solution to
the nation’s energy needs, they were
being developed on a major scale
around the country. This tragic event,
however, revealed the darker side of

nuclear power and the Soviet’s
government’s lack of will to provide
information about its dangers to those
who had to operate the reactors or live
nearby. They hadn’t been properly
taught about their working
environment, its hazards, and the
possibility of the disaster. Not only were
the dangers never articulated, safety
measures were not put in place, either.
This is why, in the aftermath of
Chernobyl, people suffered both from
the physical consequences of the
radioactive exposure, and the inability
to explain and reconcile what
happened to them and their land.

Radioactivity does not appear in
material form, but it affects bodies and
nature. Since most Chernobylites and
liquidators (Chernobylites: name for
those who were affected by the disaster,
and liquidators: civil and military

personnel called upon to extinguish the
burning reactor, who were blackmailed,
cursed, bribed to go to the danger
zone) lacked understanding of what
radiation meant, they also could not
come up with words or willingness to
speak about it. By the time the disaster
happened, World War II had been
accepted as the primary social trauma
the Soviet people had to deal with
collectively. Chernobylites, who needed
prior historical experience to compare
their pain to, chose it as a moment in
history to rely on. They borrowed terms
of suffering from it. The war provided
mnemonic, often vividly visual
flashbacks, to offset the hardship they
faced at present. They felt they were “at
war” with it.

Chernobyl was turned worse by its
cover-up, delay, and the inability to
quickly communicate about the danger

of a nuclear power plant on fire. The
government did not want to address
Chernobyl’s consequences other than
by saying there was contamination and
that the residents were in danger. Its
withholding facts about the disaster –
the water was undrinkable, plants could
not be eaten, children and animals had
to be kept indoors, and no one was
supposed to touch the radioactive
debris, etc. – is what caused so much
damage. Chernobyl was later named a
“man-made disaster” since more
people were killed by misinformation
than by the explosion or its immediate
liquidation. People were also dislocated,
they lost their homes and families
because the government did not want
to point out specific dangers at the
right time. While the Soviet media
stated that only 31 people died because
of Chernobyl, it is now estimated that
over thousands endured radioactive-
related illnesses, including cancers,
with many of them dying a year, two
years, or even decades later. Before the
disaster, before the explosion, barely
any safety standards existed. The
concept itself of safety was not
commonly spoken about. The
government denied their own lack of
knowledge of the disaster.

In the Soviet media, Chernobyl was also
silenced. The radio played days of
classical music instead of announcing
information, ignoring the radioactivity
destroying bodies. Nearly two weeks
passed before Gorbachev made a
formal, public speech acknowledging
and speaking about the event. Soviet
media relied on repeating official party
reports rather than giving a true
account of the post-Chernobyl
suffering. They did not want to report on
the tragedies, and instead focused onheroic
acts performedby thosewho sacrificed their
lives to contain the Strontium, Cesium,
Uraniumparticles already destroying
everything. Now, theword itself Chernobyl, is
no longer just the nameof the town. It’s the
name for the disaster. The two are now
inseparable, and theword uttered canno
longermean anything else than the event on
April 26, 1986.

Ibegan thinking about the Chernobyldisaster as our current disaster
started becoming a part of our

everyday lives. A virus, invisible like the
radioactivity, made worse by the lack of
immediate action. On Friday the 13th
2020, I still had to go to work. I walked
home at noon, from my training shift,
and watched a frustrating parade of
day-drinkers savoring their last
moments at bars in the eve of a
complete shutdown. They cared more
for celebration than protection. I
remember counting the days
backwards after that, as we knew of the
two-week incubation period, and
worried for the spike from all those
who celebrated Saint Patrick’s day.

I watched media spread photos of loved
ones separated by a glass window, I
cried when I scrolled through images
of coffins piling up. The people of
Coronavirus become data, countries
identified by the numbers of cases,
individuals identified by their positive
or negative test results, dots on a map.
An invisible virus floats in the air, one
we could catch on the bus, from a
neighbor, a handshake. And right now,
the solution is to remain isolated and
wait. I try to flashback to the beginning.
I remember my partner flying to
Europe and asking me if he should
wear a mask on the plane. This was in
early February. I didn’t think it was
necessary then. I compare blurry
beginnings, and think about how there
is no clear line of before and after. I
didn’t know then what I know now. I
also don’t know what will come next. I
know the world will be a very different
place, I am worried about my favorite
bookstores, music venues, art galleries.

I wonder how long we will have to wait
for the curve to flatten out. I wonder
what will be the first social event I
attend. We repeat our new languages:
quarantine, self isolation, social
distancing. Watching the world from a
screen.D

Mána Hjörleifsdóttir Taylor is a writer,
researcher, and musician based in
Chicago. She is also the co-founder and
editor of The Documentarian.



