





Idiot's Crusade








Clifford D Simak


For a long time I was the village idiot, but not any longer-although they call me "dummy" still and even worse than that.


I'm a genius now, but I won't let them know.


Not ever.


If they found out, they'd be on their guard against me.


No one has suspected me and no one will. My shuffle is the same and my gaze as vacant and my mumblings just as vague as they ever were. At times, it has been hard to remember to keep the shuffle and the gaze and mumblings as they were before, times when it was hard not to overdo them. But it's important not to arouse suspicion.


It all started the morning I went fishing.


I told Ma I was going fishing while we were eating breakfast and she didn't object. She knows I like fishing. When I fish, I don't get into trouble.


"All right, Jim," she said. "Some fish will taste real good."


"I know where to get them," I told her. "That hole in the creek just past Alf Adams' place."


"Now don't you get into any fracas with All," Ma warned me. "Just because you don't like him .... "


"He was mean to me. He worked me harder than he should have. And he cheated me out of my pay. And he laughs at me."


I shouldn't have said that, because it hurts Ma when I say someone laughs at me.


"You mustn't pay attention to what people do," said Ma, speaking kind and gentle. "Remember what Preacher Martin said last Sunday. He said .... "


"I know what he said, but I still don't like being laughed at.


People shouldn't laugh at me."


"No," Ma agreed, looking sad. "They shouldn't."


I went on eating my breakfast, thinking that Preacher Martin was a great one to be talking about humility and patience, knowing the kind of man he was and how he was carrying on with Jennie Smith, the organist. He was a great one to talk about anything at all.


After breakfast, I went out to the woodshed to get my fishing tackle and Bounce came across the street to help me. After Ma,


Bounce is the best friend I have. He can't talk to me, of course-not actually, that is--but neither does he laugh at me.


I talked to him while I was digging worms and asked him if he wanted to go fishing with me. I could see he did, so I went across the street to tell Mrs. Lawson that Bounce was going along. He belonged to her, but he spent most of his time with me.


We started out, me carrying my cane pole and all my fishing stuff and Bounce walking at my heels, as if I were someone he was proud to be seen walking with.


We went past the bank, where Banker Patton was sitting in the big front window, working at his desk and looking like the most important man in all of Mapleton, which he was. I went by slow so I could hate him good.


Ma and me wouldn't be living in the old tumbledown house we're living in if Banker Patton hadn't foreclosed on our home after Pa died.


We went out past All Adams' place, which is the first farm out of town, and I hated him some, too, but not as hard as


Banker Patton. All All had done was work me harder than he should have, then cheat me out of my pay.


Alf was a big, blustery man and a good enough farmer, I guess--at least he made it pay. He had a big new barn and it's just like him not to paint it red, the way any proper barn is painted, but white with red trim. Who ever heard of paint trim on a barn?


Just beyond Alf's place, Bounce and I turned off the road and went down across the pasture, heading for the big hole in the creek.


Aif’s prize Hereford bull was way off in another corner of the pasture with the rest of the stock. When he saw us, he started coming for us, not mean or belligerent, but just investigating and ready for a fight if one was offered him. I wasn't afraid of him, because I'd made friends with him that summer I had worked for Alf. I used to pet him and scratch behind his ears.


All said I was a crazy fool and someday the bull would kill me.


"You can never trust a bull," All' said.


When the bull was near enough to see who it was, he knew we meant no harm, so he went back across the pasture again.


We got to the hole and I started fishing, while Bounce went up the stream to do some investigating. I caught a few fish, but they weren't very big and they weren't biting very often and I got disinterested. I like to fish, but to keep my interest up, I have to catch some.


So I got to daydreaming. I began wondering if you marked off a certain area of ground--a hundred feet square, say--and went over it real careful, how many different kinds of plants you'd find. I looked over a patch of ground next to where I was sitting and I could see just ordinary pasture grass and some dandelions and some dock and a couple of violets, and a buttercup which didn't have any flowers as~.


Suddenly, when I was looking at the dandelion, I realized I could see all that dandelion, not just the part that showed above the ground!


I don't know how long I'd been seeing it that way before realizing it. And I'm not certain that "seeing" is the right word.


