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Dead Cats, Drunk Armadillos, Dehydrated Cows

and the Chicken Head Man


I can not escape the Chicken Head Man.  I see his narrow shoulders, low and inward turned.  The way his teeth confide neglect within a broad smile.  His circular, dated, wire-rimmed glasses.  His mannerisms -- a shyness overcome as he stands, pigeon toed and reluctant to make eye contact.  His exaggerated resolve and the flourish that snaps down from elbow to wrist as he passes his reticence to strangers on the sidewalk -- strangers who do their best to avoid him and the momentary discomfort that would result from refusing his flier.


Even in the middle of summer he wears the puffy felt hat snapped around his chin.  It is red and dirty-yellow and in the likeness of a chicken, the style of hat rich South Americans find it so comical to wear while skiing.  The flyers are for tak-kal-be, a dish made from chicken, cabbage and red pepper paste.  There is something about him, a thing not confined to any physical detail but obvious to the hundreds or even thousands of people who pass him on the sidewalk every day, that immediately informs one that the restaurant is his, that he has saved and borrowed for this restaurant, that he has dreamed of this restaurant since childhood, and one can also imagine the enthusiasm and wild hand gestures when he speaks of his plans for the restaurant, and the future it will provide for his children, with friends.  And it is even easier to imagine the emotions beneath the tight-lipped smiles as they listen, because his restaurant is empty.  I know because I can see beneath the smile on the face of the Chicken Head Man.  It is not difficult.  Every student who walks through the main gate of Kyungpook National University can see it.


He is there, late morning, afternoon and evening, near a stainless steel sculpture that casts its shadow like a dismembered airplane wing.  The flier is mostly day-glow pink, with blocks of white, and it shows two muscular chickens with boxing gloves, graphic fireworks, and a text that I am told describes the tak-kal-be experience as “orgasmic.”  I have watched him late at night doing his best to engage weary students on their way home from a closing library.  I have watched him suppress his fears and channel his courage to the point where, after an entire day in the sun with that hot, felt chicken hat strapped about his head, he is able, with trademark smile, jump and flourish, to stop a pretty girl and her boyfriend and present them with a flyer from his restaurant.  And I have also watched, as has the Chicken Head Man himself, as a pretty girl, with mimicked smile, jump and flourish, forced the still-warm handbill on her reluctant boyfriend.


The Chicken Head Man is a doomed ideal, but a professional where Gatsby floundered in the minor leagues.  To the Chicken Head Man, Macbeth is no more than a bumbling fourth stooge.  When I mention him to another professor in the department, she tells me that she has also wondered about him.  He is famous.  Her students say that he is weird, the subject of laughter and ridicule, and that those who have actually eaten in the restaurant report that the food is not good.


... And with this, the Chicken Head Man looms larger.


But why?  The analogy that first strikes me relies upon a tired cliché, one concerning radio's superiority to television.  Here, in South Korea, a country where I can understand very little of the written language and still less of the spoken, in a country where I know almost nothing of the history, customs, cultural norms or social baggage, the gaps that must be filled by my imagination are far larger.  Radio is sound without pictures.  I have white noise and video without context, so that maybe, in some spots, the gaps shine brighter than what is tangible.  I stand at bus stops and hear conversations that strike me as "blah, blah, way-goo-keem, blah, way-goo-keem, blah, blah, blah, way-goo-keem," and all I know is that they are talking about “the foreigner."  People stare, genuinely curious.  I have even stood by, complacent and grinning, as old men made a great game of capturing toddlers and holding them near my face until they became afraid of my different looks and began to cry.  It is at times like these that I wonder if there might be substance to the gratuitous capitalization of "other" in "post-colonial literature," or if maybe "diaspora," when used by those who emigrated by choice, could be more than a whiny dissertation gimmick.


But these moments pass.


In my ignorance I choose to see the Chicken Head Man pushing his children on their tricycles, late at night, the glare from the neon lights of his restaurant illuminating puddles on a drizzle-damp sidewalk, the children’s faces aglow with shimmering pink and magenta reflections. The Chicken Head Man addresses envelops, month after month, that contain money for his mother and news that maintains the cheerful facade of his success.  The Chicken Head Man sits alone in the dark, after closing, eating the worst scraps so that his employees might receive their full paychecks.  And it is true that these things would be more difficult to imagine if he were American, like me, or I were Korean.  This is one of the reasons why I have not gotten on a plane, flown home and restored the sound.  It might be easier to see the good in people without it.


A couple of mornings ago I saw a dead cat.  It was recently dead, as its eyes were intact, and posed, so as to best utilize its rigor mortis, in a seated position between a recycling can and some small construction debris.  Like a seated version of The Mummy, or a king rising from his thrown, arms outstretched for balance.  It could have easily been discarded on top of the trash pile, but someone had taken the time to reanimate it with a kind of comic dignity -- taken the time to pose it, but not to bury it.  I had seen this cat before: dirty, missing part of its tail, digging through a torn garbage sack late at night.


I have seen armadillos in eastern Texas, many of them, dead along the side of the road but situated such that their long noses extend into empty cans of Lone Star beer.  And this seemed to me even then to be a statement more about the tragedy of a healthy armadillo struck down in its prime, than a comment on the quality of Lone Star beer.  Someone was giving empty beers to dead armadillos -- lots of beer cans to many, many armadillos.  Each of these cans came with a little sympathy, not just from the guy who stopped his pick-up, but also from the hundreds, maybe thousands of people who drove past each armadillo, while it lasted.

     There is also a dead cow, somewhere north of La Paz, Mexico, beside the lonely highway that stretches the length of the Baja Peninsula.  I know this cow.  It is so completely dehydrated as to seem only two hides thick and without bones and skull.  Though it once weighed five or six hundred pounds, it is now as light as a piece of jerky, like an eyeless cardboard cutout of a cow, and it is difficult to imagine how it ever walked or mooed or expressed within those dark sockets the slightest aspect of a dull cow personality.  But there it is: balanced upright against a 55 gallon drum and tied by a rope around its neck to a large Saguaro cactus.  A hundred miles from nowhere it stands, alone, patiently waiting for someone to return and give it some water, or maybe set it free.


Tragic heroism and comic dignity...   The Chicken Head Man makes no appeal to my imagination, sees not the slightest benefit from my anonymous pity, and gains nothing useful from these few awkward sentences composed in a language he does not understand.  I ate at the Chicken Head Man's restaurant and it was not good.  It is easy to find humor in the meal's shortcomings, but difficult to remember that he is out on that hot sidewalk every day, maybe at this very moment.  Two nights ago he was standing in the rain beneath an umbrella, just staring at a puddle beneath his feet.  Sooner or later his restaurant will be gone and the Chicken Head Man will take off his hat for the last time, and then there will be only dead air, hanging simply, like the unfunny punch line of a joke promised, but never completely delivered.