A Concealing, A Revealing by Gabriella Achadinha
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'A Concealing, A Revealing' focuses on
both the power of landscape /
urbanscape in exposing societal context
whilst also preserving the anonymity of
individuals inhabiting these spaces.

Street photography has always
been a preferred field of photography,
the way in which one's surroundings
forces you to pay attention - the figures,
environment, composition, shadows,
movement. Void of planned stylisation,
the there and now sets the scene.

However, one issue would
continually rise up and that would be
the question of consent and privacy.
These figures have their identities
associated with a particular place and
time that is somewhat cemented, these
photographs being a particular Proof of
Life.

This series incorporates strokes to blur
facial identity, allowing a faceless figure
to occupy a space and represent an idea
as a whole, precariously balancing on
this debate.

These images were taken over three
years in Porto, Los Angeles, Cape Town,
Johannesburg, Seoul and Osaka. Shot
on a Nikon D810.

Gabriella Achadinha resides in Berlin,
and is originally from South Africa.
Having worked in the film industry for
the past eight years, in wardrobe,
production and photography, her
photographic work has always been
heavily influenced by cinema. Through
focus on the framing and composition of
cinematography muses, she is drawn to
scenes of individual stillness and
contemplation in spaces of chaos, all the
color, the unbridled emotion and
otherworldly locations.
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This story
is indicative
of a greater
historical

development:
the establishment

of America’s
new capitalist

empire

America’s Forgotten Project:
TAPline and the Rise of a New Capitalist Order in the Levant,

1945-1950 by Eric Raimondi

From: "Working on the Trans-Arabian
Pipeline." aramcoexpats.com, June
2011. Workmen installing TAPline.

From: Tapline, the Story of the World’s Biggest Oil Pipeline. New York: Trans Arabian Pipeline Company, January 1951, 2. A map of the
pipeline's route, from eastern Saudi Arabia to southern Lebanon.
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A1951 celebratory publication
titled Tapline, the Story of the
World’s Biggest Oil Pipeline

describes the Trans-Arabian Pipe Line
(TAPline) — the largest and longest
pipeline ever constructed at the time—
as a symbol of mutual progress for
both the United States and Middle
Eastern countries. The publication
compares TAPline’s construction, in
which both Arabs and Americans were
involved, to the biblical Tower of Babel,
a monumental infrastructure inscribed
in the Western Canon — whose
architects designed “its top [to be] in
the heavens.” In the book of Genesis,
the people who lived in the city of Babel
lived as one people and were, therefore,
able to commence construction on the
sky-reaching tower. Yet, before the
Tower of Babel was completed, “the
Lord scattered them” out of fear that
“nothing that they propose to do will
now be impossible for them,” thus
halting the project and dividing the
world of humans. In this celebratory
publication, which TAPline issued, the
American rendering of the Tower of
Babel is considerably different from its
biblical counterpart. Here, the TAPline
Company, in constructing the line and
linking two different geographies, the
oil fields of Saudi Arabia and the
Eastern Mediterranean, and two
different peoples, Arabs and
Americans, picks up where the
architects and workers of Babel left off.

Drawing from the book of Genesis, the
company demonstrated that it was
playing a role in its own genesis, the
genesis of the American economy’s
hegemony. True, it is strange that the
TAPline Company highlighted
similarities between its project and the
Tower Babel, but this characterization
of the pipeline speaks to the tangible
qualities of capitalism, in which wealth

and infrastructure bind developing
states, like the postcolonial states of the
Middle East, to the ambitions of well-
endowed companies, like the TAPline
Company. Indeed, this story is
indicative of a greater historical
development: the establishment of
America’s new capitalist empire,
extending beyond the nodes of
capitalist and imperial authority in

Washington and New York, to the
postcolonial territories in the Levant.

The TAPline Company, incorporated in
1945 in the state of Delaware as a
private subsidiary of the massive oil
conglomerate Arabian American Oil
Company (ARAMCO), occupied a
position of significant authority in the
Middle East. First conceived as a
government project and then later
changed to be a private enterprise,
TAPline’s construction is a monument
of the American oil industry’s
expansion in the Middle East. Designed
in accordance with the U.S.
government’s broader post-war
economic agenda, TAPline was the

means by which Washington
subsidized ARAMCO’s expansion in the
Middle East. It was thus a link between
the government and the private oil
industry, and was as much a project of
the private sector and the government.

In the last seventy years, the U.S.
government has been rightly accused
of committing overt and clandestine
acts of intervention, particularly in the
Middle East. In 1953, the CIA played a
crucial role in the infamous coup in
Iran, which deposed the democratically
elected Prime Minister Mohammad
Mossadegh. And in 1958, the U.S.
deployed 15,000 marines south of
Beirut in Lebanon to preserve the

regime of Prime Minister Camille
Chamoun, a notably Western-
friendly figure, from civil war. In the
late 1940’s, however, I argue, as have
others before me, that the U.S.
government did not yet possess the
sophisticated foreign service
network it later constructed. While it
is important to recognize the power
of the U.S. government, its
supremacy should not be assumed.
If historians assume the U.S.
government’s authority as supreme,
then other arms of American power,
in this case the TAPline Company,
do not appear as subjects that
warrant interrogation.