Maybe "know" would be better. I knew how that dandelion's big taproot went down into the ground and how the little feathery roots grew out of it, and I knew where all the roots were, how they were taking water and chemicals out of the ground, how reserve food was stored in the root and how the dandelion used the sunlight to convert its food into a form it could use. And the funniest thing about it was that I had never known any of it before.


I looked at the other plants and I could see all of them the same way. I wondered if something had gone wrong with my eyes and ff I would have to go around looking into things instead of at them, so I tried to make the new seeing go away and it did.


Then I tried to see the dandelion root again and I saw it, just the way I had before.


I sat there, wondering why I had never been able to see that way before and why I was able to now. And while I was wondering, I looked into the pool and tried to see down into the pool and I could, just as plain as day. I could see clear to the bottom of it and into all the corners of it, and there were lunkers lying in there, bigger than any fish that ever had been taken from the creek.


I saw that my bait was nowhere near any of the fish, so I moved it over until it was just in front of the nose of one of the biggest ones. But the fish didn't seem to see it, or ff he did, he wasn't hungry, for he just lay there, fanning the water with his fins and making his gills work.


I moved the bait down until it bumped his nose, but he still didn't pay any attention to it. So I made the fish hungry.


Don't ask me how I did it. I can't tell you. I all at once knew I could and just how to do it. So I made him hungry and he went for that bait like Bounce grabbing a bone.


He pulled the cork clear under and I heaved on the pole and hoisted him out. I took him off the hook and put him on the stringer, along with the four or five little ones I'd caught.


Then I picked out another big fish and lowered my bait down to him and made him hungry.


In the next hour and a haft, I just about cleaned out all the big fish. There were some little ones left, but I didn't bother with them. I had the stringer almost full and I couldn't carry it in my hand, for then the fish would have dragged along the ground. I had to sling it over my shoulder and those fish felt awfully wet.


I called Bounce and we went back to town.


Everyone I met stopped and had a look at my fish and wanted to know where I'd got them and what I'd caught them on and if there were any left or had I taken them all. When I told them I'd taken all there was, they laughed fit to kill.


I was just turning off Main Street on my way home when


Banker Patton stepped out of the barber shop. He smelled nice from the bottles of stuff that Jake, the barber, uses on his customers.


He saw me with my fish and stopped in front of me. He looked at me and looked at the fish and he rubbed his fat hands together. Then he said, like he was talking to a child, "Why, Jimmy, where did you get all those fish ?" He sounded a little bit, too, like I might not have a right to them and probably had used some lowdown trick to get them.


"Out in the hole on Alf's place," I told him.


All at once, without even trying to do it, I saw him the same way I had seen the dandelion--his stomach and intestines and something that must have been his liver--and up above them all, surrounded by a doughy mass of pink, a pulsating thing that I knew must be his heart.


I guess that's the first time anybody ever really hated someone else's guts.


I shot out my hands--well, not my hands, for one was clutching the cane pole and the other was busy with the fish-but it felt almost exactly as if I'd put them out and grabbed his heart and squeezed it hard.


He gasped once, then sighed and wilted, like all the starch had gone out of him, and I had to jump out of the way so he wouldn't bump into me when he fell.


He never moved after he hit the ground.


Jake came running out of his barber shop.


"What happened to him 2" he asked me.


"He just fell over," I said.


Jake looked at him. "It's a heart attack. I'd know it anywhere. I'll run for Dec."


He took off up the street for Doe Mason while other people came hurrying out of the places along the street.


There was Ben from the cheese factory and Mike from the pool hall and a couple of farmers who were in the general store.


I got out of there and went on home and Ma was pleased with the fish.


"They'll taste real good," she said, looking at them. "How did you come to catch that many, Jim ?" "They were biting good," ! said.


"Well, you hurry up and clean them. We'll have to eat some right away and I'll take some over to Preacher Martin's and I'll rub salt in the others and put them in the cellar where it's good and cool. They'll keep for several days."


Just then, Mrs. Lawson ran across the street and told Ma about Banker Patton.


"He was talking to Jim when it happened," she told Ma.


