
' hand, protestations that we have no bestiality by nature do, 
for by their own logic they attribute any social comity we 
achieve to an innale altruism and pacificily of which we 
would not be the authors, only the passive beneficiaries. 
The tatter smiling disposition is an assumption, really, that 
civilization must have been a relatively easy task-so 
what's to celebrate? The former pays proper respect to a 
long, difficult struggle and fragile achievement by an 
unlikely architect, mankind. The greatest literary works are 
like micro-dramatizations of that long labor. The old PR 
was right, and wiser than its critics. Peopling the mental 
landscape with goody-goodies, our Emerson couldn't have 
written an epic or saga, but grim Augustine might have-in 
fact he did. 

Samuel H u x  is a member of the English faculty a1 York Col- 
lege. CUNY. 

EXCURSUS 4 

Albert Antrei on 
COMPLETING THE CIRCLE AT ANTWERP 

At Antwerp, before everything else, there was the North 
Sea, inundating and demobilizing man, who perched 
gingerly upon piles of dirt to keep his feet dry. Aeons have 
passed, and the dirt piles have been worked into dikes and 
ditches. But long after the North Sea's retreat into the basin 
between Great Britain and the Low Countries it still sends 
fingerlike tides up the Scheldl and into the tributaries for a 
hundred miles just to remind man it is still around. 

Pumps run by windmills drained the land, and in time 
man turned lo the magic of chemistry to desalt it. Hardy 
crops were grown and man's animals were pastured. 
Canals led surplus water at low tide through sluice gates 
back to the sea. By muscle, brain, perseverance, and a 
stubborn faith, man channeled the tide below Antwerp and 
Ghenl as early as the Middle Ages. He called those lands 
claimed below tide and sea level, in his Low Country 
language, polderlanden. 

With solid land underfoot, villages were built-at first 
with reeds and flotsam and jetsam, but later with wood and 
stone. Very early in their history the people learned to look 
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upward, fearfully at first, at the tops of their dikes, seeing 
demons and spirits in the clouds, the tides, and the winds. 
Later they learned to look upward to Him who had created 
the whole. But strong people that they were, and practical. 
they dared to say, almost impertinently, "We made this 
land," lo which they added hastily, "and God made us." 

They came out of their sea mud to live their lives in hard- 
earned content. Farms and villages arose north of the more 
populous trading community that came io be called An- 
twerp, where, narrowing lo a width of 0.4 kilometer, the 
Scheldt deepens enough to accommodate a harbor for 
shipping. Along the right bank of the Scheldt to the north 
arose four villages, protected by dikes and sluice gales, in 
the polderlander Oosterweel, Wilmarsdonck. Oorderen. 
and Lillo. 

In all, the polderlanden man was pari of his environ- 
ment. In shoring i t  up, he destroyed nothing. He 
stewarded, as his Bible told him lo. There was still the 
Scheldt, bearing sands seaward out of France and Flan- 
ders. There were still fish, mussels, shrimp, and often seals 
airing themselves on the sand dunes and dikes. No matter 
that foreigners came with all kinds of bedevilments. The 
Romans, the Burgundians, the Austrians, the Inquisi- 
tioners. the Reformers. Louis XIV, Napoleonic ambition, 
Prussian swagger, Hillerian hysteria-no matter. The peo- 
ple in their polderlanden survived all that. 

The end for them came quietly. Peace enveloped them 
in the 1950s and kissed them to death. Golden plows 
turned them under. Progress buried them gently and ce- 
mented them in with love, leaving only the tower of the little 
church of Wilmarsdonck to be their collective headstone. 

It happened because Antwerp became a world porl, a 
huge creature destined by geography and new European 
politics to become a giant. Growing with its expanded hin- 
terland, Antwerp demanded toll of its countryside in order 
to appease a growing appetite. It slurped up the polder- 
landen to the north and commenced to swallow its entire 
immediate environment. 

There is no Oosterweel today, no 'Wilmarsdonck, no 
Oorderen. no Lillo. There are neither fish nor shellfish in the 
Scheldt: Full commercial upe of the harbor has polluted its 
water. The people of the polderlanden are gone from the 
right bank and the machines have come. There is an 
organization seated nearby at Ekeren that strives to hold 
on lo remnants and relics of the old life in what Antwerp 
and the European Economic Community have conde- 
scended to leave to Flemish Belgium of its unique polder 
culture. It is beauty in miniature that they promote at 
Ekeren, beauty rife with museums, parks, heath reserves, 
and places with such ringing Flemish names as Kalmthoul, 
Wuuslwezel, Kapellen. Stabroek. Maria-ler-Heide. and Sint 
Job in't Goor. 

One does not dare inquire about the left bank of the 
Scheldt in East Flanders and in Zeeland's Drowned Land 
of Saaftinge, where Polysal. Minnesota Mining and 
Manufacturing, U.S.I., Union Carbide, Petrochem, Chev- 
ron, Prozil, Bayer. Johann Haltermann, and two new 
power stations (one of them nuclear) have just swallowed 
Doel and Kallo, along with gobs of Dutch-Flemish 
polderscapes. 

First there was the sea, possessive and merciless. Now 
there is Development, just as possessive and even more 
merciless in its greater inevitability. Thus has the circle 
been completed along both banks of the Scheldl north of 
Antwerp. 

Alberl Antre;, who lives in Ulah, is now retired afler thirty- 
lour years as a leacher of history and French in lhe high 
schools. 