GOING TO THE ARCHIVES

This history relies on both published
and archival sources. Newspaper
articles, the trade magazine Pipe
Line News, company publications,
and contemporary journal articles
reflected the world of the TAPline
Company as it was publicly seen
during the pipeline’s construction.
In particular, I found Pipe Line News
to be most fruitful in reconstructing
the community of businessmen in
both the domestic and foreign
segments of the American oil
industry. Yet while these sources
contribute to our understanding of
the petroleum community at this
moment in history, the material
collected from Middle East andU.S.
archives provide insight into a historical
process that was hidden beneath the
surface of publicly-availablematerial.

In summer 2018, I collected a number
of documents from the Jafet Memorial
Library at the American University of
Beirut, which holds a collection of
TAPline Company documents that has
recently been made available. I also
rely on declassified CIA reports
obtained through the online CREST
database. Most importantly, I gathered
the majority of the documents cited in
this thesis from the National Archives
at College Park, MD (NACP), which I

visited in January 2019. The documents
collected from NACP were created by
the U.S. State Department and the
American legations in Beirut and
Damascus.

The majority of company
documents, as opposed to
government documents, are

unfortunately retained in private
archives, most of which are
inaccessible to the public. Thus, the
window into the world of the TAPline
Company is admittedly narrow. The
body of primary sources that form the
basis of this project also lacks Syrian
and other Arabic sources. Not only are
these sources difficult to locate as a
result of the political circumstances in
Syria, but reading and analyzing Syrian
government sources and the massive



19 The Documentarian Summer 2020 20

body of the Arabophone and
Francophone presses was frankly too
ambitious a project to conduct in the
given time frame. In reading English-
language archives, I try to reconstruct
the voices of Saudi, Syrian, and
Lebanese leaders involved with the
TAPline project. However, I must note
that these documents, usually copies of
statements in Arabic that have been
translated by government or company
personnel, may not be entirely accurate
representations of the original
speakers’ language. Yet unlike previous
scholarship, this project places
considerable emphasis on company-
produced documents that were
collected by government officials, and
therefore reorients the reader’s
attention toward a new set of voices
within the private sector as opposed to
voices within the U.S. government.
Without these company documents
that were collected by the State
Department and American legations or
voluntarily shared by the company, the
findings included in this thesis would
be less original.

Accessing these sources proved to be
an incredibly difficult process. I was
scheduled to visit the archives over the
winter intersession of the current
academic year 2018/2019.
Unfortunately, a government shutdown
over disagreement of a federal
appropriations bill from December 22,
2018 to January 25, 2019 initially
prevented me from fulfilling this goal,
jeopardizing the project and forcing me
to reconsider the focus of my research.
Then, when it was announced that the
government would reopen at the end of
January 2019, I made the immediate
decision to travel to NACP. Over the
course of only two and a half days, I
collected nearly one thousand different
documents related to TAPline in the
Middle East, with a keen focus on Syria.
This project is largely the result of that
work.

TAPline remains an understudied
element of the postcolonial history of
the Levant, and partly for this reason, I
embarked on a journey to answer the

questions that were brewing in my
head. What was TAPline’s relationship
with the United States and how does it
characterize a larger trend in both the
U.S. and the Middle East? How was
TAPline involved in the development of
oil politics of Arab states? How did
TAPline shape the trajectory of
postcolonial states in the Levant,
particularly Syria? In a process of
historical revision and in examining
the TAPline Company’s relationship
with the state of Syria, I reexamine in
this project the constitution of
American power in the early years of
the postcolonial period in the Middle
East.D

***

Excerpt adapted from "America’s
Forgotten Project TAPline and the Rise
of a New Capitalist Order in the Levant,
1945-1950"

Recommended Citation: Raimondi, Eric
J, "America’s Forgotten Project TAPline
and the Rise of a New Capitalist Order
in the Levant, 1945-1950" (2019). Senior
Projects Spring 2019.

Eric Raimondi is a graduate of Bard
College and currently resides in
northern Massachusetts. While at Bard,
he studied Middle Eastern history and
the Arabic language. He is particularly
interested in the history of petroleum
infrastructure in the modern Middle
East and plans to further pursue
research in this area in the future. In
addition to his academic work, Eric is
an advocate of refugees’ right to
education and has worked extensively
with refugee communities in both Greece
and Turkey on this issue. When he is not
working, you can find Eric baking and
eating sweets, enjoying long walks, and
laughing with his friends.

Email Eric at raimondie6@gmail.com
to access the full thesis.