Ma said to me, "Why didn't you tell me, Jim ?"


"I never got around to it," I said. "I was showing you these fish."


So the two of them went on talking about Banker Patton and


I went out to the woodshed and cleaned the fish. Bounce sat alongside me and watched me do it and I swear he was as happy over those fish as I was, just like he might have had a hand in catching them.


"It was a nice day, Bounce," I said and Bounce said he'd thought so, too. He recalled running up and down the stream and how he'd chased a frog and the good smell there was when he stuck his nose down to the ground and sniffed.


Now I don't want you to think I'm trying to make you believe Bounce actually talked, because he didn't. But it was just as if he'd said those very words.


People all the time are laughing at me and making cracks about me and trying to bait me because I'm the village idiot, but there are times when the village idiot has it over all of them.


They would have been scared they were going crazy if a dog talked to them, but I didn't think it was strange at all. I just thought how much nicer it was now that Bounce could talk and how I wouldn't have to guess at what he wanted to say. I never thought it was queer at all, because I always figured Bounce could talk if he only tried, being a smart dog.


So Bounce and I sat there and talked while I cleaned the fish.


When I came out of the woodshed, Mrs. Lawson had gone home and Ma was in the kitchen, getting a skillet ready to cook some of the fish.


"Jim, you..." she hesitated, then went on, "Jim, you didn't have anything to do with what happened to Banker Patton, did you ? You didn't push him or hit him or anything ?"


"I never even touched him," I said and that was true. I certainly hadn't touched him.


In the afternoon, I went out and worked in the garden. Ma does some housework now and then and that brings in some money, but we couldn't get along if it wasn't for the garden. I used to work some, but since the fight I had with Alf over him not paying me, she don't let me work for anyone. She says if I take care of the garden and catch some fish, I'm helping out enough.


ú Working in the garden, I found a different use for my new way of seeing. There were worms in the cabbages and I could see every one of them and I killed them all by squeezing them, the way I'd squeezed Banker Patton. I found a cloudy sort of stuff on some of the tomato plants and I suppose it was some kind of virus, because it was so small I could hardly see it at first. So I magnified it and could see it fine, and I made it go away. I didn't squeeze it like I did the worms. I just made it go away.


It was fun working in the garden, when you could look down into the ground and see how the parsnips and radishes were coming and could kill the cutworms you found there, and know just how the soil was and if everything was all right.


We'd had fish for lunch and we had fish again for supper, and after supper I went for a walk.


Before I knew it, I was walking by Banker Patton's place and, going past, I felt the grief inside the house.


I stood out on the sidewalk and let the grief come into me. I suppose that outside any house in town, I could have felt just as easily whatever was going on inside, but I hadn't known I could and I hadn't tried. It was only because the grief in the Patton house was so deep and strong that I noticed it.


The banker's oldest daughter was upstairs in her room and I could feel her crying. The other daughter was sitting with her mother in the living-room and neither of them was crying, but they seemed lost and lonely. There were other people in the house, but they weren't very sad. Some neighbours, probably, who'd come in to keep the family company.


I felt sorry for the three of them and I wanted to help them.


Not that I'd done anything wrong in killing Banker Patton, but I felt sorry for those women, because, after all, it wasn't their fault the way Banker Patton was, so I stood there, wishing I could help them.


And all at once I felt that perhaps I could and I tried first with the daughter who was upstairs in her room. I reached out to her and I told her happy thoughts. It wasn't easy to start with, but pretty soon I got the hang of it and it wasn't hard to make her happy. Then I made the other two happy and went on my way, feeling better about what I'd done to the family.


I listened in on the houses I passed. Most of them were happy, or at least contented, though I found a couple that were sad.


Automatically, I reached out my mind and~ gave them happiness. It wasn't that I felt I should do something good for any particular person. To tell the truth, I don't remember which houses I made happy. I just thought if I was able to do a thing that, I should do it. It wasn't fight for someone to have that kind of power and refuse to use it.


Ma was sitting up for me when I got home. She was looking kind of worried, the way she always does when I disappear for a long time and she don't know where I am.


