Waiting for a Train 

It was August 1970.  I was alert and still, although I hadn’t been still very often the summer after I graduated from high school. But that evening I was sitting on a bench on our front porch, waiting for a train carrying rabbits to blow for Mogul, the crossing below the house.  Both of my grandfathers and my father worked for the railroad and, for as long as I could remember, my heart and ear had been inclined toward trains.  Even at a distance I could judge their speed and heft by the sound they made, a skill refined to the involuntariness of a reflex. Tonight I would know the train was coming when it blew for the crossing at Lakeside, made the sweeping curve through the pines around the east end of the lake, and headed down the straightaway for Mogul. 

Those tracks carried freight trains and coal trains and the Nancy Hanks running all the way to the coast, although I had never made that trip.  But I could imagine what it would be like to sit on the Nancy’s itchy upholstery headed to Savannah, a sack of food to tide me over, arrowing across the coastal plain with sun-glow creamy in the pinetops. 

This August evening the train I was waiting on was a special, an “extra.”  The rule book says: 

Two white flags by day and night, and in addition two white lights by night, displayed in places provided for that purpose on the front of an engine, denote that the train is an extra. 

So I was waiting on a special; in fact, it was two:  the first, a pilot train to check the integrity of the tracks;  the second, a train carrying rabbits and 50 tons of nerve gas on its way to the coast. 

Like all roads to hell, the nerve gas route was paved with good intentions.  The soldiers exposed to mustard gas and chlorine in World War I -- those old men who stumbled at the periphery of our lives blinded, robbed of speech for their throats and air for their lungs -- would be a thing of the past, as the veterans themselves surely would be soon.  New, improved gases, whether brought forth later by the Nazis or by America’s postwar chemical industry, would replace mere lifelong incapacitation with certain death. We would synthesize it by the ton and load it into thousands of rockets, another priapic bulge in our armamentarium, underscoring the cosmic scale at which we were willing to play Chicken. 

The munitions were housed at several sites around the country, but for our purposes here on the front porch, the one that mattered was Anniston, Alabama. The munitions had begun to ooze here in the sunny South.  While accidental detonation was a slim chance, the Army couldn’t afford to alienate the citizens of Anniston by enveloping them in a fine mist of sarin or VX.  Without apparent input from anyone with any sense, the Army racked the leaking munitions five across and six high inside a form, detonators and all, and poured concrete over them. The resulting block was called what seemed inescapably appropriate:  a coffin. The only problem with this coffin was that it couldn’t be pried open when inspectors detected later that the embalmer’s craft had failed. The leaks continued to propagate within and the detonators were now beyond reach. So the Army welded each coffin inside sheet steel and started looking for a way to get rid of them. 

Several years earlier, mustard-gas munitions had been dumped off the New Jersey shore. That operation generated enough of an uproar that a panel of the National Academy of Sciences was convened to come up with an expert recommendation on disposal.  Their first choice was to place the munitions underground in Nevada, up cozy to a nuclear device that could be detonated to atomize them.  But the residents of Utah and Nevada had enough experience with unintended consequences, nuclear and chemical. The Atomic Energy Commission declined the invitation, fearing it would create bad public relations.  So it was back to deep-sea disposal by sinking them on a Liberty ship, this time way off the Florida coast, so far it should dampen any unrest among the natives and transplanted Yankees alike. 

But first they had to get all those coffins to the coast.  The Army tried to keep the route a secret, but word leaked, just like the munitions.  Rather than a straight shot to the base at Sunny Point, North Carolina, where they specialized in handling explosives, to bypass Atlanta the chosen route meandered all across the state of Georgia. 

One way-station on the route through Georgia was Macon, my hometown in the center of the state.  The mayor of Macon was a gospel-singing jewelry merchant with a proclivity for machine guns.   He saw our city as a microcosm of our country and world, locked in a battle to the death with revolutionaries at home and abroad.  He had armed the already bristling police force with machine guns in case the Black Liberation Front emerged rampaging from the quarters or an army of hopheads stormed up Cotton Avenue bent on overwhelming City Hall. Public opinion seemed evenly divided;  half the city cheered him while the other half rolled their eyes skyward in resignation. 

August was going to bring the nerve gas train to Macon, and the mayor swore to stop it in its tracks.  He swore that the police, wearing gas masks and toting their machine guns, would be massed at the city’s outskirts to stop the train and arrest the crew. Even some of his greatest critics found common ground with him this time, although they wouldn’t say so in public. For not too long before, one of the TV networks had broadcast an exposŽ that included a defense department film of nerve gas being tested on a dog. Most viewers probably didn’t realize at the time that dogs, specifically beagles, were used a lot as lab animals.  Instead of viewing the footage with the eye of a clinician, they saw writhing and convulsing on the screen their grand-daddy’s favorite rabbit-hunting dog or their child’s beloved companion. I had watched just a few seconds of it before I threw myself into my mother’s arms, sobbing. If nothing else, these nerve gas weapons were not something a man would be proud to use in a fair fight. 

It didn’t take a West Point tactician to realize that the Army could ill-afford to find a police cruiser disabled cross-wise on the tracks at the Macon city limits, surmounted by an Armageddon-fixated mayor with a machine gun port arms. So they invited him to come to the arsenal at Anniston to see the preparations for himself. 