From: “Engineering and Design Features of the Trans-Arabian Line Part I.” Pipe Line News, September 1949, 16.
Burt E. Hull, President of the TAPline Company (center), Clyde A. Swigart, a vice-president of the TAPline
Company (left), and A. N. Horne, another vice-president of the TAPline Company (right), pictured with a piece
of the pipe used for the project.



Dispatch from Spain: pt. I by Graham Nau

It has officially been three weeks sincethe quarantine has been in place here
in Spain. I have decided to write down

some of my thoughts and experiences with
regards to this entire ordeal in order to
have a record of this dark and historic
period I am living through.

When I first heard about a new virus in
China that was affecting thousands and
resulting in many deaths, I assumed that it
would be similar to the Swine Flu or Ebola,
never becoming so bad as to drastically
affect the entire globe. This was in early
January of this year, 2020. We are now in
early April and what I never expected
would occur has. Since the beginning of
2020 until now, the coronavirus has spread
throughout the globe, resulting in
thousands of deaths and grinding life as
we know it to a halt. The scientific
community has informed world leaders
that the best approach is to implement
quarantine measures in order to diminish
the further spread of the virus. The
government of Spain, where I am currently
living, has wisely decided to take up these
measures and for three weeks now we
have only been allowed to leave the
apartment for groceries and in the case of
emergencies. The good news is that for the
past several days the quarantine appears
to be paying off. We see the number of
new cases as well as the death toll
dropping. This is very welcome news for
everyone in Spain and gives me great hope
to see. The quarantine was originally
scheduled to end on the 12th of April but
was recently extended to the 26th. Being in
quarantine for more time was not the
greatest of news, but I know it is the right
measure to take in order to combat this
virus in the most effective way and it gives
me a greater sense of security. In contrast,
I see in the news the unorganized
approach the Trump administration has
taken to combatting the virus and it makes
me quite ashamed at my country’s ill
prepared position. I hope all my family
and friends in the states take the same
measures being enforced in Spain and
that everyone comes out safe and healthy.

Having been stuck in quarantine for
three weeks now, I have surprisingly
become quite accustomed to this new
pace of life. The days are productively
filled with many personal projects such
as reading long awaited books, drawing,
learning French, filling out job
applications, and improvised workouts.
I’m fortunate enough to be riding out
this experience with a good group of
friends: Jace, Chris, and Andrew, all of
whom are English assistants here in
Logroño, Spain just like myself. Having
social companionship definitely makes
the experience much lighter and I know
it would be more difficult to be in
quarantine alone. During the beginning
of the quarantine, the status of our job
as English assistants was very much up
in the air given that all of our classes
have been temporarily called off. Over
the past week it has become clear that
the most likely scenario is that we will
be called on by our schools to do virtual
assignments that will then be passed
along to the students; a way for them to
continue hearing and practicing
English from their homes. Recently,
Chris and I made videos of us baking
chocolate chip cookies to impart an
aspect of US culture and review cooking
vocabulary with the students. I plan on
making similar videos over the coming
weeks. I’m quite happy that, in some
form, our jobs are continuing on and
we still have pay. I know that thousands
are feeling the economic impact of the
global slowdown and I am quite
thankful to have missed that bullet. All
things considered, I feel that I am in
one of the best situations I could be
given the current situation. I have good
company, I’m staying productive, and
most importantly, I have no symptoms.
For the moment the best I can do is lay
low and hope the situation improves as
quickly as possible.D

- Graham Nau, April 5th, 2020

Graham Nau is currently working as an
English Language Assistant in Logroño,
Spain. He assists teachers in the
classroom with the process of teaching
English as a second language largely
through discussions about cultural
similarities and differences between the
United States and Spain. He graduated
May of 2019 with a degree in
International Relations from Bard
College. His main academic and
professional interests include foreign
languages, culture, politics, and
economics. In his free time he enjoys
weightlifting, reading, traveling, and
good conversation over a couple of beers.

Having social companionship
makes the experience

much lighter
and I know it would be

more difficult to be in quarantine alone.
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Logroño, Spain (October 2019) by Telo Herzl Hoy
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It was Friday, March 14th. I woke upfor my job as an auxiliar de
conversación (a foreign language

teaching assistant). The schools had
been closed to the students all week, yet
I still had to go into the school to
prepare lessons in case classes would
resume after the two-week shutdown. I
spent the day painting hopscotch
squares, plain-colored mandalas that
looked like bullseye targets, foursquare
markings, and footprints for the
children to jump on. The teachers were
in high spirits and there was a lot of
joking and camaraderie as they painted
numbers and shapes together.