I went up to my room and got into bed and lay awake for a long time, wondering how come I could do all the things I could and how, suddenly, today I was able to do them when I'd never been able to before. But finally I went to sleep.


The situation is not ideal, of course, but a good deal better than I had any reason to expect. It is not likely that one shouldfind on every alien planet a host so made to order for our purpose as is this one of mine.


It has accepted me without recognizing me, has made no attempt to deny itself to me or to reject me. It is of an order of intelligence which has enabled it, quickly and efficiently, to make use of those most-readily manipulated of my abilities and this has aided me greatly in my observations. It is fairly mobile and consorts freely with its kind, which are other distinct advantages.


l reckon myself fortunate, indeed, to have found so satisfactory a host so soon upon arrival.


When I got up and had breakfast, I went outside and found


Bounce waiting for me. He said he wanted to go and chase some rabbits and I agreed to go along. He said since we could talk now, we ought to make a good team. I could stand up on a stump or a pile of rocks or even climb a tree, so I could overlook the ground and see the rabbit and yell out to him which way it was going, and he could intercept it.


We went up the road toward Alf's place, but turned off down across the pasture, heading for some cut-over land on the hill across the creek.


When we were off the road, I turned around to give Alf a good hating and while I was standing there, hating him; thought came into my mind. I didn't know if I could do it, bu it seemed to be a good idea, so I tried.


I moved my seeing up to Alf's barn and went right throug] and came out in the middle of the haymow, with hay packed a] around me. But all the time, you understand, I was standing el there in the pasture with Bounce, on our way to chase sor~ rabbits.


I'd like to explain what I did next and how I did it, but mosfi what worries me is how I knew enough to do itmI mean enoug about chemical reaction and stuff like that. I did something t the hay and something to the oxygen and I started a fire 1 there in the centre of the haymow. When I saw it was start~ good, I got out of there and was in myself again and Boun, and I went on across the creek and up the hill.


I kept looking back over my shoulder, wondering if the fi might not have gone out, but all at once there was a little trick of smoke coming out of the haymow opening up under t gable's end.


We'd got up into the cut-over land by that time and I ,, down on a stump and enjoyed myself. The fire had a good st~ before it busted out and there wasn't a thing that could be do to save the barn. It went up with a roar and made the prettiest column of smoke you've ever seen.


On the way home, I stopped at the general store. Alf was there and he seemed much too happy to have just lost his barn.


But it wasn't long until I understood why he was so happy.


"I had her insured," he told Bert Jones, the storekeep, "plumb up to the hilt. Anyhow, it was too big a barn, bigger than I needed. When I built it, I figured I was going to go into milking heavier than I've done and would need space."


Bert chuckled. "Handy fire for you, Aft."


"Best thing that ever happened to me. I can build allot barn and have some cash left over."


I was pretty sore about bungling it, but I thought of a way to get even.


After lunch, I went up the road again and out into Alf's pasture and hunted up the bull. He was glad to see me, although he did a little pawing and some bellowing just to show off.


I had wondered all the way out if I could talk to the bull the way I talked to Bounce and I was afraid that maybe I couldn't, for Bounce was bound to be smarter than a bull.


I was right, of course. It was awful hard to make that bull understand anything.


I made the mistake of scratching behind his ears while I tried to talk to him and he almost went to sleep. I could feel just how good the scratching felt to him. So I hauled off and kicked him in the ribs to wake him up, so he would pay attention. He did pay a little closer attention and even did a little answering, but not much. A bull is awful dumb.


But I felt fairly sure I'd got my idea across, for he started acting sore and feisty and I'm afraid that I overdid it just a mite.


I made it to the fence ahead of him and went over without even touching it. The bull stopped at the fence and stood there, pawing and raising Cain, and I got out of there as fast as I could go.


I went home fairly pleased with myself for thinking up as smart a thing as that. I wasn't surprised in the least to hear that evening that Alf had been killed by his bull.


It wasn't a. pretty way to die, of course, but Alf had it coming to him, the way he beat me out of my summer wages.


I was sitting in the pool hall when the news was brought in by someone and they all talked about it. Some said Alf had always claimed you couldn't trust no bull, and someone else said he'd often said I was the only one who'd ever gotten along with this particular bull and he was scared all the time I was there for fear the bull would kill me.


