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has been passed from Washington Irving to Mark
Twain to Jon Stewart, and Magill declares, “Satire
is again serious business.”

But as Christopher Lasch noted two decades
ago, the ironic stance is more defensive than
proactive. It’s the natural crouch of a person bom-
barded with lies in an over-commercialized public
realm. If irony is hot again, does this signal that
Magill’s ideal ironists are on the march, their
imaginations revved for political reform? Or has
irony become merely a personal style of coping?
What does it mean if everyone is in on the joke,
but the joke is still on us?

—David Beers

H I S T O R Y

A Road Trip
Through History
In the year before the

millennium, Dutch journalist
Geert Mak traveled through
Europe in a small van fur-
nished with a mattress and a
hotplate, on one of the world’s
most thoroughly depressing journeys. His lively
yet erudite account of the continent’s preceding
century of wars, genocides, and gulags, and of its
subsequent recovery, originally published in daily
installments in the pages of Holland’s NRC Han-
delsblad newspaper, has become a bestseller
across Europe.

The chapter titles trace Mak’s itinerary of grief
and misery. He commemorates World War I at
Ypres, Verdun, and Versailles, and World War II
at Dunkirk, St. Petersburg, Vichy, Stalingrad,
Monte Cassino, Dresden, and Auschwitz. To
mark the 20-year truce between those two wars
against German ambition he visits Guernica,
Mussolini’s birthplace at Predappio, Hitler’s holi-
day spot in Berchtesgaden, and Winston
Churchill’s country house at Chartwell. At each
stop Mak digs up historical documents, conducts
interviews, and makes his own shrewd observa-
tions, producing a rumination that blends diary,

travelogue, and popular history.
In recalling the Cold War, Mak unaccountably

avoids Yalta, scene of the 1945 meeting of Chur-
chill, Joseph Stalin, and Franklin Roosevelt,
where the contours of postwar Europe began to
congeal. Instead, he visits the scenes of the three
doomed revolts against Soviet domination—East
Berlin in 1953, Budapest in 1956, and Prague in
1968—and then the Gdansk shipyards, site of the
Polish Solidarity movement’s formation, with
happier results, in 1980. Then on to Chernobyl
and Srebrenica and Sarajevo, where the history
of Europe’s suicidal 20th century comes full cir-
cle. In one of those coincidences too remarkable
for anything but real life, the century of Euro-
pean disaster that began
with the assassination
of the Austrian
archduke Franz Ferdi-
nand in Sarajevo in 1914
ended in the 1990s with
the Serbs’ dreadful siege
of that same city.

In the intervening
years, Europe had
changed beyond recognition. “European unifica-
tion was—and is—above all a unique peace
process,” Mak writes. More than that, it has
become an economic miracle, spreading
prosperity along with peace wherever the pater-
nalistic arm of the European Union bureaucracy
may reach. In his travels of 1999, Mak was
struck by the poverty of much of Eastern Europe
as it underwent the transition from communist
inefficiency. Seven years of growth later, the old
Warsaw Pact lands are enjoying a boom. Having
joined the European Union with a per capita
income that was less than a third the EU
average, these countries have incomes now
above 60 percent of the average and rising fast.

In fact, today’s Europeans live rather well.
“Europe still cannot hold a candle to the dyna-
mism, flexibility, and energy of American society,”
Mak notes, “but when it comes to quality of life
the average citizen of the Old World—partic-
ularly its western regions—has quietly left his
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American cousin in the dust.” Citing such
yardsticks as life expectancy, vacation time, social
security and retirement, public health, and trans-
portation, he concludes that America “is no
longer Europe’s shining example.”

But Mak’s review of Europe’s self-inflicted dis-
asters leaves him nervous about the future. He
cites the forebodings of veteran Luxembourg pre-
mier Jean-Claude Juncker, who mourns the way
the British, the French, and others have managed
to block the EU from becoming a single federal
superstate. “I don’t think the generation after us
will be able to put together all those national biog-
raphies in such a way that the EU will not be split
back into its national components—with all the
dangers that entails,” Juncker has said. And in
much of Europe, Mak fears, democracy is “a fairly
recent phenomenon and hardly to be taken for
granted.” Further, “there is no European peo-
ple. There is no single all-embracing community of
culture and tradition that binds together . . . the
Northern-Protestant, the Latin-Catholic, the
Greek-Orthodox, and Muslim-Ottoman.”

And so Mak returns us to the importance of
Sarajevo. Europe proved incapable of resolving
the Balkan conflicts of the 1990s; once again, the
United States had to intervene to settle a
European war. And instead of signaling an end to
wars of European nationalism, the siege of now
predominantly Muslim Sarajevo from 1992 to
1996 may have been the opening salvo of a new
confrontation between traditionally Christian
Europe and the surging rival faith of Islam. As
Mak reports, today the most popular name for
newborn boys in Amsterdam, his hometown, is
Mohammed.

—Martin Walker

Hide and Seek
Shortly after classes

started this year, tag was
banned from yet another play-
ground, this one at an elemen-
tary school in Colorado
Springs, Colorado. Chasing
offended some sensibilities. In

defending the decision, an administrator noted
that only two parents had raised objections to the
new rule. At a time when children’s play seems
under siege, Howard Chudacoff ’s history—the
first of its kind—arrives to tell us what we are let-
ting slip away.

“Children have always cultivated their own
underground of unstructured and self-structured
play, which they did not often talk about with
adults,” says Chudacoff, a history professor at
Brown. To peek into this private world, he has
consulted dozens of diaries written by children,
both historical and contemporary. Even in the
Puritan America of the 1600s, when play was
considered “the devil’s workshop,” children
slipped off and chased each other in the woods.

But for the past several decades play has
been “colonized” by adults, who now firmly
prefer indoor environments for their children
or, if they must play outdoors, structured,
supervised activities—think Little League,
founded in 1939. It’s a travesty, Chudacoff sug-
gests, to call “play” a pursuit in which adults
push kids as young as eight to train so hard
that they develop the overuse injuries found,
until recently, only in professional athletes
well along in their careers.

The “sheltered-child model” of childhood isn’t
new. As the urban middle class started to grow in
the mid-19th century, so did the idea that chil-
dren’s physical and emotional development
should occur in a protected environment. In the
20th century, the idea gathered force through the
writings of John Dewey and Sigmund Freud and
the explosive growth of the toy industry, which
today grosses $25 billion a year. But it was the
onset of the polio epidemic in the early 1950s,
Chudacoff says, that ushered in the age of hyper-
vigilance. From then on, “professionals fixated on
safeguarding youngsters from every possible haz-
ard,” both real and imagined.

Probably because children not so long ago did
enjoy unstructured and improvised play, the
mere mention of the word tends to conjure sweet
memories of childhood among adults. Not in
Chudacoff. He is constantly wiping sentimental-
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