Late in the afternoon my roommate
Jace, waking up from his siesta, told me
rumors that they would shut down
Madrid. I was nervous but decided to
keep to my normal routine, so I went
for a walk and got a café con leche. The
streets were no less empty than before,
the difference being that the elderly
were walking with carts full of
groceries. The cafes were still lively. I
chose one near my apartment. It had
large windows with plenty of natural
sunlight for reading. I opened the novel
Beloved. I was midway through and
struggling to finish, but it recently had
become easier to read. I needed
something to take my mind off the
crisis. The characters were so well
written, their descriptions so lyrical,
that it became easy for me to imagine
the way they walked, talked, and how
the lines of their faces changed while
laughing or crying. My focus lasted for
an hour and then it became impossible
to keep reading without looking around
and daydreaming. I became distracted
by the scenery outside. In their usual
haunt, a group of old men were
smoking cigarillos and drinking pints
of beer. The faint conversations I
overheard would be about the
coronavirus and the eventual lockdown;
the impending change of life for many
men and women who had kept to their
daily routines and traditions since

childhood.
That evening Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez had declared an estado de
alarma. No one knew what restrictions
would be in place. By then I was
walking in the Ebro Park (el parque del
ebro), pacing nervously on a path along
the water. I had to answer a question
and answer it quickly: should I stay in
Spain or rush home? My friends,
auxiliares as well, had told me that
leaving was overreactive, that this
would blow over in two to eight weeks
and that our lives would resume again,
teaching and traveling. My parents told
me that if I didn’t leave immediately
that I should prepare to stay
indefinitely. They talked about being
together as a family during this global
crisis. I felt caught between two futures;
to stay in Spain with hope that I could
keep my former life or leave and have
the company of my family.

In a time when questions had
uncertain answers, my nerves turned to
fear. Would it be the same lockdown
that was in place in Italy? Would the
airports be closed? If I was to get sick
would my student health insurance
cover me from a financial burden?
Logic told me to go home, yet my
emotions compelled me to stay longer,
to be hopeful. I could rationalize my
desire to stay too. I had made
wonderful friends during my stay in
Spain. And then there was Ezgi; an
intelligent, loving person whose hand
could sketch anything seen in nature,
and the thought of leaving her made
me feel sick to my stomach, made my
head spin. A few days before, we were
together having a picnic, now I was
thinking in that same park. Just the
night before, we had met at three in the
morning, and I told her of the
possibility of me leaving. We sat on a
bench, arm in arm, and didn't say a
single word, only looked at each other.
Then I told her about my concerns with
the virus, my family, being trapped in a
foreign country. At the same time I

daydreamed the romance of love under
quarantine, of how close we could
become. I could stay with her and
become as close as ever, or I could
leave and have the comfort and
security of my home and family. I was
scared and I needed a day to make my
decision, but I eventually thought about
our future after Spain. One of us would
leave sooner or later, whether it was
from the virus or after the program
ended. If we couldn’t be separate from
each other now than what would be
different then?

And so, I decided to go home. I made
my decision in the Ebro Park, pacing
between the river and grass, and told
my roommates shortly after. Graham
was on a date watching Breakfast at
Tiffany’s and I felt uncomfortable
interrupting. I told him, commented on
how much I loved the movie, and let
them be alone. Jace was relaxing in his
room, and I told him when he came
out. He responded sympathetically to
my decision. He knows how close I am
to my family and that the best place to
be during a crisis is wherever one feels
the safest. The timing was not the best,
as I would be leaving in the afternoon
the next day and needed to pack that
night. Our last night together was kept
short. I was to leave on Sunday at six in
the morning.

Packing was stressful, as it always has
been to me, but the least concerning
part of leaving. The biggest concern
was the lack of euros I had on me. We
wouldn’t be paid for another two weeks,
and the American dollars I had
couldn’t be converted as the banks are
closed on the weekends. I looked online
to see if there was a baggage fee but
couldn’t find any useful information. I
knew that if the airport charged me
more than fifty euros for my bags, or if
they tacked on another fifty euros for
oversized luggage, then I would be
returning to Vancouver empty handed.
It didn’t make sense to leave all my

Dispatch from Spain: pt. II by Nicholas Benning

PEOPLE COUGHEDONTHE BUS
ANDOTHERS LOOKEDAT THEMWITH SUSPICION.
EVERYONEWASGUILTY IN SOMEWAYOR ANOTHER.

belongings in Spain though, so I
packed a bag under fifty pounds and
hoped that the airline didn’t charge for
luggage.

Ileft some clothes and some books
that I read in Spain: the script for
Jean Renoir’s Rules of the Game (La

Règle du jeu) and a book length
collection of essays showing Carey
Grant on the cover, retreating from an
incoming airplane. I also had to leave
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and
Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the
Floating World. It seemed fortuitous
that both novels dealt with themes of
societal change, and how individuals
react to this momentous burst in
history. One shows the leader of the
Ogbo people in Nigeria in a pivotal

encounter, and the other shows a
Japanese artist disgraced after World
War II. The protagonists in both novels
are apart in history, culture, language,
and fortune, yet they are both
confronted with the realization that
things will never be as they were
before.