They saw me sitting there and they asked me about it and I acted dumb and all of them laughed at me, but I didn't mind their laughing. I knew something they didn't know. Imagine how surprised they'd be if they ever learned the truth!


They won't, of course.


I'm too smart for that.


When I went home, I got a tablet and a pencil and started to write down the names of all my enemies--everyone who had ever laughed at me or done mean things to me or said mean things about me.


The list was pretty long. It included almost everyone in town.


I sat there thinking and I decided maybe I shouldn't kill everyone in town. Not that I couldn't, for I could have, just as slick as anything. But thinking about Alf and Banker Patton, I could see there wasn't any lasting satisfaction in killing people you hate. And I could see as plain as day that if you killed a lot of people, it could leave you pretty lonesome.


I read down through the list of names I'd made and I gave a couple of them the benefit of a doubt and scratched them out. I read those that were left over and I had to admit that every one of them was bad. I decided that if I didn't kill them, I'd have to do something else about them, for I couldn't let them go on being bad.


I thought about it a long time and I remembered some of the things I'd heard Preacher Martin say, although, as I've mentioned before, he's a great one to be saying them. I decided I'd have to lay aside my hate and return good for evil.


I am puzzled and disturbed, although that, perhaps, is the normal reaction when one attaches onself to an alien being. This is a treacherous and unprincipled species and, as such, an incalculably important one to study.


I am continually amazed at the facility with which my host has acquired the use of my talents, continually appalled by the use he makes of them. I am more than puzzled by his own conviction that he is less intelligent than his fellows; his actions during acquaintance with him do not bear this out. I wonder if it may not be a racial trait, a sort of cult-attitude of inferiority, that it may be ill-mannered to think of oneself in any other way.


But I half suspect that he may have sensed me in some way without my knowing it and may be employing this strange concept as a device to force me from his mind. Under such a circumstance, it would not be prime ethics for me to remain with him--but he has proved to be such an excellent seat of observation that I am loath to leave him.


The fact is, I don't know. I could, of course, seize control of his mind and thus learn the truth of this and other matters which are perplexing me. But I fear that, in doing so, I would destroy his effectiveness as a free agent and thus impair his observational value. I have decided to wait before using such a drastic measure.


I ate breakfast in a hurry, being anxious to get started. Ma asked me what I was going to do and I said just walk around a bit.


First off, I went to the parsonage and sat down outside the hedge between it and the church. Pretty soon, Preacher Martin came out and began to walk up and down in what he called his garden, pretending he was sunk in holy thought, although I always suspected it was just an act to impress old ladies who might see him.


I put out my mind real easy and finally I got it locked with his so neatly, it seemed that it was me, not him, who was walking up and down. It was a queer feeling, I can tell you, for all the time I knew good and well that I was sitting there back of the hedge.


He wasn't thinking any holy thoughts at all. He was going over in his mind all the arguments he intended to use to hit up the church board for a raise in salary. He was doing some minor cussing out of some of the members of the board for being tight-fisted skinflints and that I agreed with, because they surely were.


Taking it easy, just sort of stealing in on his thoughts, I made him think about Jennie Smith, the organist, and the way he was carrying on with her, and I made him ashamed of himself for doing it.


He tried to push me away, though he didn't know it was me; he just thought it was his own mind bringing up the matter. But


I wouldn't let him push the thought away. I piled it on real heavy.


I made him think how the people in the church trusted him and looked to him for spiritual leadership, and I made him remember back to when he was a younger man, just out of seminary, and looked on his lifetime work as a great crusade. I made him think of how he'd betrayed all the things he'd believed in then, and I got him down so low, he was almost bawling. Then I made him tell himself that owning up was the only way he could absolve himself. Once he'd done that, he could start life over again and be a credit to himself and his church.


I went away, figuring I'd done a fair job of work on him, but knowing that I'd have to check up on him every now and then.