They walked on the coffins.  The general explained they couldn’t have this shipment held up like the one through Washington state, where “subversive elements” had thronged the tracks to protest the nerve gas on its way to Okinawa. According to the mayor, the Army had to route the train in a roundabout way to avoid just those sorts of people, people who congregated in places like Atlanta. 

The mayor returned home and withdrew his opposition to the train’s passage, stating that Macon would do its patriotic duty by allowing the train to pass through the city to ensure that revolutionaries elsewhere would not be able to interfere. The train would leave Anniston as scheduled on Monday afternoon, August 10. 

In towns along the route before the train reached Macon, people drew close to the tracks to watch its passage. For some the news coverage brought them out;  others thought this train wasn’t nearly as dangerous as the tank cars of butane that came through every day.  After all, this time there was a pilot train to sweep the tracks for flaws a couple of hours in advance, with flat cars carrying ambulances and even a fire truck. On the nerve-gas train itself, armed soldiers stood guard, gas masks and syrettes of antidote at the ready. They didn’t have much to occupy them --no revolutionaries were materializing -- so they busied themselves waving to bystanders and flashing the peace sign to teenagers. 

But they and the crew weren’t the only passengers.  Riding shotgun, the first line of defense, were the sentinels:  some guinea pigs and pigeons, and a dozen rabbits. As models for impending human mayhem, if they started convulsing, the party was over. The guinea pigs and pigeons didn’t garner much interest.  Guinea pigs were unfamiliar to most people and the pigeons too mundane. But a newspaper reporter asked one elderly gentleman viewing the proceedings up the line why he was there, and he responded “I want to see them rabbits.” 

I didn’t know exactly what he had in mind but I wanted to see them, too, even though I wasn’t about to leave the porch to walk down the road, past the hulk of the old Massey Gin Works to where the concrete ends and the sandy clay takes over, leading you up the grade to the crossing in the flat.  At Mogul, there were no crossing arms that came down when a train was approaching;  instead the railroad relied on the common sense you should have been born with.  And my common sense said stay on the porch. 

I sat there listening to the cicadas, whose impossible song zoomed like a fishing reel burning off hundreds of yards of line hooked to a fast fish.  The warning call of brown thrashers strummed in the boxwood.  And then I heard the train blow for Lakeside. Even at the distance of two miles I could tell it was moving at a stately pace and heavy on the tracks.  I sat on the porch listening carefully to gauge when the train would reach the straightaway to Mogul. In my mind’s eye, I saw its white flags signaling a truce in the pursuit of human death and misery -- maybe not yet surrender, but at least a truce. 

And I was thinking about those rabbits, making a trip I’d never made. When I heard it blow for the crossing at Mogul, I wondered what those rabbits were doing.  They were well-fed and watered;  the technicians saw to that.  They had window seats, good ones.  Not windows you couldn’t open like on the Nancy -- windows that showed your hand-prints from trying to see around the next bend -- but screen windows that would let in a good breeze.  The train was not allowed to go faster than 35 miles an hour, so the breeze would have been just right for an August evening.  It had been dry most of the summer but for a change we had a good downpour that day. So I wanted to be there to watch the rabbits, to see if their eyes or whiskers registered the train’s progress by blackberry thickets aromatic in the moist evening air. I wanted to be there with them, to see if those great big white lab rabbits still had some cottontail in them. 

They had been raised listening to the thrumming whir of air conditioning in the lab; by now they would be used to the sound of a flattened wheel on ribbon rail:  lippity-clippity, lippity clippity, lippity-clippity, lippity-clippity.  I wanted to be there to see if their ears would register the last call of meadowlarks before the light was gone altogether or the cry of the night-shift as screech owls took over, ululating in the pitch black-Egypt dark. 

But now the train had passed; the cone of its sound drew to a vanishing point and then was lost among the katydids.  All that I could do now was bear witness from my bench, to pray for their unremarkable passage north through Georgia and the Carolinas. 

___ 

I have been thinking about those rabbits off and on for over 30 years but only recently learned their fate.  At the coast, the rabbits were transferred onto the doomed Liberty ship to continue their watch over the coffins until it was time to sink the vessel. Flood valves were opened, and weapons and ship slipped safely on their way to oblivion in 16,000 feet of water.  It took only eight minutes to hit bottom.  Their service complete, the rabbits were returned to shore, with at least one of them claimed for a mascot by the captain in charge of the scuttling. 

Years have passed but that is not the end of the story. While we stopped making munitions as prone to leaks, we substituted new forms of the chemicals just as deadly, easier to handle, more expensive, and ultimately, equally useless.  The fine folks of Anniston, Alabama don’t ship them elsewhere anymore;  instead they square off against an Army determined to incinerate 2,254 tons of nerve agent in their own backyard. We are still armed to the teeth but don’t feel secure;  we swing at shadows. 

As a 17-year-old girl, all I could do that evening was sit on the bench, listening to the sounds of the land I love. All I could do was listen, and pray as a train carrying a cargo capable of destroying everything and everyone I held dear passed us by -- at least this time. That evening taught me lessons about accountability and responsibility. That evening I learned I could not continue to just sit on the bench. 

From the vantage point of the years that have passed, I’ve decided that it all boils down to two questions: 

What are we willing to do unto others?

  and . . . 

What are we willing to do to ourselves? Until we find the answers, we all hurtle along one step from oblivion -- all of us sentinel rabbits on a nerve-gas train. 
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