As I was sitting on the bus to Madrid,
this thought occurred to me in the
context of my own life. How would the
coronavirus and the measures imposed
against it change how people treat each
other? I was already nervous about
sitting so close to everyone on the bus.
Before the bus departed, a man offered
me a chocolate chip cookie. Having not
eaten all day, I accepted it without
thinking and ate it. I was struck with
the rational but bizarre thought that I
shouldn’t have eaten it, that I was
putting myself and my family at risk of
contracting the disease because I
touched food that was touched by
someone else. It was an act of kindness,
one that would have reminded me of
the need for help and compassion, yet

at present it is considered socially
irresponsible. I wondered if this was to
be the new normal. If people were
going to be more distant from each
other, not necessarily due to fear but
out of habit.

People coughed on the bus and others
looked at them with suspicion.
Everyone was guilty in some way or
another. Yet there was also a pleasant
surprise amid the panic. I received
messages from friends who I had not
heard from since graduating college a
year ago. Questions about my situation
in Spain, news about how their
countries or cities were handling the
crisis, and the conversations evolved
into the most basic facets of our lives,
our hopes, our daily routines, our

reading material, the films we have
watched and will watch with our
schedules remaining open indefinitely.
One friend of mine, who has always
struggled with anxiety, told me about
how calm she has felt with her new
lifestyle. She reads, is learning a
language, waters her plants, exercises
and eats healthy. The simplicity of each
day brings the pleasure of completing
small tasks; and with them the reward
of self-improvement. I wondered if I
would feel that same joy. If I would be
organized and self-disciplined in my
home. Or if the alternative would
happen, if it would feel like house
arrest, and I would waste my time away.

I arrived in Madrid. I spent half of the
money I had left on a small hotel near
the airport to get some sleep before I
began my journey the next morning, so
I was left with little money for dinner. It
was the first night of the lockdown.
Within a day of my decision to leave,
all the bars, cafés, and sidewalks that
make Spain such a lively country at
night had come to a close. I asked a

hotel employee where I could buy a
simple, inexpensive meal and she
directed me to a small market less than
a mile away. I walked and didn’t see a
soul. The only sign of life were the
illuminated windows in all the
apartment buildings. When I arrived at
the market, I was sad to see that it had
already closed for the night. I was
angry and confused at the situation
because nine o’clock is the usual time
for dinner in Spain (actually, it is quite
early) and all of the sudden it was taken
away from me. However, on the walk
back to the hotel the most surprising
thing happened. Everyone stepped out
onto their balconies and began to clap
and cheer. I was confused, and so I
asked a passerby in front of the hotel
why. “Es para los medicos,” was his

reply. I had never seen such solidarity
before. I was delighted to see the
Spanish people who I had grown to love
so much over the last months so happy,
and I slept more easily that night.

The next morning I got a taxi to the
airport. The driver assured me with a
warm smile that I would be one of his
last clients before the lockdown. At the
airport, I was surprised to see that
there was a currency exchange. I
wouldn’t have to say goodbye to my
belongings. I suspected the process of
going through customs would be a
nightmare, so I arrived well in advance.
To my surprise the customs agent
stamped my passport and sent me on
my flight to London just as quickly as
my arrival to Spain months before. The
flight was quick, and I read a chapter of
Beloved before drifting to sleep.

In London, I couldn't recognize a face.
Everyone was wearing masks. It was
new to me because in Spain no one was
wearing them before I left. Now I was
the one standing out. I went to a store
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I loved my time in Spain because of its impermanence.
I was lost and alone, two qualities that can give one absolute freedom.

but they were all sold out, and with a
mixture of curiosity but also fear I
wondered how everyone around me
was able to buy one. It was the first
time that I had experienced the
shortage of certain essential goods. Of
course in Spain, hand sanitizer had
become a rare and precious
commodity, but I didn’t realize just how
drastic this shortage would be until I
was sitting in the airport for a three
hour layover. I read a few more
chapters of Beloved (I often measure
the course of my days by the novels I’m
reading) and went to my gate. At the
gate was the longest line of people I
had ever seen at the airport. It dawned
on me immediately that the flight
would be filled with Canadians
desperate to return home.

The flight was uneventful. I watched two
movies: Terrence Malick’s A Hidden Life
and Wes Anderson’s The Grand
Budapest Hotel. I have always been a

fan of the two filmmakers, and
Anderson’s movie in particular has
always had a special place in my heart,
so I was able to get my mind off of
things and be emotional about nothing
related to the news. I don’t know the
scientific reasoning behind it, but I
have heard before from filmmakers
and film enthusiasts that watching a
movie on an airplane can make one
more pensive and sad compared to
watching it on the ground. Perhaps it is
the recycled air. Regardless, I felt it
while watching The Grand Budapest
Hotel, a movie that I associate with an
earlier, integral part of my life.