At the general store, I sat around and watched Bert Jones sweep out the place. While he was talking to me, I sneaked into his mind and recalled to him all the times he'd paid way less than market prices for the eggs the farmers brought in, and the habit of sneaking in extra items on the bills he sent out to his charge customers, and how he'd cheated on his income tax. I scared him plenty on the income tax and I kept working at him until he'd about decided to make it right with everyone he'd cheated.


I didn't finish the job airtight, but I knew I could come back any time I wanted to and, in a little while, I'd make an honest man of Bert.


Over at the barber shop, I watched Jake cut a head of hair. I wasn't too interested in the man Jake was working onmhe lived four or five miles out of town--and at the moment, I figured that I'd better confine my work to the people in the village.


Before I left, I had Jake plenty worried about the gambling he'd been doing in the back room at the pool hall and had him almost ready to make a clean breast of it to his wife.


I went over to the pool hall. Mike was sitting back of the counter with his hat on, reading the baseball scores in the morning paper. I got a day-old paper and pretended to read it.


Mike laughed and asked me when I'd learned to read, so I laid it on good and thick.


When I left, I knew, just as soon as I was out the door, he'd go down into the basement and dump all the moonshine down the drain, and before too long, I'd get him to close up the back room.


Over at the cheese factory, I didn't have much chance to work on Ben. The farmers were bringing in their milk and he was too busy for me to really get into his mind. But I did manage to make him think of what would happen ff Jake ever caught him with Jake's wife. And I knew when I could catch him alone, I could do a top-notch job on him, for I saw he scared easy.


And that's the way it went.


It was tough work and at times I felt it was just too much of a job. But then I'd sit down and remind myself that it was my duty to keep on--that for some reason this power had been given me and that it was up to me to use it for all it was worth.


And furthermore, I was not to use it for myself, for any selfish ends, but for the good of other people.


I don't think I missed a person in the village.


Remember how we wondered if there might not be unseen fiaws in this plan of ours? We went over it most carefully and could find none, yet all of us feared that some might show up in actual practice. Now I can report there is one. It is this:


Accurate, impersonal observation is impossible, for as soon as one introduces one's self into a host, his abilities become available to the host and at once become a factor which upsets the norm.


As a result of this, I am getting a distorted picture of the culture of this planet. Reluctant to intervene before, I am now convinced that I must move to take command of the situation.


Bert, now that he's turned honest, is the happiest man you ever saw. Even losing all the customers who got sore at him when he explained why he paid them back some money doesn't bother him. I don't know how Ben is getting along--he disappeared right after Jake took the shotgun to him. But, then, everyone agrees Ben was overdoing it when he went to Jake and told him he was sorry for what had been going on. Jake~s wife is gone, too, and some folks say she followed Ben.


To tell the truth, I am well satisfied with the way everything's turned out. Everyone is honest and no one is fooling around with anyone else and there ain't a lick of gambling or drinking going on in town. Mapleton probably is the most moral village in the United States.


I feel that perhaps it turned out the way it did because I started out by conquering my own evil thoughts and, instead of killing all the folks I hated, set out to do them good.


I'm a little puzzled when I walk through the streets at night because I don't pick up near as many happy thoughts as I used to. In fact, there are times when it keeps me busy almost all night long, getting them cheered up. You'd think honest folks would be happy folks. I imagine it's because, now they're good instead of bad, they're not so given to giddy pleasures, but are more concerned with the solid, worth-while side of life.


I'm a little worried about myself. While I did a lot of good, I may have done it for a selfish reason. I did it, perhaps partly, to make up for killing Alf and Banker Patton. And I did it not for just people, but for people I know. That doesn't seem right.


Why should only people I know benefit ?


Help! Can you hear me? I'm trapped! I can neither control my host nor can I escape from him. Do not under any circumstances let anyone else try to use another member of this race as a host.


Help!


Can you hear me ?


Help!


I've sat up all night, thinking, and now the way is clear.


Having reached my decision, I feel important and humble, both at once. I know I'm a chosen instrument for good and must not let anything stop me. I know the village was no more than a proving ground, a place for me to learn what I could really do. Knowing now, I'm determined to use the power to its utmost for the good of all humanity.


Ma's been saving up a little money for a long time for a decent burial.


I know just where she hides it.


It's all she's got.


But it's enough to get me to the U. N.