Ifell for cinema at sgeventeen. I had
lived in Boston for eight years and
was soon to leave for college. At the

same time that I left for college, my
family was to move to Vancouver, so
little did I know that I was in my final
months of being a Bostonian. I went to
see the film with a friend also named

Nick, who I since haven't seen or
spoken to since leaving for college. We
went downtown to the AMC Theater
Loews adjacent to Boston Common. My
parents and sisters were away. I had all
the freedom that a seventeen year old
could afford. I didn’t know a single
quality about movies then, yet I had
watched them every night with my
mother to help pass the time between
dinner and sleep. As a seventeen year
old, I didn’t have the rebellious spirit
that I would hear with most other teens.
I didn’t drink yet, never smoked. Days
without family were spent watching
movies or reading in parks, nights
involved seeing a friend and getting a
cannoli in the North End. This evening
was hardly different. We met up for a
movie and were satisfied with that.

We sat in the middle of a sold-out
show, and soon enough we heard the
sound of faint yodeling. Then, we saw a
girl walking, book in hand, outside of

the snowy cemetery in a European
village. The whole picture has a faint
pink and orange hue. In the cemetery,
there is a bust of a mustached man
with glasses, and keys are attached to
the plinth below his head. She opens up
a book and we see a picture of the
author. Suddenly it is his story, and he
begins to tell it, transferring us to 1968
shortly before the hotel’s eventual
demolition. Within the author’s story
he is vacationing at the Grand Budapest
Hotel, where he meets Mister Mustafa.
They dine together, and the aging
Mustafa begins to tell his story about
Monsieur Gustave, the original
concierge of the hotel. The chapter on
Monsieur Gustave is entrenched in the
history of the 1930’s, and through this
backdrop Anderson is able to play with
the outdated grace and decadence of
the age. I had never seen anything like
it before on the screen. I was taken
away. The timeline of the movie spans
a century, yet it felt unbelievably

natural, more real than lived life. I
didn't have the vocabulary then to
describe it, but the narrative device
used in the film is a frame story, within
a frame story, within a frame story,
within another frame story. Four
different yet interrelated lives, on the
outside tenuously connected by
something as simple as a book.

As a thinker in his early stages, I left
the theater with a vague perception
about the beauty of simple things taken
for granted. How light hits the side of
someone’s face, how the color pink
makes one crave sweets, how a light
hand gesture reveals more about a
person’s thoughts than their words. Art
became a vehicle for me to make sense
of the world. I was also astonished with
the beauty of Europe. In the movie, it is
portrayed as a fantasy, yet being young
I didn’t know any better. For many
Americans, especially the young and
slightly romantic, Europe is the ivory

tower. It is as well-ordered and fated as
the stone that makes up the square
buildings. Me and my friend Nick
walked back to my apartment to watch
a few more movies. We didn’t say a
word the whole walk home.

What I can say now is that, from that
moment on, there began two important
desires within me. Desires that I have
never fully understood until recently.
First, that I would carry an intense
desire to learn European language,
culture, and customs. For the next four
years in college, I learned Spanish,
studied the writers that defined a
century, and wrote about them.
Studying abroad in Sevilla and then
returning to Spain again to teach
English in Logroño would not only help
me make my final leap with my
comprehension of Spanish, but would
also help me live the languid pace, the
long nights drinking and dancing, the
short mornings reading, the afternoons

eating pinchos, and in the evening,
going for long walks without a
destination. “Esta es a cultura
española,” said a friend Javier outside
of a bar at 3 a.m., emphasizing a
stereotype that Spain is a haven for the
restless. Yet to me it was more than a
good time. It was a sanctuary. I loved
my time in Spain because of its
impermanence. I was lost and alone,
two qualities that can give one absolute
freedom. I could watch any movie I
wanted, read, practice my language
abilities, and meet exciting new people
just as lost as me. We were young and
not ready to begin our lives. The
cubicle, marriage, children were
nothing more than an intangible idea.
We were paid little but it was enough to
live comfortably. We didn’t need any
more.

The second desire was to understand
and learn as much as I could about art.
I became obsessed with it in college,
over-consumptive. I have calmed down
in recent years, yet it is still an impulse.
I have to watch a movie or read a novel,
a poem, a photograph, everyday or I
feel a void stretching inside. It is a
desire that I have never understood,
and one that surely motivated my
decision to live in Europe. There, I only
had to work part time, so I had plenty
of afternoons and evenings to read and
watch films. I tried to rationalize to
myself that a year in Europe would be
like my own personal film school. I
would watch as many films as possible.
I would learn as much about cinema as
possible. And indeed I fulfilled that
dream (though there is always another
film to be seen). I watched a one nearly
everyday. I watched the films that
inspired the filmmakers I admired, and
when I didn’t watch a movie I would
read about them, talk about them with
anyone who was willing to listen,
practice visualization so that my mind’s
eye was stronger. Like any person
trapped between the artistic and lived
reality, I would closely observe the
sights and sounds of a city so unknown
to me. The moving images of those old
men laughing outside the bar, children

playing football in the park, the lights
on the floats with crosses on them —
traditions outside of my own that I had
come to know as an outsider — images
of Spain that I now carry within me.

It was an eleven hour flight from
London to Vancouver yet it passed
by quickly. When the plane landed,

the fasten-seatbelt sign did not turn off,
and the other passengers and I sat
waiting for several minutes. One of the
flight attendants announced that
members of the CDC would evaluate us.
I expected a team of people wearing
white hazmat suits to enter the plane
and take our temperatures. Instead
three men where whisked off the plane
for evaluation while the rest of us
grabbed our belongings and left as we
would usually leave a plane. As I waited
in the crammed aisle to exit the plane,
a flight attendant joked about the three
men coming from high risk countries. I
didn’t find it funny but other people
laughed, and I wondered if they were
reacting out of fear or humor.

Before I got on the flight, I had heard
the horror stories occurring in
American airports at the time — the
seven hour long lines of people
standing inches from each other. In
Canada it was business as usual. The
customs officer asked me where I was
coming from. I expected to see his face
express concern when I told him I was
arriving from Spain. It had become the
epicenter of the disease alongside Italy.
I thought they would separate me from
the line and evaluate my health, but
nothing like that happened. The officer
gave me a sheet of paper detailing how
to self-isolate from everyone else. It
said to maintain a two meter (six feet)
radius from other people, as well as to
avoid large crowds. I was surprised to
see that I was allowed to leave my
apartment as long as I respected social-
distancing, and when I left to go get my
bags, I thought the restrictions seemed
lax in comparison to Europe’s. Just
twenty four hours before, it had
become illegal to lie in a park in Spain.

I was not able to hug my mom when I
saw her again, and for two weeks I
stayed apart from my family. There
were moments where the anxiety about
me having the disease were high, and
other times when we would forget
about our self-imposed household
restrictions and were grateful to be
with each other. In those moments, we
would break our unwritten rule and
watch a movie on the couch, sitting
next to each other. But for the most
part, I was alone. At first, I was
comforted with the influx of messages
from old friends, who like me, had
nothing on their schedule anymore
and all the time to talk about how the
virus had impacted their lives. After a
few days, though, people established
their new routines under quarantine,
and it no longer became imminent to
talk. Even with less to do people were
distracted, and our connections
became latent again, unread.

During those two weeks, the sun rose
every morning, and while the view from
my window is a brick office building, I
could see the blue skies and birds
flying in the reflections of the windows
across from my building. In my
extreme boredom, I learned every
detail about my room. My routine was
dramatically simple, and for that
reason, psychologically challenging.
Between waking, eating, reading,
writing and sleeping, I had all the time
to think about where I had just come
from and where I would be next.
Nothing came to my mind more than
Ezgi. When I said something she always
responded, and likewise I to her. As
days passed I could tell that it was
becoming harder to sustain a
conversation, and no matter how
delightful it was to receive a message,
or hear the other’s voice, it felt like our
thoughts kept returning to the distance
between us. When I would talk about
long distance relationships with friends
in the past, their tone was usually
skeptical and different from mine. I
always thought that it was a great
opportunity to truly know someone, to
learn as much about the person in
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their own words, to say that you love them
not physically but intellectually. I understand
the counterargument against my own
though. When two people are oceans apart
they can become an idea, and like all ideas,
it is easy to lose them somewhere.

Yet to become an idea to another person is
only one possibility. To say that we don’t care
for each other is a lie. Despite the distance
being a barrier there is no reason for us to
not talk, and we do so everyday. I have
learned a lot about her childhood and she of
mine. She is honest and tells me when she
needs space. I sometimes lose track of time
and don’t respond to her. I see her drawings
and she sees my writing: what we aspire to
become, extensions of ourselves. By her
example, I’ve learned a lot about humility,
and I’m grateful to have met her in that bar
along a boulevard.

After the two weeks were up the first thing I
did was go on a long walk with our
Dalmatian, Valentina. Walking in Vancouver
is different than in Logroño. I no longer
have the fun of hearing Spanish on the
streets and deciphering it in my head. I no
longer have the hazy afternoons, the siestas
at two when I felt like the only person in the
city, the nights where people stay out until
three or four in the morning, talking and
dancing. Vancouver is far more baroque.
The glass and steel buildings, the water
reflecting on them, all of it surrounded by
snowcapped mountains. Strangers walking
with quiet reservation. All cities have a
personality and Vancouver, like the constant
reflection occurring inside of it, is one of
unspoken introspection. To me, at least.
After my walk I finished reading Beloved.D

Nicholas Benning was born Sherwood,
Oregon, and lived there fully until he was
eleven years old. He lived in Boston for eight
years, visiting his family in Oregon every
summer, before attending Bard College in
2015. He loves playing hockey, riding horses,
film, and reading whenever the opportunity
presents itself.
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